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We continue our worship series Moving Out of Scare City to Abundance Forest. Scare City is the place where 

there is the fear of losing and missing out. It is full of stress and strife. There never seems to be enough. It is life 

sapping. Whereas Abundance Forest is life giving. It is the place where we have compassion for others and 

consider the possibilities. It can take courage, and it isn't always easy because sometime we have to put the 

community first. Over all it is a place of love and life.  

  

This week we are considering "The Other Side of the Fence." What are we fencing in? Who are we fencing out? 

We are back in the Book of Acts.  A few weeks ago, we looked at Acts 10 when the Apostle Peter came to 

understand that Jesus was the Messiah or Savior not only for the Jewish people but for Gentiles, too. In other 

words, for all the peoples in the world. He had an encounter with a Roman Centurion named Cornelius, and his 

whole family received the Holy Spirit even though none of them were Jewish. He explained what happened to 

the church in Jerusalem, and they were supportive, praised God, and said, "Even to Gentiles God has granted 

repentance that leads to life.” (Acts 11:18)  

  

Today's passage is a few chapters later after the Apostles have had a chance to get used to the idea of letting 

people into the Christian family from the "other side of the fence," so to speak, these Gentiles that they had tried 

to remain separate from for centuries, even as they had lived in the same territory. 

  

More and more Gentiles were joining the movement through the teaching of people like Peter, Paul, and 

Barnabas. They were sharing the Gospel with Jews and Gentiles. People we might think of as Jewish Christ 

followers were encountering Gentiles in their midst, and they weren't sure what was right. Basically, they all 

had to deal with the practical issues of how they would all live together in a single community, after having 

lived apart for so long. 

  

How does it work? Are there any requirements? Under what conditions should we admit "them" into the circle? 

Things can be fine at the theoretical level, but then reality enters in. It can be scary. This is what was happening 

in the Early Church. This can happen to us too when changes come upon us at a faster pace that we are ready 

for. We start building fences to control who we think should be "in" or "out." Rather than offering safety and 

freedom, we find ourselves trapped. The fences we build to protect ourselves become our own prisons. This 

week we will discover the abundance that comes when we draw the circle wide.  

  



So, this week we get into the nuts and bolts as they consider the question, again. We are in Acts 15:1-12. Hear 

the word of the Lord! 

  

15:1 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.” 2 This brought Paul and 

Barnabas into sharp dispute and debate with them. So Paul and Barnabas were appointed, along with some 

other believers, to go up to Jerusalem to see the apostles and elders about this question. 3 The church sent them 

on their way, and as they traveled through Phoenicia and Samaria, they told how the Gentiles had been 

converted. This news made all the believers very glad. 4 When they came to Jerusalem, they were welcomed by 

the church and the apostles and elders, to whom they reported everything God had done through them. 

  

5 Then some of the believers who belonged to the party of the Pharisees stood up and said, “The Gentiles must 

be circumcised and required to keep the law of Moses.” 

  

6 The apostles and elders met to consider this question. 7 After much discussion, Peter got up and addressed 

them: “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. 8 God, who knows the heart, showed that he accepted them by 

giving the Holy Spirit to them, just as he did to us. 9 He did not discriminate between us and them, for he 

purified their hearts by faith. 10 Now then, why do you try to test God by putting on the necks of Gentiles a 

yoke that neither we nor our ancestors have been able to bear? 11 No! We believe it is through the grace of our 

Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they are.” 

  

12 The whole assembly became silent as they listened to Barnabas and Paul telling about the signs and 

wonders God had done among the Gentiles through them. 

  

The word of life. 

Thanks be to God! 

  

If you were here a few weeks ago, you may be thinking, "I thought this was settled." That's certainly the thought 

that Robert had. Robert was in his sophomore year at college, and he was sharing a house with five other guys. 

They all lived together their freshmen year. They knew that they needed some ground rules to keep things 

running smoothly, and they could concentrate on school. They had a schedule for cooking and cleaning. There 

was to be no music played after 11 PM. Because a couple of them were allergic to tobacco smoke, there was no 

smoking in the house. 

  

A couple of weeks into the semester everything was going fine, and then Robert (one of the people allergic to 

smoke) smelled the distinctive smell. It was faint, but it still set him off coughing. He went in search of the 

burning cigarette, and he found it two doors down. Kevin's dad was visiting. He always smoked after dinner, 

and he didn't want to go outside. Kevin hoped it would be okay. 

  

It wasn't okay. There was a loud "discussion" in the kitchen, and finally there was an absolute agreement, no 

exceptions about smoking in the house … or to be precise … no smoking in the house.  

  

Now, let's consider Alice the cellist who loved classical music and everything about it. She had spent years 

honing her craft, always practicing, and people loved to listen to her play. In quartets, it was often the violin or 



viola that would be featured, but it was her that people came to hear. She had the reputation knowing what the 

music was about. She loved the history and the tradition of the concert halls of Europe.  

  

One day the leader of her quartet comes excited with a new opportunity. They've been offered the chance to 

play on a local radio station. They could play their favorite parts of movements or symphonies. People could 

call in with requests. Wouldn't be wonderful? So many more people would be exposed to the music and begin 

to appreciate it, AND they'd be paid for playing their music.  

