The Heart of the Gospel






March 8, 2020
Acts 15:1-21
Read the passage.
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In Acts 10 Peter received an extraordinary invitation to share the gospel with a God-fearing Gentile, named Cornelius.

What Peter said to Cornelius upon arriving at his home, reveals to us just how great the divide was that existed between Jew and Gentile: v.28.

When Peter returned to Jerusalem, he faced fierce criticism about his visit to Cornelius from those who were identified as, 11:2, “circumcised believers.” 
Peter responded to their accusations by carefully detailing the sequence of events that had led him to do what he had done.

When Peter finished, look at the response of his accusers… Acts 11:18.
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* Conflict management?




The church in Acts 6 had dealt with a crisis that threatened to divide it over ethnicity – the food distribution program was overlooking Greek widows.
But led by the Holy Spirit a God-honoring solution was found that provided for all widows.

Is the issue in chapter 15 similar – how to manage conflict?
These two…. were factors, but I don’t believe they were the primary issue.

I believe the issue was this:
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* Is Jesus enough?




We’ve already read the passage. Let’s now carefully work through it.
Read v.1.
What in essence were these individuals from Judea teaching?
“To be a follower of Jesus you cannot be saved unless you are circumcised.” This particular emphasis was restated again in v.5. 

“To be a follower of Jesus you cannot be saved unless you are circumcised and keep the law of Moses.”
At that particular moment this teaching threated to derail the church and turn the gospel into another man-made religion – “do this, don’t do that.”
Paul and Barnabus saw the issue clearly, which was why they immediately became involved as they did - read v.2a.
It was also why the church in Antioch responded as it did - v.2b-3a.
The issue was not just a question of minor, secondary differences.
The issue being debated struck at the heart of the gospel, which proclaims that salvation is of God through faith in Jesus.

Those who had come from Judea were teaching salvation is of God through faith in Jesus, plus …. and in this instance, the plus was circumcision, and the keeping of the mosaic law.
It’s here that we must go back to the book of Genesis, to God’s dealings with Abraham – if we are to understand this issue.
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God’s promises

o Abraham would be the father of many nations

® God’s covenant with Abraham and his
descendants would be everlasting

e The land of Canaan would be given to Abraham
and his descendants as an everlasting possession

e The Lord would be Abraham’s God and
the God of his descendants.

God’s expectations
* Walk before me faithfully

e Carry in your body the sign of the covenant




God clearly stated to Abraham that any descendant who refused circumcision, would be viewed as having broken the covenant - v.14.
Let’s jump ahead now to the time of Moses – to the days just before the exodus.

Look at what the Lord said to Moses regarding the Passover meal that was to be eaten the night before Israel left Egypt: 
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Were the Passover regulations in any way ambiguous?
What did God clearly link together in this passage?

Look again at v.49.

The same demand was made of the Hebrews as well as the foreigner.
Are you beginning to appreciate why those from Judea were making the emphasis they did?

· God had spoken to Abraham of an everlasting covenant.

· God’s instructions to Moses were equally enduring.
So why then was there such strong pushback from Paul and Barnabus and the church in Antioch?

Let’s keep reading the passage. v.3b-5.
As the church in Jerusalem met to consider this matter, I remind it wasn’t someone from the Jewish religious leaders who were presenting on behalf of the pro-circumcision and pro law-keeping caucus.
It was believers, it was followers of Jesus, who advocated, “The Gentiles MUST be circumcised and required to keep the law of Moses.”
This tells us how challenging it was for a Jewish believer to come to terms with the earth-shattering implications of the new covenant mediated by Jesus, even though this new covenant had been clearly foretold through the prophets.
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Those who spoke in v.5 believed Jesus’ new covenant had somehow incorporated all aspects of the former covenants.
But was everything in the covenant God made with Abraham, Moses, and David rolled over and incorporated into the new?

Let’s look in on the Passover meal Jesus ate with his followers the night before he died.

Look at what he said.
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When the hour came, Jesus and his apostles reclined
at the table. And he said to them, “l have eagerly
desired to eat this Passover with you before | suffer. For
| tell you, | will not eat it again until it finds fulfilment in
the kingdom of God.” After taking the cup, he gave
thanks and said, “Take this and divide it among you. For
| tell you | will not drink again of the fruit of the vine
until the kingdom of God comes.” And he took bread,
gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to them, saying,
“This is my body given for you; do this in remembrance
of me.” In the same way, after the supper he took the
cup, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood,
which is poured out for you.”









