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May 14, 2017 – (Easter 5, Luk) 

Sermon Text – Acts 15:1-18 

 

- After there had been much debate, Peter stood up and said to them, "My brothers, you 

know that in the early days God made a choice among you, that I should be the one 

through whom the Gentiles would hear the message of the good news and become 

believers.  And God, who knows the human heart, testified to them by giving them the 

Holy Spirit, just as he did to us; and in cleansing their hearts by faith he has made no 

distinction between them and us.  Now therefore why are you putting God to the test by 

placing on the neck of the disciples a yoke that neither our ancestors nor we have been 

able to bear?  On the contrary, we believe that we will be saved through the grace of 

the Lord Jesus, just as they will." - 

 

They needed to make some decisions and they needed to make them quickly.  At 

least, that’s the way Luke seems to tell the story.  People were coming from all over the 

world to join their movement.  They were responding to their message.  They were 

hearing the word of Jesus Christ.  And they were becoming his followers.  It would 

seem like a good problem to have.  The infant church was growing.  It had many new 

members.  They brought a new energy and a striking enthusiasm to its congregations.  

What a great thing!  What a wonderful dilemma!  Of course, like new members of any 

grouping in society, they brought new ideas, new thoughts, new perspectives, new 

ways of doing things.  In other words, they brought about change.   

 

And change has always been difficult.  For a few people, the early adapters, 

change represents a new and exciting possibility.  They embrace the new and can’t 

wait to try it out.  For most people, the majority, change comes about more grudgingly.  

They take a “wait and see” attitude.  Once the change has proven itself, they are 

willing to embrace it.  Until then, they will let others test it out and prove to them that it 

represents an improvement.  And for a few people at the other end of the spectrum, 

the resisters, change represents a real challenge.  They don’t take kindly to the new.  

They wish it would never happen.  They will do everything in their power to try to avoid 

it.  I remember very clearly arguing with my spouse and our girls that I did not need to 

get a computer.  My trusty manual typewriter had gotten me through college and the 

seminary quite nicely.  It had typed my papers and written my sermons for the first five 

years of my career.  Why should I want to change to this new-fangled technology?  But 

Brenda was going back to school.  The kids were needing to write for their classes.  

“You have to change,” one of them told me, “or you’ll become like the dinosaurs.  

And you know what happened to them!”  So, we bought a word processor, not even a 
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real computer, just a machine that could do one computing function.  It was totally 

unnecessary.  I was convinced of that.  But I learned how to use it.  Now, we have at 

least seven full-fledged computers in our house, counting the two we use primarily for 

watching television and the two we carry around in our pockets or purses!  Change, it 

seems, is necessary, even for an old dinosaur! 

 

 So, the question for us is: “How do we go about sorting out the good changes 

from the bad?”  The leaders of the early church give us some clues.  They held a 

meeting.  They defined the problem.  They heard testimony.  They considered the 

options.  And they made a decision.  The problem was that many of the new followers 

of Jesus were not Jews.  They were coming from the gentile population.  They didn’t 

know the customs and the traditions of the first, Jewish, followers of Christ.  They didn’t 

keep the rules of the Jewish law.  And a few of the people, who were already mem-

bers of the early church, objected to this new innovation.  They were resistant to the 

change.  So, they voiced their opinion.  “Unless you [follow the rules] according to the 

custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.”  Paul and Barnabas are the first to respond.  

They “have no small dissension and debate with them.”  But that doesn’t solve the 

problem.  So, some are appointed to go up to Jerusalem for further discussion on the 

issue.  The next to speak is Peter.  He tells of his experience with the gentile converts.  

And then he makes this telling statement:  

 

“God, who knows the human heart, testified to them by giving them the 

Holy Spirit, just as he did to us; and in cleansing their hearts by faith he has made 

no distinction between them and us.  Now therefore why are you putting God to 

the test by placing on the neck of the disciples a yoke that neither our ancestors 

nor we have been able to bear?  On the contrary, we believe that we will be 

saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will.” 

 

In this, he sounds very “Lutheran.”  Salvation is by grace through faith.  It comes no 

other way than by the grace of God.  And following customs and traditions, even 

the law of the Jewish covenant, has nothing to do with it.  And this is the point that 

unites the two groups, rather than dividing them.  And James, the brother of Jesus, 

who has become the leader of the church in Jerusalem, agrees.  It fits with the 

words of scripture.  The new community is to be open to all people who will seek the 

Lord, regardless of which customs or traditions they might observe.  This is, indeed, a 
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new thing.  Salvation is no longer tied to the doing or the not doing of certain things.  

It is tied to the doing of God and faith in God’s grace. 

         Amen. 


