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What is essential, Beloved, to be saved?  What is it that leads to eternal 

life?  It seems like such an easy question, one that is easily answered.  

“Faith in Jesus.”  That is true, we are saved by faith alone in Jesus the 

Christ, because He died for our sins upon the cross and rose again on the 

third day.  But what about repentance?  If someone lives in open 

rebellion to Jesus, but claims to have faith and can answer the questions, 

are they saved?  What about if someone doesn’t ever go to church, but 

claims to know Jesus?  What about if someone isn’t baptized, or wasn’t 
confirmed, or never becomes a contributing member, or what if they 

have some serious flaws?  At what point is do we pass or do we fail the 

test?  Beloved, on the front and back ends of this message I want the 

answer to be clear.  To quote Peter from Acts 2:38-39, “Repent, and 

each of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness 

of your sins; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.  For the 

promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off, as many 

as the Lord our God will call to Himself.”  To quote similarly from 1st 

John 5:12 “He who has the Son has the life; he who does not have the 

Son of God does not have the life.”  Basically, Beloved, those who are 

saved are those who place their faith in Jesus and their life reflects it. 

 

Basically, it is all about turning from serving oneself or some other false 

idol, to instead serving the Lord.  To repent is to turn.  To quote from 

one of my commentaries “Such change involves more than fearing the 

consequences of God’s judgement.  Genuine repentance knows that the 

evil of sin must be forsaken and the person and work of Christ totally 

and singularly embraced.”  That, Beloved, is a good summary of what a 

truly saved person looks like.  That is what this is really all about.  The 



question that was asked at the Jerusalem council, one that we still ask in 

different ways today, was “what other things do I have to do to be 

saved?”  The one that was primarily asked was the ritual of 

circumcision, and while that is the example given in Acts, it lays the 

groundwork for how we should approach similar issues today.  The 

Jerusalem council, this meeting in Acts 15 between the great early 

church leaders, also shows that even if there are disagreements on some 

non-essential parts of the faith, believers can still serve the Lord 

faithfully together, but the essentials must be preserved. 

 

Now that the introduction is over, lets dive into the meat of Acts 15 and 

see how its lessons apply to you and me today.  “Some men came down 

from Judea and began teaching the brethren, ‘Unless you are 

circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.  

And when Paul and Barnabas had great dissention and debate with them, 

the brethren [the believers present] determined that Paul and Barnabas 

and some others should go up to Jerusalem to the apostles and elders 

concerning the issue.”  There is a question that arises at the beginning of 

the church.  One that is hard to address.   

Here is the problem.  In the Old Testament Law, in Genesis, the Lord 

had made it very clear that the act of circumcision was a sign of God’s 

people.  Genesis 17:10-14 “This is My covenant, which you shall keep, 

between Me and you and your descendants after you: every male among 

you shall be circumcised… it shall be the sign of the covenant between 

Me and you… But an uncircumcised male… that person shall be cut off 

from his people; he has broken My covenant.”  Certain folks, who are 

often known as “Judeizers”, argued that this was still in play.  The 

question at hand, was circumcision still needed even though God’s 

covenant had been fulfilled through Jesus?, would have been answered 

emphatically as “YES!” by them.  Paul and Barnabas on the other hand, 

who had been out on mission (where recently Paul had survived being 

stoned until thought dead), argued that Jesus’s salvation was evident 



without this practice.  There is the argument made that the covenant was 

fulfilled by Jesus, so this practice no longer held the purpose it once did.  

Jesus states clearly in Matthew 5:17-18 “Do not think that I came to 
abolish the Law or the Prophets; I did not come to abolish but to fulfill.  

For truly I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not the smallest 

letter or stroke shall pass from the Law until all is accomplished.”  In 

layman’s terms, Jesus didn’t come to do away with anything from the 

Old Testament, but to fulfill everything. 

 

 In other words, is one saved by Jesus alone or is one saved by following 

the Jewish Law and Jesus?  While this may get your head spinning a bit, 

lets look at a couple of practical examples from our time period that 

might be argued in a similar fashion.  Hopefully it will get us back to 

that idea of the essentials. 

 

We may think this is a stupid thing for Paul and Barnabas and these 

other guys to even be arguing about, but we do the same thing today.  

Instead of circumcision, it might be baptism, or confirmation, or church 

membership, or even just regular church attendance.  How many think 

that just because they are baptized in the church it equates to salvation, 

even though they have no love for Christ in their heart?  How many have 

treated confirmation over the years like high school, where they graduate 

and leave to never return, but because they have that certificate it 

supposedly means something?  The question might also be related to 

good works.  Most, unfortunately, still believe that one gets into heaven 

by “being a good person.”  Even the pope, when recently asked by a 

young boy if his non-believing father who had passed was in heaven, 

essentially gave the answer that by having his kids baptized he was a 

good person and so he is in heaven.  Beloved, that just is not what is in 

scripture.  We should be baptized, and we should be moral and upright 

which proves the faith that we hold, but it is not by our actions that we 

enter God’s kingdom.  Faith alone, through Christ alone, is what results 



in eternal life.  We should be wary to add on requirements to God’s 

grace, and we should be careful to not overlook what it really means to 

repent and live as one redeemed. 