Luke 22:14-20                      
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Now as they were eating, Jesus took bread, and after
blessing it broke it and gave it to the disciples, and
said, "Take, eat; this is my body."

And he took a cup, and when he had given thanks he
gave it to them, saying, "Drink of it, all of you,

for this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured
out for many for the forgiveness of sins.





Jesus infused two elements of the Passover meal, the bread and the wine, with new meaning – saying that until his return they would represent his body and his blood – which was to be poured out in order to mediate a new covenant… that would not temporarily cover, but once and for all forgive sin.

The very next day as the Passover lamb was slain in the temple, Jesus, whom John the Baptist had identified as:
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… was slain outside of Jerusalem. 
By his death, by the sacrifice of his life blood… Jesus established a new and greater covenant which eclipsed all former ones.
This was a theme Jesus had spoken of repeatedly.
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All these… had been signposts pointing ahead to Jesus.
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But when Jesus came to the earth; when he made a new covenant in his blood, these former things were no longer needed.
You don’t need a signpost when you’ve reached your destination; just like you don’t need a candle when the sun has risen.
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How did the church in Jerusalem proceed in dealing with this crisis?
Read v.7a.
Much discussion implies both speaking… and listening… on the part of all who were present.
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What happened next?
Read v.7b-9.
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® God had made a choice...that the Gentiles
might hear the gospel and believe

* God had shown that he accepted the Gentiles...
by giving the Holy Spirit to those who
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e God had purified the hearts of Gentiles by faith




On the basis of what Peter had seen God do, look at his concluding statement
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Read v.10.
It was clear to Peter – if the church required the Gentiles to keep the law and be circumcised, the church would be “testing God;” they would be adding to what God had done in Christ, treating his provision as if it was not sufficient. 
Additionally, it would be hypocritical, for the history of the Jews, indicated that they themselves had not been able to keep the law of Moses.

Read v.11.
John Stott says:
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What happened next? 
Read v.12.
- remember Bar-Jesus

- remember the signs and wonders in Iconium 

- remember the lame man in Lystra – who had never walked

- remember Paul reviving outside of Lystra after he was left for dead

The miraculous signs Paul and Barnabus spoke of demonstrated – God was the initiator in bringing Gentiles to faith in Jesus and into his church.
What happened next? 
Read v.13-18.
James linked what God had done through Peter (in the case of Cornelius) with what the OT Scriptures had foretold:
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Paul quoted from Genesis 12 in his letter to the church in Galatia:
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While there are many other prophetic passages that speak of God’s heart for the world, James utilized but one… from the prophet Amos, 9:11-12.
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What God revealed through Amos… is consistent with what has been on his heart from before the beginning. 
He knew humanity would fall, and he purposed to save.
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It is the LORD who restores… the LORD who repairs…  the LORD who rebuilds…

Through Jesus, the LORD will undo in the earth and in the lives of those who love, believe and follow him…. what sin and death have ruined.
To the question that was at the heart of the issue raised in this chapter, 

“is Jesus enough,” the answer is unequivocally…yes.
I close with this quote written by Time Challies.
This is the gospel we believe; this is the gospel of our hope.
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Great is the Lord’s love.

And great is the gratitude he is owed for what he has done.
The Blessing
Ephesians 1:4-10
- chosen before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless

- predestined for adoption as God’s children

- redeemed through his blood – our sins are forgiven

- grace is lavished upon us

- he will bring unity to all things in heaven and on earth under Christ
Welcome Andy into membership
- emphasize 1:17-21
Membership vote

Communications
God he was faithful to every aspect of the covenant he had made with Abraham 

and his descendants.

Joshua, before he died, said to the people, 23:14:
“You know with all your heart and soul that not one of all the good promises the Lord your God gave you has failed. Every promise has been fulfilled; not one has failed.”
Not one promise had been left unfulfilled!

But those whom God had entered into covenant with, had repeatedly and tragically failed to keep their part.

Jeremiah 11:10: “Both the house of Israel and the house of Judah have broken the covenant I made with their forefathers.”
They had done so in spite of special revelation; in spite of the Lord’s miraculous acts of power on their behalf, in spite of the prophets God had sent to them again and again.
God’s covenant was good.

