Adult III – 8 September 2013 – Notes on Acts 14:19 – 15:12
Acts 14 - The Conclusion of the First Missionary Journey

v19-20a  Persecution follows Paul.
· These Jews were not content to kick Paul out of their own region (Acts 14:5-6); they followed him and brought their persecution with them.

· Some of these persecuting Jews from Antioch and Iconium probably would have traveled more than one hundred miles just to make Paul miserable!

· They incited the people of Lystra against Paul and Barnabas, and instigated the stoning of Paul.  This was obviously an attempt to execute Paul and Barnabas - with the rocks being thrown by the same people who wanted to worship them a short time before!

· How fickle the crowd is; apparently, their admiration of the miracle and desire to honor Paul and Barnabas as gods was extremely short-lived.

· It is such a dangerous thing for any spiritual leader to cultivate or allow a kind of "hero-worship."  The same people who honor you one day will feel terribly betrayed when you show yourself human.

· Paul was miraculously preserved here.  Some think that he was even actually killed and raised to life again, because stoning was a pretty reliable form of execution.

· When Paul later says I bear in my body the marks of Jesus (Gal_6:17), he may have had in mind the scars from this incident.  He certainly later refers to this stoning in 2Co_11:25.

· Possibly the heavenly vision described by Paul in 2 Corinthians 12 took place at this attack.  

· Paul must have thought of Stephen when he was being stoned, and how he had been a part of Stephen's stoning (Acts 7:58-8:1).

· When Paul was revived, he did not flee the city that stoned him.  Instead he immediately went back into it.  He had been driven out of Antioch and Iconium by this traveling mob, and he was going to leave Lystra on his own terms!

· In Acts 16:1, we learn of a young Christian in Lystra and his mother - Timothy.  Perhaps Timothy saw all this and was inspired to the high call of the gospel by noticing Paul's courage and power in ministry.

v20b-22 Paul leaves Lystra for the city of Derbe,  and then returns to the cities.
· Despite the persecution they found in Lystra, the work of God continues.  It just continued in a different place, Derbe.  But Paul and Barnabas continue their work: preaching the gospel and making disciples.

· Paul and Barnabas decided to head back home to Antioch, they passed through the cities they had visited before, to strengthen and encourage the Christians in those cities.  Paul and Barnabas wanted to do far more than get conversions; they had a passion to make disciples.

· How did Paul and Barnabas strengthen and exhort these disciples?  By bringing a simple message, born of Paul's personal experience: We must through much tribulation enter the kingdom of God.  Paul could preach that message because he had lived that message!

· For many people, this is a forgotten message.  They consider any kind of tribulation completely counter-productive to Christian living, failing to note the significant place suffering has in God's plan for us.

v23 The work of Paul and Barnabas on the way home.

· Paul and Barnabas were committed to not just making new Christians, but in establishing new churches, places where these new Christians could grow and be established in the Lord.

· Paul and Barnabas knew that these churches must have proper administration, so they appointed elders in every city where there were Christians.

· It has more than once been pointed out that more recent missionary policy would have thought it dangerously idealistic to recognize converts of only a few weeks' standing as leaders in their churches; perhaps Paul and Barnabas were more conscious of the presence and power of the Holy Spirit in the believing communities. 

· Paul and Barnabas demonstrated their great concern for the health of these churches by their prayer and fasting.

· But in the end, they can only trust in God's ability to keep these churches healthy, having commended them to the Lord, because it is in the Lord they had believed, not in Paul or Barnabas or the elders.  The church belongs to Jesus.

v24-28 Paul and Barnabas return home.

· Although the immediate mission was accomplished, the work of planting new churches and strengthening existing ones has never ended.

· Their success with evangelism among the Gentiles, and the blessing of God that it demonstrated, showed that the work which was being done in Antioch was not unique.  God wanted to replicate this work all over the world.

· Back at their home church in Syrian Antioch, we can assume that Paul and Barnabas took a long break and found plenty of ministry to do back there.
· The trip was a great success, though not without great obstacles: 
· The difficulty of travel itself, 
· the confrontation with Elymas on Cyprus, 
· the quitting of John Mark, 
· being driven out of the cities of Antioch and Iconium, 
· the temptation to receive adoration, 
· and being stoned in Lystra.  
· Yet Paul and Barnabas would not be deterred from the work God had them to do.

· What will it take for you to back down from doing God's will?  
· What kind of temptation or obstacle or opposition will do it?  
· Can we have the heart of Paul and Barnabas and allow nothing to stop us?  
· Nothing stopped Jesus from doing God's will on our behalf; as we look to Him, we should not be stopped either.

Philippians 3:12-14 (ESV)
12Not that I have already obtained this (resurrection from the dead/salvation) or am already perfect, but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own.  13Brothers, I do not consider that I have made it my own. But one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, 14I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.
Acts 15 - The Jerusalem Council

v1  The men from Judea state their case.

· These Jewish Christians (often called "Judaizers") taught that Gentiles may become Christians, but only after first becoming Jews, and submitting to all Jewish rituals, including circumcision.

· It was very difficult for some Jewish Christians to accept that Gentiles could be brought into the church as "equal partners" without first coming through the law of Moses.  "It was one thing to accept the occasional God-fearer into the church, someone already in sympathy with Jewish ways; it was quite another to welcome large numbers of Gentiles who had no regard for the law and no intention of keeping it." 

· These Christians were from Judea, and were not content to keep their beliefs to themselves, but felt compelled to persuade other Christians.  They taught the brethren, coming all the way to Antioch to preach this message.

