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Introduction 
 What would you fight for?  Is there anything you would fight for?  Some people 
might say, “I’d fight for my country,” or “I’d defend my family.”  I don’t mean that.  I 
mean what kind of ideas would you fight for?... not with guns or fists, but with arguments 
and conviction and persuasion.  Is there anything in that realm that you would stand up 
for?  Maybe some will object to the metaphor as too violent, because many have resorted 
to physical violence over ideological battles (sadly many bearing the name Christian, 
even though in reality that behavior is unchristian).  But I use the fighting metaphor, 
nonetheless, because it conveys the passion and determination and intensity and resolve 
that I’m asking about.  What gets you riled up?  Are there truths, ideas, philosophies, 
doctrines that you would zealously defend to your death? 
 Some people might say no – there’s nothing that I get that worked up about.  And 
I think that’s sad.  What’s worth living for if there’s nothing worth dying for?  Those who 
think this way hold that black-and-white arguments over absolute positions are silly and 
pointless.  How can we debate with such adamance and vigor since truth can’t be known 
with epistemological certainty or since truth is merely relative and personal?  Some 
people get very animated about that; they believe in it strongly. 

And it’s true that endless splintering and protesting and debating over fine points 
and theological minutia has tended to go overboard.  And it’s true that many are way too 
sure of the rightness of their theological or philosophical hobby horse.  Protestants are 
notorious for this – arrogantly presuming to have it all figured out and consequently 
majoring on minors.  It’s a blight on our record that we have split over things like the 
details of Christ’s return or the particulars of how God made the world.  I have a friend 
who is being voted on to be called as the pastor of a church this afternoon and some 
people in the church are threatening to vote no on him or leave the church if he becomes 
the pastor because he’s not sure whether or not the days in Genesis 1 are literal 24-hour 
days.  And I think that’s sad.  Pray for him if you think of it.  Yes, we need a dose of 
humility.  We need to deconstruct some of our “conceptual cathedrals”1 and be less 
quarrelsome and dogmatic on non-essentials.  There are some things that are definitely 
worth thinking about, but not worth fighting over. 

But what I want to happen today is for you to gain a deep conviction that certain 
truths are so precious that they must be vigorously preserved against opposing ideas.  I 
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think that’s one of the lessons we learn from today’s text.  I want us to move beyond the 
petty bickering that seeks to burden people with items beyond what’s necessary, but I 
also want to us navigate through the foggy cloud of radical perspectivalism and spineless 
ambiguity and humbly and charitably be willing to say with Luther, “Here I stand.  I 
cannot do otherwise.”  I want us specifically today to be reminded of or gripped by for 
the first time the magnificent truths of the gospel and cling to them with tenacity. 

Acts ch. 15 is the first example of an ecumenical council called to deal with a 
destructive heresy and what was affirmed was the truth of the gospel of grace.  I just want 
to remind you that as the church has adjusted to different cultures and times, similar 
bedrock affirmations have become necessary following the precedent of Acts 15.  In the 
fourth century a guy named Arius began teaching that Jesus was not fully God.  Such an 
assertion undermines the gospel and had to be refuted, thus the Council of Nicaea in AD 
325 and the Nicene Creed stating the doctrine of the trinity.  In the fifth century a guy 
named Nestorius began teaching that Jesus was not fully human AND fully divine at the 
same time.  Such an assertion again undermines the gospel and had to be refuted, thus the 
Council of Chalcedon in AD 451 and the Chalcedonian Creed stating that Jesus was 
“truly God and truly man.”  Do you know about these?  You should.  This is our history, 
part of our story as Christians.  If you don’t know much or anything at all about 
Athanasius, Augustine, or Anselm, talk to Stan about starting an Immanuel Institute class 
on church history.  Other attacks have arisen through the years calling Christians to battle 
for orthodoxy against the contemporary onslaught of destructive teachings that pervert or 
undermine the gospel. 

