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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Christian Essentials - Acts 15 
Paul and Barnabas have returned from their many months away and shared with the Church all that God has been doing, especially among the Gentiles – non Jewish background people. No sooner have they done this than trouble arises – trouble because of the very source of their rejoicing and success. Trouble that is, in fact, triggered by their great success in bringing Gentiles to faith. Isn’t that ironic! They’re rejoicing in what God has done and continues to do when suddenly its spoiled by these men who come in, claiming to have authority from the church in Jerusalem, and start telling the gentile believers that to be proper Xians they need to be circumcised and start following the laws of Moses. ‘You cannot be saved’ they said, without circumcision. 
Paul and Barnabas are horrified and dispute this but the outsiders refuse to back down. But this was too important to leave and it is therefore resolved that P & B and some others will go to Jerusalem to get the mother church, the Apostles there to rule on this.

1. The Dispute: 

After the initial big back slapping welcome by everyone and report of all God had done – which course have included the mass conversions of the gentiles both in Antioch and the other places they had visited. From the way Luke records the meeting it sounds like the report was almost too much for Pauls opponents and they can’t wait to jump up to interject with their assertion that these gentiles must be circumcised and keep the law if they are to be saved and accepted by God. 
It will help us to understand, and see some relevance in all this for us, if we ask who were they and what was their problem.
‘Pharisee believers’ – both words important.
· Believers – genuinely saved, baptised and part of the church; trusters in Jesus.
· Pharisees – not the bad guys sometimes made out; honest, God fearing – so much so that their biggest concern was letting standards about God slip. Therefore they were massively into law and doing things right. The biggest defenders of God around – very much the right wing conservative group of religious groups.
Wonderfully some of these had come to faith in Jesus, but they brought with them their cultural baggage and preconceived ideas. For a while they’d accepted the gentiles joining – there had always been gentiles becoming Jews. 
Their problem? These gentiles were joining the church in such numbers that the feel of the church and the way things were done was being affected and they weren’t doing it as it had always been done! They were fast taking over and ‘standards were slipping’ – the distinctive Jewish feel of the church was being watered down and most of these people didn’t care a thing about the heritage, the past and God’s laws. Worst of all of course – they weren’t even circumcised! How could they possibly be accepted as Gods people without being baptised – it had always been that way, since Abraham. 
In response to this it seems that the Apostles and elders (the spiritual leaders) met in closed session to consider what should be done, who was right. 

2. The debate: 
First to speak was Peter, v7-11, who shared his experience with Cornelius and the evidence of Gods acceptance by giving H/S, irrespective of Corn not being circumcised, concluding that God obviously hadn’t asked for anything other than faith in Jesus – v9 (he purified their hearts by faith). His point is that in his ministry among the gentiles God had made no distinction between those of Jewish background and those from gentile – both saved the same way through faith in Jesus – v11. 

Paul and Barn speak next and relate what God has done. And then James speaks

James, the half-brother of Jesus and now defe facto leader of the church in Jerusalem, came at things from a different perspective – he listened to the experiences and and in them the fulfilment of scripture. He realised that what was being described was what God had said through Amos (9:11-12) would happen. The ‘Restoring David’s fallen tent’ was not national restoration as had been envisaged, but was actually referring to what He’d start when Jesus came and brought in the Kingdom of God on earth. He recognised that Amos was prophesying about Jesus and his ministry – a time when Jews would be saved, v16, along with gentiles, v17, exactly the same way – by faith in Jesus alone. He saw that it wasn’t about being circumcised or having a history of keeping the law of God to build up a credit balance of good, but simply by belief/trust in Jesus. 

3. The Decision:

James conclusion, v19, which the rest of the church agreed with, was simply that there was no case, no scriptural case for demanding that the gentiles get circumcised and become Jews before they could be saved. They should not add things to the gospel that God had not demanded, shouldn’t make it hard for people to come into come into the family of God. Faith alone was enough. They would not have to embrace the disciplines and practices of Judaism to become a full and proper part of the church of Jesus.

Case dismissed! But they would ask that the gentile believers were mindful of the history and customs of the Jews and not make it difficult for them either. So for the sake of fellowship and unity – not as law or for salvation – meat should be kosher, no black pudding, no food that had been used in idol temples or sacrifices, and no sex outside of marriage (at all). They should not use their liberty to cause offense – these people had grown up so used to Moses and Jewish ways that it was hugely difficult for them to accept new ways and to change old attitudes. The new gentile believers needed to be sensitive to their Jewish bros and sis’s just as the Jewish background believers should not expect or demand the gentiles become like them. 
What do we learn from all this? Huge and critical lessons 

1. Salvation by grace through faith alone. Note how P&B related what had happened – they reported ‘everything God had done through them’ – v4. Elsewhere we’re told that as ‘many as were appointed to eternal life’ that were saved. Cp Eph 2:8 ‘For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith, which is the gift of God lest any man should boast’. There is nothing for us to do, except believe and trust Jesus. 

How different this is to Islam and all other religions, (JW’s, Mormons). When they come to your door you might like to take them to this passage!
2. Some differences, about salvation and scripture are too important to just gloss over. Paul would not let this go because it was so critical to the very work of Jesus – this was foundational truth. Get this wrong and souls can be lost. Not everything is that important and those things aren’t worth falling out over. But these essentials are – people used to die for them, and still do in some countries. Just let me say – if you’re going to pick a fight, just make sure it’s about something critical!

3. In any dispute the Bible is king! It was James demonstration from scripture that one the day; scripture interpreted experience, not the other way round. 

4. Be very gentle with new believers who don’t understand and know things as you do! It’s all too easy for us to be like those Pharisees and expect or even demand more of young Xians than God does! There’s two things here: 

· We can be like the Phars and expect things God doesn’t expect – it’s wrong simply because it’s not our way. We must be careful, the more so as we get older, not to let our personal preferences, upbringing, or preconceived idea’s affect the way we treat our brothers and sisters! Real tempt to intolerance, grumpiness, etc!

· Remember that, even if we’re right, new Xians increasingly do not know what is right and wrong in God’s sight! We have to be gentle and patient in these cases and not expect too much too soon. Let me put it like this - Getting saved is different from betting sanctified. God doesn’t expect us to do anything before we become a Xian. ‘Just as I am …’ is exactly how it is it is. 
5. Make sure that we don’t make it difficult for people to turn to God. A) As a church. Simple things like the welcome at door and friendliness is so important. or B) as individuals. Does your life help or hinder, make it more or less likely your family or work colleagues will come to Jesus? 

6. Be sensitive to others sensitivities. I wonder if Paul was thinking back to this meeting when he said to the Corinthians much later ‘All things are lawful but not all things are right’! Respect your weaker brother, don’t do something just because you can. Think of how and what it will mean and affect others. Somethings we restrain ourselves on simply because it will hurt others. 
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