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If you’re new with us this morning, we’ve been in a series called Dare to be the Church.  And 
we’re discovering what the early church in the Book of Acts did as they formed as a new church, 
and they started to figure out what it meant to step into these audacious things that God was calling 
them into.  We’re going to continue in that this morning.   
 
I wonder if, in your life, if you ever ask this question: “What does it take in order for you to be in 
right standing with God?”  Maybe you could phrase it another way: “What do I have to do in order 
to be accepted by God?”  I remember I would think of stuff like this throughout my life and, if you 
haven’t asked those questions, no doubt, at some point, you will.  For me, it came at a young age, 
when I’d be staring up at the ceiling.  My first thoughts would be, like, “Boy, I wonder what I’m 
going to play tomorrow, and will I get ice cream?”  And that hasn’t changed.  Oftentimes, when I 
can’t sleep, I’m thinking the same thing still today.  But then, I had this fear of missing out, total 
FOMO.  I was the youngest in my family at the time, and I would feel, like, “Man, I am up here in 
bed trying to go to sleep, and the rest of the family is downstairs, and there’s probably some 
massive party that I’m missing out on.”  I remember one night, late at night—it was, like, eight 
o’clock—and I snuck out of my room and walked down and peeked in the kitchen to see this party 
that I’d missed out on every night because I had to go to bed early.  And my mom I think, was, 
like, washing the dishes; my brother was doing his homework at the table, and my dad was reading 
something.  I was, like, “I’m not missing anything.”  Back up to bed. 
 
But I remember lying in bed night after night and starting to think about other things, deeper things, 
like: What happens to me after I die?  What about this eternity?  It’s time that never ends; it goes 
on and on and on?  Then I started thinking, like:  What does it take for me to be right with God?  
What if I didn’t say a certain prayer right?  Or what if there’s still something that I have to do?  
And this fear rose up in me, and I remember just sitting there going, “God, if I’m not saved, save 
me.”  And the next night, I’d think again:  What if I didn’t do it right?  “God, if I’m not saved, save 
me.”  Night after night after night.  But what if the question is not so much “What do I have to 
do?”  What if the question is:  What has already been done? 
 
That’s what we’re going to look at this morning.  If you’ve got your Bible, you can turn to Acts, 
Chapter 15.  I’m going to start there this morning. If you don’t, I will read, and you can follow 
along.  It starts in Verse 1: 
 

Some men came down from Judea and began teaching the brethren, “Unless you are 
circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.” (*NASB, Acts 15:1) 

 
So, some context.  What’s happening here?  Last week, Ryan walked us through chapter 14 as the 
church continued to move out.  In fact, we saw that some of the people were excited to hear the 
message.  Others—the Jews in that area—got very angry and took Paul outside the city and tried 
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to stone him to death.  He gets back up, walks back to the city, and continues on-mission.  This is 
taking place in Syria, in Antioch.  It was along the northern coast, and it had become this hub for 
the church.  It was a growing church.  In fact, this is the place that launched Paul out on his 
missionary journey, and the men that are being talked about here are what we’re going to continue 
to refer to as Judaizers down the road.  They’re these Jewish Christians that followed the 
conservative line and, later on, they’re even referred to as the Pharisee party.  They’re this Jewish 
sect that had begun to follow Jesus but are asking these questions:  There’s maybe something 
additional that you have to do in order to be saved.  
 
Now, also, you’re going to notice in this, they continue to say brethren or brothers.  You’ll notice 
that all throughout this chapter, and when it speaks of that first here, it’s talking about those that 
had believed that were Gentiles, that were not Jews.  Later on, Paul is going to venture down south, 
and he’ll go through Samaria and he’ll, again, use that term brothers—and it’s meaning these half-
Jews that were there.  And then they get to Jerusalem and, again, he’s going to say that same 
question, brothers, again, that same statement.  It’s this family of God that’s expanding, that’s 
encompassing more than just the Jewish people.  It’s a term used of men and women that had 
chosen to join into the family of God. 
 
It says that they began teaching.  This is a different teaching.  It’s different than the messages that 
Paul had shared with them earlier.  They’re adding onto this, circumcision, which I’m glad that we 
get to talk about today.  I’m sure, when you woke up this morning, you thought, “I can’t wait to 
go to church and talk about circumcision.”  (I know; I’m right there with you.)  We’ll get to that, 
but let’s continue on first: 
 

And when Paul and Barnabas had great dissention and debate with them, the 
brethren determined that Paul and Barnabas and some others of them should go up 
to Jerusalem to the apostles and elders concerning this issue. (Vs. 2) 
 

It says that they had great dissention.  The literal translation is there was no little dissention or 
debate.  It’s as though Luke, in writing this account, had said, “You know what?  This issue came 
up of what it meant to be saved and what it took to be saved, and, if you would have been in the 
room, it was no little debate.  It was fierce.”  Have you ever been in a room where two people 
started debating on something and it gets a little more heated…a little more heated…and all of a 
sudden, you’re like, “Where’s the door?  I want to back out of this room.  It’s getting awkward.”  
 
