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The theme that we’re going to be talking about this morning is expansion.  The whole theme of the book of Acts and the History of the Early Church is one of constant expansion and growth.  One of the main places where this growth began was right here at this Table.

You know, the meal Jesus originally ate with His disciples was a Passover meal.  The Passover celebrated what God had done for the Jews in delivering them from slavery in Egypt.  But when Jesus takes these symbols, He expands them infinitely to include Himself.  He says, “This is my body that is broken, not just for the Jews, but for all people everywhere in the whole world.”
This, thankfully, includes us.  At this time and in this place we celebrate the fact that we are included in this great act of Salvation through Christ.  In his Gospel, the Apostle Matthew tells the story of how Jesus gave us this Meal:

Matthew 26:26-29 – While they were eating, Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to his disciples, saying, "Take and eat; this is my body." 
Then he took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, saying, "Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. I tell you, I will not drink of this fruit of the vine from now on until that day when I drink it anew with you in my Father's kingdom."
The Meaning Of The Sheet

Our Scripture this morning tells us that a counsel has been called at Jerusalem after Paul and Barnabas have returned from their first missionary journey.  There is controversy amongst the leaders regarding how “Jewish” the new Church should be.  This is where our Scripture picks up the story.

Acts 15:1-21 –  Some men came down from Judea to Antioch and were teaching the brothers: "Unless you are circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved." 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. 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 brothers very glad. 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. 

 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 obey the law of Moses." 

The apostles and elders met to consider this question. 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. God, who knows the heart, showed that he accepted them by giving the Holy Spirit to them, just as he did to us. He made no distinction between us and them, for he purified their hearts by faith. Now then, why do you try to test God by putting on the necks of the disciples a yoke that neither we nor our fathers have been able to bear? No! We believe it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they are." 

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. When they finished, James spoke up: "Brothers, listen to me. Simon has described to us how God at first showed his concern by taking from the Gentiles a people for himself. The words of the prophets are in agreement with this, as it is written: 
" 'After this I will return 
      and rebuild David's fallen tent. 
   Its ruins I will rebuild, 
      and I will restore it, 
that the remnant of men may seek the Lord, 
      and all the Gentiles who bear my name, 
   says the Lord, who does these things' 
 that have been known for ages. 

"It is my judgment, therefore, that we should not make it difficult for the Gentiles who are turning to God. Instead we should write to them, telling them to abstain from food polluted by idols, from sexual immorality, from the meat of strangled animals and from blood. For Moses has been preached in every city from the earliest times and is read in the synagogues on every Sabbath."
A lot of very amazing things were done in times past.  Some people today have looked back at the wonders of the ancient world, like the pyramids, and actually decided that it was impossible for the ancients to accomplish these things.  They can’t imagine these feats were done without help, and so they conclude that aliens visited and aided the ancients.
Likewise, you might wonder at what was being done in the Early Christian Church.  You might wonder how it was that they ever came up with the idea to expand the Church outside of the boundaries of the Jews, taking the Gospel to the Gentiles.

Well, it wasn’t aliens!

Last week we heard that Peter had a vision.  A sheet came down from heaven.  This sheet was full of all sorts of unclean animals.  The voice of God told him to eat from them.  Three times Peter refused.  Then, just at this moment there came a knock on the door.  It was a centurion, one of the Gentiles, an unclean person.  Peter puts it all together and realizes that God is telling him that the Gentiles are okay now, and that the Gospel should be shared equally with them.  “Don’t tell me that they are unclean or that they cannot share in My Gospel,” God says.
There are two facets of this story that are critical to note.  First, God says ANYONE is eligible for Salvation.  ANYONE who hears and responds in faith may join with believers in the Christian Church.  Secondly, when God instructs Peter that Gentiles should also be included, this forces the Jewish leaders of the Church to consider what is at the very heart of their faith.  “What, in reality,” they are forced to ask themselves, “is our message?”  This is a critical juncture in the new Church.  They are laying the foundations for it all.  It is of utmost importance that they get this right. 
In the Old Covenant three qualifications for eligibility were set forth.  For hundreds of years, three questions were asked and governed who was eligible for inclusion in the covenant and thus for salvation.

1. Who is your grandfather?  If your grandfather came from the line of Abraham, you might be “in”.
2. What is your station in life?  What do you do for an occupation?  How thoroughly can you stay clear of the Gentiles.  People, like taxpayers and prostitutes, whose occupations required contact with Gentiles were considered defiled, and were eliminated from the covenant even if they had the required lineage.

3. How fully have you been able to obey every minute aspect of the Law of Moses.

Then Jesus came along and He says, “Don’t say we have Abraham’s for our father.  God is perfectly capable of raising up children of Abraham from the stones that you see beside the highway.”  So, Jesus says, strike qualification number one!

Do you remember what Jesus did with the tax collectors and prostitutes?  He ate with them, and He said that all they had to do was to repent.  They too could be eligible for salvation in Him. Strike the second pillar of the Old Covenant.
And what about the Law?  Jesus says, “It’s all well and good that you’re so careful to keep the letter of the Law, but in your zeal you have forgotten the most important part.  You have ignored the spirit of the Law.  You are careful to pay tithe of your spices, for heaven’s sake, but you neglect the needy and let them go hungry!”  Strike down pillar number three.

So, if all three pillars or qualifications for entering into covenant with God have been knocked down, what reason is there to keep the Gentiles out?

Now Peter has his vision.

All this forces Peter and the Apostles to ask themselves, “What reason do we have to prevent ANYONE from coming?  If it is no longer about their father or any of these other things, do we have ANY reason at all to disqualify anyone any longer?”  The answer is “No!  The covenant is now for everyone who believes on the name of our Lord.”  If the covenant comes by grace alone, then who is worthy?  Who is fit, and who is unfit?  The answer is that ALL are unfit!  No one is worthy of salvation.  But also, ALL are now fit, because in Jesus Christ all who believe have been made worthy.
In the New Covenant, do we choose who we want to come?  No, we do not!  We do not choose who God brings into the Kingdom.  WE are charged with taking the Gospel everywhere.  This is the Gospel ( Everyone may come.  It’s not by circumcision.  It doesn’t matter what you have done or what you do or do not do.  God is calling you.  God sent His Son for you.  He’s calling you to serve Him and He wants to make you His tool.
Benediction
The peace of God, which passes all understanding, will keep your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.  Philippians 4:7
