
Gentiles (not) welcome 

Acts 15: 1-21 

September 16, 2018 – Pentecost 17 

Big idea: God wants no barriers to a changed life 

 

What does it take to be a Christian?  

It is not an idle question. The early church was divided on the place of Gentiles in what had been a Jewish 

church. They wrestled with how much of the Old Testament law was necessary for the gentiles and if 

they could be full-fledged members of the church even with such piety.  

We still wrestle with the question of belief and salvation. Every denomination uses a different criterion 

from baptism by the Holy Spirit to devotion to the pope. We are also divided on whether just going to 

church is enough or if you need to also have some kind of service or study.  

In our text and in modern times, Satan uses such differences to divide us. We condemn other 

denominations and feel uncomfortable worshipping with them. In Lutheranism, we even put up big 

barriers between the different branches even of the Lutheran church.  

The text for today is the church’s attempt to solve the question of what makes a Christian. What are the 

terms for gentiles to be admitted into the church? What do we want to see in people who would join 

our congregation and how can we help them not hinder them to be God’s children.  

 

We are afraid of those who are impure v. 1"Unless you are circumcised, according to the custom 

taught by Moses, you cannot be saved." 

They came to the early church preaching the law. They were not evil people or pagans. Many were good 

people who were wrestling with the transition from Jew to Christian. Some may have been Pharisees 

who came to faith. Others were just devout Jews who now believed in Jesus.  

They had been trained to respect the Law and were concerned that the church avoided the idolatry and 

immorality of the culture. They saw the sexual immorality in the Roman temples and the crude morals 

of the Gentiles. They didn’t want that in the church. They wanted to honor God.  

Non-Christians are messy. A lot of them swear and lie. They have scars that have come from divorce, 

gambling, and abuse of drugs or alcohol. They haven’t been molded by the Lord and don’t know why 

such things will bring them and others down.  

Our challenge is to love the sinner without loving his sin. We can’t minimize their sin so that they 

continue living the sinful life. Yet, we fear to push them away from God and becoming as law 

oriented as the Pharisees in Jesus’s day. What does God want?  

 

God says “Keep the church open to all”.  

God commands His people to preach to the gentiles v.7"Brothers, you know that some time ago God made 

a choice among you that the Gentiles might hear from my lips the message of the gospel and believe. 
After some discussion, it is Peter who speaks up. He recalls a time recorded in Acts 10 when God calls 

him in a dream to go and minister to a Gentile centurion named Cornelius. Peter struggles with this 

because such gentiles are unclean, but God tells him in a vision that God does not see him unclean.  

Now realize that Peter must break several Jewish laws to go and see Cornelius. It was not legal to go into 

a gentile home or to eat with a Gentile. Yet, God is clear that He wants the gentiles and that Peter is to 

bring the gospel to the Gentiles as well as the Jews.  

God expects us to reach out to those who are messy. He calls us to preach to the couple living together. 

He calls us to preach to the person struggling with alcohol. He wants us to preach to the people who 

have made a lot of bad choices. God wants them all and wants the church to be open to them.  

God wants us to preach the gospel. Let them know that God wants them and wants to help them out of the 

pit that they have dug themselves in. The church can not close doors just because people out there are 

messy. God wants them.  

 



God opens salvation to all by grace v.9 He made no distinction between us and them, for he purified 

their hearts by faith. 

The early church had to rethink what it meant to be a child of God. The Jews made everyone else second 

class citizens. They saw God’s grace coming from their status as children of Abraham. God is trying 

to tell them that it is by grace is open to all and not just to the Jews.  

The Jews saw the keeping of the Law as the way to God’s heart. Yet, Peter reminds them that Jewish laws 

have become a burden. They are harsh and no one can keep them. They have made the law harder 

than God ever intended it to be and now want the Gentile to keep it, too.  

People outside the church often feel like second-class citizens compared to the person who is a member of 

a church for 25 years. They come into a church not knowing when to stand or sit in worship. They 

struggle to know what is right and wrong.  

The grace of the cross is for all. Jesus died for the new Christian as much as for the person who has 

known Jesus all their lives. Opening grace is helping the new Christian to feel comfortable and to feel 

as if they belong. Let them know God loves them as much as He loves you and me.  

 

God shows His approval by miracles and signs v.12 The whole assembly became silent as they listened 

to Barnabas and Paul telling about the miraculous signs and wonders God had done among the 

Gentiles through them. 

Now it is the turn of Paul and Barnabas who add their witness to Peter. They have seen the miracles that 

the Lord is working among the Gentiles. Jesus healed a Jewish lame man. Paul had recently healed a 

gentile lame man. They had seen the gift of tongues given to gentile and Jew alike.  

For Paul, the miracles showed how much the Lord cared for the gentiles and how much the Lord wanted 

the Gentiles. God used the miracles to call attention to this gospel because He wanted the Gentiles to 

come to faith and believe. God loved the Gentiles just like he loves the Jews.  

God still works great miracles among those who are outside the normal church. There are many pastors 

who are adult converts. Outside the church, God works miracles in their lives and they come to faith 

and become God’s tools for the salvation of others.  

We see God’s hand in the lives of many whose lives are messy. They pick up a Gideon Bible or hear a 

sermon on the radio and a life that has been in tatters begins to be healed. God shows by the powerful 

things he does that he wants these people, too.  

 

The verdict of God 

Don’t make it difficult v.19"It is my judgment, therefore, that we should not make it difficult for the 

Gentiles who are turning to God. 

The one who delivers God’s decision is James, the brother of Jesus. Rooted in the Jewish faith and called 

camel knees because callused knees from hours of prayer, he speaks powerfully to the church. As one 

who perhaps looks like Jesus, he has become the leader of the Jerusalem church.   

He agrees with Peter and Paul and speaks for the Lord.  God is telling them all: Don’t make it difficult for 

gentiles to come to faith. God wants all men to come to know Him and be saved. God wants us to 

break down the barriers that separate people from His love.  

God wants us to work on making it less difficult for people to come to faith. Yes, they are not perfect, but 

it is only as they are involved in a ministry with His word, that they will change and be a blessing to 

themselves and to everyone else.  

Reach out to the inner city missions that change the lives of broken people. Reach out to family members 

and friends who feel less than worthy, but who the cross can change their lives and help them find joy. 

Break down the barriers so that the Lord can work miracles in the lives of people.  

 

 

 



Faith should lead to a changed life v.29 You are to abstain from food sacrificed to idols, from blood, 

from the meat of strangled animals and from sexual immorality. You will do well to avoid these things 

Changed lives come from faith. You don’t have to change first before God can love you. The church 

realizes that contact with Jesus should change you. James in this text has two commands and two 

concessions that he wants from the gentiles who come to be part of the church.  

The commands are to avoid immorality and idolatry which are sinful practices common in the Roman 

world. The concessions are to avoid foods that Jews find offensive so that we can all eat together and 

have a unity as one church. Join us, he is saying, and let us learn to live out our faith in Jesus.  

Those who are imperfect with all their warts and problems should be welcome in the church. Having 

come into the church, they should grow in faith and character just like the rest of us. We want faith to 

help them and not to let them excuse their sin.  

God wants all of us to have a changed life. He doesn’t expect us to be perfect but wants us to keep 

growing. Our goal is to invite them so that the free grace of God can change their lives and bring them 

blessings. The church should not put up barriers out of fear but invite all men so that they might be 

saved by God’s grace.  
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