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IMPACTS 
TRACKING THE SPIRIT’S STEPS THROUGH  

THE BOOK OF ACTS 
 

SESSION THREE – TALKING IT OUT 
HOW THE EARLY CHURCH MADE ITS DECISIONS 

 
Open – The First “Courageous Conversation” 
 
Pinnacle has a habit that started in the first century: Courageous Conversations on issues that 
divide us. Maybe the most significant Cou Con in church history happened in a Jerusalem house 
a couple decades after Jesus’ resurrection. It was there and then that leaders had to decide 
under what conditions the church would welcome Gentiles into the Way of Jesus. Since most of 
us reading this handout and attending U.S. churches are ethnic non-Jews, this was a big deal for 
us. This week, we stop and replay that conversation, both to understand the issue and to listen in 
on the way those first Christians talked together. 
 
Part One – The Issue and Its History 
 
How do new people fit in? That question faces any group. Choirs, basketball teams, theatre 
troupes, and even school classrooms have to figure out what it means to incorporate new 
members in a way that welcomes them and keeps the integrity and purpose of the group intact. 
You may even have examples from your group of friends. 
 
This issue of absorbing new populations most certainly faced the early Christians. The twelve 
disciples became the many in the upper room, then the 5000 or more who gathered in weeks 
and months following Pentecost. We know that the Jerusalem church had to begin a team of 
table-servers, had to figure out how to distribute food without favoritism, and had to plan living-
room sized mini-churches that must have ranged through the city. This must have been difficult 
for the Jerusalem Christians, but not nearly as hard as discerning how to welcome Gentiles into 
the fold.  
 
Take a moment to recall a group you were/are a part of that faced an issue related to who could 
belong and why. 
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The History of Jew-Gentile Relations 
 
From the time of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob, the Jews encountered non-Jews and had to 
figure out how to respond to them. On a jaunt south Abraham and Sarah engage with Egyptian 
officials, beginning an every-generation challenge: how shall the chosen family exist within a 
larger world of different values and customs. This long history can be divided into four periods. 
 
Stage One: Pre-Abrahamic Humanity in the Bible 
 
In the Biblical story spanning from Adam and Eve right up ‘til Abraham and Sarah (Genesis 1—
11), there was not yet a “chosen people” or a Jewish people at all. Humanity lived 
undifferentiated in a vast array of tribes and clans. Characters like that first family, Noah and his 
family, et al. were simply human.  
 
At this stage, there was also no Law of Moses. In fact, aside from specific commands like, “do not 
eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil” (Adam and Eve), “don’t kill your brother” 
(to Cain re: Abel), “build an ark” (Noah), etc., humanity had to guess at what behavior God 
wanted from them.  
 
Not surprisingly, with no ethical guardrails, humanity hurt one another. As Genesis 6 has it, 
 

The LORD saw how great the wickedness of the human race had become on the 
earth, and that every inclination of the thoughts of the human heart was only evil 
all the time. 

 
This exasperated God – the Lord even “regretted that he had made human beings” – so God sent 
a flood, in order to start over with a remnant (Noah’s family). But things did not get better. 
Humanity continued to do ill and, on top of this, began to plot a unified takeover through the 
Tower of Babel. In response, God scattered humanity and confused their languages. 
 
Stage Two – A Chosen People with a Defining Ritual but No Divine Law 
 
In response to human waywardness and the new tribal and linguistic division, God devised a 
reclamation project: work through one family. God called Abram and Sarai (soon to be Abraham 
and Sarah) to pick up stakes and move to the land we now know as Israel/Palestine. He promised 
them a large family, blessings, and that “through you all the nations of the world will be blessed.” 
The true line of God’s family would ultimately run through Jacob. 
 
To this genetic, ethnic definition of the chosen people, God added in Genesis 17 a ritual for the 
family: all the males would be circumcised. In fact, that circumcision – performed on the male 
child’s 8th day – would identify the group of families who were in on the covenant between God 
and Abraham. 
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Interestingly, God still did not identify a moral structure as a condition of belonging. That may be 
why, when Abraham and Sarah traveled to Egypt (famine relief) and met their leaders, Abraham 
seemed to feel no compunction about lying and calling Sarah his sister, rather than his wife (in 
order to avoid being killed by powerful men who desired her). 
 
