Sabbath Day Sermon of January 2, 2016.
By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

What Saves: Circumcision or Faith in Jesus?
Acts Chapter 15

At the beginning of this chapter we read that certain men which came down from Judaea taught the brethren, and said, “Except ye be circumcised after the manner of Moses, ye cannot be saved.” These are no doubt enemies of the Gospel as Paul had warned in Romans 11:28, who now catch up with Paul and Barnabas at Antioch. This is the city where believers in Jesus Christ were first called Christians. Before this time Christians were known as Nazarenes (Acts 24:5) Coming from Jerusalem these men purposefully, to create confusion and discourage the brethren in Antioch, told the believers that Gentiles must be circumcised and keep the law delivered through Moses, and the traditions of the Pharisees, today known as Judaism. They affirmed that if they are not circumcised, they cannot be saved. It created no small dissension among the brethren and for Paul and Barnabas.

2-5. From what we have read so far, it appears that the conversion of Gentiles was raising an urgent question for the early Church. The question was do the Gentiles have to adhere to the laws Almighty Father delivered through Moses and other Judaean traditions to be saved? One group of Israelite Christians insisted that following the Law, including circumcision, was necessary for salvation. The Gentiles, however, did not think they needed to become Judaeans first in order to become Christians. So Paul and Barnabas are appointed to go to Jerusalem to settle the question of circumcision and keeping the law in a conference with the apostles and elders of the Church there. The case for the gospel would be strengthened if the apostles and elders in Jerusalem confirmed what Paul and Barnabas taught. It was generally agreed that the apostles and elders in Jerusalem were the ones who could best decide.
To the Judaean Christians, the real problem was not over whether Gentiles could be saved, but whether Gentiles had to adhere to the laws delivered through Moses and the traditions of the elders of Judah. To them the test of following these laws was circumcision of the flesh, but not of the heart. The Judaean Christians were probably concerned that very soon there would be more Gentile than Judaean Christians, and the weakening of moral standards among believers if the Gentiles did not follow Judaean laws. Paul and Barnabas and other church leaders believed that the Old Testament Law was very important, but it was not a prerequisite to salvation. The Law cannot save; faith in Jesus is what a person needs to be saved.

3-5. Conversion represents a change from one state of affairs to another. Turning from something is to repent; turning to something is to exercise faith. Both are at work in conversion.  The conservatives who insisted on circumcision first before salvation were led by unconverted Pharisees or infiltrators who preferred a legalistic religion that one based on faith in Almighty Father and his Son Jesus Christ. If these Pharisees had prevailed, the Gentiles would have been required to be circumcised and converted to Judaism. This would have seriously limited Christianity to a sect within Judaism. True Christians should beware not to unwittingly mistake upholding tradition, structure, and legal requirements for obeying Almighty Father. Make sure the Gospel brings freedom and life to those you are trying to reach.
Paul and Barnabas received a royal welcome in Jerusalem. They were embraced as brethren and shown love and friendship. Moreover, they gave a full report of what Almighty Father had done on their missionary journey. Paul and Barnabas talked about circumcision in relation to Gentile believers because some who were Pharisees, and yet believers in Jesus, immediately challenged this view and insisted upon the necessity to circumcise all who believed on Jesus.

6-11. Peter now addresses the assembly after there had been much debate. Again, he witnesses that the Holy Spirit had come on Gentile believers who had not be circumcised. If by giving the Holy Spirit Almighty Father showed he was satisfied they were believers without circumcision, why should the church not accept this? If they do not accept this fact, Peter indicates that they will offend Almighty Father and the Gentile believers as well. Jesus Christ came to proclaim liberty to the captives, not bondage to the law (Acts 10:19-29).
If the Law was a yoke that the Judaeans could not bear, how did having the Law help them throughout their history? Paul wrote that the Law was a teacher and guide that pointed out their sins so they could repent and return to Almighty Father and right living (Galatians 3:24, 25). It was, and still is, impossible to completely obey Almighty Father through the Law.

12-21. This passage indicates that some Judaeans felt there was no place for the Gentiles in the gospel economy as contained in the Pharisees holy book known as Talmud. James who was the half brother of Jesus, indicates that the Old Testament prophets spoke of the Gentiles and Almighty Father’s interest in and concern for them. Paul stated that Gentile believers constitute the new Israel (Galatians 3 and Romans 9:11). Nonetheless, Almighty Father still has an interest in Israel and promises that all Israel who will obey him will eventually be saved (Romans 11:26).

Paul, Barnabas and Peter having had their say, with all three in agreement with each other that circumcision is not necessary for salvation. Now James enters the fray to speak on behalf of these brothers and to support their view about circumcision. When he speaks about “Simeon,” he is talking about Peter. After giving Scripture (Amos 9:11, 12) to support his view, James renders a definitive judgment that Almighty Father does not wish to approve or, or insist on, circumcision as essential to salvation. But then James suggests that Gentiles stay away from idols, fornication or sexual immorality which is a common part of idol worship, things strangled, and from consuming blood; reflecting the biblical teaching that the life is in the blood.  On this ruling by James, the Pharisee believers appeared to be satisfied with this, for they read Moses and were loath to part with their traditions.  So James made some allowance for their sensitivities until they had matured in the faith.  Gentiles were to be instructed to avoid food sacrificed to idols, fornication, and from consuming blood as both are clearly mentioned in the New Testament.
22-28. James had the agreement of the apostles, elders, and the whole Church for the verdict he rendered. Apostleship was a Church office, but a position and function based on specific gifts. Elders were appointed to lead and manage the Church. In this meeting, apostles submitted to the decision of an elder, James the half brother Jesus Christ. Thereafter, the Jerusalem leaders sent a delegation back to the Gentile believers in Antioch and Syria and Cilicia with a letter. Judas and Silas leading men from Jerusalem brought the letter and thus supported the views of Paul and Barnabas. Most important of all, the letter contained the note that what the apostles and elders had agreed on what approved by the Holy Spirit.

29-35. With the sending of this letter, the first Council of Jerusalem ever held came to its conclusion. The Holy Spirit conveyed his will through the elders and deacons, who felt assured that he had spoken to them. Decisions made apart from such a conviction are often wrong. Scripture does not intimate or suggest that believers can go it alone, however sensible and prudent they think their conclusions to be. The Holy Spirit is both teacher and leader.

36-41. Paul and Barnabas had a difference of opinion over John Mark. Paul did not want take him along because he had left them earlier. When they could not agree, they separated. Paul taking Silas with him and Barnabas taking John Mark, and we believe that the Holy Spirit may have wanted it that way. The solution for them to go their separate ways lays down a pattern for us when we are troubled by the same problem. Paul and Barnabas transcended their difficulties, without resorting to acrimony or hostility. Later, Paul and John Mark worked together once more.
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