I think Paul is getting pretty fired up.  Why?  Because this is such an important issue, so much so 
that the believers there—the brethren—decide that Paul and Barnabas should go back to Jerusalem 
to settle this, back to Jerusalem where the church had begun, where the apostles were, where the 
elders were as well, and they should hash this out.  They should figure out what the answer is to 
this question.  
 
Now, when you see up here, the writer is not directionally challenged.  They’re going to head 
south, but the old ancient ways of describing things were not by direction but by elevation.  And 
so they decide to send them to Jerusalem.  This is no small trip.  It’s about 250 miles and continued 
elevated terrain, by foot.  But they decided this is important enough, “We’ve got to go and get this 
figured out.”  So, they head to Jerusalem with this question:  Are we still missing something?  Do 
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I have to somehow form into some ethnic Jewish identity in order to be saved?  And it says the 
church sent them on their way.  It means that the church provided for the provisions for the trip, 
because the church was a united body.  It also says in Verse 3: 
 

Therefore, being sent on their way by the church, they were passing through 
both Phoenicia and Samaria, describing in detail the conversion of the Gentiles, and 
were bringing great joy to all the brethren. When they arrived at Jerusalem, they 
were received by the church and the apostles and the elders, and they reported all 
that God had done with them. (Vs. 3-4) 

 
Now, as they’re sent on their way, passing through Phoenicia and Samaria, they described all the 
conversions of the Gentiles that were bringing great joy to all the brethren.  So, they’re traveling 
down south and, as they’re going, they continue to share with everyone what God has continued 
to do.  And that brings great joy to the church.  We see the church is united in the family of God 
and, as they hear of more people turning to Christ, it gives them incredible joy.  That’s not hard for 
me to imagine, because we have another baptism service coming up in October.  Every time I walk 
out of those baptism services, I am so pumped up hearing the stories of people as they continue to 
share how their life has been transformed by the hope of the gospel, how they found true life in 
Jesus.  And, as they’re sharing those, I’m always bawling like a baby.  It’s incredible to see the life 
change that God does, and it fires me up.  No doubt, as Paul is sharing these life changes and these 
stories, the church there, as well, is fired up.  It’s no different. 
 
In fact, I wonder, as Paul is traveling down south, if he’s thinking back to Acts 1:8.  It’s happening.  
He said, “You will receive power to be witnesses.  You’ll be witnesses in Jerusalem, in Judea and 
Samaria, to the ends of the earth, as it continues to broaden out.”  And now Paul is coming, as the 
gospel is spreading farther and farther, to the ends of the earth.  He’s traveling through Samaria on 
his way back to Jerusalem.  I wonder if he’s reminded that what God says will happen, will happen.  
God is a promise keeper.  God does make a way where it seems impossible.  And when he gets 
there, the church who loves them, receives them, and welcomes them in.  But it doesn’t take long 
at all for the drama of the debate to explode again.  In Verse 5: 

 
But some of the sect of the Pharisees who had believed stood up, saying, “It is 
necessary to circumcise them and to direct them to observe the Law of Moses.” 
 

Here we are again.  Now, he says it is necessary.  It’s not that it would be nice, or it would be 
helpful, but, “This is essential.  It’s necessary that you do this in order for salvation.”  What?  
Circumcision and following the Law of Moses? 
 
Now, it’s so easy when we read this stuff to look at it through the lens of a 2021 western American 
perspective.  But what we have to do is take a little time travel back to the first century and put 
ourselves in a position where we’re looking at this through the eyes of the first readers.  How 
would they have processed this?   What would have been going through their minds?   
 
You know, actually, I can kind of logically start to see the framework that they’re trying to work 
through with this.  You think of it.  For thousands of years, the Jewish people had operated in a 
covenant with God.  He had met with a man named Abraham and told him that He would bless 
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him and that all the world would be blessed through him.  He had chosen a people, the nation of 
Abraham.  As his family grew larger and larger, the nation of Israel, to be His chosen people, to 
display to the rest of the world God’s goodness.  And, in that, He wanted them to look different.  
He wanted them to be set apart, to be holy.  That’s, literally, what holy means:  to be set apart.  So, 
He gave them different laws to abide by that would make them look different.  In this, there are 
these cleanliness laws; there are these sacrificial laws.  And then, the Jewish people started adding 
their own laws to make sure they were following those laws.  And Jesus would be born into a 
Jewish family.  Jesus, Himself, would have been circumcised on the eighth day, the same day that, 
in their custom, would have given a name.  Jesus would have followed all of these laws to a “T”.  
He would have lived them perfectly.  So, they’re trying to process, “What does Jesus mean with 
these laws and with this sign of circumcision?” 
 