Stage Three – Moses’ Law as a Second Identifier of the Chosen People 
 
An ethical and religious code finally came to Israel about 500 years after Abraham and Sarah 
moved to Palestine. For 400 of those years, the people had lived enslaved under Pharaohs in 
Egypt. But, finally, God “heard the cry of my people” and liberated the chosen people from 
slavery through Moses. It was only after they had been set free and moved out of Egypt that God 
said, “Here’s how to live…” The famous beginning of the Ten Commandments reads, “I am the 
Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. You shall 
have no other gods before me.”  
 
What came next was a long list of both religious and moral commands that would define Israel 
and, along with the ritual of circumcision, distinguish them from the nations around them. 
Religiously, they would not worship the gods of surrounding nations (like Baal and Asherah), they 
would not eat certain foods (like pork), they would keep they would worship in certain ways 
(with a Tabernacle and then a Temple), and they would set aside a day (Saturday). Morally, they 
would not kill, lie, steal, commit adultery, or covet. An extensive code grew out of this core set of 
commands. 
 
Stage Four: Gentile Proselytes to Judaism 
 
During some periods of Israel’s history, the people held a loathing and/or disdain for non-Jews. 
When we reach the period around Jesus’ time, “Gentile dogs” and “Gentile sinners” had become 
a common way of referring to non-Jews. However, some Jews hoped to invite Gentiles into the 
covenant of God with Israel. So how did they do that? 
 
Here’s an interesting fact. As much as genealogies are important in the Bible, the two defining 
markers of what it is to be Jewish – circumcision and Moses’ commands – both deal with 
behavior, and not genetics. At some point during the Old Testament period – and we don’t 
exactly know when – ethnic non-Jews began to be drawn to the monotheism, worship, and 
moral life of the Jews. These Gentiles wanted to join their lives to the ways of the Jews. In order 
to join the covenant, however, they were required to (1) circumcise the males of their 
household; and (2) sign on for compliance with Moses’ law. Some Gentiles were willing to take 
on this formidable life change. They were called “Proselytes”. Another group, who loved the 
monotheism and the order of life, but did not wish to comply with the demands of circumcision 
and kosher (or other) law, came to be called “God-fearers”. (We encounter some in the Book of 
Acts.) 
 
It is important to notice one thing as we prepare to read Acts 15: throughout the two millennia 
between Abraham and Paul, not a single Jewish author that we know ever suggested, “We 
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should relax the requirement of circumcision!” or “It shouldn’t apply to…” And through that 
period, Moses’ laws remained binding on all Israel and all proselytes – though they often failed 
to keep them. 
 
A Brief Early History of Christianity and the Gentiles 
 
An All Jewish Christianity 
This whole history of Jew-Gentile relations didn’t matter much at first – either for Jesus or for his 
followers – because the disciples were all Jews, and the great majority of people they 
encountered were Jews. Jews made up the entire earliest church in Jerusalem, and indeed we 
know from Matthew’s Gospel and the Book of James that even for five decades after Jesus’ 
death and resurrection, some Jewish-Christian groups continued to observe Sabbath and Moses’ 
ceremonial commands (kosher, holidays, etc.) 
 
The Beginning of Gentile Conversion 
 
However, when the earliest church moved out beyond Jerusalem, under the pressure of 
persecution that led to Stephen’s martyrdom, they naturally encountered non-Jews who became 
interested in joining the Way. Some struggled to get their head around including such “Gentile 
sinners”. In fact, Peter himself couldn’t fathom it at first. Like ancient Israel, the earliest church 
had to grapple with the notion of including Gentiles. 
 
However, Acts tracks a change that begins with a dream of Peter that he saw as God’s doing. 
(More on the dream later.) The dream convinced Peter that God wanted the Gentiles in. So he 
welcomed some Gentiles into the Way, and that practice spread through the work of other 
missionaries. In fact, the initial mission to Gentiles became increasingly more successful, as more 
and more of the churches had a non-Jewish population. When Paul’s mission began, this 
population multiplied, so that in many churches of Turkey and Greece, Gentile Christians far 
outnumbered Jewish Christians. 
 
