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I would like you to think right now, about the WORST meeting you have ever sat in on. 

 The kind of meeting where everybody in the room seems to have had a horrible 
week and they bring all their stuff into the room with them. 

 The kind of meeting when you spend what seems like hours arguing and 
debating things, just because people feel like they need to argue. And arguing 
about things that don’t even matter, so that you never truly get around to 
talking about the really important things. 

 The kind of meeting where you look around the room and wonder if anybody 
remembers why you are there in the first place. 

 Unfortunately, I have been in FAR too many meetings like this – I’m guessing 
probably most of us have at some point. I remember one church where I was 
serving, it was going through some financial challenges and one particular 
finance committee meeting went on for 3 hours. After 3 hours, it has stopped 
being a meeting and it has become a hostage situation. 

 
So, when we are sitting in a really bad meeting, there are certain things that we can 
pretty much always see happening. It’s incredibly predictable. We see people talking not 
from a rational place, but from a place of fear, or maybe anger, or frustration. We 
usually see people wanting to take control, or maybe seize control, or wrestle control 
away from others, or get the last word. We see a lack of direction, or purpose. And 
usually, as a result of these meetings, nothing of substance ever really gets done. 
Everyone just walks away mad. 
 
Now contrast this really bad meeting with what happens when the Spirit of God shows 
up in that room. What happens, when God is unleashed on a problem that we are trying 
to solve? Usually, something happens that is a little bit wild, or unpredictable. 
Something that doesn’t make us seize control, but invites us to let go of our need to 
control. It’s something that makes those of us who might tend to be a little bit of a 
control freak, really nervous. And that is where we find ourselves in our scripture today.  
 
So today we are continuing to explore the wild, disruptive, unpredictable spread of the 
gospel message into the world, from the moment that Jesus was raised from the dead, 
all the way through the birth of the church and the explosive growth of the church in its 
earliest days. And what we have seen over the last three weeks or so, is that this growth 
– this spread – of the good news of Christ’s love – looks a whole lot like the spread of a 
virus unleashed on the world. It could be that it is because we are living through a 
pandemic right now that this is just where my mind is these days, but it is really 
remarkable how something as ordinary as the story of a Jewish troublemaker being 
executed one night 2000 ago could, in the matter of just a few years, take hold of the 
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whole entire world and unleash a powerful hope, and transformation, where previously 
there had been nothing but darkness. 
 
We’ve heard the stories of the resurrection, and of the first few disciples being caught 
up in the infectious love of God on the road to Emmaus. We saw the story grow within 
little communities when people get together and have to start organizing themselves in 
order to get things done. We saw the story take root not just in the lives of insiders, but 
also outsiders. And today, we see what happens when this spread really starts to get out 
of control. So out-of-control, in fact, that the leaders in the church start to get scared. 
What happens when we can’t control the narrative anymore? What happens when 
people ask questions that we don’t have the answers to? What happens when Gentiles 
start to get swept up in this radical transformation, and they don’t want to follow all of 
the Jewish laws? What then? How do we lead, when this gospel message is moving 
faster than we are? How do we keep up, when we don’t understand what God is doing, 
and how, and why? 
 
And the tendency, when something starts to feel out of control, is to want to manage it. 
Slow it down. Control the spread, at least until we can understand it a little bit better. 
Flatten the curve. Quarantine it. Right thing to do with the coronavirus. But exactly the 
wrong thing to do when it comes to God’s love. 
 
So this is where we are in Acts chapter 15, in the story of the Jerusalem Council. 
 
But before we get to today’s story, let’s talk about how we got to today’s story. Up until 
now, our “outbreak” has been primarily contained to the Jewish community. Last week 
we saw the inklings of a possibility of a spread into Gentile regions in the baptism of the 
Ethiopian eunuch, but not much more than that. After that story, we have 

 In chapter 9, the conversion of Saul – the Jewish Pharisee who will later become 
a great champion of the gospel within the Gentile communities. 