It’s kind of interesting.  If I’m in that day, I’m, like, “God, couldn’t You have, like, given a symbol 
of a ring?  But, no, You chose circumcision instead.”  So, circumcision was a sign to show their 
faith in God and God’s covenant with Abraham.  And, essentially, what it meant was a removing 
of the skin, a removing of the flesh.  What’s the symbolism within that?  It was to remind them 
that God would do something through them, through their offspring, that they could not do in their 
own flesh; they could not do in their own strength.  It was going to take something that only God 
could do.  And so, by choosing to participate in this act, it was a reminder of the covenant they had 
with God, and how He would fulfill that covenant that they, themselves, could not fulfill.   
And it’s a big deal!   
 
We can go back and read what was written to them in Genesis, Chapter 17, and Exodus, Chapter 
12.  In fact, in Genesis, Chapter 17, verse 14, we see the strong language with this.  It says anyone 
not circumcised was to be cut off from his people.  They were to be regarded as a covenant-breaker.  
This is a big deal!  But as anything so often happens, God, who is holy and pure, gives us something 
pure and, as humanity in our brokenness, we start to distort it and manipulate it.  And that’s what’s 
starting to take place among the Jewish people with circumcision.  They started to think through 
this as a badge of honor, as a platform of superiority.  They’re better than everyone else.  In fact, 
it fostered a spirit of exclusivity rather than a zeal for mission, as God had intended it to be.   
 
So, the question that they’re wrestling with now is:  What does it take to be saved?  What does it 
take to be in God’s family?  This is an understandable question.  Is it Jesus plus the Law of Moses?  
Is it Jesus plus fulfilling all these laws perfectly?  Is it Jesus plus this symbol, this covenant of 
circumcision?  Is it Jesus plus perfection?  What does it take for me to be saved?  Is this truly what 
Paul is saying?  It’s this new math. Jesus plus nothing equals everything.  So, we continue to see 
what unfolds. Verse 6: 
 

The apostles and the elders came together to look into this matter. 
 
The Greek word look into means to stare at, to look intently.  They mean business; this isn’t just 
something they’re going to look at and make a quick decision.  They’re going to take some time 
to really focus in.  We really start to see this unfold in verse 7: 
 

After there had been much debate (meaning inquiring, debating, questioning, maybe 
even arguing) Peter stood up and said to them, “Brethren, you know that in the early 
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days God made a choice among you, that by my mouth the Gentiles would hear the 
word of the gospel and believe.  And God, who knows the heart, testified to them by 
giving them the Holy Spirit, just as He also did to us; and He made no distinction 
between us and them, cleansing their hearts by faith.”  (Vs. 7-9) 
 

Now, as Peter is talking, his mind is going back to the experience that has taken place.  You 
remember back in our series in Acts, Chapter 10, we were reminded of a story that happened with 
Peter.  He’s hungry.  He wants something to eat, and God gives him this vision of this sheet coming 
down filled with these animals that were deemed unclean.  And God tells Peter, “Kill and eat these 
animals.”  And Peter’s, like, “Oh, no, God, I would never do that.  I follow the laws.  I’m not going 
to do that.”  The second time God says, “Peter, kill and eat these animals.”  And Peter’s, like, “No, 
God, really, I will keep the laws.”  It takes three times for God to get through to Peter that He has 
a new message, that He’s doing a new thing.  It’s not that God was trying to abolish Judaism.  This 
was a Messianic Jewish movement.  It’s that He’s starting to invite the whole world into what He’s 
done through these people.  And so God tells him, “You’re going to meet with a man, Cornelius.  
He’s not a Jew.  And you’re going to share the message of the gospel with him.”  So, what does 
Peter do?  The first thing he does is, he walks into Cornelius’ home, and he reminds him, “Hey, 
you know, it’s not lawful for me, a Jew, to be hanging out with you, a Gentile.  Right?”   
 
He’s starting to process this and think through this.  And, as he does, notice what he’s 
understanding.  It wasn’t Peter’s decision to do this.  I can picture Peter saying, “Man, if this were 
my plan, I would have never done this.  I would have never reached out to them.”  But what did 
he say?  He’s saying that God is the one who’s making the decision.  See, in Verse 7, God made a 
choice.  And in Verse 8, it was God who knows the heart.  He testified to them as He also did to 
us.  Verse 9, He, meaning God, made no distinction.  It’s not that he, Peter, is deciding this.  He’s 
seeing what God has done.  Now, in Verse 8, when it says that He testified to them, the NIV reads: 
“He showed He accepted them.”  Or, “He’s showing His approval.”  How?  By giving them the 
Holy Spirit.  And then He makes no distinction between us and them, cleansing their heart by 
faith.  Did you hear that?  They say, “Wait, wait.  Cleansing their hearts by faith, not by a 
ceremonial ritual?  Not by a cleansing law?  By faith?”  This is a historic moment.  This is a historic 
salvation shift that has taken place and they’re starting to process all that this entails for them. He 
goes on, and he says in Verse 10: 
 

“Now therefore why do you put God to the test…” 
 
In other words, “Why do you doubt God?  Why do you provoke God?  Why are you trying to listen 
to what God’s plan is and then go and do your own thing?”  Because you and I never do that, right?  
We don’t listen to God’s plan and then be, like, “Eh, I’ll do my own.”  But, for them, he’s 
challenging them. 
 