Jesus himself said, Matthew 5:17 – “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them.”
The problem is and has always been with the human heart, which God through the prophet Jeremiah said, 17:9: “… is deceitful above all things; and beyond cure.”
Paul and Barnabus were convinced of this.

They knew that because the human heart is beyond cure,we cannot rescue ourselves from the spiritual dilemma and quandary we find ourselves in.

They also were convinced that Jesus had done what we couldn’t do.

That he had succeeded where we failed.

That he had lived a perfect life in complete submission to and in line with what God says is good.
That he had offered his perfect life as a sacrifice on our behalf.

Paul had gone the route of trying to keep the law.

This is why he so strenuously objected to any mention that salvation was something we needed to contribute towards.

Paul speaks of his own efforts in his letter to the Phlippians – 3:4b-7.

But he was also quite clear in admitting he couldn’t achieve what he worked so hard to accomplish – 3:7-9.
It was only through faith in Jesus and what he had done through his death on the cross, that Paul’s and the whole world’s debt was cancelled. 

Paul believed that Jesus had paid in full for all of our failures; that he had tasted the eternal death that should have been ours, so we don’t have to.

And the proof that all this was true; that God had accepted Jesus’ death in our place?

It was the resurrection!

You know the saying – you can’t keep a good man down?

That saying describes Jesus.
Jesus was good in the fullest sense of the word, and in tasting death for us all, he overcame it and was raised back to life to prove it.  

Jesus was the Second Adam – succeeding where the first Adam had failed.

Jesus was the true Israel – succeeding where the physical descendants of Abraham had failed.

This is why Paul argued as he did in Acts 15  insisting as verse 11 says that it is 

“through the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ that we are saved…”
We can’t do anything that would earn us God’s favor.

God’s salvation is ours, not because of what we’ve done; but because of what Jesus did.

The moment anyone insists that a person is saved through faith in Jesus and… whatever that “…and…” is, points people back to death, not life.

It’s that black and white. It’s that simple.

God’s salvation is received by believing in Jesus.
It cannot be earned.

In the years that followed, this conflict described in Acts 15, would be addressed many times.

Each time that it was, it actually helped to clarify both the simplicity and the profundity of the gospel message. 
The issue of circumcision being debated in Acts 15 illustrates this.

Here’s the simple aspect.

The act of physical circumcision was always intended by God to point to a deeper reality – the human heart need to be circumcised. 

Look at Deuteronomy 30:6.

How difficult is that to understand?

We have a bent towards sin that keeps us alienated from God.
We can’t by ourselves undo that bent within us.

Only God can.

Here’s where the teaching of spiritual circumcision demonstrates the profundity of the gospel of Jesus.

Look at Colossians 2:9-14.

God has done everything necessary in order that our sins can be forgiven.

And they are, when we invite Jesus into our lives.

But his work of grace goes much further than simply forgiving our sin.

When he is welcomed into our lives, his resurrecting power brings alive our spirits that had been dead.

At the same time that he does this, he also strikes a death blow at our sin nature 

that had kept us alienated from him.
Look at Colossians 2:6.

How does a person receive Jesus as Lord of their life? By faith.

How does a person then live their life after receiving Jesus as their Lord?
By faith.

When the believer, by faith, lives in light of the fact that their old sin nature has been removed, what does it look like in action?

Romans 6:11-14 explains.
v.14 – sin shall not be your master
What does that mean?

v.11 – when your old nature was put to death by Jesus, its power over you was broken.
What does that mean?
You are no longer a slave to sin.

What does that mean?
v.12 – you don’t have to obey the evil desires that once controlled you, because you have a choice now.

Why is that?

Because you’ve been made alive spiritually, and your old nature has been put to death.

v.13 – you can choose to serve God by living in the way he says life is to be lived.

The old sin nature that dominated you has gone.

You are a new person with a new nature.

This is not something you were able to achieve by your own efforts.

It is something God did in you as you placed your faith in him.

It is by grace and grace alone that you have been forgiven and it is by grace and grace alone that you have been set free from the power of sin.
This is what we recognize and celebrate as we come to the Table this morning.

We’re not just eating crackers and sipping grape juice. We will be. 

But the celebration of the Lord’s Table means much more than that.

We are re-enacting what we believe to be true and what we now live by faith.

