Pre:

Today’s passage tells the story of what some Presbyterians tongue in cheek call the very first presbytery meeting. It is a meeting, called more universally the Council of Jerusalem, which takes place chronologically in between the two passages that we read last week. Paul and Barnabas have completed their first missionary journey together, but have not yet had the big disagreement that sent them off in different directions. 


Meetings are not terribly popular events, are they? We have important things to do, and meetings. . .well, I read this week that a meeting is “a gathering of important people who singly can do nothing, but together can decide that nothing can be done” and “a committee is a cul de sac down which ideas are lured and then quietly strangled.” Two managers were talking one day. One said, “Let’s skip the staff meeting today.” And the other replied, “We can’t. I need the sleep.”  


But when Christians come together, there is a unique element that makes a meeting come alive. What’s different is the purpose for which we meet. In our Presbyterian Book of Order, there is a one-line comment that I always point out to new elders in our training session. And I tell them that this is the most important statement in the whole book. They could take away the whole Book of Order and just leave this one line, and that would be ok. Here it is: “Presbyters (elders) are not simply to reflect the will of the people, but rather to seek together to find and represent the will of Christ.” That’s what church meetings are about. To find and represent the will of Christ.  And that’s what today’s story is about. 


The one piece of background to this story is something that we’ve talked about the last few weeks. The church that began as an outgrowth of Judaism, has been taking in Gentiles by the truckload. The Jewish Christians have begun to accept that reality. But the question is, what to do with them once they come into the faith. Do the followers of Jesus have to adopt all of the Jewish traditions and laws, or not? 

Decisions
Acts 15


I read a story this week about Walt Disney and how he ran his board meetings. From time to time Walt would present some unbelievable, extensive dream that he was entertaining. Almost without exception, the members of his board would gulp, blink, and stare back at him in disbelief, resisting even the thought of such a thing. But unless every member resisted the idea, Disney usually didn’t pursue it. Yes, you heard right. The challenge wasn’t big enough to merit his time and creative energy unless they were unanimously in disagreement! (from Charles Swindoll, Living Above the Level of Mediocrity, p. 107) 

Most people would do the opposite, wouldn’t they? 


Yet we know that many of the revolutionary ideas that have changed the world initially met with great skepticism if not outright opposition. In 1876, for instance, a Western Union internal memo said this: “This ‘telephone’ has too many shortcomings to be seriously considered as a means of communication. The device is inherently of no value to us.” In 1927, H.M. Warner of Warner brothers said, “Who the heck wants to hear actors talk?” In 1943, Thomas Watson, chairman of IBM said, “I think there is a world market for maybe five computers.” 


It’s easy to look back and see how these world-changing events have come to be and why they now are simply a way of life. But looking forward into the future is quite a different thing. And visionaries are not always given their due. 


But here’s what I want you to think about. Visioning is what the church is all about. God is not bound by time and space. God is not limited by resources or by circumstances or by how things are. And God is always on the move, beckoning from a future that is bold and beautiful; a future quite different from what we thought it might be. A future that requires God’s people to always adjust and grow and change our minds, to allow ourselves to be shaped and molded for that future.  So when God’s people get together in meetings to make decisions, they need to keep in mind that one liner from our Book of Order: that our purpose is “to seek together to find and represent the will of Christ.”

This is what’s going on in the meeting in Jerusalem. There are discussions and reports and debates. But the goal is to figure out what God is doing in this time and place.  And to go with that. 

So all of the key players assemble in Jerusalem, which is still the control center of the church. Paul and Barnabas travel from Antioch to Jerusalem to tell their story of how the Gentiles have come to faith. Simon Peter is there to tell his experience with Cornelius (also a Gentile).  James, the brother of Jesus, is there, and he is now the accepted leader. The Pharisees are there. And I want you to notice that these are Christian Pharisees! Which is a very interesting phenomenon. Pharisees who have become followers of Jesus!


By and large, all of these people started out with the belief that since Jesus, the Messiah, came to fulfill all of the Old Testament prophecies, and in fact to fulfill the law, then Jesus was the Messiah for the Jewish people only. That assumption was challenged when some of the Apostles, like Peter, had some experiences that suggested God was inviting non-Jewish people to share in this salvation. But on what basis?