 

Going back to Acts, when Paul and Barnabas arrive they are received by 

a number of leaders.  Apostles and elders and even converted Pharisees 

are together to parse this out, to figure out what salvation really looked 

like and if circumcision was really required.  Paul and Barnabas share 

what had happened on their missionary journeys to the Gentiles, about 

how so many had believed and been baptized and had been filled with 

the Holy Spirit.  They share of the miracles that the Lord had effected, 

and the price they had paid in being persecuted.  After hearing them out, 

some of the converted Pharisees cry out that the Gentile believers had to 

be circumcised, for it was required in the Law of Moses.  (As we 

recounted from Genesis.)  After some conferencing, it is Peter who first 

speaks up.  Peter had in the past been called out to a Gentile’s house by 

the Holy Spirit, to a guy named Cornelius.  Following the Lord’s call, 

Peter had gone and had shared the saving faith of Christ, and when 

Cornelius and his household were baptized, they had been filled with 

Holy Spirit.  One only has the Holy Spirit as a believer, as one who is 

saved, and these folks had the Holy Spirit without having been 

circumcised.  Peter speaks as thus to everyone in attendance, and then 

goes even further to remind everyone that even the Jews themselves 

couldn’t keep the whole Law, so why should they expect the Gentiles 

to?  “He made no distinction between us and them, cleansing their hearts 

by faith.  Now therefore why do you put God to the test by placing upon 

the neck of the disciples a yoke which neither your fathers nor we have 

been able to bear?  But we believe that we are saved through the grace of 

the Lord Jesus, in the same way they also are.”  In other words, we 

aren’t saved by circumcision, by legalistic ritualistic following of the 

Law, but by Christ’s blood upon the cross. 

 



After the words from Peter, James too speaks up.  He quotes from the 

prophet Amos.  “After these things I will return, and I will rebuild the 

tabernacle of David which has fallen, and I will rebuild its ruins, and I 

will restore it, so that the rest of mankind may seek the Lord, and all the 

Gentiles who are called by My name.”  His point, is that the Gentiles 

were always a part of God’s plans for salvation.  They didn’t have to 

become Jews, they were going to be called by the Lord’s name as 

Gentiles.  In other words, if they follow Christ then they are saved, 

without having to follow Jewish customs.  While that is clear, and very 

important (thank goodness we don’t have to try and live up to all of the 

Jewish Old Testament Law!), James goes on to do something that all 

great leaders do.  He seeks to compromise on something non-essential, 

so that the essential may remain intact. 

 

“Therefore, it is my judgement that we do not trouble those who are 

turning to God from among the Gentiles, but that we write to them that 

they abstain from things contaminated by idols and from fornication and 

from what is strangled and from blood.  For Moses from ancient 

generations has in every city those who preach him, since he is read in 

the synagogues every sabbath.”  James advises a compromise, that those 

who are coming to faith who are not Jewish should do a few things to 

show love to their Jewish brethren.  They should stay away from things 

sacrificed to idols, they should be extra wary to not fornicate (which was 

and is still one of the greatest of sins to fight), and to keep from eating 

meat that had been strangled and had the blood in it.  Outside of the 

reminder to be sexually pure, those are dietary laws that would make the 

Jew feel at home in a church with a Gentile.  The essential issue is 

decided.  Everyone agrees that faith in Christ alone is what saves.  But to 

make sure that the essential is not harmed for others, thee 

recommendation is made to abstain from things that would harm a 

Jewish believer too.  The leaders then send out a letter confirming this to 

the believers, saying, “For it seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to 



lay upon you no greater burden than these essentials…”  Everyone, all of 

those faithful believers, are then encouraged to continue to serve the 

Lord.  The issue, is solved. 

 

To bring this into our world, to make it real to us, it is good for us to 

recognize where we are at in the church.  I have had many discussions 

with many of you regarding the separations that are happening in our 

denomination and in others.  There are essential understandings that are 

on the line.  In our churches we have narrowed the main issues down to 

three: sin and holiness, Biblical authority, and ethics regarding the 

church.  There are disagreements amongst us as believers here, 

especially when we go beyond those three core essentials.  There are 

faithful people who think we should lean one way or another.  There are 

folks who love one another, who will likely disagree.  Salvation by faith 

in Christ alone, that is essential, and is in fact the most important thing 

to focus upon.  I pray that we would be united as a church in seeking to 

preach Christ crucified, so that men and women may repent of their sins 

and follow Him into eternal life.  Nothing else matters unless it is in 

service to this calling and cause.  Finances, personal thoughts, church 

heritage, political leanings, and everything else, even though they are 

important, are subservient to being faithful to Jesus and preaching His 

salvation.  I pray that we would learn from the council at Jerusalem, 

where the Apostles gathered, to be willing to be gracious to all and yet 

still hold firm to the truth. 

 

For the folks at the council, they made it clear that nothing but faith in 

Christ leads to salvation, so they rejected the idea that circumcision was 

needed.  They also made it clear that we want to be kind and loving 

towards our brethren, so they advised those Gentiles coming into the 

faith to behave in a manner that would show love to their Jewish 

brethren, to not eat certain foods and to remain sexually pure.  In our 

current church discussions, lets focus first on the essentials.  The Lord is 



in control, the Lord is good, it is Christ that our salvation is found, we 

are called to follow His commandments, etc.  But lets also be willing to 

act in ways that are loving towards one another.  Speak in ways that are 

holy, pray for those who you disagree with, still sit at the same table at 

coffee hour with those who you know don’t think like you do, etc.  Let 

us focus on the essentials together, while still loving our brethren.  To 

that end, I’d like you to join me in professing the core of our faith a 

second time as contained in the Apostle’s Creed.  As we affirm these 

truths that we share as believers, be reminded that this is what is 

essential.  Let us confess our faith together. 
 

Closing Prayer/Apostle’s Creed 

 