  

Alice was appalled. How could they ruin the music that way. Break it into pieces? It was written specifically to 

be listened to all together. Take requests? People could ask of anything. How could they be properly prepared? 

If people want to appreciate this magnificent music, they should come to a proper concert in a concert hall, not 

call into a radio show.  

  

Alice is a purist. She has respect for the music. She knows that it was written in a particular way for a particular 

reason. You don't just throw it out because it is inconvenient. Alice would be the Pharisee, and Robert would be 

like Peter and Paul. We thought we had this settled. 

  

Did they have it settled? Yes … No … They had the broad strokes. They had the basic concept. Gentiles could 

be accepted by God as part of the community. They could receive the Holy Spirit without formally becoming 

Jewish. But what about after that? How do they live in community with each other? They didn't have those 

details settled. 

  

In the Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John), often Pharisees look like the bad guys, challenging Jesus, 

conspiring against him. It's so much simpler if we could merely call them intolerant and Peter and Paul 

accepting. But that would be doing the Pharisees a disservice, and things are rarely that simple.  Now, Pharisees 

are in the Christian community. They're not fighting against Jesus anymore. It must have been hard for some 

people to accept that. We even have the Pharisee of Pharisees, Paul, but he's on the other side of the issue.  

  

Could part of the problem with the Pharisees be one of how they saw themselves, their identity? As more people 

become aware that Gentiles were entering their midst, something that had been strictly forbidden, it could be 

very concerning. Israelites and the Jewish people had gotten in trouble in the past for being enmeshed with 

Gentile communities around them. These Jewish Christian, who studied the law meticulously as Pharisees, have 

this identity and how they relate to the rest of the world. They were set apart, distinctive, or even a peculiar 

people. They and their ancestors had suffered and died to maintain that distinctiveness. Their people were 

punished by God when they failed to do so. That was their part of their identity, belonging to that group, 

maintaining their customs and traditions to honor those people and particularly to honor God. These same 

people were being criticized and cast out by the Jewish people who did not accept Jesus as Messiah. They had 

already lost that. Are they to lose everything they knew?  

  

They did know that they gained so much through Christ, but this is still a major change, and change is hard. 

They've already adapted to a lot of change. It's complicated. Perhaps, we can cut them a little slack. 

  

As theologian NT Wright says, "Acts 15 is not simply a matter of 'tradition' verses 'innovation' … Acts 15 is 

about the reassertion and working through the principle already established in chapter 11, which concerns not a 

general or abstract point about tradition or innovation, but a very specific and concrete point which is central to 



the whole of early Christianity: precisely because God has fulfilled his covenant with Israel in sending Jesus as 

Messiah, the covenant family is now thrown open to all without distinction … It is time for that promise to be 

delivered, not kept as a private possession. This is what the 'tradition,' at its best, was actually about all along." 

(NT Wright, Acts for Everyone Part 2. pg 41) 

  

And yet, as we look at the resolution that the Council found here, it is very balanced. In the next several verses, 

the Council deliberates, and they reaffirm that Gentiles don't have to become Jewish to be considered 

Christians. However, the Council does send some guidelines. Gentile Christians are to abstain from: 

• Foods polluted by idols (given in sacrifice) 

• Sexual immorality 

• Meat from strangled animals 

• Blood (This especially references blood of an animal because the animal's life is considered to be in the 

blood.) (Acts 15:20) 

  

This list is not random. It's not even what they might consider the more "important" parts of the Mosaic Law. It 

is similar to what was expected of non-Jewish people living in Jewish territory. So, in addition to teaching them 

(meaning all Christian disciples) to obey everything Jesus has commanded them, as Jesus said in the Great 

Commission in Matthew 28:20, they were to abstain from these things. Gentiles are welcomed into the 

community, but there are limits, keeping in mind the concerns of the Pharisees.  

  

This whole process could have been very destructive for the Early Church. Creating adversity, struggles, blame, 

shame among the participants. People insisting on their own way in power struggles in a competitive, winner 

take all, kind of attitude. These are so many of the things that we experience in Scare City. This is true in the 

world, and sadly, this is true in the Church too. It's heartbreaking. 

  

But, this chapter in Acts models for us a better way. The participants, while passionate about their perspectives, 

were able to have an honest sharing of concerns. This demonstrates compassion not only for the people being 

discussed … the Gentiles here, allowing a fence to come down, and allowing the circle to be drawn wider, more 

inclusive … but acknowledges that people on all sides of the issue have valid concerns. They weren't dismissed 

or fenced off because they were inconvenient. It demonstrates love, not only for persons, persons who may be 

different, may be even confusing, challenging, or troubling, but it also demonstrates love for the health and 

well-being of the community. 

  

Because living the ideals of Abundance Forest is not always easy. It takes courage. Living that way requires 

humility, but in the end it is life-giving to BOTH the individual AND the community. In my book that's how we 

love God AND neighbor, and THAT'S GOOD NEWS! 

  

Amen! 

 