…“by placing upon the neck of the disciples a yoke which neither our fathers nor we 
have been able to bear?”   
 

To understand this, a yoke—put on an animal or oxen as they went around a mill or as they pulled 
a plow in the field, something heavy that they’re pulling—he’s saying, “Why are you putting on 
them a standard that we could never keep.  We couldn’t do it.  And now you’re saying they have 
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to do it?  You have to believe in Jesus Christ and fulfill the law perfectly?  There’s no way we 
could do it.” What’s interesting is he flips the standard here.  In Verse 11, he says: 
 

“But we believe that we are saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, in the same 
way as they also are.”   
 

Now, often, we say the standard is us, so come follow us.  But what he’s doing here is he’s saying 
God set the standard with them, with the Gentiles.  They were saved through faith.  Do you know 
what that means for us as Jews?  We, too, are saved by faith, not by keeping the law.  As he’s 
starting to unpack this, it’s almost as though you could hear a pin drop in the room as they’re 
listening.  Silence…processing it. Verse 12: 
 

All the people kept silent, and they were listening to Barnabas and Paul as they were 
relating what signs and wonders God had done through them among the Gentiles. 
 

What does it take for God to accept you?  Is it faith in Jesus plus something I do?  It kind of reminds 
me of how I was journeying in this in my own story.  Now, when I was younger, I had a lot of 
ambitions—things I wanted to do, things I wanted to accomplish.  Some were important things; 
some were menial things.  One of the things that I wanted to do was, I’d walk into the gym in our 
high school, and I’d see these banners up on the wall.  And I thought, “When I get in high school, 
I want to be on a team that actually puts a banner up on that wall.”  I put the standard on myself. 
My dad would come to every game, and he’d cheer me on.  And we did; we got it.  We got some 
banners up on the walls.  It was an incredible thing.!  But I had another standard that I wanted to 
accomplish, another goal that I wanted.  I wanted to go on and play college basketball.  And so, I 
went to college.  I was going to study pre-med.  I was going to play basketball.  I was working 
through relationships.  But all of a sudden, stuff started just to come unraveled.  I remember the 
day that we got a new coach.  He came in and he told me, “Josh, we don’t need you on the team.  
I’ve got somebody else that will take that position.”  And I was crushed.  I remember going back 
to my dorm.  I’m sitting on my bed thinking, “I’ve got to call my dad.”  Now, my dad had never 
put a weight of pressure on me for this.  But, in some way, I thought I’m going to let him down by 
not playing.  Mostly I thought, I’ve let myself down, and now I have to share this with him.  And 
I remember making that phone call, and I’m a mess.  I said, “Dad, I’m not on the team.  I’m not 
going to be playing basketball.”  I remember what my dad said to me.  He said, “Josh, you could 
never play another game in your life, but that doesn’t change any of the way I feel about you.  I 
love you and I accept you.  You don’t have to do that at all.”  He said, “I enjoyed watching you 
play basketball in high school.  But not just because I, like, enjoyed watching basketball.  It was 
because you’re my son and I accept you and I love you.”   
 
And something clicked in me in the same way with our Heavenly Father.  How many of you, how 
many of us, are continuing to try and gain some kind of approval, some kind of favor, some kind 
of acceptance from God by what we do.  We’re trying to be good enough; we’re trying to achieve 
enough; we’re trying to not sin enough; we’re trying to do whatever it is to gain God’s favor and 
acceptance.  A goal and a standard that could never be accomplished when, if we could just 
understand the truth of what Paul and now Peter are describing, it’s salvation by grace through 
faith alone.  If you’re somebody who circles in your Bible, I’d go back to Verse 9.  Let’s circle that 
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He cleansed their hearts by faith.  I’d go back to Verse 11 and I would circle saved through the 
grace of the Lord Jesus Christ.   
 
It’s a reminder of the gospel.  The gospel simply means good news.  This is the good news.  You 
could never be accepted; you could never be good enough, on your own, to be loved by God, but 
that’s where Jesus comes in.  He takes the punishment, the weight of sin that I deserve, and He 
puts that on His Son and, in place of that, He gives us His full love and acceptance.  Church, we 
are saved by grace through faith in Christ alone and nothing else.  We’re saved by grace, through 
faith, in Christ alone, and that changes everything.  That changes everything in my life.  I have 
nothing to earn.  I’m fully loved, fully accepted, fully valued by God because of what Jesus has 
done for me.  I don’t have to live with guilt or shame over my past regrets, past sin, or even guilt 
or shame over the current sin and struggle that I find myself in, because Jesus has paid for that.  
Everything in the past, everything in the present, everything in the future, He’s paid for it all!  And 
because of that, I can actually live to extend grace to others that find themselves in a similar 
struggle—because God has changed everything.  I don’t have to try to control others’ opinions of 
me or try to, in some way, impress God with my spirituality, because He’s given me the confidence 
in the way that He sees me, because when He sees me, He sees His Son.  I’m not trying to live up 
to someone else’s standard.  I’m living up to God’s standard, and this frees me.  This changes 
everything. 
 
