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Assembly On line Mission folio.

(This study, prepared by the Rev John Rickard was presented to the Synod of WA in
2001. John is executive Director of the Commission for Mission, Synod of Victoria.)

BIBLE STUDY TWO

What’s in the sheet for us?

TODAY’S THEME

Reiterate Saturday’s theme
1. God initiates the mission to the Gentiles. God will also initiate any mission in our

context.
2. Both the Existing and the Emerging Church are faithful. Emerging church is however,

better placed for the mission to contemporary Australian culture.

In today’s text an Apostolic Council is held in Jerusalem where the early Jewish Christians,
including the Apostles, authorise the Gentile mission with little requirement to live under the
law. Circumcision is no longer required as the badge for Christian allegiance. The Council
rather affirms a Gospel of grace, as proclaimed by the Apostle Paul, and its seems, the Apostle
Peter before him. In the mission to the Gentile community the church’s understanding of the
Good News revealed in Jesus Christ is expanded beyond belief.

If the mission to the contemporary Australian culture is a cross cultural encounter of similar
intensity to that of the Gentile mission, will there be an expansion of our understanding of the
Gospel in this mission? And conversely, what expectations of the existing church will be
challenged by this mission?

THE TEXT

Acts 15:1-21

EXEGESIS

This reading, although only four chapters later in Acts, is much later in the story than
Saturday’s reading.

Paul has been active for some time, moving from town to town, and preaching the Good
News, mainly in the synagogues. The Gentile mission has begun. But it is still primarily a
mission to the Jewish converts, as with Cornelius, those Gentiles who are attached to the
Judaism of the Diaspora. The mission is, however, about to take a giant leap forward and be
addressed directly to the Gentiles. Before it can do so, at least in the way Luke sets things up,
there must be approval from Jerusalem for that mission. But there is a stumbling block. There
is resistance among the Gentiles to the law. “Surely Christ has set us free from this
expectation,” they argue.

Paul records this Apostolic Council in Galatians 2. He also thought the mission to the Gentiles
was in danger. There was at least some possibility that the Jerusalem community might reject
the Gospel as being proclaimed by Paul and Barnabas. So he goes to Jerusalem to defend it
and to seek the authorisation of that community.
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The text begins with an intrusion into the Gentile mission.  Some men come to Antioch from
Judea (maybe Jerusalem but Luke doesn’t want to say so) and they insist that circumcision is
necessary for salvation.

This demand provokes turmoil in the community. Their claim to be truly Christian is called
into question and they are rightly upset. They are challenged as to whether the gospel they
claim is truly the gospel of Jesus Christ. A lively debate ensues which culminates in Paul and
Barnabas and “some of the others” being sent up to Jerusalem to make their case. It is a big
delegation, and not just made up of the leaders.

There is some question among scholars whether the motivation for sending this deputation
comes from the Antiochian community in response to the visitors, or whether the “men” in
fact summon Paul and Barnabas to Jerusalem to defend their ministry.  Either way, they are an
important deputation for Antioch and they are solemnly escorted as they leave.

V 3 On the way to Jerusalem they pass through Phoenicia and Samaria, where they are
given solid support for their work. It is obvious that Luke wishes to communicate that it is
only the Jerusalem faction who is objecting to their position. The trouble is that now this small
faction in Jerusalem is the authoritative community, the root of the Christian faith. Things
have to be resolved.

On arrival in Jerusalem Paul and Barnabas are met by the entire congregation, including the
Board of Governance or the Church Council, the Apostles and the elders. No one is left out.
All must be present to ensure that if any approval is given it will not be undermined later by
someone claiming they were unable to put their view.

The deputation is skilled in presentation. They do not proceed directly into theological
arguments, rather they report what God had done to and through them, the success of the
mission, and the conversion of many Gentiles. The first act is an act of witness. The deputation
is doing more than trying to win an argument. They are attempting to expand the way the
Jerusalem community understands the Gospel of Jesus Christ, that the Gospel as proclaimed to
the Gentiles might be accepted.