This last week there was a long anticipated conference down in Louisville, KY, 
called, “Together for the Gospel.”  Pastors from all over the world came to reaffirm and 
celebrate what the elders and apostles and delegates affirmed in Jerusalem circa AD 49 – 
pastors from across cultures and denominations and from different theological camps.  It 
was organized by two Baptists, a Presbyterian, and a guy who’s started his own 
movement that’s has some unique features and is charismatic.  They could list dozens of 
theological topics they are not “together on” (i.e. baptism, church government, 
eschatology, gifts of the Spirit, etc…), but they have a warm friendship centered around 
the gospel message and a desire to defend it against modern day attacks (i.e. semi-
Pelagianism, the New Perspective, insufficient theories of the atonement2).  Folks, this is 
crucial.  The gospel is worth fighting for. 

There are two ways to look at today’s text: (1) it’s the historical account of how 
the church decided that Gentiles don’t have to become Jews in order to be Christians, but 
(2) it’s also a reminder to us today that we dare not add to the gospel unnecessary 
accretions that obfuscate the simple message of justification by grace alone, through faith 
alone, on the basis of Christ alone.  And so we’re going to look at it from both of those 
angles.  In short, what I’m praying God will impress upon us through his Word today is 
just this: the marvelous truth that sinners are saved by grace through faith in Christ 
and not by works is something worth fighting for. 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
Text 
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Luke begins ch. 15 by telling us of how some people came from Judea (where 
Jerusalem is) to Antioch and started teaching that the Gentiles there had to be 
circumcised on top of their repentance and faith in order to be saved (cf. v. 1).  
Essentially, they had to follow the law of Moses.  Obviously, Paul and Barnabas objected 
because they had just returned from a missionary journey into thoroughly pagan territory 
preaching that “through [Jesus] everyone who [simply] believes is justified from 
everything [they] could not be justified from by the law of Moses” (13:39) and a large 
number of Gentiles were accepting this good news.  These Gentiles were not getting 
circumcised and joining the synagogue; they were getting baptized and joining the 
church. 

The church in Antioch thought this was a big deal that had to be dealt with and 
couldn’t just be handled alone or in house, “otherwise,” as F.F. Bruce points out, “there 
was grave danger of a complete cleavage between the churches of Jerusalem and Judea 
on the one hand and the church of Antioch and her daughter-churches on the other.”3  
They send Paul and Barnabas and some other delegates up to Jerusalem (remember: 
elevationally not latitudinally) to convene a council with the apostles who remained 
nearby and the elders of the church – last week we saw how elders [plural] leading a 
church [singular] was the emerging model of church leadership at that time that is 
endorsed by the NT. 

Along their way to Jerusalem Paul and Barnabas shared how “the Gentiles had 
been converted” (v. 3) with the churches in Phoenicia and Samaria and their reports were 
met with enthusiasm and excitement.  Finally, they arrived in Jerusalem (it’s not a one 
hour flight or one day car ride, mind you; it was a journey).  In Jerusalem they again 
report “everything God had done through them” (v. 4).  And the assembly listened 
attentively. 

Now remember: many of the believers in the Jerusalem church were Palestinian 
Jews, very tied to their Jewish heritage, still participating in the synagogue and the 
temple, still keeping the law.  It wasn’t a completely unnatural leap for someone from a 
Pharisaic background to join the church because the Pharisees, if you’ll remember, were 
the ones who already believed in the resurrection of the dead and took the Scriptures 
seriously and thus were able to recognize in Jesus the resurrection of the dead and the 
fulfillment of Scripture.  But the Pharisees were best known for their proclivity towards 
legalism.  “Then some of the believers who belonged to the party of the Pharisees stood 
up and said, ‘The Gentiles must be circumcised and required to obey the law of Moses’” 
(v. 5).  This issue of what to do with the Gentiles who were coming to faith in Messiah 
Yeshua finally had to be dealt with formally.  Could the Jerusalem church fully rejoice in 
the fact that all these distant Gentiles were putting their faith in Jesus if they weren’t also 
subscribing to the cherished practices that had distinguished God’s people for thousands 
of years? 

