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“The grace of God transcends all our feeble efforts to describe it. It cannot be poured into any of our mental receptacles without 
running over.”                                                                                                                                                           ─Vance Havner 
 
 
Ephesians 1:6 (NKJV) “to the praise of the glory of His grace, by which He has made us accepted in the Beloved.” 
 
 
Romans 11:6 “But if it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of works, otherwise grace is no longer grace.” 
 
 
I.       The Crisis of Grace (vv. 1-5) 
 

Galatians 3:28 “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male nor female; for 
you are all one in Christ Jesus.” 
 
Galatians 5:2-4 “Behold I, Paul, say to you that if you receive circumcision, Christ will be of no benefit to you. And I testify 
again to every man who receives circumcision, that he is under obligation to keep the whole Law. You have been severed 
from Christ, you who are seeking to be justified by law; you have fallen from grace.” 
 
 
“To add anything to Christ as being necessary to salvation, say circumcision or any human work of any kind, is to deny 
that Christ is the complete Savior, is to put something human on a par with Him, yea, to make it the crowning point. That is 
fatal. A bridge to heaven that is built of 99/100 of Christ and even only 1/100 of anything human breaks down at the joint 
and ceases to be a bridge. Even if Christ be thought of as carrying us 999 miles of the way, and something merely human 
be required for the last mile, this would leave us hanging in the air with heaven being still far away.”          ─R. C. H. Lenski 

 
 
 
 
 
II.      The Case for Grace (vv. 6-18) 
 
 

A. Peter Focuses on Grace and the Past (vv. 6-11) 
 
 
       Romans 3:20 “because by the works of the Law no flesh will be justified in His sight; for through the Law comes the 
       knowledge of sin.” 
 
 
 
 

“The law cannot purify the sinner’s heart (Galatians 2:21), impart the gift of the Holy Spirit (Galatians 3:2), or give 
eternal life (Galatians 3:21). What the law could not do, God did through His own Son (Romans 8:1-4). Those who 
have trusted Christ have the righteousness of God’s law in their hearts and, through the Spirit, obey His will. They are 
not motivated by fear, but by love, for ‘love is the fulfilling of the law’ (Romans 13:8-10).”                   ─Warren Weirsbe 

 



B. Paul and Barnabas Focus on Grace and the Present (v. 12) 
 
 

Acts 13:43 “Now when the meeting of the synagogue had broken up, many of the Jews and of the God-fearing 
proselytes followed Paul and Barnabas, who, speaking to them, were urging them to continue in the grace of God.” 
 
 
Acts 14:3 “Therefore they spent a long time there speaking boldly with reliance upon the Lord, who was testifying to 
the word of His grace, granting that signs and wonders be done by their hands.” 
 
 
Acts 14:26 “From there they sailed to Antioch, from which they had been commended to the grace of God for the 
work that they had accomplished.” 

 
 
 
 

C. James Focuses on Grace and the Future (vv. 13-18) 
 
 

Genesis 12:1-3 “Now the LORD said to Abram, ‘Go forth from your country, and from your relatives and from your 
father's house, to the land which I will show you; and I will make you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make 
your name great; and so you shall be a blessing; and I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I 
will curse. And in you all the families of the earth will be blessed.’” 

 
 
 
 
 
III.     The Decision (vv. 19-35) 
 
 

Galatians 3:28 “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male nor female; for 
you are all one in Christ Jesus.” 
 
 
Romans 14:15 “For if because of food your brother is hurt, you are no longer walking according to love. Do not destroy 
with your food him for whom Christ died.” 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



First Baptist Church Powell 6 12 2016 AM 

Sermon 20:  Grace On Trial 

Series: The Spirit, the Church, and the World 

Acts 15:1-35 

 

Grace truly is amazing! The book of Acts is the story of how the radical Gospel of grace began to break 

out in a corrupt world and change thousands and thousands of lives one at a time. The view of grace that 

most people have is way too limited. If asked what grace is, many church goers would give the traditional 

answer – “Grace is the unmerited favor of God.” Grace is that, but it is so much more than that! In fact, 

there are multiple categories or kinds of grace. There is common grace which is the undeserved blessings 

that come to the lost and the saved such as air to breath, healing of a wound, rain, sunshine, health, etc. 