V5  The critics are not convinced. God may be working through this community, but to be
truly Christian, to be true believers, they must carry the mark of a believer, circumcision. And
more than this, they must be ordered, I guess by the Jerusalem community, to keep the law of
Moses, or at least to live within the parameters established by it. “The Gentile Christians must
submit to the same law and practice that we do,” say the Pharisees who have become
Christian, but remain legalistic in their perspective.

A strong debate now occurs even though Luke tries to minimize the tension. Speech and
counter speech ring out across the assembled community as each side tries to gain ascendancy
over the other through oratory and intellectual, rational argument. The theological debate takes
over in earnest. A bit like a Synod meeting before the new model of consensus was
introduced.

As the debate reaches a crescendo, Peter, as the current leader of the community intervenes
and clarifies the situation with his speech.

First he makes it clear that it was God who chose to proclaim the Good News to the Gentiles.
(A reference to the conversion of Cornelius and his household)  The Gentile mission was not
Peter’s idea, neither was it Paul’s. It was God’s choice that the Gentiles should hear the word
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of the Gospel and believe. The action may have taken place through Peter but it was God who
initiated this important mission. Furthermore, if there has been a change in the focus of the
message (from Law to grace) then this must have come from God also. It is God’s self-
revelation through the Gentile mission that has expanded the way the church understands the
Gospel, it was not a construct of men, or women either for that matter.

v8 And Peter continues, “God, the one who knows human hearts,” a most intimate image,
confirmed this mission, both the action, and the new understanding, by pouring out upon the
Gentiles the Holy Spirit. Is this not what God did to us?  Has not then God blessed these
Gentiles in the same way as we have been blessed?

It is God’s action that has caused there to be no distinction between us. No matter how unclean
we may feel these Gentiles are, God has cleansed their hearts. God has washed them clean in
the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. If God has made them clean, who are we to place a further
yoke upon them with the law?

This is a profound argument. One that confirms all that we know of God, and all that we know
about ourselves. That it is God who brings us into relationship. God achieves what we cannot
do. Our striving leads to naught. It is God’s gracious reaching out to us through Jesus that
makes us whole. "Why even we Jewish Christians are only able to observe the law, because
God is gracious and forgiving," claims Peter.

In so doing Peter sides with the deputation from Antioch.  “Don’t we believe that we will be
saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will”, he asks?

Such a statement could have come from the pen of the apostle Paul, rather than the mouth of
Peter.

And, the whole assembly was silent.

And, is it any wonder? Peter, the leader of the Jerusalem community has made a profound
speech that confirms the Gentile mission, but in so doing he directly confronts the position
taken by many in his own community. It’s a wonder they didn’t revolt. And perhaps they did,
because James, the brother of Jesus, from this point in time takes over the leadership of the
Jewish Christian community in Jerusalem.

Luke, however, misses this confrontation. He is only interested in justifying the Gentile
mission. He appears little concerned about the effect the proclamation Peter makes might have
on his own community. High drama indeed!

v12 The conflict recedes and the assembly holds its peace as Paul and Barnabas now tell again
of the signs and wonders, the miracles God has done through them among the Gentiles. Their
experience is used by Luke to confirm the theological arguments of Peter. To the naïve reader
this action appears like a passive sharing of stories. But it is much more than that. The
deputation now makes the running in the meeting, driving home their advantage, witnessing to
the gospel they have received.

Darrell Guder claims
The earliest evangelization was that done by eyewitnesses, and they made their  appeal for
Jesus Christ based upon their experience of the events of his life, death and resurrection. It is
fundamental to the goodness of the “joyful message” that it can be witnessed, experienced,
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reported on, and passed on so that others may join in the experience. This conviction underlies
the speeches of Acts, and Paul’s defence of his apostolic missionary ministry. (Guder p53)

James, the brother of Jesus responds. His leadership claim is already coming to the fore. After
acknowledging the testimony of the delegation he seeks to provide scriptural proof as to why
God has initiated the Gentile mission quoting Amos 9:11f.

v19-21 James also begins to speak in support of the Gentile mission. “We should not trouble
these Gentiles who are turning to God.” It is interesting just how powerful the testimony of the
delegation is in convincing the leaders of the Jerusalem community.

