“The Sinews of Peace”

Unity is valuable.  Indeed, it is essential.  Hard to forge – easy to lose.

Are you are attempting to build unity and promote peace between congregations, or within a congregation?  You are engaged on a noble task.  Could you use a little guidance, wisdom and insight?  I’m sure you could – we all could!  Where do we turn……?  How about Acts 15?
The following short article, based on the biblical precedent of Acts 15, contains principles that may help us at this time.  Whether you are among the leaders of a church, or leading a sub-group within that church, I believe you’ll find great inspiration within this amazing chapter of the book of Acts.

The world at large understands – even thirsts – for peace and unity.  Winston Churchill delivered a speech in March 1946 entitled “The sinews of peace”.  It was a time of great uncertainty in the world - and especially continental Europe.  Communism was on the march.   He used for the first time the now-famous phrase “an iron curtain has descended across the Continent”.  Russian historians are said to date the beginning of the cold war from this speech.
  Old alliances were breaking apart, new ones not yet firmly established.  Great opportunities and great obstacles abounded.  He said:   “The safety of the world requires a new unity in Europe, from which no nation should be permanently outcast.”
He made a plea for unity and peace through the banding together of the peoples that could create and defend it.  His desire was heeded in part and although war has flared many times over the last 58 years, there has not been a repeat of the continent-engulfing conflict like the Second World War.

A new kind of unity was needed to meet the challenges of new times.  Are not our churches standing at the crossroads of just such a time today?  Can we achieve a genuine unity that the politicians would envy?  Surely we must!  How shall it be done?  What are the ‘sinews of peace’ that will give us a spiritual unity?

Acts 15.1-35—A Paradigm for Meetings That Build True Unity
The situation in Acts 15 provides us with a fascinating glimpse into some of the strains on the fellowship in the early church.  The way the problem developed and was dealt with gives us  tremendously helpful insight.  Though their situation differed from ours in detail, there are many parallels to which we can relate.  First let’s set the scene …….

An Unexpected Problem
The early church faced a problem that was new to them.

Although Gentiles had been converted before this date, the specific issue of circumcision and strict obedience to the law had not been addressed – at least, not formally.  There was no ‘official position’ on this issue – otherwise, why the need for “much debate” (v7)?

We are in a phase of our church life (individually and collectively) that none of us have experienced before.  Our churches have had brushes with unity, disunity and conformity in the past, but not a breakdown on this scale.  We are now dealing with the subjects of autonomy, cooperation, unity and fellowship between churches that most of us never anticipated ever being an issue.

My understanding of the Acts 15 problem is that their situation was far more potentially disturbing than ours (though some of us may struggle to believe this, I’m sure it is the case!). Perhaps we should take some comfort from the fact that if the early disciples encountered situations that caught them off guard, we should not be too surprised when we face similarly unanticipated challenges to our church life. Not only was the situation unexpected, but …..

An Unprepared People
The early church leadership and membership were unprepared.  It doesn’t seem that their training up to this time had included teaching on the coming “Gentiles-and-the-debate-as-to-whether-they-should-be–circumcised-and-required-to-obey-the-law-of-Moses” situation.  This class had been mysteriously omitted from ‘Firstus Principulus’ and ‘Guardus-the-Gospelus’.  No 1st century DPI scroll had been published, and the KNN tablets were surprisingly silent on the matter!

We know it took the early church many, many years before they understood  the full implications of Jesus’ statement, “you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1.8).  

They simply didn’t ‘get it’ at the time.  Only later did they realize Jesus meant that the Gentiles would be converted.  Hence the rather condescending amazement (at least, to our ears) of the Christians in Acts 11.18,  “Then God has given even to the Gentiles the repentance leading to life.” By the time of Acts 15 they understood that the Gentiles could be converted.  But the full implications of the gospel – that there was now no barrier between Jew and Gentile – had not been unpacked.
  

I may not speak for all people everywhere, but don’t most of us feel utterly unprepared for the task now thrust upon us?  We are at least as unprepared as they were.  

If we are to see God’s purpose in all this and to see His way through the maze, we will do well to look at the way these disciples handled the situation of Acts 15.  In doing so I believe we will see many applications that can help us today.  So – what did they do?