For the saved, there is saving grace, enabling grace, sustaining grace, dying grace, and eternal grace in 

heaven. But what is grace? 

It is difficult, if not impossible, to adequately define grace. Vance Havner said, “The grace of God 

transcends all our feeble efforts to describe it. It cannot be poured into any of our mental receptacles 

without running over.” [Vance Havner, source unknown]  

Acknowledging that what Vance Havner says is true, let’s try to get the best handle we can on this thing 

called “grace.” The word translated grace originally conveyed the idea of stooping or bending down. Over 

time it came to mean condescending favor – a superior stooping down to help or give to an inferior. Grace 

is the unmerited love, favor, blessing, and power of God flowing down to undeserving people.  

There are three words that we can use to better understand grace: 

First, grace is undeserved. Because grace is undeserved, the receiving of God’s saving grace involves 

admitting that we are sinners with no merit before a holy God. Merited or deserved grace is an oxymoron. 

In the second century there was a critic of Christianity named Celsus. He complained that the idea of God 

loving sinners, bad people, was unheard of in any other religion. He was right! There is no concept of 

genuine grace in man’s religion. Many religions offer good advice like, ‘be good,’ ‘straighten up your 

life,’ ‘clean up your act,’ ‘get it together,’ and then come to God, and because you have straightened up 

your life, He will accept you. Here is what grace says – Ephesians 1:6 (NKJV): “to the praise of the glory 

of His grace, by which He has made us accepted in the Beloved.” Grace truly is undeserved.  

Second, grace is un-earnable. This is one reason why grace is so difficult for many Americans to accept. 

Most Americans (at least in our history) valued self-reliance. Grace requires God reliance. America’s 

tradition values self effort, self-improvement, and self-determination. A common mantra is, “You can 

accomplish anything you set your mind to and work hard enough for.” Grace is just the opposite of self-

reliance, self-determination, and self-improvement. Romans 11:6: says “But if it is by grace, it is no 

longer on the basis of works, otherwise grace is no longer grace.”  

The third word that describes grace is un-repayable. The grace of God is not a promissory note. If you 

could pay it back, it would be merited and therefore it would not be grace. God’s grace is undeserved, un-

earnable, and un-repayable.  

With something so wonderful, so liberating, so joy producing as grace, wouldn’t you expect that the 

enemy of our souls would incessantly be trying to deny, distort, pervert and undermine grace? Since 

saving grace is foundational to the other categories of grace (God’s enabling, sustaining, and dying grace), 

wouldn’t you think that the enemy would focus all the big guns that he has on saving grace? That is what 

he does today, and that is where he focused his attack on the early church. Acts 15 is the account of 

saving grace being attacked and put on trial. It is not an overstatement that the future of Christianity 

depended on what would happen at what has been called The Jerusalem Council that we read about in 

Acts 15.  

 



I.  The Crisis of Grace (v 1-5) 
Let me set the scene for what is going to happen in Acts 15. The earliest believers were Jewish. In 

Chapter 10, Peter, under God’s unmistakable direction, took the Gospel to the Gentiles through a Roman 

Centurion named Cornelius. While Cornelius was a Gentile, he was very familiar with and sympathetic to 

Judaism. But by the time we get to Acts 15, the church at Antioch has sent out Paul and Barnabas on the 

first missionary journey to Pisidian Antioch, Lystra, Derbe, and Iconium. In these towns, they would go to 

the Jews first, but then they went to the Gentiles. The Gentiles who heard and responded to the Gospel 

had no connection to Judaism with its synagogues, its ritual of circumcision, and its keeping of the Law of 

Moses. These former pagans were being saved in great numbers. Some among the Jews who professed 

Christ, but probably did not possess Christ, felt that if this wasn’t stopped, the Jews would be the minority 

in the church, and the church would be corrupted by these Gentiles. In reality, there are no divisions 

between Jew and Gentile in the church. Galatians 3:28 was speaking of the church when it says, “There is 

neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male nor female; for you are all 

one in Christ Jesus.” 

