“A Very Important Question is Resolved”

Based on Acts 15:1-12
St. Peter and St. Paul, Apostles
June 26 & 29, 2008 ► Thursday at 7 ( Sunday at 8:15 & 10:45
Sermon Theme: Our daily peace, what motivates our living, what we communicate with others, and our eternal dwelling place, are all highly influenced by the answer in Acts 15!  Please read, learn, and benefit!

Introduction: Today we consider one of the oldest and most important questions ever asked.  People wonder about it, theologians debate it, and church bodies give multiple answers.  Here is the question: Are we saved by Jesus alone or by Jesus plus something else?  In today’s sermon text, that question is asked, debated, and answered!
These events, in Acts 13-14, lead into today’s text:

· Paul and Barnabas were sent out from Antioch on their first missionary journey.

· They went out teaching the word of God and proclaiming Jesus alone as the way of forgiveness.

· The Lord confirmed their message to be true by enabling them to do miraculous signs and wonders.
· Though some people became jealous of them, persecuted them, and plotted against them, the Lord used them to eternally benefit others!
· When they arrived back in Antioch, they “gathered the church together and reported all that God had done through them…” (14:27)
We now move into chapter 15, which includes (the question, (the debate, and (the answer – given by God Himself, as the Holy Spirit moved Luke to write down God’s very Word!
1. False Teaching and Debate: 1 Some men came down from Judea [where the city of Jerusalem is located] to Antioch [in Syria, to where Paul and Barnabas had recently returned] and were teaching the brothers: "Unless you are circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved." [In other words, the men from Judea were teaching Jesus plus – Jesus plus circumcision!] 2 This brought Paul and Barnabas into sharp dispute and debate with them.
[As Christians, we should strive for peace – not an argument – but when someone is teaching a false way to heaven, such as Jesus plus, that is definitely a time to stand up for the truth!]

2. Trip to Jerusalem: So Paul and Barnabas were appointed, along with some other believers, to go up to Jerusalem [a trip of about 300 miles south] to see the apostles and elders about this question. 3 The church sent them on their way, and as they traveled through Phoenicia [modern-day Lebanon] and Samaria [Jews who had intermarried with Gentiles], they told how the Gentiles had been converted. This news made all the brothers very glad. 
[Earlier, when it was still the time of the Jews, Jesus sent out the twelve with these instructions: “Do not go among the Gentiles or enter any town of the Samaritans. Go rather to the lost sheep of Israel.” (NIV Matthew 10:5-6)  Since the non-Jews may have felt excluded from God’s grace, the news of Gentile conversions brought them hope!]
3. Arrival in Jerusalem: 4 When they came to Jerusalem, they were welcomed by the church and the apostles and elders, to whom they reported everything God had done through them. [They had been God’s tools; God used them, even as a person uses a hammer to drive a nail into a board.  Let us also be willing tools, allowing God to use us according to His plan for our lives!  Ephesians 2:10] 
4. More False Teaching: 5 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 [not just circumcision but the whole law of Moses]."
[Why is Jesus plus teaching so harmful?  (It disagrees with the Bible! (John 3:16-17; 6:47; Acts 16:31; Romans 3:20-22, 28; 10:13; Ephesians 2:8-9; Colossians 1:21-23)  (It destroys the assurance of our salvation! (1 John 5:11-13)  (It makes Jesus a liar! (John 19:30)]

5. The Question is Considered: 6 The apostles and elders met to consider this question. [Though many people have strong opinions or feelings, the right answer must come from God’s Holy Word!]
6. Peter Recalls a Real Life Example: 7 After much discussion, Peter got up and addressed them: "Brothers, you know that some time ago God made a choice among you that the Gentiles might hear from my lips the message of the gospel and believe. 
[With those words, Peter reminded those in attendance of the work God had done through him, as recorded in Acts chapter 10, to convert Cornelius and his household, who were Gentiles!  Even Peter himself proclaimed these words to Gentiles: “…everyone who believes in [Jesus alone] receives forgiveness of sins through his name.” (Acts 10:43)]
7. God Knows and Does Everything: 8 God, who knows the heart, showed that he accepted them by giving the Holy Spirit to them, just as he did to us. [God knows what we are thinking, feeling, and believing – especially in regard to our sin and His Son – who came, lived, suffered, died, and rose to save us!] 9 He made no distinction between us and them [between Jews and Gentiles, circumcised and uncircumcised], for he purified their hearts by faith. [Take special note: God did it, not those Gentiles, and He did it by faith, not because of their goodness!]
8. Not by Law but by Grace: 10 Now then, why do you try to test God by putting on the necks of the disciples a yoke that neither we nor our fathers have been able to bear? [In other words, we Jews cannot keep the law perfectly, nor can anyone else – except Jesus!  Hebrews 4:15] 11 No! We believe it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they are." 
[Grace is (God loving us (though we are poor miserable sinners), (God sending Jesus to save us, (God connecting us to Jesus by faith, and (God keeping us in Jesus until He takes us to heaven!]
Conclusion: Again, the question: Are we saved by Jesus alone or by Jesus plus something else?  The Bible is clear and certain: “We believe it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus [alone] that we are saved…”  And all God’s people said: Amen!
This Week’s Memory Verse: “We believe it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved…” (NIV Acts 15:11)
This and other sermons are available on Bethlehem’s website: www.blc7500.com
Please share them with your family, friends, neighbors, and coworkers!
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