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ONE PEOPLE OF GOD
(Acts 15:1-5)

TEXT:  
SUBJECT:  Church Unity
F.C.F:  Why is the church so divided?
PROPOSITION:  Since God has created our unity, we must maintain it. 

INTRODUCTION:

A.  This week we celebrate the birthday of our sixteenth president, Abraham Lincoln, whom some would argue was the greatest president this country has known.  Lincoln shepherded our nation through the turbulent times of the abolition of slavery and the Civil War.  We must remember that Lincoln had no more than four months of formal instruction, and that in a one-room country school house with a teacher who had no more than an eighth-grade education.  


Many Americans are familiar with Lincoln’s Gettysburg address at the dedication of the Soldier’s National Cemetery in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania on the afternoon of Thursday, November 19, 1863.  Less are familiar with his “House Divided Speech,” given to launch his unsuccessful bid for the US Senate in 1858, two years before he was elected president.  Speaking of the abolition of slavery, Lincoln declared in that speech:  “"A house divided against itself cannot stand." I believe this government cannot endure, permanently, half slave and half free. I do not expect the Union to be dissolved — I do not expect the house to fall — but I do expect it will cease to be divided.”


B.  “A house divided against itself cannot stand.”  Lincoln’s perfect logic was borrowed from…the Bible, from our Lord Jesus Christ, recorded in Matthew 12:25.  Jesus was responding to the charge that he cast out demons by the power of the devil, and he replied, “Every kingdom divided against itself is laid waste, and no city or house divided against itself will stand. 26 And if Satan casts out Satan, he is divided against himself. How then will his kingdom stand?”  What’s interesting is that our Lord knew that Satan himself understood this logic and would never be so foolish as to attack his own kingdom or create division in his own house.  Satan knew how fatal this division could be.  


From our text for this morning, we likewise note that Satan understands the destructiveness of division.  Satan sought to create disunity in the vibrant church in Antioch, and thereby to tear it apart.  We must be aware of the schemes of the evil one, and the detrimental effects of division and disunity.   

I. THE BASIS OF CHRISTIAN UNITY.


A.  The basis of our Christian unity is in Jesus Christ himself.  True unity is found in our common confession of faith in who he is and what he has done for us.  And out of that singular confession of faith in him flows the appropriate response of obedience and outreach.  So true Christian unity is based on truth, on beliefs, on the shared doctrine of the Bible to which we give common assent.  


There is a mistaken notion that “doctrine divides and mission unites.”  In one sense it is true that doctrine does divide.  If you do not believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God, the Lord of all there is, and the only Savior of the world, then you are not a Christian and it is absurd to expect us to have Christian unity.  But mission cannot unite, because mission is always based on doctrine.  Mission, what we do, flows from doctrine, what we believe.  Without the common core of truth, there would be no mission.  

B.  That’s why it’s troubling that in the past year Rick Warren, popular pastor of the Saddleback Community Mega-Church, author of all of the “Purpose-Driven” stuff, could make the remarkable announcement that he was ushering in a new reformation of “deeds, not creeds.”  Quoting Warren:  “I’m looking for a second reformation. The first reformation of the church 500 years ago was about beliefs. This one is going to be about behavior. The first one was about creeds. This one is going to be about deeds. It is not going to be about what does the church believe, but about what is the church doing.”  Or, in other words, “Deeds, not creeds.”  The reason why this is so disturbing is because it is so patently silly.  How can you have deeds without creeds? 
Suppose someone asked Rick Warren, “What kind of deeds should we do?”  And suppose when he answered, “Good deeds, helping others and being kind,” the inquisitor then asked, “Why should we do that?”  Warren’s answer, whatever it may be, is a creed.  Without creeds, there are no deeds, or at least there is no purpose for the deeds.  

And that’s what we find at Antioch.  The church there enjoyed great unity of doctrine and of mission, until some others came along asserting teaching that was in conflict with their doctrine.  “1 But some men came down from Judea and were teaching the brothers, “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.”  The result was “no small dissention and debate.”  The unity was threatened by the interjection of beliefs that were incompatible with the truth.  The basis of Christian unity is truth, the mutually shared and confessed doctrine of the Scriptures. 

Some time ago a man said to me, “People don’t need theology, they need Christianity.”  I confess that I was rendered speechless by the stupidity of that statement.  But had I kept my wits about me, I should have asked him, “What do you mean by ‘Christianity?’”  And knowing him, he would have undoubtedly said, “Well, being nice and doing good things to others.”  And then I would have been very nasty and asked him, “Why should we be nice and do good things to others?”  And then it either would have been his turn to be rendered speechless, or he would have answered with theology, doctrine.  When you give a reason, a rationale, or motive for doing the deeds, you are in the realm of theology or truth.  It can be good theology or bad theology, but you need the theology.  There can be no Christianity without theology, because Christianity is, at its core, truth.  
II. THE ATTACK UPON UNITY.

A.  So the attack upon unity will most often be an attack upon truth, especially the core and central truths which are plainly established by Scripture, most often the person of Jesus Christ and the nature of his saving work.  And that’s what we find in the church in Antioch.  “1 But some men came down from Judea and were teaching the brothers, “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.”

B.  Now what’s all that about?  You recall that the church in Antioch was mostly composed of Gentiles, those who were not Jewish.  The Gospel they had received promised that Jesus had done everything necessary to save sinners, and that our only response was one of faith, trusting him and submitting to him.  