They Dealt with the Situation Positively

They met, they talked and they came up with a solution (vv6, 19).  Silence is unity’s enemy.  How tempting it might have been to ignore or sidestep dealing with the problem.  You’ve probably heard about the ‘elephant in the room’.  Everyone knows it’s there, but no one wants to talk about it, so the pretence continues that it doesn’t exist.  

How hard it can be to summon up the spiritual and emotional energy needed to build unity.  I salute those brothers and sisters who can sit and talk about hard things.  How easy it is to imagine the conversations going badly and frighten ourselves into not even starting to talk.  Many of us have suffered heartache from attempting to resolve things and endured the subsequent agony of clearing up the mess after the bomb has gone off in our hands.

Our Acts 15 brothers and sisters did not ignore the issues and did not delay  - but neither did they rush (‘much discussion’ v7).  If we approach our problems with faith, we will not hesitate to address them.  Neither will we bully others into our own agenda or a timescale of our preference.  

Men and women of faith do not ignore issues – but they do attempt to discern God’s timing.  The question of obedience to the ‘law of Moses’ could have been raised earlier in the life of the church, but I think it’s fair to say that God chose this time.  Why He allowed it to be discussed at this time is hard to say.  Perhaps there had to be larger numbers of Gentile converts for the Jewish Christians to take the issue seriously.
  

We’ll never know all the facts, but we can see that there must be a sensitivity to the Spirit to know when to speak and when to keep one’s counsel.  

The questions that must be asked are:

· Are there any issues you are ignoring?

· Are there any issues you are rushing?

· What is the atmosphere in which discussion is taking place?  Is it godly, optimistic and loving?

Bomb disposal demands engaging with the bomb!  If we don’t talk there will be a greater mess later.  Let’s talk – constructively, faithfully, positively – but, let’s talk about the bomb-laden elephant in the room!

They saw that it was the Spirit that was at work

The debate could have centred on “Whose ‘fault’ is this controversy?”.  The “Who’s fault…?” question is the easiest to ask.  It misses the point.  We see no record of the “Who’s fault?” question being asked in Acts 15.
  We do see however, the “What shall we do?” question coming to the fore (Acts 15.5-6). In asking themselves the question, it became clear that something bigger was happening – the Holy Spirit was at work!  The first person recorded as raising this was Peter. 

Peter links the reception of the Spirit by Gentiles (Acts 10.44) with God’s acceptance of them.  He draws a lesson from it (15.9) and come to a decision on the issue that is as radical a position as any Jew could adopt (vv.10-11).

Next, Paul and Barnabas relate what the Holy Spirit has been doing among the Gentiles (15.12).
 

Finally, the letter is written.  How is it described to the recipients of the letter that these decisions had been reached?  “It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us …” (15.28).  The apostles, elders and the whole church appear to be totally comfortable ascribing these instructions given and lessons learned to the influence of the Holy Spirit.

How long dare we spend debating who did what to whom and why? Many have written on the subject of our tribulations as a church and movement.  Some have been helpful, some have been hurtful, some have been both – probably all have contained some truth.  We must learn from the past in order to honour God with our future, but I believe that we would be wise to take the example of our Acts 15 brethren seriously.
  They saw the Spirit of God at work – and that was enough to cause them to focus on a positive solution and a hope-filled future.

If we are to see a brighter future, then we will be well advised to acknowledge God’s Holy Spirit as being at work.  He has been working, He is working and He will continue to work.  What is the Spirit saying to the churches today?  What is He saying to your life, your circle of friends, your church?  Let’s stop debating “Who’s fault?” it is, and instead ask “What does the Spirit want us to do?”

They listened to the evidence

Unity takes time to build.  As Dr Henry Cloud says in his book “Changes that Heal”, healing the deep stuff takes grace, truth and time.
  I find the “time” element the hardest!  How many of us want quick and easy answers?  Have you had conversations like this ….. ?

Disciple 1
“Let’s just move on as a church.”  

Disciple 2
“What do you mean, ‘move on’.  Where shall we ‘move on’ to?”

Disciple 1
“I don’t know – let’s just get going.”

