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I’m grateful to be back preaching post-sabbatical. While I was gone, I had a great time with Ash and with family. I went to Glacier National Park and Yellowstone. I read some books, hiked a mountain, and spent time with God. Also, Ash is pregnant! I’m thankful to our elders, our staff, and all of you! 

When I went hiking in Colorado, visited the ghost town of Ashcroft, Colorado. I found a map of the town [see the online version to view the map]. Earlier in its history, the town had a lot going for it. It had a hotel, a courthouse, a school, and a bookstore. As a pastor, I was immediately on the lookout for a church. And, boom, I found it! At least I thought I did. On the map, I saw a little line that said, “Little Church Around the Corner,” and I thought, “How cute!” But then I kept reading: “Little Church Around the Corner Saloon.” Not what I was expecting. I guess you could say that sometimes you get church right, sometimes you get church wrong. In Ashcroft, Colorado, I think it's safe to say they got it wrong.

We’re in our God Moves in Power series in the book of Acts. I’ve heard of so many things going right since I’ve been away—many baptisms and 37,000 laundry pods collected during the Fall Family Block Party because of your spirit of care. Here’s a question though: How do you keep a church on the right path? In Acts, God moves in power, yes. But isn’t it often the case that, unfortunately, in a church, hypocrisy moves in power? Or greed moves in power? Or personal preference moves in power? Or apathy moves in power? Or power moves in power? Acts 15 is our text and the believers have a problem that is liable to take them off course.

“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’” (Acts 15:1). Interesting. Judea and Antioch are about 300 miles apart. Imagine walking from here to Nashville, not to get BBQ, not for a concert, but to circumcise people! Yikes! Everyone was beginning to realize that salvation wasn’t for the Jew only, but for Gentiles as well. But here’s the question: How are Gentiles to be included in the family of God? In other words, what specific Jewish rules should they follow? Can they eat shellfish? What about clothing with mixed fabrics? Some believers from Jerusalem went up to Antioch saying that salvation depended on being circumcised. They specifically highlighted circumcision because it was THE KEY marker for being a part of God’s covenant people.

But when Paul and Barnabas heard of these circumcisors, “This brought Paul and Barnabas into sharp dispute and debate with them” (Acts 15:2). Unable to resolve the issue there in Antioch, everybody went to Jerusalem to appeal to a higher authority. In Jerusalem, the church apostles & elders met together in a council to address the issue.

After much discussion, Peter got up. 

“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 did not discriminate 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 Gentiles a yoke that neither we nor our ancestors 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.” (Acts 15:7-11)

Once Peter finished, Paul and Barnabas recounted the many things God had been doing amidst the Gentiles from their missionary work. Once they finished, James, the leader of the church in Jerusalem, stood up. “‘Brothers,’ he said, ‘listen to me’” (Acts 15:13). Things got quiet and all eyes were on him. 

Here’s what he said:

“Simon has described to us how God first intervened to choose a people for his name from the Gentiles. 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 rest of mankind may seek the Lord, even all the Gentiles who bear my name, says the Lord, who does these things’—things known from long ago. 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.” (Acts 15:14-20)

James said that because the Scriptures declared Gentile inclusion, the Church should NOT make it difficult for them. But, for the sake of unity and table fellowship with the Jewish Christians, for the sake of holiness, in accordance with the Holy Spirit, the Gentiles should abstain from four things: blood, strangled meat, food sacrificed to idols, and sexual immorality. James’ decision was decisive. From here, the Jerusalem church sent people with Paul and Barnabas back to Antioch to deliver a letter from James and the other apostle and elders, giving the Antioch church their decision.

That’s our text. Now back to our question: How do you keep a church on the right path? We must discern what is doctrine, what is decree, and what is discretion.

DOCTRINE

In high school, I played for the basketball team…of our church. During one game, I suffered a serious knee injury. A girl on the other team (yes, I said girl) kept sticking her leg out and tripping me. I swear! First time, no big deal. Second time, ouch. Third time, I couldn’t walk. Eventually the doctor determined I had some bad cartilage damage. Things in my knee needed to be corrected, so I was given a specific brace with metal rods to wear. I was also given crutches. Eventually, things healed. But imagine that either I or the doctors ignored the absolute necessity to make sure my cartilage and tendons and bones were okay. I wouldn’t be able to be as active as I am or to function as I do today. 

Doctrinal truths are like bones for a church. They are the core, the structure, the skeleton. They are what keep things together. Have a broken foot, you can’t walk. Have a broken back, you can’t move. Have a broken jaw, you can’t eat. Have false doctrine, you have a broken church.

In our passage, Paul, James, and Peter make sure to get the bones set right and taken care of. The circumcision folks came with a doctrinal issue about salvation: “‘Unless you are circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved’” (Acts 15:1). But they knew, as the New Testament makes clear, we are not saved by works of the law, but by faith in Christ.

Paul put it well in Galatians 3:26-28: “So in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith, for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”

Doctrine matters! All throughout the New Testament, the importance of doctrine is highlighted.

· “Teach what accords with sound doctrine” (Titus 2:1).
· “Watch your life and doctrine closely” (1 Timothy 4:16).
· “Watch out for those who cause divisions and create obstacles contrary to the doctrine that you have been taught; avoid them” (Romans 16:17).

You and I must learn our doctrine, watch our doctrine, and watch out for false doctrine! Let me ask: Are the truths of the Christian faith central to your life? To your family’s life? Do you “watch your life and doctrine closely”? If we want to be a church where God moves in power, we must be a place that keeps doctrine front and center. Doctrine matters. 