As with the Jerusalem and early Jewish churches of Judea, so in the expansion to Gentile lands, 
baptism marked entry into the Way of Jesus. 
 
The Markers of Christianity 
 
Of course, these Jewish-Christian missionaries kept Sabbath and kosher and observed Moses’ 
commands. They were also circumcised. But at some point, they watched God’s Spirit, which had 
entered and empowered the Jewish-Christian church on Pentecost and beyond, entering and 
empowering Gentiles as they embraced the good news about Jesus. In fact, the Spirit was 
showing up in those non-Jewish lives before Peter or Paul or Barnabas could even get the 
potential converts circumcised. This raised the question that would prompt our little gathering in 
a Jerusalem Jewish-Christian house: 
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Are the identifying markers of Judaism (circumcision of the males and keeping 
Moses’ law) binding for Christians, too? 
 

Put differently, the question sounds stark: 
 
 Do people have to practice Judaism in order to be Christian? 
 
This very difficult question struck at the heart of Jewish identity and self-understanding. 
For hundreds of years, they had been “the people of Abraham’s covenant with God on 
circumcision and Moses’ covenant with God on the Law.” The specific event that forced 
the conversation is captured in the first verse of Acts 15: “Certain people came down 
from Judea to Antioch and were teaching the believers: ‘Unless you are 
circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved.’” (Acts 
15.1)  
 
This prompted a debate with Paul and Barnabas and others, who had experienced many 
Gentile conversions by then. Eventually, the leaders of the church in Antioch chose Paul 
and Barnabas to go to the mother ship in Jerusalem for a consultation. 
 
 
Part Two – The Shape of the Conversation 
 
Let’s imagine 20-30 Christian leaders jammed into the largest home available among followers of 
the Way in Jerusalem. Emotions surely ran high, because much was at stake. This issue would 
dictate the shape of this movement and its relationship to the Judaism from which all or almost 
all of those gathered had come. Those not directly involved would have chosen sides and made 
their allegiances clearly known. Close quarters, high emotion, high stakes, partisan passions, and 
yet Luke reports no violence. How did they pull this off?  
 
The Cast of Courageous Conversationalists 
 
The crew James gathered featured two groups with starkly different beliefs, presumably 
some other early Christians who had not decided on the issue, and James the brother of 
Jesus, who presided over the meeting. Here’s the cast: 
 
The “Circumcision Party” 
 
These may have been the very same “certain people” who told the Antioch Christians that 
circumcision and Moses’ Law were mandatory for salvation. Luke tells us they were Christians 
who had been Pharisees prior to conversion. Pharisees, as we learned in our first session, served 
the Jewish people as custodians of Moses’ Law. They were responsible to keep the people living 
righteously, according to Torah. Geographically, they live in Jerusalem (or just outside in Judaea), 
so they are a part of the Jerusalem-centered Jewish Christianity that began at Pentecost. 
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Peter (Simon/Simeon) 
 
The apostle who (along with John) became central to the Jerusalem church’s ministry, preaching 
the Pentecost sermon and continue to spread the good news about Jesus. His experience of a 
dream he attributes to God swayed him to welcome Gentiles into the Christian movement. Here 
he states that his experience has also taught him (and others) that God welcomes Gentiles 
without demanding circumcision or Moses’ ceremonial law. Geographically, Peter may still live in 
Jerusalem. (It’s hard to tell.) He certainly has his spiritual roots there. In Acts 10, Luke pictures 
Peter as the inaugurator of the Gentile mission. 
 
Paul and Barnabas 
 
These two missionaries have seen Gentiles join the Way of Jesus during their early ministry on 
Cyprus and in Pisidian Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe (town and cities in present-day central 
Turkey). . As a result of that experience, they have concluded (like Peter) that God does NOT 
require circumcision and Moses’ ceremonial Law as prerequisites to salvation for Gentile 
converts. Geographically, their home base is the Antioch church, which was a composite of 
Jewish and Gentile Christians. 
 
James, the Brother of Jesus 
 
The most authoritative leader in the Jerusalem church by now is James. He was not a disciple. He 
was Jesus’ brother. Gradually, his influence had increased, until now he became the decision-
maker in matters like this. Geographically, James has left the family home in Nazareth and lives 
in Jerusalem. 
 