The body of Jesus (represented by the crackers) was broken.

His blood (represented by the grape juice) was shed for us.

By eating the crackers and drinking the juice we affirm in doing so that we’ve  welcomed Jesus into our lives as our Savior and Lord
But as we’ve seen in the passage studied, his sacrifice not only forgave our sins, 

it also broke the power of sin over us.

And so, we eat and drink in remembrance of him as men and women who are new creations through faith in Jesus.

 that the body of Jesus was broken for us as the crackers have been broken; and his blood was spilled out for a

 decide  
Let’s bring this emphasis of living by faith 


to bear on this teaching regarding the circumcision of the heart.

When we received Jesus to be our Savior and Lord, 


the Bible tells us he removed the sin nature from our heart – v. 

So then why do we still sin?

Let’s look at Jesus’ defeat of Satan and his present activity on earth.

I believe this will help us to understand his work in our lives.
Article: Satan’s a Goner

Jesus has defeated Satan; even though at present he thrashes around.

Jesus has removed; has put to death the sin nature in us.

Colossians 2:11

Now look at Ephesians 4:22-24.

By faith that Jesus has put to death our old nature 


we put off our old self and its ways.

Like the snake without a head, there is still within us sinful desires even though our sin nature has been removed. 

These desires clamor to be satisfied; they demand we satisfy them. Look at Romans 6:11-11. 
We used to speak and to act according to what our human nature told us

By faith we are to be made new in the attitude of our minds as we saturate our thinking with God’s word and welcome God’s truth to renew our minds.

By faith we are to put on the new person

But the participating in symbolic acts is important to our faith.

What symbolic act now represents the circumcision of the heart done by God when a person places their faith and trust in Jesus?

Baptism!!

Just as the act of physical circumcision means nothing without the corresponding heart reality, so the act of baptism also means nothing unless is represents what has already taken place in a person’s heart.
It doesn’t save.

But it does re-enact God’s work of salvation

What needs to be cut off of our heart is our sinful nature

They advocated that faith in Jesus was not sufficient.
Paul and Barnabus advocated that it was.
Unless something dramatically changes a person 


and the direction of their life, 

that head on collision will result in them living after death 


in a place totally separated from God and devoid of all that is God.

The truly frightening aspect of the gospel is that no human being can change themselves; no one can save themselves.

No one can do enough good things to compensate for their sin in order to patch things over with God.

But God through Jesus did for us what we could not do for ourselves.

Jesus, who was perfect, took on himself our sin, and faced the wrath of God in our place.

Because of Jesus and what he did, God now accepts and welcomes into his family all who place their faith in Jesus.

The message of the Old and New Testament is the same.

Psalm 14:1-3.

Romans 3:10-12.

But that is exactly what the early church leaders had done.

They had arrived at an understanding of Scripture


that circumcision was no longer necessary.
But it was an understanding in their estimation that was not peripheral, but central to what it meant to be saved from one’s sins.

Why for them, was the insistence by some Jewish believers 


that circumcision was necessary, 

something that compelled them to engage in sharp dispute and debate?

The heart of the issue was the manner in which a person is saved.

The spiritual significance of circumcision.

Circumcision of the heart – Deuteronomy 10:16; 30:6; Jeremiah 4:4; 

Link this to Paul’s emphasis in Philippians 3:3 and Romans 3:28-30

Romans 4:7-12 – from the standpoint of eternity it is immaterial whether a man is circumcised or not

When it came right down to it, neither circumcision nor un-circumcision had any value in God’s sight.

The true question of circumcision is whether one is circumcised in their heart – Romans 2:29; Colossians 2:11-14

side issue, a secondary teaching emphasis brought Paul and Barnabus into “sharp dispute and debate.”

If there had been a curriculum these people published, maybe it would have looked like this.
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The issue was far greater than one of circumcision.

The issue 

What heart of the issue that elicited such a strong  facing the church at that time, may seem to us to be antiquated, even irrelevant, chapter 15 asks of us searching questions: 

· how is one reconciled to God? 

· how does one read and respond to the Bible in light of its authority as the breathed-out word of God?

· how does the Scripture challenge the believer’s cultural, national and spiritual assumptions regardless of who they are, and when and where they live?

· how are believers to deal with contentious issues and resolve them in a God-honoring way?

Let’s endeavor to deal wi
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