DECREE

Last week I dug around on the internet and found that churches sometimes make some dumb decrees, or rules. One church instituted an “anti-glitter clause,” saying that glitter is strictly prohibited on church grounds. I’m guessing the student ministry got a little too crazy. Another church had highly detailed, incredibly strict guidelines regarding the maintenance and scheduling of the church van. All this even though the church did not actually own a van! One church required men serving communion to wear a coat and tie—but they didn’t say anything about wearing pants!

You get the point. Some decrees are dumb. Others, however, are necessary. James, the apostles, the elders and church leaders, in conjunction with the Holy Spirit, decreed rules for the life of God’s people. They took the doctrine and then, as shepherds, applied it to God’s people.

Here’s how this plays out here at The Creek.

· The Church receives and teaches doctrine from the Bible pertaining to the heart of our faith (the trinity, salvation by faith, heaven/hell, etc.), so it is a “decree” that our staff has to yearly affirm that they still hold to those truths. 
· The Church receives and teaches doctrine from the Bible pertaining to loving the poor, the stranger, and the outcast, so we make “decrees” so that, with our Generous ministry, we make sure we do that and do it well! 
· The Church receives and teaches doctrine from the Bible pertaining to marriage. We take that doctrine and have certain policies around it. For example, our pastoral staff will only marry one man and one woman.

The early believers knew that Jesus was a Jesus for ALL people, not for Jews only. That’s the doctrine. Everyone was invited in the house. But how do you help brothers and sisters get along inside the house? They needed pastoral guidance to help them live that out. Here’s the letter sent to the churches from Jerusalem: 

“The apostles and elders, your brothers, To the Gentile believers in Antioch, Syria and Cilicia: Greetings. We have heard that some went out from us without our authorization and disturbed you, troubling your minds by what they said…It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us not to burden you with anything beyond the following requirements: You are to abstain from food sacrificed to idols, from blood, from the meat of strangled animals and from sexual immorality. You will do well to avoid these things. Farewell.” (Acts 15:23-24, 28-29)

We can draw two lessons from this: 

(1) The Church has authority to shepherd the people of God. When legitimate church “decrees” follow legitimate biblical doctrine, legitimate Christians are those who submit to legitimate church authorities for the sake of unity!
(2) Just because they did not need to be circumcised, that didn’t mean that Gentile believers were free to behave as they liked. They were to be careful to avoid giving offense to Jewish believers, which means that as much as we need to be focused on those outside the walls of the church, how we treat those inside these walls matters too. We’re called to both!

DISCRETION

Many of you know about my relationship with my wife Ash. She and I are in lockstep with our love for God and each other. But we disagree on a lot—in love. One issue we’ve got right now is that we can’t agree on a name for our baby. I like traditional names. She hates them. She likes modern names, which are not my favorite. Now here’s where I need to be honest: because it’s our kid’s name, it feels so important! I want to raise it to the level of doctrine. But, of course, my baby’s name is not as important at Christ’s resurrection. It’s discretionary even though it feels non-discretionary. Ash knows that. I know that. Don’t tell her I know that though. I’ve got seven months to wear her down!

Here’s what I’m saying: We know the difference between a doctrinal thing and a discretional thing. At the end of Acts 15, after the council, there arose another dispute! Here’s what happened: Paul and Barnabas wanted to do more missionary work. Barnabas wanted to take John Mark, the author of the Gospel of Mark, but Paul vehemently disagreed. Long story, short, “They had such a sharp disagreement that they parted company” (Acts 15:39). Barnabas sailed with John Mark and did good work on Cyprus. Paul took Silas and did good work in Syria and Cilicia. 

Here’s the key point: There are some things that are fundamental. We cannot budge on them. That’s doctrine. Other things are important, binding the church for the sake of pastoring and protecting God’s people. Those are decrees. But then there’s a third category, the discretionary category. Things in this category are not doctrinal and they have not been ruled on by Church leaders, but the Church permits faithful Christians to make wise, biblical judgments according to their circumstances and consciences. 

This would be things like what faithful Bible translation to use, when to have your devotional time, when to add people to your life group, the age for kids to start dating, the type of media you consume, what clothing or jewelry counts as modest or immodest, how to care for the poor, Church/state relations. These are all areas where faithful Christians are to make wise judgments based upon Scripture, wisdom, and conscience.

Here’s a truth: it is entirely possible that mature, godly people may come to different conclusions, and that’s OK. We can continue to respect and love one another, even when we disagree, just as Paul and Barnabas did.

The reality is that nothing will derail the Church faster than for DOCTRINAL things being made DISCRETIONARY and for DISCRETIONARY things to be made DOCTRINAL. 

So, we must discern: Is it doctrine? Is it decree? Or is it discretionary? 

Some time ago, I got to visit where I grew up in Maryland. I roadtripped with Mom and Dad. We had our destination in mind, the essential thing: home. As we drove, we had rules to follow to keep us safe, to keep us on track: speed limits, road lines, stop lights, etc. But there were also things that weren't essential to getting home. We could stop along the way if we wanted to. My parents wanted to stop at Buc-ees. How many of you like it? How many of you don’t like that you like it? What I learned in very quick order is to keep the main thing the main thing. Because, oh boy, did I want to jump out of the car when I heard we were stopping. But I didn’t. It wasn’t worth it. And I’m glad I didn’t because getting to visit my childhood home was a really special moment.

And you know what? I can’t help but think that the Church is a lot like that. There may be some things along the way that aren't your preference. There may even be some things that are hard for you to bear. But getting home, together, following the rules of the road, makes it worth it.

Doctrine. Decree. Discretion.
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