So the debate began.  It was heated, no doubt, and extensive.  But eventually Peter 
stood up, having listened to all the arguments and processed his thoughts.  What he 
couldn’t get out of his mind was his divinely orchestrated encounter with Cornelius, the 
Roman centurion, and his household which we read about in ch. 10.  Peter reminds them 
of what a watershed moment that was and how “God… showed that he accepted [the 
Gentiles] by giving the Holy Spirit to them, just as he did to [the Jews in Jerusalem at 
Pentecost]” (v. 8).  They did not have to be circumcised before God would accept them.  
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God knew their hearts and thus knew their faith and Peter says, “He purified their hearts 
by faith” (v. 9).  To now begin demanding that Gentiles take up the yoke of the Mosaic 
law would be to not trust that God had truly forgiven them and to demand something else 
of the Gentiles to insure that they were really saved.  And it’s a yoke, Peter points out, 
that Jews have not been able to bear perfectly themselves.  “No!” Peter exclaims, “We 
believe it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they are” (v. 
11). 

This what it was all about – God’s grace mediated through Jesus Christ.  This is 
how everyone, Jew or Greek, is saved.  It’s okay for Jews to keep their Jewish heritage 
and culture and submit to kosher regulations and holidays out of gratitude to God for his 
unmerited favor to their people in the past.  But to add that burden on to Gentiles would 
confuse the message of grace and communicate that in some way it is by works of the 
law.  But even those Jews who try to keep the law are not saved by keeping the law, 
they’re saved by the grace of the Lord Jesus.  And “with this speech Peter bows out of the 
book of Acts;”4 this is the last thing we hear from him.  So Peter appeals to God’s 
mystical guidance and intervention via the Cornelius episode as rationale for upholding 
the gospel of grace by denouncing Judaizing practices. 

Next Barnabas and Paul (Barnabas is listed first again now that they’re back in 
Jerusalem) appeal to signs and wonders performed by God on the front lines of Gentile 
expansion.  Everyone listened to them as they recounted the miracles God had done to 
validate their mission to the Gentiles and their work of planting churches in pagan 
territory.  So Peter and Barnabas and Paul cite experience in their case for full acceptance 
of the Gentiles apart from their conversion to Judaism. 

Next James takes the floor.  This is James, the brother of Jesus, who has become 
an influential elder in the Jerusalem church by this time.  He acknowledges Peter’s 
argument (referring to him here by his Jewish name, Simeon) – how God made the 
Gentiles a people (the word used here is the word typically used to talk of Israel as God’s 
people).  But then he cites a different authority.  He cites Scripture.  His main text was 
the Greek translation of Amos 9:11-12 which seems to indicate a future time when 
foreigners will be incorporated into the covenant relationship God had with Israel but in a 
new, rebuilt way.  From this OT validation of the Gentile mission James deduces that 
“we should not make it difficult for the Gentiles who are turning to God” (v. 19).  God is 
including them in this eschatological community of his people, not as OT Jews, but as 
NT members of Christ’s multi-ethnic body, inhabitants of the inaugurated kingdom of 
God. 

Then James makes a recommendation that they should write to the Gentile 
believers a letter that clears them of any responsibility to be circumcised and live under 
the law of Moses, but at the same time provides them with a couple simple, bare bones 
ethical admonishments and a couple minor points that would demonstrate sensitivity to 
their Jewish brothers and sisters: 

(1) He suggests not eating food polluted by idols or perhaps, as the NASB 
translates it – “abstain from things contaminated by idols.”  I understand this like a 
mission board writing to new-born churches in India recommending that they avoid yoga 
– maybe it has some beneficial breathing techniques, but it’s so closely wed to demon 
worship and opening your body to those kinds of spirits that it’s better to stay away from 
it and not cause people to stumble.  Christians must watch themselves in a culture that is 
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so thoroughly non-Christian to remain distinct, in some fashion.  This isn’t a long, 
constraining list of dos and don’ts, mind you, but short and simple. 