James now proposes a solution. The Jerusalem community will endorse the request for no
circumcision. But they will have to follow some of the Torah mainly in relation to the food
laws of Leviticus, which is interesting given the content of  Peter’s dream in relation to the
Cornelius even that we examined on Sunday. These prohibitions are the prohibitions given to
the Hebrews and “strangers living with them.”  Paul’s account of this outcome is different. In
Galatians 2.6 he states that “the men of authority imposed nothing on me.”  According to him,
there is no Apostolic decree.

The justification for this part of the law being applied lies in v21. From ancient times, says the
text, this law has been preached in the synagogues of every city, not only in  Israel, therefore
the Gentiles must observe these four prohibitions

In the text that follows what we have read today, James’ proposal is accepted, but it is strange
that Paul and Barnabas are not trusted to take a letter informing the congregation at Antioch.
Two members of the Jerusalem community are sent with Paul and Barnabas to ensure that the
message is delivered accurately.  Thus the apostolic decree is sent to Antioch and the mission
to the Gentiles is authorised.

From this point in Acts, the Jerusalem community withdraws from center stage. It is Paul who
now steps up to center stage in Luke account’s of the mission of the early church. In fact the
focus shifts away from Jerusalem altogether to the Gentile world of Macedonia, Athens,
Corinth and Ephesus. This chapter is therefore a turning point in the mission of the early
church.

BUZZ GROUPS

Did the church’s understanding of the Gospel change when it was proclaimed to the
Gentiles?
What will this mean in our cross cultural context?
5 minutes

APPLICATION

Dependent upon Darrell Guder The Continuing Conversion of the Church

Let’s do some Missiology.

The Jewish Christians lived in a particular culture, a culture that was dominated by the
customs of Jerusalem. They loved Jesus, but they also loved the Law of Moses, the Torah.
Both were intertwined, bound together in an intimate crucible of faith experience that claimed
Jesus Christ as Lord, yet lived out under the law.
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This community knew they had been called to mission, to proclaim the love of God revealed
in Jesus to the ends of the earth. But they were having difficulty living out this expectation. It
was difficult enough convincing the Jewish community that this Gospel of Jesus Christ was
Good News. The Messiah, the liberator, the expected One, even the longed for One, the Son of
God had been crucified on a cross, had die at the hands of the Roman oppressors. Where was
the Good News in this? And secondly their own cultural customs made it difficult to develop
relationships of intimacy with the Gentile community.

But the power of the Gospel was stronger than their limitations. As we heard on Saturday
morning, God did not allow the Good News to stall because of human short sightedness. God
demanded that the witness continue, that the mission expand beyond the cultural confines of
the Jewish community, into the strange new world of the Gentiles. These unclean, supposedly
unacceptable ones, received the Holy Spirit, and were claimed as disciples of Jesus Christ. The
one who was Jesus of Nazareth, and who had died on a cross, had become the Lord of all
people, even all history.

This massive act of mission was now thoroughly cross cultural, as the Gospel moved from
what was primarily a Jewish culture, into the Hellenistic or Greek culture of the Gentiles.

To do this missionaries like Paul had to translate the gospel, to present it to the Gentiles, in a
way that they would understand. In the first instant, this translation was in terms of language,
as the language of faith moved from Hebrew to Greek. But it became much more than just a
matter of language. For as the missionaries witnessed in the power of the Holy Spirit to the
Jesus whom they knew and loved, this risen Christ became present to those whom they
addressed. As they witnessed to the grace and forgiveness they had received themselves, those
hearing their testimony also experienced grace and forgiveness. The Gentiles not only received
the Good News in the proclaimed Word. They began to experience the Good News in their
current life experience. As Guder suggests, the Word must become flesh in each successive
evangelized culture so that witnessing may occur within that culture and beyond. (Guder p
83).

This is most obvious in the story we have just read. The Jewish Christians are bound by their
cultural expectation. The law is central to their faith experience and expression. And they cling
to it, with love and affection, building their understanding of God’s self-revelation in Jesus
Christ within the parameters of that law.

The translation into the Gentile community broke the bondage to the law, and revealed with
immense clarity, the gospel of grace that Jesus had sought to live out in his ministry.  The way
the church understood God’s self-revelation is converted, and a much broader vision of the
Gospel is offered to the church as a whole.