 In chapter 10, we see the story of Peter having a vision, in which he is told to go 
baptize the family Cornelius, one of the very first gentile converts to the faith. 
But even after this encounter, Peter seems to stay mostly in his Jewish box; 
staying close to home and doesn’t push the boundaries all that much. 

 In chapter 13, we have Barnabas and Paul being commissioned and sent out – 
the first ones who would be charged with serving the Gentile communities. And 
when Barnabas and Paul were commissioned, it seemed like the spread of the 
gospel into the gentile world was the direction that the Holy Spirit was leading, 
and the leadership in the growing church was on board with it. 

 But today, we see the church taking a step backward. The matter isn’t 
necessarily as settled as we might have been previously led to believe. 

 
So here’s what’s going on: Paul and Barnabas are stationed in the town of Antioch in 
Syria. This is their “home base of operations.” Apparently, word spreads around about 
what they are doing and where they are, and some guys come down from Judea and 
start stirring up trouble. 
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Paul and Barnabas are in the middle of reporting to the people of Antioch about 
everything that God was doing in the hearts and the lives of Gentile believers, and the 
hunger that the Gentiles seem to have for the message of God’s love, but then these 
“men from Judea” start arguing against Paul and Barnabas. Apparently, when the church 
commissioned Paul and Barnabas to go out and spread the good news to the Gentiles, 
they didn’t send them with an instruction manual. So Paul and Barnabas just kinda made 
it up as they went along, and apparently there were a good number of people in the 
church back at home who took issue with some of their methods. Namely, Paul and 
Barnabas were not requiring Gentile believers to first convert to Judaism. 
 
We are told that “Paul and Barnabas had no small dissention and debate with them.” 
This is really mild New Testament language for “sparks were flying. And maybe some 
punches too.” 

 
 “Are they getting circumcised?” 
 “Well, no...they are Gentiles. Gentiles don’t get circumcised.” 
 “Unless you are circumcised according to the law of Moses, you can’t be saved.” 
 “Um, no, dudes. It’s God who saves, not us. We are all saved through the grace 

of God, nothing more. Circumcision has nothing to do with it.” 
 “You mean to tell me that you are abandoning everything that we hold sacred? 

You are watering down our faith until there is nothing left! This is dangerous!” 
 “We’re not watering anything down! YOU are beholden to antiquated rules and 

procedures that have no bearing on a life of faith today!” 
And so finally, when it became abundantly clear that they were not going to settle this 
matter immediately, they packed up and went up to Jerusalem to sit down with the 
church leaders there and figure this out once and for all. 
 
So to be honest, this is not the most riveting story in the Bible – we don’t have people 
escaping from lion’s dens or fiery furnaces or the bellies of big fish. What we have is 
basically the minutes from a meeting. A meeting like any other church council meeting. 
 
It seems like it was actually a pretty good meeting. At least, a civil meeting. We read 
that there was “debate.” There was disagreement, and finally a decision was made. 
 
Some of the Pharisees get up and argue the same thing that the men from Judea had 
been arguing: “It is necessary for Gentiles to be circumcised and to keep the law of 
Moses.”  
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So, let me take up for the Pharisees here for a minute. A lot of times, the Pharisees get a 
bad rap. But really, the Pharisees were not bad guys. These were simply folks whose 
entire lives had been given in service to their faith. They found comfort and support and 
predictability in the structure of the laws of Moses. Just like we find comfort in the 
predictability of what we do – things like gathering together and singing our favorite 
hymns and shaking hands and hugging one another when we see one another, and 
when these things are called into question, it’s only natural to have some strong feelings 
about it. And maybe even to lash out in anger when these things are denied, or taken 
away, or told they aren’t important. 
 