The perspective of the Christian Pharisees was this (vs. 1): “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.” In other words, Gentile Christians need to convert to Judaism.  

This made perfect sense to them and for them it followed right along with the history of God’s people. God had chosen Abraham, God had chosen Moses. God had set apart this people for the purpose of salvation. God had given them the law as a means to this salvation. This has been going on for a couple thousand years! Why would God change course now? Why not just bring these new believers into the fold, teach them the law, and initiate them into the various practices of the faith? 


The answer of course is that God is doing something new. Revolutionary. And yet, as James points out, some of the prophecies have predicted this very thing: “I will rebuild the dwelling of David. . . so that all other peoples may seek the Lord—even all the Gentiles. . .”   

So the experiences shared by Peter and by Paul and Barnabas win the day. And the perspective of the Pharisees just doesn’t cut it. Because salvation isn’t based on keeping the law. Simon Peter said it best in verse 11: “we believe that we will be saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will.” 

So, why burden Gentile Christians with the law, which is a “yoke that neither our ancestors nor we have been able to bear?” 


Instead, the Gentile Christians are asked to abide by a few specific regulations which are a part of the law, but frankly kind of strange sounding to 21st century ears. What we need to understand is that these are quite specific rules given for a particular time and place. Think of them as laws of courtesy. These guidelines are provided to help these new Gentile Christians keep their Christian freedom but not offend the Jewish Christians who are still sensitive about the law, and also to keep from offending unbelieving Jews. All of these guidelines refer to things that go on in the pagan temples, and this obviously would go against the grain for observant Jews. The things polluted by idols, strangled and blood, have to do with food preparation. Fornication refers to the orgies regularly held at the pagan temples. So the message to the Gentile Christians is this: You don’t have to become a Jew. You are free. But show the world that you are truly a follower of Jesus by staying away from those places and those activities that might be seen as compromising your faith. Make a clean break from your pagan past. 

So that’s the outcome of the church meeting in Jerusalem.  Just imagine how different our life would be today if the decision had gone the other way. 

But the thing I really want you to notice is that this wasn’t simply a matter of people getting together and making a decision. It was Christians gathering in the Spirit of God, with the purpose of discerning God’s will. And if you look closely, it wasn’t even “what does God want us to do?” It was, “What is God already doing and how can we be involved in that work?”

That is a question that can be applied in any decision making process. The new thing isn’t always the right thing, but is is always right to be open to what God is doing, even if it is outside of our own experience or comfort zone.

So an application for our church life is that we need to learn to discern.

And we need to learn to accept each other.  It is so human to want the other person to change, to become like me. To adopt the life rules that I think are important. The classic example of that is what happened when the Western world sent missionaries to the Pacific Islands: the first thing they did with the converted natives was to change how they dressed. But that is so not the point of the faith. There are only a few things truly central to the Christian faith. 
The sovereignty of God

The Lordship of Jesus Christ

The work of the Holy Spirit

The priesthood of all believers

The majority of things that Christians fight about and split up over are generally far from that center core. If we would stick with those core beliefs, and if we would learn how to discern the will of Christ and accept each other, our church meetings and our church life would be transformed.  If we lose track of these core values, even our church could easily die. But we’d be so busy you might not notice! 
On December 29, 1972, Eastern Airlines Flight 401 was bound for Miami from New York City with a load of holiday passengers. As the huge aircraft approached the Miami Airport for its landing, a light that indicates proper deployment of the landing gear failed to come on. The plane flew in a large, looping circle over the swamps of the Everglades while the cockpit crew checked out the light failure. The question was this: had the landing gear actually not deployed, or was it just the light bulb that was defective? 

The flight engineer fiddled with the bulb. He tried to remove it, but it wouldn’t budge. Another member of the crew tried to help out. . .and then another. By and by, all eyes were on the little light bulb that refused to be dislodged from its socket. No one noticed that the plane was losing altitude. Finally, it dropped right into a swamp and 101 people were killed. While an experienced crew messed around with a seventy-five-cent light bulb, an entire airplane and many of its passengers were lost. 

So, let’s not get so wrapped up in fringe issues that we forget to fly our church. 

Instead, may we all learn how to discern what God is already doing amongst us. May we have the courage to follow in the directions that God leads. May we accept one another as brothers and sisters in the faith without heaping burdensome expectations on each other.  
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