But the Jews had received from the Old Testament a great system of sacrifices and rituals by which they were kept in fellowship with God.  Circumcision was the most basic ritual, the entry point into the Jewish faith.  So these men who came down to Antioch from Judea were teaching that Gentiles were saved by faith in Christ AND observance of the Jewish ritual system. 


This is no minor issue.  Either we are saved by faith in Jesus alone, or we are saved partly by Jesus, and partly by our works.  Either “Jesus paid it all” or he only paid some, and we have to pay the rest.  Either the Gospel is good news or it is good advice.  But it could not be both ways.  Jesus cannot be the Savior of some and only the assistant of others.  At stake was the very heart of the truth.  


C.  The assault against church unity often comes in the form of some addition to Jesus.  “Jesus is necessary, just not enough,” will be the line:  Jesus + rituals, Jesus + good works, Jesus + superior knowledge, Jesus + mystical experience.  At the heart of this false teaching which will cause “no small dissension and debate” will be the subtle allegation that Jesus is somehow insufficient or defective or unnecessary and that something more or something else is required to reconcile us to God.

This untruth will have serious consequences to the unity of God’s people.  It will immediately create a division of those who have and those who do not have.  In this case, the circumcised (Jews) had true salvation, while the uncircumcised (Gentiles) did not.  In fact, the Gentiles would be off limits for the Jews, and the result would be separate worship services and separate churches.  It would also radically affect the mission.  Was the commission of the church to make disciples of Jesus Christ or to make Gentiles into circumcised Jews?  Mission flows from doctrine.  Where there is disunity in doctrine there must be disunity in mission.  


So how does this developing discord get resolved?  What is… 

III. GOD’S PLAN FOR UNITY.


God’s plan for unity among Christians is to establish or restore a unity in the truth, the doctrine contained in the Word of God, in “the faith once for all delivered to the saints.”  From this text we see three ways that God maintains unity among his people.


A.  The first means of church unity is the continual study of God’s Word, his truth, the basis for our unity.  You cannot passionately agree to and celebrate God’s amazing work for us in Christ unless you know it thoroughly.  That’s why Paul and Barnabas remained in Antioch after their missionary journey.  Skip back up to chapter eleven where we see the founding of this church in Antioch.  When Barnabas was sent from Jerusalem to give it some oversight, he immediately recognized the need for teaching, and he sought out Paul from Tarsus.  “25 So Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, 26 and when he had found him, he brought him to Antioch. For a whole year they met with the church and taught a great many people.”

And when they returned from their missionary venture, they went right back to teaching.  “And they remained no little time with the disciples.”  (14:28)  The reason this church was so unified and thriving was their continual teaching in the truth.  They were all “on the same page” because they were all learning the marvelous truths of God’s Word together.  


What this means for us is that each of you needs to be faithful in taking in the teaching ministry of the church.  You need to be here as we study God’s Word together, so that we all agree.  That’s how it is supposed to work.  That is what God’s Word says explicitly in Ephesians 4:  “11  And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the pastors and teachers, 12  to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, 13  until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ, 14  so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes.”  How does God intend to ensure that we are not led away into error and disunity?  Through the teaching ministry of the church.  And, beloved, you need to be fully involved in the that ministry.  

I have been saying this now for years, and some of you have been neglecting the ministry of God’s Word for a long time, hardening yourself to his call, wasting your life, remaining unprofitable to the kingdom, immature in your faith as spiritual “children, tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes.”  Time is slipping away for you, time which you can never, ever retrieve.  You need to make and keep the commitment to give full attention to the God-ordained ministry of the Word.  


B.  A second, complimentary way God maintains unity among is people is through debate.  When these men from Judea came along trying to create division through their false teaching, what did Paul and Barnabas do in response?  They debated them:  “1But some men came down from Judea and were teaching the brothers, “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.” 2 And after Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and debate with them….”

Discussion, deliberation, and debate in the church over serious issues is a good and healthy thing.  The centerpiece of such discussion and debate must be the Scriptures, the Word of God.  If the Scriptures speak clearly, then all must bow to the authority of God’s Word.  If the Scriptures do not clearly address an issue, that should say something to us as well, namely, that that issue may not be very important, and that we should exercise some charity and grant liberty with respect to others’ viewpoints.  For example, one of the hot topics the past couple of decades or so has been styles of worship:  “traditional” vs. “contemporary” worship.  What’s interesting is that the Bible does not say much about styles of worship.  I think the New Testament knows of at least two, distinct types of Christian worship, one resembling the formal, Jewish synagogue, and the other, the less formal Gentile gathering.  So debating styles of worship has probably been less helpful than discussing the elements of worship would have been instead.  But we need to keep reading, studying, and discussing God’s Word so that we can apply God’s Word in our context.  


C.  Another means God has given to help us maintain unity is in the larger structure of the whole church together.  If I needed any convincing that the Presbyterian system of church government is the biblical form, I need only read Acts 14 and 15.  In Acts 14, the apostles appointed elders to oversee the flock in all of those new mission churches.  And in Acts 15, when there was a significant challenge to the unity of the church through some false teaching, the apostles called the first General Assembly meeting.  The New Testament church was clearly a Presbyterian church, as we will see together next time when we consider the first General Assembly.   
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