Paul, when he was talking to the church more about this and recounting what this really means in 
Colossians 2, verses 11 through 14 said this.  I’m going to read it in a paraphrased version from 
The Message.  Church, get this: 
   

“Entering into this fullness is not something you figure out or achieve.  It’s not a matter of 
being circumcised or keeping a long list of laws.  No, you’re already in—insiders—not 
through some secretive initiation rite but rather through what Christ has already gone 
through for you, destroying the power of sin.  If it’s an initiation ritual you’re after, you’ve 
already been through it by submitting to baptism.  Going under the water was a burial of 
your old life; coming up out of it was a resurrection, God raising you from the dead as he 
did Christ. When you were stuck in your old sin-dead life, you were incapable of responding 
to God. God brought you alive—right along with Christ!  Think of it!  All sins forgiven, the 
slate wiped clean, that old arrest warrant canceled and nailed to Christ’s cross.”   
 

Circumcision can’t save you.  Baptism can’t save you.  Keeping laws can’t save you.  Being good 
enough can’t save you.  The only thing that brings salvation is faith and trust, and through what 
Jesus alone has done. 
 
They continue on in Verse 13: 
 

After they had stopped speaking, (After Paul and Barnabas continued to share stories 
of how people’s lives had been transformed) James answered, saying, “Brethren, listen 
to me.  Simeon has related how God first concerned Himself about taking from 
among the Gentiles a people for His name.  (Vs. 13-14) 
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Now James is the half-brother of Jesus.  I don’t know if any of you have siblings, brothers or sisters 
in this room, but it’s pretty remarkable thinking about James.  James is now a church leader in 
Jerusalem.  He’s actually put in a position where he’s kind of looked up to, to help give a decision 
along with all of their thoughts as they debated and worked through it.  I don’t know if any of you 
that have brothers or sisters have ever sat there and thought, “Boy, I wonder if my brother is the 
Messiah, the chosen One,” right?  We’re like, “No, I know that they are not,” right?  But James 
sees Jesus grow up, sees everything He does, and he’s convinced this guy is the real deal—the Son 
of God come to rescue and redeem us.  So, what does he do?  He tries to continue to convince the 
Jewish people they’re talking with.  The first interesting thing is he uses Peter’s Hebrew name, his 
Semitic name, and he recounts what he said.  And it’s a similar expression that’s readily applied in 
referring to Israel in verse 14, but this time he replies and refers to it the Gentiles—taking from 
among the Gentiles a people for his name. 
 
Now, look where he goes for his final decision.  We can learn a lot from this, Church, as we wrestle 
through issues and cultural things.  What should we do in life?  They didn’t just go and go, “Huh, 
I’ve read a few articles, and this is where I think I should land on it.”  You know what they did?  
They wrestled through it; they prayed through it; they brought the church together and talked 
through it.  They looked to church leaders that were part of it and mature Christians, and then they 
continued to hash through it.  And then, as their final authority, they went back to Scripture to see 
what God said about it.  They actually go back, and there are elements of Jeremiah 12 and 
Zachariah 8 and Isaiah 45.  But the text they land on here is Amos, Chapter 9, verses 11 through 
12.  Verse 15 says:  
 

With this the words of the Prophets agree, just as it is written, 
‘AFTER THESE THINGS I will return, 
AND I WILL REBUILD THE TABERNACLE OF DAVID WHICH HAS FALLEN, 
AND I WILL REBUILD ITS RUINS, 
AND I WILL RESTORE IT, 
SO THAT THE REST OF MANKIND MAY SEEK THE LORD, 
AND ALL THE GENTILES WHO ARE CALLED BY MY NAME,’ 
SAYS THE LORD, WHO MAKES THESE THINGS KNOWN FROM LONG AGO. (Vs. 15-18) 
 

Now, something really interesting and fascinating is unfolding in this text right here. If you go 
back to Amos and you look, you’ll see the Hebrew text doesn’t say mankind, it says Edom.  Edom 
was a small, minor, nation-state just southeast of Israel.  And the term in Hebrew, Edom, is very 
similar, rooted in the same word as the Hebrew term Adam.  They share the same consonants, and 
the word Adam means mankind.  And what is also interesting is the early Jewish traditions would 
interpret Edom as a symbol, as an icon for all of mankind.  So, the symbol that He’s given here is 
that God is going to come and restore the kingdom of David, ruling over Edom as a symbol for the 
Kingdom of God ruling over all of humanity.   
 