Disciple 2
“What do you mean by ‘get going’.  Where shall we ‘Get going’ to?”

Disciple 1
“Oh, I don’t know, we just need to move on ……”    etc.

I don’t mean to belittle the legitimate frustration of many who feel a ‘paralysis of analysis’.  I do feel, however, that we’re wise to listen, pray, study the Word, reflect, discuss and then act.  This may take a shorter or longer time – but it will take time.

It must have been tempting for Peter and James (as ‘senior’ among the apostles and elders) to come up with a simple, snap decision.  It is extremely impressive to me (especially given Peter’s impetuous past) to see him and James doing several things:

They listened to others first – 15.5-7

They involved the whole leadership – 15.6, 22, 23

They involved the people with differing views – the party of the Pharisees (15.5), Paul & Barnabas (15.12).

Having done all this, James makes a summary speech drawing what were probably self-evident conclusions.  It’s very tempting for us to assume the best way forward.  But there’s a proverb that comes to mind: Answering before listening is both stupid and rude (Proverbs 18.13, The Message).

Granted that some issues are more significant than others, and that we cannot bring every issue to every table, nonetheless we are wise to listen to all brothers and sisters who have a stake in the outcome.

One word of warning, however.  Talking in and of itself solves nothing.  Unity is advanced in coming to a decision – after having talked.  The brethren in Acts 15 worked out a solution that met the needs of the time in a reasonable amount of time.  We don’t know how long they talked – but it wasn’t years, months, weeks – and maybe not even days.  

They engaged in focussed, concentrated, godly discussion.  They saw the Spirit at work, they involved all those necessary to grasp the issues and they came to a faithful decision.  Everyone benefited – and they could ‘move on’!

Here’s are some question to ponder:

· Have you involved the larger congregation in the larger issues?

· Have you actively, intentionally listened to those with views different from your own?

· Have you focussed on one issue at a time and come to a decision?

Let us listen, pray and decide.
They involved the whole church community, but bashed out the hard talk among the mature leadership

One of the most tricky areas for leadership is to know when to involve everyone and when to have discussions with only a few.  I think it would be fair to say that, in many places, the latter used to be the default model.  There is a healthy trend towards involving many if not all of the congregation in more of the decisions that affect us.  How far do we go with this?  Perhaps Acts 15 gives us some guiding principles.

Firstly, we can see that the whole church became aware of the problem (15.4-5).  Perhaps it would be wise to adopt this ‘filter’ in deciding what to bring or not to bring before the whole congregation.  If the membership are already ‘in the know’ regarding an issue and therefore affected by it, why not ask them for their views?  

Some of us (I include myself) have a fear of ‘people power’!  I’m not advocating ‘voting’ on everything or running the church like a ‘democracy’.  I am suggesting, however,  a healthy canvassing of congregational opinion on matters that affect the whole group.  It doesn’t take long to hold discussions or conduct surveys.

Secondly, we see that the apostle and elders (who had great relationships forged over many years of walking with Jesus and working together) talked it all out (15.6ff).  

The most experienced and spiritual people in the congregation must gather together to pray and more deeply discuss the issues involved.  This will take time and sacrifice – but since when has leadership demanded anything different?
  There are matters that the leaders must ‘bash out’ together before coming back to the congregation.  This should not be an opportunity for fear on the part of the congregation, but an aid towards security and confidence.  

We don’t know if the leadership were unanimous.  We don’t know if every single member of the congregation was satisfied with the outcome.  Perhaps some in the “party of the Pharisees” were not persuaded.  I believe we will take some considerable pressure off ourselves if we do not have unrealistic expectations of unanimity.  It’s OK for leaders in groups of leaders to disagree – it’s just not OK to be disagreeable!  Unity is not the same as unanimity (every single person thinking the same way).  

Why doesn’t Luke give us more information on this in Acts 15?  We don’t know for sure, but perhaps it illustrates the fact that the presence or absence of unanimity was not important.  What mattered was that the right decision was reached in the right way.