· Paul and Barnabas on their recent missionary journey founded churches among the Gentiles without bringing them under the Law of Moses.  

· Paul taught a man could only be right with God on the basis of what Jesus had done!

· This was not a side issue; it had to do with salvation itself.  This was not a matter where there could be disagreement among believers, with some believing you must be under the law, and some believing it wasn't important.  This was an issue that went to the core of Christianity, and it had to be resolved.

· Satan wanted the false doctrine of works righteousness to succeed.  But even if it didn't, Satan wanted a costly, bitter doctrinal war to completely split and sour the church.  This may be the greatest threat to the work of the gospel seen in the Book of Acts!

v2-4  Paul and Barnabas respond to the teaching of the men from Judea.

· Their first response was to persuade.  These two who had seen God work so powerfully through the Gentiles would not abandon that work easily.

· Paul and Barnabas show the hearts of true shepherds: To confront and dispute with those who insist on promoting false doctrines in the church.

· When persuasion did not end the issue, Paul and Barnabas went to Jerusalem to have the matter settled by the apostles and elders.  They couldn't just agree to disagree on this issue, because it was at the core of what meant to be a follower of Jesus.

· Who determined that Paul and Barnabas should go to Jerusalem to determine this question?  It seems to speak of the church collectively in Antioch, where this false doctrine was being promoted.  This is indicated by the statement that they were sent on their way by the church.

· As Paul and Barnabas went to Jerusalem, they found plenty of other Christians who rejoiced at what God had done among the Gentiles.  This is in contrast to the certain men from Judea.

v5 The men from Judea re-state their teaching.

· We see that many of these Judaizers were Christians who had been Pharisees.  The Pharisees were renowned for their high regard for the law, and their scrupulous observance of the law.

· If the Pharisees believed anything, they believed one could be justified before God by keeping the law.  For a Pharisee to really be a Christian, it would take more than an acknowledgment that Jesus was Messiah; he would have to forsake his attempts to justify himself by the keeping of the law and accept the work of Jesus as the basis of his justification.

· In Lystra, Paul and Barnabas would not allow the pagans to merely "add" Jesus to their pantheon of Roman gods.  The commanded that they had to turn from their vain gods to the true God (Acts 14:14-15).  These Pharisees who had become Christians must do the same thing: Turn from their efforts to earn their way before God by keeping the law, and look to Jesus.  You can't just "add" Jesus and now say "Jesus helps me to justify myself through keeping the law."

· Paul himself was a former Pharisee who became a Christian.  But he knew that Jesus didn't help him do what a Pharisee did, only better.  He knew that Jesus was his salvation, not the way to his salvation.  Paul wrote: 
· Galatians 2:16 - Knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the law, but by the faith of Jesus Christ, even we have believed in Jesus Christ, that we might be justified by the faith of Christ, and not by the works of the law: for by the works of the law shall no flesh be justified.

· These former Pharisees were teaching two things.  
· Gentile converts must be initiated into Judaism through circumcision.  
· Gentile converts must live under the law of Moses if they are to be saved, and embraced into the Christian community.

· We can imagine how they would have even made a case from the Old Testament for this teaching.  They might have said Israel has always been God's chosen people and that Gentiles must become part of Israel if they want to be part of God's people.

v6-11  In the midst of a great dispute, the apostle Peter speaks to the issue.

· Here, we see the church coming together to decide the issue.  They didn't just let the issue sit, nor leave it up to the conscience of each believer. 

· Are Christians saved by faith alone, or by a combination of faith and obedience of the Law of Moses?  
· Is the work of Jesus by itself enough to save the one who trusts in Jesus, or must we add our work to Jesus' work in order to be saved?
· With significant doctrinal issues today, perhaps this sort of public "trial" of doctrine would be beneficial.

· In theology, synergism is the position of those who hold that salvation involves some form of cooperation between divine grace and human freedom. It stands opposed to monergism, a doctrine most commonly associated with the Lutheran and Reformed Protestant traditions, aka doctrines of grace, Reformed Theology or Calvinism.
· This would have been amazing to see!  Christians serious enough about the truth to dispute for it!  In the midst of this, Peter, as one of the leading apostles, rose up to make his opinion known on the matter.

· Peter begins with a history lesson, recounting the work God had already done.  He then makes the point that God had fully received the Gentiles without their being circumcised.

· If God had acknowledged these Gentiles as full partners in His work, then why shouldn't the church?  If God received them, so should the church!

· In saying, "Made no distinction between us and them," Peter makes an important observation.  It comes straight from his vision of the clean and unclean animals, from which God taught him this principle: God has shown to me that I should not call any man common or unclean (Acts 10:28).  Those of the sect of the Pharisees who believed thought that the Gentiles were inherently "common" (in the sense of "unholy") or "unclean," and had to be made holy and clean by submitting to the Law of Moses.

· Peter shows how the heart is purified: by faith, not by keeping of the law.  If they were purified by faith, then there was no need to be purified by submitted to ceremonies found in the Law of Moses.

· Christians are not only saved by faith; they are purified by faith also!

· One might ask, "What is the harm in bringing Gentiles under the Law of Moses?"  Peter was right on the mark when he observed that the law was a yoke which neither our fathers nor we were able to bear.

· Peter concludes with the observation that it is through grace that all are saved - both Jew and Gentile - and not by obedience to the law.  

v12 Paul and Barnabas tell of their work among the Gentiles
· This shows that even though there had been much dispute, these men were all of an honorable heart.  They were willing to listen, and to be persuaded if wrong.

· Barnabas and Paul confirm Peter's previous point.  Essentially, they are saying "God has accepted the Gentiles, should not we as well?"