The Whole Assembly 
 
Luke paints a picture of a gathered group – we don’t know how large – who may not belong to 
either group, or may be partisan and divided in the room. Think of them as the interested 
audience. Geographically, it appears that these are hometown Jerusalemites, though Luke is not 
clear about this. 
 
The Conversation 
 
The former Pharisees and now law-abiding Jesus people spoke first. They had the Bible (our Old 
Testament) squarely on their side. Hadn’t God called all covenant people to circumcise their 
males since the time of Abraham. While Acts 15 does not record the speeches of the 
circumcision party, we can imagine that they sprinkled their speech with extensive quotations 
from Moses’ Law.  The impact for people as biblically observant as Paul and the rest must have 
been powerful.  Perhaps they were even a bit shaken when they rose to state their own position.   
 
The apostle Peter spoke next. Peter’s words are striking for the utter absence of biblical 
references. He emphasizes experience.  
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God, who knows the human heart, testified to [the Gentiles who had come to 
faith] by giving them the Holy Spirit, just as he did to us; 9 and in cleansing their 
hearts by faith he has made no distinction between them and us. 10 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? 11 On the contrary, we 
believe that we will be saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will. 
 

 
Peter (and Paul and Barnabas) simply told what they had seen and heard: God had given the 
Holy Spirit to Gentiles before they could ever get around to circumcision or kosher observance. 
They made the case for a less strict inclusion, and they made it, not on the basis of scripture, but 
entirely on their experience. 
 
Ultimately, James settled the dispute.  He rose to render his verdict to an expectant crowd that 
hung on his every word. In his ruling, James nodded to each party in some measure: he honored 
the black-letter scripture of the circumcision party by quoting Isaiah’s inspired vision of all 
peoples coming to receive the healing of God; he honored experience, too, in the end deciding 
that God’s own verdict on the matter had been sufficiently issued when God gave the Spirit to 
Gentiles apart from observance of circumcision or kosher laws. Scripture framed the decision, 
but ultimately the early church’s future flowed from James’ verdict that God was opening the 
doors wider than before – an insight he accepted because of the missionaries’ experience. 
 
James nodded to the circumcision party in another way, too. This was not an “anything goes” 
pronouncement. Gentiles would need to mind their sexual ethics and avoid meat that had 
(probably) been sacrificed to idols. In other words, James demands of these Gentile converts a 
measure of discipline, but not Jewish rituals. 
 
James’ answer has three parts: 
 

• Part One – God welcomes Gentiles. Isaiah says so. 
• Part Two – God welcomes Gentiles apart from circumcision and Law. Experience says so. 
• Part Three – God continues to require of the Gentile converts (and all Christians) both 

sexual purity and some dietary restrictions. 
 
The vision of James and these first Christians is, therefore, a scriptural, experiential, and morally 
disciplined sort of inclusion. 
 
Close  – The Takeaway 
 
Three insights emerge from our brief time in Acts 15. 
 

1. Do Conflict together. 
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When controversy grew, the Christians gathered. Acts 15 makes this clear. 
 
And that fact matters to us, right? As a Christian church living in an age of polarization 
and party rivalry, we tend not to see other kinds of Christianity, and our leaders tend to 
dismiss or disparage them. Clergy groups across towns or cities usually gather the like-
minded, so that the more progressive First Presbyterian (or Lutheran or Episcopal or 
Methodist) ministers meet with other mainline-progressive pastors, while the evangelical 
church leaders meet for their monthly lunches. Our bad habit is to talk about the other, 
rather than with her or him. 
 
Having said that, we don’t have a James. Roman Catholics have a pope (and a hierarchy) 
who plays the role of decider. Protestantism doesn’t have an appointed arbiter. That 
leaves the two (or three or four) sides of any dispute on their own to hash things out. 
This may seem futile and discourage the conversation. 

 
2. Scripture + Experience = Discernment 

 
The circumcision party comes with scripture. Peter, Paul, and Barnabas come with 
experience. James the Wise decides in a way that honors them both. John Wesley and 
the early Methodists added nuance to this with their quadrilateral that should guide 
Christian reflection, which includes Scripture and Experience, then adds Tradition (the 
history of such Christian reflection) and Reason (the human tool for it). James’ example 
prompts us to discipline our experience by the insights of scripture (to keep us from 
reinventing truth subjectively) and our scripture reading by the insights of experience (to 
keep us from forgetting that God speaks in every age). 
 