(2) He also suggests reminding them to stay away from the sexual immorality that 
was rampant in the Greco-Roman culture, an item that doesn’t need any re-
contextualization for today. 

(3) And then a request that they avoid eating the meat of strangled animals and 
blood.  These were completely off-limits for law abiding Jews (cf. Lev. 17:12ff) and a 
sensitivity to the Jews of the Diaspora seems to be James’ rationale as indicated in the 
“for” of v. 21 and what follows.  Abstaining from these things would remove major 
obstacles to table fellowship with believing Jews and it would prevent unnecessarily 
offending non-believing Jews.  I kind of understand this admonition in terms of 
something that happened to me recently.  I was having lunch with Kirk Gliebe, the 
messianic Jew that spoke to us in March, and couple other Gentile pastors.  I asked him if 
he could eat cheeseburgers (the standard Rabbinic interpretation of the prohibition 
against eating a young goat boiled in its mother’s milk found in Dt. 14:21 is that this 
means you can’t mix any dairy products with meat products).  And then I joked, “So I 
guess bacon cheeseburgers are off limits for you too, huh?  That’s a bummer; you’re 
really missing out!”  And then, what did I order for lunch?  A cheeseburger!!  God 
convicted me of my stupidity this week as I was preparing this sermon and I’ve since 
apologize to Kirk for my immaturity on display there.  I guess it could have been 
worse… if I ordered the burger rare.  But do you see what’s behind James’ 
recommendations? 

The whole assembly, presumably even including the Pharisaic believers, is 
swayed by Peter, Paul, Barnabas, and James’ collective testimony citing experience and 
Scripture and decides to send Judas and Silas along with Paul and Barnabas back to 
Antioch with a letter.  The letter essentially says, “Hey, were so glad you’ve become our 
brothers in the faith by receiving the grace of our Lord Jesus.  Don’t be alarmed by those 
who said you had to be circumcised; you don’t.  We simply want to encourage you to be 
a distinct, holy people in your pagan contexts and do not unnecessarily provoke the Jews 
in your city by flaunting your freedom in their faces.”  The letter incorporates all of 
James’ suggestions and shows a little of how the decision making process took place – “it 
seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us” – and what the intent of the decision was – 
“not to burden you with anything beyond the following…” (v. 28).  It’s a very short and 
to the point letter; very curt, like some of my emails – taking care of business. 

The men went up/down (depending on how you look at it) to Antioch and 
delivered the consensus reached by the council in Jerusalem and it made the people there 
very happy [and I’m sure the adult males were especially relieved].  Silas and Judas stick 
around awhile, the bond between Antioch and Jerusalem is solidified, and then they go 
home.  And then Luke closes the account with Paul and Barnabas back in Antioch being 
part of a leadership team teaching and preaching the word of the Lord (v. 35). 

 
Doctrine 
 So that’s what’s going on in the text.  Now I want to step back and ask, “What 
major principle comes out of this passage?  What truth was under attack by those people 
who came down from Judea without authorization teaching the brothers disturbing 
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things?”  And I want to assert that it was the truth of the gospel that needed to be 
defended.  Quoting extensively from John Stott: 
 

We need to be clear what they were saying, and what the point at issue 
was.  They were insisting…that without circumcision converts could not 
be saved…  They were telling Gentile converts that faith in Jesus was not 
enough, not sufficient for salvation: they must add to faith circumcision, 
and to circumcision observance of the law.  In other words, they must let 
Moses complete what Jesus had begun, and let the law supplement the 
gospel.  The issue was immense.  The way of salvation was at stake.  The 
gospel was in dispute.  The very foundations of the Christian faith were 
being undermined.5 