He’s saying, “Guys, this was God’s plan all along.”  When Paul and Peter and James were talking, 
it’s not that they’re determining God’s ways; it’s that they’re discovering them.  They’re starting 
to see what God is about and how He’s been at work through this nation to expand this good news 
to the rest of the world. 
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He goes on to say: 
 

“Therefore it is my judgment that we do not trouble (We don’t put an unnecessary 
barrier, right, to,) …those who are turning to God from among the Gentiles, but that 
we write to them that they abstain from things contaminated by idols and from 
fornication and from what is strangled and from blood.  For Moses from ancient 
generations has in every city those who preach him, since he is read in the 
synagogues every Sabbath.”  (Vs. 19-21) 
 

Do you ever get to those spots in the Bible where you’re, like, “What…what just happened?”  First 
of all, he’s saying, like, “Don’t follow these laws,” and then there’s this list of really weird things: 
these strangled things, blood, being sacrificed to idols, and fornication.  What is going on here?  
Remember to go back to the first reader.  Obviously, for them, there’s not a lot of explanation 
needed around them.  They would have instantly associated this to something, kind of like you and 
I could do in our culture, right?  So, let me say four things, see if you know what I’m talking about.  
What if I said, like, “Balloons, red T-shirts, Fairbury hot dogs, and corn hats?”  Anybody know 
what I’m talking about? (laughter)  If not, you might not live in Nebraska.  I don’t know.  There 
are things in our culture that we often instantly connect to something else.   
 
Now, for them, they would have heard these four things and instantly connected it to the pagan 
temples, the Roman temples.  These were all things that took place in the temple life around this 
area of the Gentiles.  So, instantly, they’re starting to see this.  They would take as a form of 
worship these animals, and they would strangle them and hold them up to an idol until they died, 
thinking that the breath that was leaving the animal and entering into this idol that they’d carved 
out, was giving it power.  When they’d kill the animal, they wouldn’t drain the blood.  There were 
actually prostitutes that were in the temple and, as a form of worship to the gods, they would go, 
and they would participate in sex with these prostitutes.   
 
He’s telling them, “Hey, there’s a different way to live in following Jesus.” There’s a lot of debate 
on how this would be worked out.  Some people go back to Genesis, Chapter 9, and say this is a 
larger context of what God is asking.  Some people look at the laws in Leviticus, Chapter 17 and 
18, and they say this is dealing with the laws.  Other people start to talk about the table fellowship, 
like, when they’d come around for unity within the church.  And other scholars think it’s talking 
about the gospel growth and gospel reach in the area.  And, quite frankly, there’s a lot of room to 
continue to dig in and figure it out.  But, for sure, it’s this:  He’s simply saying, “Hey, as Christians, 
you don’t participate in the same things you used to. You don’t participate in the worship of other 
gods.  And, in fact, you adopt a different ethic, different from your culture sexually.  You’re going 
to have a monogamous male/female covenantal sexual ethic, not the way you’ve been living.   
 
Now, obviously, when we take any part of Scripture in the gospel, we have to put it in the culture 
that we live.  And sometimes there’s a lot of things we’ve got to wrestle with, a lot of nuances.  So, 
what does that mean about what I eat?  And what about, like, the meat that’s sacrificed in the 
temple, but that’s in the butcher shop right next door?  Can I eat that?  And what about the feasts?  
Because so much in this time period circles around the feasts, give us a little perspective of that, 
just eating.  So think of it in their time period.   
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A historical scholar* wrote, “Meat was relatively expensive and could have only been available 
on a regular basis by those with money to buy.  The poor and working-class Gentiles would 
ordinarily only have meat at a public celebration, in particular, at a feast in the temple.  The decree 
would have been issued in a social context where the most natural way to read it would be able to 
see it as a prohibition against attending such feasts and all that they entailed.”  So, it’s not merely 
that I don’t participate in the worship of idols, but there are cultural things that I start to see.  There’s 
some things I have the freedom to do, but I’m going to give up for the sake of unity in the church 
and for the spread of the gospel. 

   ____*Mass Diet and Nutrition,” Peter Garnsey p.100. 

 Remember, there are synagogues all over that continue to read the laws.  People, Jewish people, 
are coming to know Jesus and are learning the same truths that they are discovering here.  How 
can I help them advance and grow?  Yeah, probably, I could picture Paul saying, “Hey, don’t bring 
ham sandwiches to the potlucks,” right?  Help them grow and understand this.  But, also, what 
about those feasts there?  Maybe, for a time, it would be good to not go to the feasts as your 
brothers and sisters are trying to figure out what it means to follow Jesus. 
 
Paul’s going to continue to speak into this more and more in Galatians, Chapter 5, Verses 13 and 
14, he says: 
 

For you were called to freedom, brethren; only do not turn your freedom into an 
opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one another.  For the whole Law 
is fulfilled in one word, in the statement, “YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS 
YOURSELF.” 

 
Yeah, you’re free to do this and you’re free not to do this, but how does it impact the unity of the 
church?  Church, no doubt over the last couple years, there have been a lot of cultural things that 
we’ve had to navigate and figure out how do we walk wisely with the freedom that we have in 
Christ to both bring unity in the church and continue to have the gospel spread?  It’s challenging, 
right?  And it continues to require us to live in community with one another, to seek the Spirit’s 
guidance, and continue to dig into the Word to see what God says as we move forward.  They’re 
making those determinations and they’re saying, “Hey, this is what we see is good.”   
 
