Lesson – 8                                                 August 25, 2018                     GladAdventMinistries


Lesson – 8 (Qtr – 3, 2018) The Jerusalem Council 

Scripture Text: Acts 15; Galatians 2:11-13; Exodus 12:43-49; Romans 3:30-31; Leviticus 18:30; Revelation 2:14, 20. 
Introduction: - The Early Church made a tremendous progress in spreading the gospel and reaching out to the gentiles. It had its mission and its development in focus. After the stoning of Stephen, there was persecution and death–partly caused by Paul but also caused by others–which led to the scattering of Christians throughout the Middle East. 
Paul and Barnabas took up the challenge and were sent out by the church in Antioch of Syria to carry the gospel into new areas. They traveled to the island of Cyprus and then into southern Asia Minor or what today we would call Turkey. They apparently were on that first missionary journey for about two years.

 When they went home to Antioch of Syria, they had many stories to tell. They had not only brought about the conversion of many Jews but also a huge number of Gentiles. That, of course, upset those who believed that a person must first become a Jew before s/he could become a Christian. The key issue to that argument was the question of circumcision. 
We have already studied the story of Cornelius recorded in Acts 10 and 11:1-11. Clearly, God had said that the gospel was to be given freely to Gentiles. But, after the mission of Paul and Barnabas, this question loomed much larger. In Acts 15 which we will study this week is about this first major crisis faced by the church and how they dealt with that problem. To learn more, let us dive into our study! 

A  The point at issue. Acts 15:1-5.

· Keeping the law of Moses.
· The church in Antioch consisted of both Hellenistic Jews and uncircumcised Gentiles. (Acts 11:19-21; Galatians 2:11-13) Things were apparently going along quite smoothly and successfully until a group of believers from Jerusalem arrived in Antioch. They began to stir up trouble in Antioch, insisting that those who wanted to become Christians must first be circumcised and become full proselytes of Judaism. 
· The Pharisees who were converted preached that the Gentiles had to become Jews and to keep the law to be saved.

· That went against the gospel Paul and Barnabas were preaching.

· The leaders in Antioch decided to ask for the advice of the apostles and the elders to solve this question.

· The rite of circumcision.
The opponents of Paul had a rather simple message: In order to be saved, converts from among the Gentiles must be circumcised and must keep all the other Jewish ceremonial laws.
· This was a question of divine commands like Exodus 12:48.
· They misunderstood a sign of belonging to God’s people, because they thought it was a sign of salvation. If that was the case:

(1) The Gospel would be distorted (Galatians 1:7; 2:3-5)

(2) Grace would be annulled (Galatians 2:21)

(3) Jesus wouldn’t be needed (Galatians 5:2)

(4) The universal character of salvation would be denied (Colossians 3:11; Titus 2:11)

B  The debate. Acts 15:6-18.
It should be clear to us now that those Judaizing believers were mixing up two distinct concepts. They believed that in order to be saved, it was necessary to be a part of God’s covenant people. The Jews believed that if one was a Jew, s/he would automatically be saved. Thus, they viewed circumcision as a kind of entrance requirement to God’s covenant, as meritorious, and as leading to salvation. 
So, to impose circumcision on believing Gentiles as a means of salvation was to distort the gospel’s truth (Gal. 1:7, 2:3-5), nullify God’s grace (Gal. 2:21), and make Jesus of no benefit (Gal. 5:2). Furthermore, it was a denial of the universal character of salvation (Col. 3:11, Titus 2:11). Paul could never agree to this type of thinking.—Adult Sabbath School Bible Study Guide* for Monday, August 20. 
· The comments of Peter and James. 
· In the Jerusalem Council, they were apparently given opportunity to clearly hear a full discussion from each side. At the end of that, Peter stood up and reminded them of what had happenedwithCornelius.(SeeActs 10:1-33; 11:1-18; 15:6-11.)He asserted that all the requirements of the ceremonies had already been a burden that even the Jews themselves had not been able to bear.
· Peter told them that God had accepted the Gentiles in the past and they had received the Holy Spirit without having to be circumcised.
· After what were probably several days of long discussions, James felt the time had come for him to stand up and draw some conclusions. James was apparently the leader of the church in Jerusalem at that time. (See Acts 12:17; 21:18; and Galatians 2:9,12.) 
· James quoted Amos 9:11-12 to explain that God had foretold that the Gentiles would be included in the plan of salvation.
· He then, suggested that a letter should be written to the churches with the conclusions that we read in Acts 15:28-29.
C. The solution. Acts 15:19-35.

· The necessary things. 

· The Holy Spirit confirmed the agreement. It included four “necessary things” that the Gentiles should fulfill:
(1) Don’t eat meat offered to idols.

(2) Don’t consume blood.

(3) Don’t eat strangled animals.

(4) Avoid sexual immorality.
· Those rules were set against paganism. They were based on the rules from Leviticus 17 and 18 about the foreigners living in Israel.

· This exempted the Gentiles from keeping the rest of the ceremonial laws, but not the laws prior to Abraham’s covenant (e.g. the Moral Law)
· What do these restrictions have to do with salvation? 
· Nothing! These are not some kind of criteria for the basis on which a person can be saved. Instead, they are restrictions which were very important to the Jews and which had been pointed out byGod in the Old Testament that violation made one ceremonially unclean. Thus, for Gentiles who wanted to join Jewish believers in services, it was requested that they refrain from these activities. 
· The letter to the churches.
· What could we learn from Acts 15 and the experience in Jerusalem about resolving problems in our church today? 
· The decision of the council was redacted in the first official document of the Church. Judas and Silas delivered this letter to the local churches. James apologized for the confusion and trouble caused by the earlier, unauthorized visitors. 
· It is interesting to note that this letter, recognizing the church in Jerusalem as the prime church, was written in A.D. 49. It is one of the earliest known Christian documents. 
· What was the reaction of the Church in Antioch? 

· When the church in Antioch read the letter, “they rejoiced over its encouragement.” (v. 31)

· The unity of the Church was strengthened thanks to this decision, but not everyone accepted it willingly.
· Ellen G. White writes, “Even the disciples were not all prepared to accept willinglythe decision of the council. Some were zealous forthe ceremonial law, andtheyregardedPaul withdisfavor because theythoughtthat his principles inregardtothe obligations ofthe Jewish law were lax.—Ellen G. White, The Acts of the Apostles* 197.1
· So, what about us today? Do we believe that belonging to the right church guarantees our salvation? 
· If it does not guarantee salvation, what is the advantage of being a member of that church? 
· What issues today might be in some way comparable to that issue about circumcision? 
· Do any of us look down on and shun people who might be dressed differently or act differently than we expect at church? 
· Is change in the church healthy? What principles can we learn from the story of Acts 15 that might help us today? Can we be sure that God really wanted that change? 
· It seems clear from what we read in Acts 15 that circumcision was no longer to be required in order to be a part of God’s covenant people. 
· Acts 15 must be understood in the context of the entire history of the Jewish people in the Old Testament. We must try to put ourselves into the situations we read about in Scripture and try to determine what we would have done if we had been there. 
· The fact that the Holy Spirit had come down on Cornelius and his family and that various miracles had taken place including the healing of Gentiles, etc. made it clear, despite some contradictory teachings from the Old Testament, that God was ready to move forward with those new directions. 
· As Seventh-day Adventists, we have a number of beliefs and practices which are rejected by most of our Christian friends. Have we learned anything from this lesson that might help us in dealing with those who reject Adventism because of our teachings about the Sabbath? Pork? Jewelry? Tithing? Ellen White? Or, even the heavenly sanctuary? 
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