What resulted from this large inflow of Gentiles into the church was not a minor disagreement on 

unimportant matters. Some of these legalistic Jews were basically arguing that to be saved, the Gentiles 

must first become Jews by circumcising the males and keeping the Mosaic Law. The very future of the 

church was at stake here!   

Today, as well as in the first century, the most dangerous, destructive, and even damning heresy of all 

heresies is the teaching that salvation must be fully, or even partially, obtained by human works. When it 

comes to salvation, if grace is mixed with even the smallest portion of human works, it is no longer grace. 

Look again at Romans 11:6: “But if it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of works, otherwise grace is 

no longer grace.”  

This heresy of adding works to grace takes many forms today, but the principle is the same. When it 

comes to receiving salvation, grace and works cannot be mixed together. Either salvation is by grace or it 

is by works, but it cannot be a mixture of the two. If one chooses the “works” path, the standard is 

perfection and to somehow overcome the effects of Adam’s sin. Paul dealt with this controversy in 

Galatians 5:2-4: “Behold I, Paul, say to you that if you receive circumcision, Christ will be of no benefit 

to you. And I testify again to every man who receives circumcision, that he is under obligation to keep the 

whole Law. You have been severed from Christ, you who are seeking to be justified by law; you have 

fallen from grace.” It is either grace or it is works; it cannot be both. 

One Bible commentator said it really well: 

To add anything to Christ as being necessary to salvation, say circumcision or any 
human work of any kind, is to deny that Christ is the complete Savior, is to put 
something human on a par with Him, yea, to make it the crowning point. That is 
fatal. A bridge to heaven that is built of 99/100 of Christ and even only 1/100 of 
anything human breaks down at the joint and ceases to be a bridge. Even if Christ 
be thought of as carrying us 999 miles of the way, and something merely human be 
required for the last mile, this would leave us hanging in the air with heaven being 
still far away.   
[R. C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of the Acts of the Apostles, page 593] 

In the 21
st
 century, we are still dealing with this heresy. If you have ever shared the Gospel with very 

many others, you know that the overwhelming majority of lost people are combining law and grace when 

it comes to their own salvation. When I share the Gospel, I like to begin by asking the person I am 

engaging with the Gospel this question: “Do you consider yourself to be a good person?” I can only 

remember one person who answered, “No.” Most, without hesitation, answer, “Yes.” Just try that 

question with people at your work or school or even in your family. You may be shocked with the 

answers you will get. Most of them will have the theme that they are not that bad a person and then extol 



the good things they have done. While true salvation always results in good works. When anyone believes 

that good works has any part in being saved, they are seeking to mix human works and grace, and by 

doing so they miss true salvation. To see human works as having any part in salvation is devaluing, and in 

reality, rejecting the finished work of Christ on Calvary’s cross. Whether those works are water baptism, 

the sacraments, or acts of charity, they serve to devalue the finished work of Christ when they are looked 

to as meriting one’s salvation. 

I hope that I have made clear that the issues that made this Jerusalem Council necessary are still issues 

today. We desperately need to hear what was said at the Jerusalem Council and apply it to our hearts. 

Where we will spend eternity hangs in the balance. 

 

II.  The Case for Grace (v 6-18) 
In response to this crisis relating to grace, the leaders of the infant church met together to deal with it and 

thus set the direction of the church for the future. I would love to have been there to hear what went on, 

but the Holy Spirit inspired Luke to simply write, “And after there had been much debate, Peter stood up 

and said…” What follows is a series of proclamations by Peter, then Paul and Barnabas, and finally 

James. While all of them approached the controversy from a different angle, they were all in complete 

agreement. 