Now, this is often way easier to see in other cultures.  My brother and his wife had been 
missionaries in Papua, New Guinea, for the last twenty years.  They were in a tribe where no one 
outside that tribe knew the language.  They moved in and they started learning the language.  They 
started sharing Scripture and teaching them to read and write and showing them the Bible.  And, 
after a while, my wife and I got to go over there.  And, as we were going over, they said, “Hey, 
there’s a couple of things you should do that would help in the culture here.  One of the things they 
told my wife is, “Hey, you should bring dresses that go from your waist all the way down to your 
feet.”  Now, this is hot, tropical weather, not the ideal outfit for what we were going to be a part 
of.  In Christ, she has the freedom to wear shorts, might be a little more practical even.  But, for 
the sake of unity and the spread of the gospel, she could submit those rights in order to go forward. 
Now, what was so interesting was, we got over there, and we saw, for sure, everyone was wearing 
that same thing, for modesty reasons they said, although the ladies were walking around with no 
top, so I couldn’t quite figure that one out.  Different cultural things, right? (laughter) 
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So, as we start to continue to move forward, every generation, every culture, has to decide and 
figure out what it means for the gospel to take root in their lives and be lived out in the culture that 
we live in.  The gospel is never in a vacuum.  It exists in real life, in real time, in real people.   
 
So, they decided they figured out the way to move forward. Verse 22: 
 

Then it seemed good to the apostles and the elders, with the whole church, to choose 
men from among them to send to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas—Judas called 
Barsabbas, and Silas, leading men among the brethren, (So, how did they decide to 
move forward?) …and they sent them this letter by them, (This is what it says:) “The 
apostles and the brethren who are elders, to the brethren in Antioch and Syria and 
Cilicia who are from the Gentiles, greetings.  Since we have heard that some of our 
number to whom we gave no instruction have disturbed you with their words, 
unsettling your souls, it seemed good to us, having become of one mind… 
 

They’ve searched it out; they’ve prayed; they’ve studied Scripture; they say, “This is how we see 
the Spirit moving forward.  We think this is what’s good.  This will bring unity.  
 

…“to select men to send to you with our beloved Barnabas and Paul, men who have 
risked their lives for the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Therefore we have sent 
Judas and Silas, who themselves will also report the same things by word of mouth.  
For it seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to lay upon you no greater burden 
then these essentials:  that you abstain from things sacrificed to idols and from blood 
and from things strangled and from fornication; if you keep yourselves free from 
such things, you will do well.  Farewell.”  (Vs. 23-29) 
 

If you walk in these ways, it would be wise as we journey together as a united church, to continue 
to move forward with the proclamation of the gospel. This seems like a wise step to move forward 
with.  How did they respond?  Verse 30 goes on to say: 

 
So when they were sent away, they went down to Antioch; and having gathered the 
congregation together, they delivered the letter.  When they had read it, they rejoiced 
because of its encouragement.   

 
They rejoiced.  If this were a list of additional laws, they would have continued to have been 
unsettled in their souls. 
 

Judas and Silas, also being prophets themselves, encouraged and strengthened the 
brethren with a lengthy message.  After they had spent time there, they were sent 
away from the brethren in peace to those who had sent them out.  [But it seemed 
good to Silas to remain there.]  But Paul and Barnabas stayed in Antioch, teaching 
and preaching with many others also, the word of the Lord.  (Vs. 32-35) 
 

And the drama of the debate had been decided.  The drama has died down.  There’s clarity, at least 
for this week.  As they continue to move forward as the church, and figure out how to walk and 
follow Jesus, there will be other drama that erupts, but we’ll get to that in other weeks.   
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But it leaves me with that question, again, that we asked.  “What do I have to do to be right with 
God?  What do I have to do to be accepted by God?”  Did you see what they clearly understood?  
You can do absolutely nothing, in and of yourself, to be accepted by God.  There is nothing you 
can do, on your own, to be accepted by God.  And that truth will either wreck you or it will set you 
free.  It will either wreck you because, in your pride, you’ll continue to think, “I can do it.  I don’t 
need it.  I will somehow achieve it.”  Or, conversely, it will wreck you in your insecurity by 
thinking, “I still have to do more.  There’s something more I still have to do.”  Or it will free you 
because you realize that you can never do it, but, “Jesus did it on your behalf, and simply by putting 
your faith and trust in Him, you can have the acceptance of a God that loves you.”   
 
So, Church, if this is true, and I can do nothing to gain my salvation, why would I continue to try 
and live out this life with Jesus on my own as well?  Why would I continue to beat myself up every 
time I mess up or try to gain God’s favor, somehow, in the way I live my Christian life?  That is 
done.  Maybe for you, this morning, it is time to believe that God fully accepts you.  He loves you.  
You are free to follow Him, not to gain His acceptance, but to join in with Him on an incredible 
mission that He’s continuing to unfold around the world. 
 
Would you pray with me? 
 

