The Conclusion of the Matter
Acts 15:19-21

We saw at the beginning of this chapter so much drama as certain men who
arrived from Jerusalem to Antioch, who started to teach and preach the need of
circumcision and certain other aspect of the Mosaic law that were necessary if one
was to become a believer in Jesus Christ. The essential teaching is that you had to
become Jew or the work of Christ was of no value to you. You had to place yourself
under the Abrahamic covenant or you could never be a child of Abraham. And we see
those at Antioch sent a delegation to Jerusalem to debate this whole issue. We saw
that there was lively debate from the party of the Pharisees and others. But then we
have four that speak, and they are Peter, Paul and Barnabas, and then James who
seems to be the leader or the moderator of this council and this debate.

We see that James renders his decision and bases it on God’s act in the Gentile
believers or those who are non-Jews coming to Christ. The evidence of the Spirit on
their lives was without doubt. And he even quotes this passage from Amos to indicate
this is just what God predicted would come to pass. This was God’s plan all along to
call a people from every tribe and kindred from the whole world. God’s grace and
goodness would extent out further than any had ever realized or recognized.

And what we have in verses 19-21 is James’ conclusion or his judgment on the
matter. Certainly all those present ratified that judgment. And praise God for the
goodness of his grace. And | love how this is stated because the first word in verse 19
is “therefore.” Think of what it means, because it is a world that brings something to a
conclusion. It is based on what has just been said, but now we have to do something
with the truths just stated. These are truths about the gospel. They are truths given by
God that are meant to have a “therefore,” in other words, they are truths that need a
response and ongoing response in one’s life. And here the response is for not just the
Jews but also for the Gentiles. There needs to be a way we live and function to speak
of the glory of Christ both among non-believing world and those who are believers.

And right here is the whole reason of truth given. We take those truths and we
have to reach a conclusion of how to live in light of those truths and represent Jesus
Christ. Truth is not given just to know, but it is given that we might respond. It is given
that we might reach conclusions about how we think and function. It is given to
transform our lives. And let me point out a couple of things here. One is that we have to
make decisions and really think about living for Christ. We have to take what we know
about the gospel and say to ourselves — how is God going to be glorified? How can |
take these truths of Jesus Christ and him crucified and live in light of them? How can |
implement and live in light of what God has done for me? | love God now | have to say
— “therefore” | am going to live in this way.

And the second thing is that testimony is not just before God but there is a
“therefore” in how | live toward others to demonstrate that my hope is not in this world
but is in Christ. There is a way | live before others. | think we know that but we just give
little consideration or thought to how that should manifest in our lives. We often think
that as long as the Word of God does not forbid something we are free to engage in it.
But | don’t know if we realize this but the Scriptures are not an encyclopedia of every
single sin known to mankind. Arson is not named in the Scriptures, neither is gambling,



but | hope none of us would come to the conclusion that we can go burn our
neighbours house down because there is nothing in the Scriptures that forbid it. It is
against the principle of loving your neighbour. The same with gambling. When you win
in gambling a whole lot of people have to lose in order for you to win. You take their
money not the casinos. We are to love our neighbour.

The “therefore” of our salvation should also cover what is known as worldliness.
There is a way that we can live to say my hope and aspirations and identification is not
in the world. And here it is: how do | represent Christ to this world that my hope is not
the same hope you have, but | serve another Lord? We have to think of other believers.
Will my behaviour, even if it legitimate cause others to falter or stumble? Will it limit my
outreach and effectiveness as a instrument in the Saviour’s hand? You see the
“therefore” of the gospel is not just what am | permitted to do, but is loving God with all
our heart, and loving our neighbour. It is not about us but we are so overwhelmed with
the love of Christ that we truly want God to use our lives to radiate the glory of our
salvation. So how are you doing in your “therefore”? What conclusions have you made
about being that testimony as a father or mother, husband or wife, at work and in the
church? How has your life been altered by the glory of the gospel of Jesus Christ? |
want us to look at this in the text and look at James’ conclusion. | want us to see a
couple of things.

1. We need realize what is a gospel issue and what is not. V.19.

One of the most difficult things about getting older and being a believer for
decades is having done things in a certain way for such a long times that when
something new comes along, or when things that we have done for such a long time
are done differently, it is hard not to think that there are not gospel issues. | used to
think and feel very strongly that there was only one correct genre of music that could
ever be sung by the people of God. It was really difficult for me to realize this was not a
gospel issue. People were not sinning or denying the faith. Certain instruments should
not be played and that is just it. And it tough. Certainly, music has to be sung
congregational. Dress standards are another. Certainly, none should dress provocative.
We want our external to match the purity and love we have for Christ, but certainly we
can make this an issue. And it is difficult when things have been ingrained in you and
you assume certain things for such a long time. Do you ever struggle with change? We
force scripture passages on certain behaviours to say that our conclusions are right.