 
 So this is a big deal.  Are you graciously saved by Jesus’ atoning death alone and 
not by earning some favor with God by being good or obeying rules?  Or are you saved 
by Jesus plus your good deeds, a combination of faith in Christ supplemented by 
adherence to certain practices and rituals?  Again, quoting Stott: 
 

The issue can be clarified by a series of questions.  Is the sinner saved by 
the sheer grace of God in and through Christ crucified, when he or she 
simply believes, that is, flees to Jesus for refuge?  Has Jesus Christ by his 
death and resurrection done everything necessary for salvation?  Or are we 
saved partly through the grace of Christ and partly through our own good 
works and religious performance?  Is justification sola fide, ‘by faith 
alone’, or through a mixture of faith and works, grace and law, Jesus and 
Moses?6 

 
 The issue of justification by faith alone was at stake in this debate and the church 
could not just sit idly by and let these people teach something that undermined the very 
goodness of the good news of the gospel.  That was something worth fighting for.  And 
their decision rings out down through the ages that all that is necessary for salvation is 
faith in Christ.  You don’t have to add to that anything else for it to count.  There are no 
other stipulations.  There is no other requirement.  It’s not Jesus plus anything else.  
You’re saved by faith in Christ, not by meeting certain prerequisites or adopting certain 
behaviors.  Sure, saving faith will result in certain behaviors – that’s an important truth 
too; that’s why most of our small groups are going to be studying James after we finish 
Proverbs; faith alone justifies, but the faith that justifies is never alone.  But the question 
raised here is, “Are there other things that need to be attached to faith in order to be 
justified?”  And the answer is a resounding, “No!” 
 Isn’t it wonderful to realize that I can know God (GOD!) because he has come 
and introduced himself to me in Christ?  I can appreciate his soul-satisfying glory, even 
though I was naturally blind to it.  I can be reconciled to him, even though I’m naturally 
his enemy.  I can be forgiven, made new, freed from the bondage to sin and evil, granted 
eternal life to be with him in his resplendent presence forever?  And isn’t it wonderful to 
realize that it’s not something I’ve had to earn; it’s not because of some hoop I’ve had to 
jump through; it’s not because I look a certain way or dress a certain way or talk a certain 
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way; it’s simply because of the sheer grace of God that he loved me, he died for me, he 
gives me his righteousness, he changes my heart.  God loves me.  He really does.  I don’t 
have to get my life together before he’ll love me, I don’t have to meet any conditions, I 
don’t have to fit a mold before he’ll accept me.  I just trust that on the cross Christ 
purchased me for God, died in my place bearing my punishment so that I would never 
have to.  Isn’t that a remarkable truth? 
 
Application 

I started to write out another section of application pointing out ways that people 
today add to the gospel – missionaries who present aspects of their culture as part of the 
Christian message, those who elevate certain lesser doctrines or even bizarre ideas to the 
level of necessity (i.e. KJV only, speaking in tongues, baptism by immersion).  And I also 
started to suggest ways that maybe we can do the same, either to other people or maybe 
even to ourselves (God can’t accept me simply on account of Christ, I have to do this or 
be this way).  But instead of listing all those out, I want us to spend some time asking 
God to help us see it, asking God to make the astounding message of grace hit home to us 
and show us ways where we’ve complicated it.  Let’s just spend time meditating on the 
gospel and what it means for us. 
 The marvelous truth that sinners are saved by grace through faith in Christ 
and not by works is something worth fighting for.  If we lose that message we have 
nothing to tell to a world lost in the fog of meaninglessness.  And if we begin preaching a 
gospel other than the gospel of grace handed down to us in Scripture, Paul says in Gal. 
1:8, let us be eternally condemned!  Maybe having Galatians 1 open before you as you 
reflect could be helpful… 
 
Benediction 
The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit, brothers. Amen. – Gal. 6:18 
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