A.  Peter Focuses on Grace and the Past (v 6-11) 
Peter takes them back to the past when God sent him to the Gentile Roman Centurion, Cornelius. It was 

God who directed that the Gentiles should hear the Word and believe. Peter is saying that this issue of 

Gentile salvation, apart from circumcision or keeping the Law of Moses, was already settled. Cornelius 

and his household were not circumcised nor did they observe the rituals of the Mosaic Law and they were 

certainly saved because God gave them the evidence of having received the Holy Spirit through the 

miracle of speaking in a language they did not naturally learn. We saw earlier in our study of Acts that the 

Lord gave this evidence of speaking in unlearned languages to show the initial reception of the Holy 

Spirit by a different category of people. It is stated or implied that this miraculous evidence accompanied 

the Gospel going to the Jews at Pentecost, later to the Samaritans (half Jews), the Old Testament disciples 

of John the Baptist, and then to the Gentiles when Cornelius and his household was saved.      

Peter goes on to say that the Lord has now erased the difference between Jew and Gentile when it comes 

to salvation. Both Jew and Gentile have the same Spirit and are put in union with Christ into one body – 

the church. In verse 11 the Jews and Gentiles are saved the same way – faith in Christ that results in 

receiving the same Holy Spirit.  

 Peter goes on to communicate that the law did not save. The law never saved. Romans 3:20: “because by 

the works of the Law no flesh will be justified in His sight; for through the Law comes the knowledge of 

sin.” Because the Jews had taken this tool of the law that God gave to show the need for a Savior, and 

sought to use the law as the means of salvation, it had become a yoke placed on the neck “…which 

neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear?” (verse 10). Warren Weirsbe so eloquently summarizes 

what Peter said: 

The law cannot purify the sinner’s heart (Galatians 2:21), impart the gift of the 
Holy Spirit (Galatians 3:2), or give eternal life (Galatians 3:21). What the law could 
not do, God did through His own Son (Romans 8:1-4). Those who have trusted 
Christ have the righteousness of God’s law in their hearts and, through the Spirit, 
obey His will. They are not motivated by fear, but by love, for ‘love is the fulfilling 
of the law’ (Romans 13:8-10).  
[Warren Weirsbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, Volume One, page 462] 



In verse 11, Peter ends his address to the council with a crystal clear affirmation that salvation is by grace 

alone and not by works.  

B.  Paul and Barnabas Focus on Grace and the Present (v 12) 
When Peter spoke with irrefutable truth, the people were speechless. Now, Paul and Barnabas begin to tell 

what they had just recently experienced in seeing God at work in the Gentiles. The signs and wonders 

confirmed that Paul and Barnabas spoke with God’s authority. As we have seen several times, before the 

New Testament was written and widely distributed, God evidenced the authority of the speaker through 

signs and wonders. Paul and Barnabas had seen this amazing grace in action; they were eyewitnesses to it. 

Notice their emphasis on grace in Acts 13:43: “Now when the meeting of the synagogue had broken up, 

many of the Jews and of the God-fearing proselytes followed Paul and Barnabas, who, speaking to them, 

were urging them to continue in the grace of God.” Acts 14:3: “Therefore they spent a long time there 

speaking boldly with reliance upon the Lord, who was testifying to the word of His grace, granting that 

signs and wonders be done by their hands.” Acts 14:26: “From there they sailed to Antioch, from which 

they had been commended to the grace of God for the work that they had accomplished.” That whole first 

missionary journey was saturated with grace!  

C.  James Focused on Grace and the Future (v 13-18) 
The James here in Acts 15 is the brother of the Lord Jesus who was the leader of the church at Jerusalem 

– the mother church. He is also the James whom the Holy Spirit inspired to write the New Testament 

book of James. Those who hoped James would disagree with Paul and Peter were no doubt disappointed. 

He spoke in full agreement with Peter, and Paul, and Barnabas. James reminds the people that the Old 

Testament prophets had foretold that God would save the Gentiles. He quoted from the Old Testament 

book of Amos to prove it. This passage is referring to the end times when the Gentiles will be saved as 

Gentiles; they will not have to become Jews to be saved. James’ logic is that if they are saved as Gentiles 

then, why would they have to first become Jews to be saved now? 