And here James’ words are so helpful. Look at what he says here, “Therefore
my judgment is that we should not trouble those of the Gentiles who turn to God.”
After everything said and debated James hands down his judgment. And the first thing
he says is “we should not trouble.” Now think through what he is saying. What is the
trouble here? And the trouble is the Pharisaic view of salvation. It is the additions they
want to require of Gentile believers. And that is to require them to be circumcised and
keep certain requirements like the dietary restrictions. Don’t bother them. Don’t trouble
them. This is an official pronouncement against the Pharisees and their interpretation of
what constitutes a believer in Christ. And again, as we mention all the way through this
study, so often we can bother people with unnecessary regulations that are more about
what makes us comfortable rather than a true gospel principle or testimony.



And the ones not to be troubled are those “Gentiles who turn to God.” What an
extraordinary statement. Because what James is not talking about here is the right to
live as anyway that you want. He is not advocating some sort of lawlessness and
having Jesus also. Think of what these individuals have done. They have turned to
God. Well, what does that mean? It means they have turned away from all their idols
and declared them to be non-entities. They are turned from them and declared idols
are not living and they are false, and there is no benefit or salvation that could ever
come from them. So they turned away and they turned to. They turned to Christ as the
only way to have forgiveness of sins, they turned to God as the only God. Think of
what an affront to they family and friends and the people they knew. This is none other
than a radical shift that has taken place in their hearts and lives.

Listen to the radical shift that happen in the Thessalonian believers’ lives
because you should recognize it if you are a believer because it is the shift that happen
in your life. Here is there testimony, 1 Thessalonians 1:9-10, “For they themselves
report concerning us the kind of reception we had among you, and how you
turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God, and to wait for his Son
from heaven, whom he raised from the dead, Jesus who delivers us from the
wrath to come.” If you are a born again believer in Christ you can relate to those
believers. That is the reception you had to gospel and also your fellow Christians. You
turned from the idols you were living for, to serve the true and living God and we are
looking for the coming of our Lord and Saviour. Your life changed forever because you
turned to God.

So there are a couple of responses here based on what James concludes. One
is that we should celebrate what God has done not only in our own hearts, but the
hearts and lives of others. This is a work of God when one turns from idols and
believes and serves the One true God — when they love, adore and follow Christ.Yes,
they aren’t perfect. Yes, they don’t do everything like we are, but they have turned to
God. Aren’t you amazed every Sunday that there are gathered here people who adore
and trust in Jesus Christ? Aren’t you amazed at the hodgepodge of different individuals
that make up this particular congregation? So often we complain about maybe this
little nuisance, or even this area of growth that is needed. But do we ever celebrate
what God has done and is doing? This is amazing! Gentiles have turned from their
former idols to now serve Christ, love Christ, and are following Christ. God can and
does so much more than we ask or think.

And second thing, it is so easy to dampen the enthusiasm and joy and vigour of
others as they serve Christ by either being too critical and adding unnecessary burdens
on them. We can really give the impression that what Christ has done is not enough. |
can remember a new and young Christian came to me because he had gotten together
with an older Christian and he gave him a long list of things he needed to change and
do in his life. Some of them were good and helpful but others were not, but he came so
disheartened. | don’t know if | can do these things or what they have to do with the
gospel. It really dampened the enthusiasm of this young Christian who really wanted to
learn and change. We need to see what God has done, and that should always indicate
or inform us of the “therefore.” This is how we ought to respond. This is what we ought
to even do. Salvation is really through Christ alone, but that grace produced such a



radical change. They really turned from idols to our Christ. Now isn’t that something
worth celebrating this morning?

2. We need to see matters of fellowship. Vv. 20-21

Let me say the list of four things that comes right here have been the matter of
huge debate, and there are so many differing opinions as far as what is meant. Some
even think that the letter that was written by the council is a mistake or goes too far,
because it does the very thing that it set out to forbid, and that is adding something
extra to the gospel. Think of it, one of the chief points of the Pharisees was not only
circumncision, but the dietary restrictions concerning the law. And we can see some of
those dietary restrictions in this list here taken from Leviticus 18. So what do we make
of this list? What is the point that is being made? Here is the thing. It cannot be the
dietary code of the Old Testament because Paul and Barnabas who have come to
defend the gospel would not go back to that church ands say now have to keep the
dietary laws of the Old Testament.

No, | think there are a couple of things here with these stipulations. One is this
list is pastoral in nature. There is an acceptance of all as brothers and sisters in Christ
and having equal standing. But some practices are hard to throw off. Much like the
Pharisees had trouble throwing off many aspects of the ceremonial law. There needs to
be room to grow and give no unnecessary offense. The other is loving your brother and
sister in Christ. Remember what all this stems from is table fellowship, and how can |
even limit my life to make others feel comfortable — to not put any unnecessary barrier
between Jew and Gentile fellowship.