3. Discipleship Has Its Demands 
 
James was not content to say, “We’re so happy to have these Gentiles streaming into our 
churches! Let ‘em live as they please.” God cares about how we use our bodies and treat 
our souls, as Moses’ Law, the prophets’ teachings, and a whole lot of the New Testament 
attest. James insists that sexual ethics matter and so does allegiance to the one God in 
the way Gentile followers of the Way behave. 
 

There are surely other lessons from this generative episode in early Christian life. What else 
comes to your mind? 
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IMPActs 
Retracing the Spirit’s Power 

Through Acts and Luke 
 

"We shall not cease from exploration, and the end of all our exploring will be  
to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time." 

T.S. Eliot, Little Gidding 
 
Sept 19   Acts Unending – Paul’s Ministry in Rome (Acts 28) 
  

The magisterial 52 chapters we call Luke-Acts culminate by describing the ministry 
of Paul in Rome as “unfettered”. In this session, we read this open-ended closing 
as a signal that this author and his Author intend for us to see this story of Jesus 
and the earliest churches as a launching pad rather than an end point Question: 
Are we the 57th chapter of Acts? 

 
 
Sept 26 All Things to All People – Paul’s Gospel among Jews and Gentiles (Acts 17 and 21) 
 

Early Christianity grew up in a complex ethnic and cultural world that required 
good communicators to speak the language of many peoples. In this session we’ll 
see that Acts is a book about a multilingual church who find ways to communicate 
good news to a wide variety of people and communities.  Question: What 
‘languages’ do we need to learn? 
 

Oct 3  Talking It Out – How the Early Church Made Its Decisions (Acts 15) 
 

The early Christians faced huge decisions as they moved into the world – issues 
that went to the very identity of Jesus’ movement. The Book of Acts gives us a 
window to how they discerned their way forward. They developed an instinct to 
come toward one another and hash things out together. Question: How should 
our Chrisitian conversations go? 

 
Oct 10  Pushed Out of the Nest – What Sent the Church into the World (Acts 8—15) 
 

Just before Jesus left the company of his disciples, he sent them “to Jerusalem, 
Judaea, Samaria, and the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1.8) But seven chapters and 
many moons into the story, they were still snug in Jerusalem, with no sign that 
they knew the rest of the world exists. In this session we’ll ask why that was…and 
how it changed. Question: What will get us out of our nest? 
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Oct 17  Standing Up – Risky Faith in the Face of Danger (Acts 4—7) 

 
After Jesus, their inspiration, leader, protector, and friend had been cruelly 
executed, the previously cowardly disciples became suddenly brave apostles. In 
this session, we’ll watch that newfound courage at work and drill down to find its 
source – for them and for us. Question: Why would we need to be bold in our 
day? 

 
 
Oct 24  “Jesus Continued” – The Striking Resemblance of the Jesus People to Jesus (Acts 
3, 4, 7, and 9) 
 

As far as we know, Peter, John, James, Matthew, Bartholomew, and the lot never 
wore “WWJD” tee shirts, but in Acts they look a lot like “J”. In this session, we’ll 
take a look at that likeness as it plays out in the daily life of the earliest church. 
Question: How can we become more like Jesus? 

 
Oct 31  Halloween Hiatus 
 
Nov 7  The Dividends of Difference – Early Christian Variety in the Hands of God (Acts 2) 
 

The brilliant, multi-colored, multi-cultured, and multi-lingual raw material of the 
first church had gathered in Jerusalem for a feast. God chose this moment to 
move newly into the world. In this session we’ll ask what this means about God 
and the church. Question: What are the dividends of our differences? 
 

Nov 14  Explosion – The Purpose and Power of Pentecost (Acts 1 and 2) 
 

At the beginning of Acts, bewildered apostles spilled out from a crowded, smelly 
upper room on to the streets of Jerusalem. What happened next changed the 
world. In this session, we’ll watch God use unqualified, aimless men and women to 
light up their city and then their Empire with the news that God had come to the 
earth in Jesus of Nazareth. Question: What is the purpose and where is the power 
in our lives? 
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