God’s plan has always included the Gentiles. Even when God called Abraham, He was clear that through 

him all the nations of the earth would be blessed. Genesis 12:1-3:  

Now the LORD said to Abram, “Go forth from your country, and from your 
relatives and from your father's house, to the land which I will show you; and I will 
make you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great; and so 
you shall be a blessing; and I will bless those who bless you, and the one who 
curses you I will curse. And in you all the families of the earth will be blessed.”  

 

III.  The Decision (v 19-35) 
As the leader of the Jerusalem church, James simply affirmed what Peter, Paul, and Barnabas had already 

shared. His summary of the decision was in two parts – a doctrinal decision about salvation and the 

Gentiles, and a practical decision about how Jews and Gentiles are to live out the Christian life in love. 

The doctrinal decision was that both Jews and Gentiles are all sinners and thus in need of the same Savior. 

That salvation for Jew and Gentile is totally based on grace and not works. There is one need of all 

mankind and one Gospel to meet that need – the Gospel of grace for Jews and for Gentiles. The message 

of the New Testament is that salvation is by grace alone, through faith alone in Christ alone, for the glory 

of God alone. In the church, Jews and Gentiles are one. Galatians 3:28: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, 

there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”  

James knew that doctrine travels on the tracks of Christian love. James adds some practical application to 

avoid unnecessarily offending other Christians (v 20-21). The danger was that some, in their liberty, 

might pressure others to violate their conscience. To accomplish this practical matter, the church leaders 



would write a letter to the believers (especially the Gentile believers) to show love to their brethren by not 

doing three things. Two of the things were a part of the ceremonial law and one was an emphasis of part 

of the moral law that was closely attached to pagan practices.  

First, they were asked to not eat meat that had been offered to idols. Meat that had been offered to pagan 

idols was typically sold in the marketplace for a less expensive price. Eating this meat was against Jewish 

law and the church leaders were saying that even though it may not be a sin for Christians to eat this meat, 

it would needlessly offend many Jewish believers. Paul in 1 Corinthians 8:1-13 and 10:14-33 heartily 

agreed with this act of love in abstaining from eating idol offered meat in order to not offend others. We 

can make application even today on a broader basis to abstain from things that we have a freedom to 

partake of but to show love for weaker brothers and sisters by abstaining. Paul summarized this practical 

love to other believers in Romans 14:15: “For if because of food your brother is hurt, you are no longer 

walking according to love. Do not destroy with your food him for whom Christ died.”  

A second related act of love that was encouraged was not eating of blood, which was probably done by 

eating meat that was not kosher (not slaughtered according to the Old Testament law). 

The third area was fornication. Fornication is a general word for all sexual immorality. This is of course a 

moral command that applies to all Christians, but in the context, I think the emphasis is to stay far away 

from even the appearance of fornication. Most of the pagan religions that the Gentiles came out of 

involved illicit sex as a central part of worship. Temple priestesses were little more than prostitutes. He is 

saying stay far away from these sinful acts so that they are not even associated with you lest you offend 

other believers (especially the Jewish believers).  

 

Conclusion 

The results of this Jerusalem Council were nothing short of miraculous. Grace won! Legalism, salvation 

by human works was declared heresy. Love won in that Christians were exhorted to voluntarily forego 

things that liberty allows to not offend a weaker brother or sister. Not only did grace and love win, Satan 

lost. The Gospel was clarified. There has always been and will always be only one way to be saved. There 

is not a Jewish way and a different Gentile way to be saved. The Gospel is a Gospel of grace! Salvation 

for all mankind is by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone for the glory of God alone. As a 

result, we have the responsibility and privilege of taking this Gospel of grace to the unreached nations and 

our unreached neighbors.  

 

 

 

 
Unless otherwise stated all Scripture quotations taken from the NASB.  