So look at verse 20 here, “but should write to them to abstain from the things
polluted by idols, and from sexual immorality, and from what has been strangled,
and from blood.” There are four things that they are asking Gentile believers to abstain
from to cause them to grow in Christ and make fellowship with Jewish believers easier.
One is “things polluted by idols.” And it is amazing because Paul in his next two
epistles that he writes — to the Thessalonians and to the Corinthians names and talks
about the first two things on this list. And the meaning of things polluted by idols was
meat that was sacrificed to idols. Meat was expensive and a rarity. And the meat
usually sold in the market that was cheaper was this meat sacrificed to idols. Certainly
they ought not to go to these ceremonies and festivals. Paul makes it so clear in
Corinthians that meat is just meat. There is no deity in them because idols do not exist.
They are nothing. But if you buy that meat and have a brother who has a weaker
conscience and he asked where you got the meat, his conscience is going to be
defiled. He is going to struggle. For him, no amount of information is ever going to
given to conclude this is right and just. It would be unthinkable for Jewish brethren to
eat anything sacrificed to idols. They just would think they were sinning against God.

And Paul’s conclusion is that it is not that big of a deal to abstain. For the care
and love of others abstain. Yes, you have the right but our controlling passion for the
glory of Christ should cause us to love one another above whatever freedom we have.
And where are we using our freedom in way to arrogantly say | have the right? It could
be food, dress, piercings and so many other areas of our lives. We many times not only
cause unnecessary obstacles to fellowship but many times limit our testimonies or our
effectiveness in the lives of others. We think they are the problem but really it is a lack



of love for God that causes us not to love others so much so that we say no to self.
And where are you demanding you freedom or rights at the expense of loving others?

The next on the list is to abstain from sexual immorality. Now this is a strange
one because we would never expect it to be on the list. It was actually against the
Roman and Greek law to commit adultery. But things like temple prostitution,
homosexuality, and even beastiality were regularly practiced in the ancient world. And
certain you would think that this is something that never needed to be mentioned.
Every believer knows that we need to live holy lives — lives of fidelity that speak of our
relationships with Christ. And many think this is just talking about temple prostitution
because of the last stipulation was against meat offered to idols. And certainly Paul
warns the Corinthians against this behaviour which some seem to still be participating
in. Listen to what he writes in 1 Corinthians 6:15, “Do you not know that your bodies
are members of Christ? Shall | then take the members of Christ and make them
members of a prostitute? Never!” Perish the thought! May it never be. And don’t we
all need this admonishing? It is so easy to think this is where life is to be found.
Pornography is everywhere on the internet, and in modern entertainment, individuals
put things before their eyes and hearts that they never should. We can make the
excuse we are not hurting anyone. Your body is the Temple of the Holy Spirit. He
indwells you. How could we ever join Christ to such an act. Our body’s are the Temple
of the Holy Spirit, how could ever think this is some kind of right or freedom we have?

The next two on the list have to do with Jewish sensitivities, things strangled
and the from eating things where the blood is not drained out. And again, these are not
laws that he is declaring but cautioning that this is how fellowship would be made so
much easier and how these individuals could also be testimonies to those who were
Jewish. And | cannot emphasize this enough. These are not large concessions but
small. They make for warm and delightful and mutually beneficial fellowship. And that
fellowship is not going to be around what people are eating or not eating but around
Jesus Christ. The principle that Paul laid down is in 1 Corinthians 6:12, “All things are
lawful for me,’ but not all things are helpful. ‘All things are lawful for me,’ but | will
not be dominated by anything.” The Corinthians had a saying, “All things are lawful
for me.” Jesus has done it all. But Paul supplements that with all things are not helpful
or beneficial or for the purpose of edifying one one another. We have to look at our
words and actions and attitudes. We think we have all the rights and we can do
whatever we want. But so often we are ruled more by our desires than we are of Christ.
And what are your ruled by today? What are you insisting on in your marriage, family,
church or wherever? Where is it my way or the highway? | am always amazed what
people will go to battle for, and never consider if they being ruled by Christ or what
they want — whether it is legitimate or not.

And look at the last verse here in James decision, “For from ancient
generations Moses has had in every city those who proclaim him, for he is read
every Sabbath in the synagogues.” These would have been needless violations of the
Mosaic covenant. And remember, this is a period of transition that has been going on.
There are many things that people struggle with and we see that when anyone comes
to a saving knowledge of Christ. And | think one of the main categories and one of the
main attributes that should be cultivated in each of us is patience. We often want every



single person to be where we are spiritually. We want them to accept things as we see
it. Some are very sensitive about places they used to frequent and they would never go
to any restaurant that serves alcohol, or they struggled with certain types of
entertainment and therefore would never go to a theatre. And then there are certain
areas of their sanctification that people struggle with. It could be the tongue. It could
be the music they listen to, or whatever.

We want to change them because it has more to do with our comfort rather than
their welfare. We forget about all the struggles we had when we were young in the faith.
We forget how patient others were with us. God has called us to never use the liberty
or freedoms or whatever to lash out at others, or cause them to stumble. Peer pressure
can be an enormous thing. And the love of Christ should be our compass in all our
relationships, not what we have the right to do. And as you look at your relationships,
be honest parents or spouses, or church members — with the people who are closest
to you — how patient are you? How willing are you to even curtail legitimate things in
your life for the welfare of others? So often it is, “I have a right, don’t tell me what to
do.” Let us live in the freedom of truly loving Christ and loving others. It really is all
about Jesus, and if it is all about Jesus than it really is all about loving others the way
that we have been loved in Christ.