Jesus, thank You for this truth.  Thank You for the hope that we find that we will never be 
good enough on our own.  God, that could be a desperate statement.  That could be a 
depressing statement.  That could be a hopeless statement.  But You have provided a way, 
Your Son.  You loved us so much that You sent Him to die for us.  Thank You that it’s in 
His death and resurrection and in trust and belief in You alone that would grant a 
relationship and favor with You.  Father, help us to live in that relationship in a way that 
loves You and lives out the gospel to a world that desperately needs this message around 
us.  We pray this in Jesus’ name, Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Scripture taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE 
Copyright 1960, 1962, 1963, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1987, 1988, 1995 

The Lockman Foundation.  Used by permission. 
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Copyright 2021 – Josh Luse.  All right reserved. 
 

 
 
 
 



13 
 

FALL 2021 // WEEK 3 
Life Group Questions 
Acts: Daring To Be The Church // September 25-26, 2021 
The Great Debate // Acts 15:1-35 

 

Introduction 
In our passage this week Paul and Barnabas face division in the early church. As they rely on the Holy 
Spirit to guide them, they wrestle with how to promote oneness, live in freedom, and exercise love for 
one another.  
 
To get the most out of your group time, we invite you to look over the questions below and write your 
thoughts down before you meet with your group.  
 
 
Warm Up (Suggested time: 30 min) 

Here are some suggestions to get your conversation started: 

1. If all your fears were removed, what is something you’d like to go out and do?                   
 
 

2. Name a difficult lesson you’ve learned or an unintended skill you’ve acquired in life that you 
wouldn’t trade for anything now.  

 

Getting Started 

Transition into group discussion.  

1) Open group discussion with prayer. Here are a few potential prayer items: 

a. For the Spirit of God to lead you in truth 

b. For the fruit of the Spirit to be cultivated in your lives 

c. For grace to hear and apply what the Spirit says to you  

2) Invite someone to read the passage in the group.
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Study Questions (Suggested time: 40 min) 

1) Pastor Josh highlighted that the gospel is central to our faith. If someone you know were to ask 
you the question, “What is the Gospel?”, how would you answer them? 

 

Has your understanding of the Gospel grown in any way as you’ve walked with Jesus? If so, please 
share with the group. 

 

 

2) Acts 15 begins with an account of dissension in the church (vs 1-5). How would you describe the 
issue in your own words?                   
 
 
What made this issue so critical to the early church? 
 

 

3) The conflict we read about in this passage resulted from differing views about what it takes to be 
acceptable to God. How about you? In what ways are you trying to achieve acceptance from 
God? 

 

Pastor Josh reminded us that the message of the Gospel is that salvation is by faith alone, through 
grace alone, in Christ alone. How does that line up with your desire to be acceptable to God? 

 

In what ways can our Life Group encourage you to live free of trying to measure up to a false view 
of God’s acceptance?  

 

 

4) Not only do we enjoy personal freedom in a grace-filled life, but we can also pursue unity 
because of the grace we have received. Based on what we learned in this passage, at what point 
do we determine that the unity and mission of the Church is more important than our personal 
freedoms as believers?  

 
Can you think of areas of personal freedom that might cause conflict in a church setting? 
 

Is there an area of your life God is asking you to be willing to curtail your freedom in Christ for the 
sake of loving a Christian brother or sister? Share with the group, if you feel comfortable. 
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Prayer (Suggested time: 20 min) 

A significant part of “coming together” is being open and honest with our lives. Sitting in a group of 
people for prayer may be new or it may be familiar to you. If you would rather not pray aloud when it is 
your turn, feel free to pray silently and then say “Amen” aloud signaling the next person in the group to 
pray. Whether or not you choose to verbalize your prayer, everyone is a participant in sharing this time 
before God together. 
 
Take a few moments to prepare a prayer request. What did the message, working through the above 
questions or the discussion cause you to notice about your own relationship with Jesus? Would you be 
willing to share your prayer request with the group? 
  
Keeping the above instructions in mind (as necessary for your group), as you move around the circle, 
encourage each person to start their prayer with gratitude by expressing what they are thankful for. Then 
each person can pray for the person on their right. 
 
 

Personal Spiritual Exercises 

Each week we’re suggesting a couple of spiritual exercises. These are not required, but they may help us 
to actually live our faith and grow as followers of Jesus. Feel free to practice one or both of them. If a 
certain exercise is very helpful for you, maybe you can figure out a way to incorporate it into your daily 
life. Next week in your Life Group, take a few moments to share how either of these exercises may have 
changed your outlook on your daily life.  
 
Try to do 2 of the following this week to promote unity and hospitality:  
 

1. Connect in small ways with someone at church or in your Life Group that you don’t know very 
well. (Send an encouraging text or even a card in the mail to lift their spirits)  

2. If you struggle with commenting on divisive subjects you see online, resist! Instead of replying, 
pray to love that person as Jesus does.  

3. Listen to people around you and ask questions about what they are sharing. This is especially 
good for those you are closest to already because you signal a desire to know them even better.  

4. Welcome others into an activity with your “group of friends.” Look for others who would like to 
spend time with your group of friends but feel uninvited and plan to include them. 

5. Reach out to someone outside of your comfort zone. Ask if they want to go to coffee simply to 
learn more of their story.  

 
 
 
 