For the Pharisees, the Law is what they knew, and it is what made sense to them, and it 
is what they had been taught from the time they were in diapers. It was their whole life 
and livelihood, to interpret the law of Moses for the people of faith, and now all of that 
is being called into question. The Pharisees are basically saying “these are the basic 
tenets of who we are. And if we let go of something as fundamental as the law, then 
what’s left?” 
 
We are told that there was much debate, and then Peter stood up and said “you know, 
folks, God has given these Gentile people the Holy Spirit, just as he has given the Holy 
Spirit to us. What you are asking for is an undue burden on them, when it appears that 
God is choosing to work in a different way. Salvation is not through circumcision and 
law-keeping. It is only through the grace of God.” 
 
And then Paul and Barnabas stand up and give a powerful testimony about the amazing 
wonders and signs that God was doing among the Gentile people. That apparently, even 
without all of the pieces of the law, God was choosing to be present there, and choosing 
to work within the lives of the Gentile people in powerful ways.  
 
And then finally, James, who seems to be the council chair, having taken in all the 
discussion for and against, doesn’t put it to a vote, but makes an executive decision. 
That the Gentiles should not be burdened by the full weight of the law, but that there 
should be a few set standards that they would need to abide by. Namely, they should 
“avoid things polluted by idols.” Basically he is saying “just so long as they are not 
dabbling in things that could lead them to worship false gods, I think they are good to 
go.” Paul and Barnabas, keep on doing what you are doing.” 
 
I think it’s actually a really big deal – truly an act of the Holy Spirit – that the Jerusalem 
Council’s decision went the way it did. 

 Remember that there are no Gentile believers on the Council. 
 What we have are two, maybe three guys – Paul, Barnabas, and to a lesser 

degree, Peter – advocating for something that calls into question the core beliefs 
and practices that are the most cherished by almost every single one of the 
council members. 

 For them to say “we see that God does indeed work beyond the things that we 
cherish so deeply” is HUGE. 
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o In essence, “We believe that God is bigger than our experience of God.”  
o “We believe that God is clearly working, even though we do not always 

fully understand how.” 
o So let’s get out of the way so that we can allow the Spirit of God to work. 

 This is HUGE. And this is hard. 
 
Friends, I don’t need to tell you that the season we are living in right now is a challenge 
for us. And there are a lot of reasons for that. But one of the reasons, for us as a church, 
is that we have been forced – against our will – into doing things differently. The 
predictable routines and the structures that we had come to rely on – for some of us, 
for our entire lives – are all of a sudden out the window. Coming to church at a certain 
time. Coming to Sunday School. Seeing people we love. Getting that one hug from that 
one person who always gives the best hugs and just makes us feel “seen.” Opening up 
the hymnal to that hymn that we have sung hundreds of times before but we don’t 
mind singing it once more because it’s our favorite. Raising our voices in unison as we 
sing or as we pray together the Lord’s Prayer, and hearing our voice joining together 
with the dozens of voices all around us and being reminded that we are all in this life 
together. 
 
These are all sacred moments. Little, passing, fleeting moments, but important ones. 
Moments and practices and traditions that ground our faith and remind us of who we 
are. 
 
And now, with these moments gone (at least for now), we have to ask ourselves: Where 
is the Spirit of God moving now? Because we know that God is not gone. Our rituals, our 
traditions, our places of comfort – those are all on hold for the time being. But God, God 
has never been bound by our traditions. God has always been out in front of where we 
are, moving and acting in the world in ways that would surprise us if we opened our 
eyes to notice. 
 
So during this time of quarantine, when we just want to go back to life as usual, may we 
make it our new spiritual practice (and it’s a practice, because we have to practice it, 
because it is hard, and doesn’t come naturally) – may we practice naming the 
unexpected places where God’s grace is revealing itself. How are we seeing God’s Spirit 
moving and breathing and shaping life differently, now that we have been shaken out of 
our routines? How is God bringing new life into this old life that we have been living? 
How is the good news of the risen Lord finding its way into the gentile community of our 
day? 
 
I’d love to hear your thoughts and responses! 