Translation, however, is always a risky business. For not only is the gospel expanded in acts of
mission – the possibility of a reduction of the Gospel is always present in such translation.
Such a reduction occurs in the Gentile mission, as it gradually loses its rootedness in Judaism,
with its love for the law, understood as God’s gracious guidelines for life. The church also
tended to forget, at least for a time, the Jewishness of Jesus and his rootedness in Jewish
culture.

What about the emerging church?
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If we do agree that any relationship between the existing church and the contemporary
Australian culture is, by definition, a cross cultural relationship, then we would have to
concede that the so called emerging church is that part of the church which is willing to take
the risk of translating the Good News in our time. And, as we have said above, this translation
is not only a matter of language, or method of presentation. It is also about translating the
experience of the risen Christ, that we as missionaries might witness to what God has done in
and through us, that others might participate in the experience.

This will be a risky business. For the seduction of the post-modern culture is strong. There are
those among us who suggest that the emerging church has already sold its soul to post-modern
culture. There will always be the possibility of reduction of the Gospel in this translation
process. But there is also the possibility of an expansion of our understanding of God’s self-
revelation in Jesus Christ. There is always the possibility that the Holy Spirit will so consume
us, that a new understanding of the Gospel might spill over and convert not only the emerging
church but the whole church. We could speculate as to what this new translation might
include. My suggestion is there will be a return to the tradition of the mystics, where faith
seeks understanding in matters of the heart as well as the head.

So what is in the sheet for us? What will we, be asked to eat? What of our expectations will be
withdrawn that a new mission may take hold of the whole church and drive us into a new
understanding of the Good News of Jesus Christ?

Well, this is a thorny question. Because for most of us, we will continue as we are. The
existing church is faithful. But for some of our communities, those whom are on the edge,
those who are in communication with contemporary Australian culture, they will do things
differently and we, the rest of the church must validate and encourage their action.

Certainly, they will use different music. They will be less interested in structures, committees,
and in managing the church. That task will be left to those of us who have become skilled in
doing this.

And they probably will not be too interested in the Uniting Church as a denomination or
institution either. The Uniting Church could once again be the movement that it was visioned
to be at Union.

But, in my view, the success of this mission will require more.

There will need to be a change in leadership. Those of us who are leaders of the church at this
time will have to surrender our control of the existing church. To step aside and to listen to
others, particularly the young, and to offer a different sort of leadership that facilitates the
contribution of others.  To even allow God to lead the church into a new future. For it is
unlikely that those of us who have power and influence in the existing church will be the ones
who will lead the emerging church. Our interests, our thought patterns, our relationships, our
need of regulatory systems, our dependence on structures, our passion for debate, our desire to
govern, even our commitment to institutions, all these define us as citizens of a previous age.

The experience of our congregations over the last two Sundays will be instructive.  Driven by
the crisis in confidence caused by the tragedy in America, many have flooded back to our
churches to find hope and strength in God. My bet is that their attendance is already dropping
of, and we will not see them until the next crisis. Why? Because we don't know how to
communicate with them. We do not speak their language. We do not work hard to connect the
Christian message with what is going on in our lives. Why at my local congregation on the
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Sunday after the planes crashed into the twin towers we didn't address the crisis situation in
the Western world, except in our prayers of intercession. Christian faith is not about abstract
concepts and ideas. These concepts and ideas must connect with our life. We must share what
God is doing to us in our time, just as Paul and Barnabas do at the Council. For we are agents
of the Gospel in this situation.

The Uniting Church is ON THE MOVE. The Spirit of God continues to stir and challenge us
to be at mission, even to be at mission in our contemporary context, with all its secularity and
denial. We are challenged to translate the gospel so that it engages our culture. This is our
task. This is our responsibility. This is the only faithful response we can have to the love and
grace God has revealed to us in Jesus Christ. Our struggle, is how to witness to this experience
of love and grace to those who live around us. Thankfully there are those amongst us who are
already engaged in this task sitting amongst us now. Some of them are members of the
emerging church. Others are just ordinary Christians striving to be faithful in our time. The
church must encourage and support their work.

Praise be to God, the Holy Spirit is also our partner, and our companion in this task.

Moderator, thank you for the time of the Synod.
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