After all is said and done, if you’re not in agreement with the rest of the group, why not let a decision be made anyway?  If it’s not the right decision, time will reveal it.  In the meantime, allow direction and progress through humility.  I’m not suggesting that pragmatism should rule over sensitivity.  I am suggesting that they could have spent months debating this hugely significant issue – trying to come to an unanimous position.  The result would likely have been a widening of the split and a damaging paralysis.  If decisions aren’t going your way it may be time to get one’s peace from God rather than from getting what one wants!

It’s interesting to note that James appears to have had the ‘final say’ on the issue (15.19).
  I’d hazard to guess that the church was comfortable with this for three reasons –  i) he was not a lone leader,  ii) he had listened to everyone else first,  iii) he was trusted due to past demonstrated spirituality.  Not all of our current church situations match this.  However, we can strive for the principles demonstrated here and be confident as leaders, as long as we lead with the kind of humility and wisdom shown by James.

Thirdly, the whole church was involved in the solution (15.22).  We don’t know the method they used to chose the men delegated to carry the letter.
  However, they did find the process that worked for them.  

I feel it may be helpful to experiment with ways of gaining congregational involvement in significant decisions.  This can be done while making it clear to the church that the methods used at this time may not always be appropriate in the future. 

Experience will provide us with the wisdom to know whether to do things the same way in the future or not.

Fourthly, the responsibility of carrying the letter was not given to anyone who cared to volunteer.  They chose men who they considered ‘qualified’ for such a task (15.22).  

It’s an interesting thought to ponder on - since this situation had not arisen before, how did they know these men were ‘qualified’?!  We don’t know the answer to this question, but they were clearly spiritual men, experienced in leadership, and in whom the whole congregation had confidence.  As prophets (15.32), they probably had a more public role than most and were likely well known to the church.

Communication is a holy headache.  While we can’t talk about everything with everyone all the time, we are wise if we use all means of communication open to us (group email, web sites, newsletters, announcements, special congregational meetings etc.).  

Perhaps asking ourselves the following questions may help:

· How much communication is going out from the leadership to the congregation?

· Have you used all available means of communication at your disposal?

· Is the culture of your church/group one of openness or secrecy?

In the closest families I know there is an unusual level of openness.  Let it be so among our fellowships as it was in Acts 15 and we will all be blessed.

They turned to scripture for insight

Having accepted they had a problem and that God’s Spirit was involved in the situation, James recalls some scripture that he sees applying to the need of the hour.

One of the lost arts of our day and age (in my opinion) is the practice of ‘deliberate reflection’.  Our lives are so fast paced and ‘instant result’ oriented that it is hard to summon up the energy or will to sit still and think.  This affects our approach to biblical issues as much as any other.

James’ insight is remarkable in that the context of Amos’ prophecy (Amos 9.11) is the restoration of a Davidic monarchy with an Israelite national identity.  The passage in its original setting has no connotations of Gentile inclusion.  James is so open to the prompting of the Spirit of God, that he is able to see a new way to interpret an Old Testament passage in a (for him) modern setting.

I’m not suggesting that this gives us licence to reinterpret the Bible as we see fit.
  I am confident however, that the Scriptures have all the answers we need – if we read them!
    Perhaps a good exercise would be to ask ourselves and one another:

· What passages in the Bible describe our situation?

· What passages in the Bible apply to our situation?  

It’s too tempting to discuss opinions, when we would do better to study for biblical commands, precedents or guidelines.  When was the last time you sat down with a group of people and a Bible to try and sort out a knotty problem?  We’ve got questions galore in our churches today.  How are they being resolved?  How do we decide on the most appropriate leadership structure, the balance of church financing and benevolent funding, the best practice in terms of discipling one-another to Christ etc?

The Bible has advice for us in every area we care to study.  The question remains – will we take the time to study, reflect, listen and, ultimately, practice what we find in the powerful pages of God’s Word?  

The Christians in Acts 15 saw the Scriptures as applying directly to their situation.  If we look carefully enough, I believe we will see the same thing for our day and find similar inspiration.

They came up with solutions that fitted the times

And so, finally, we come to look at their specific answers to the problem.  It seems to me there were three things about their solution that are interesting and applicable to us today:

Firstly, not all the commands were permanent.  The command to abstain from sexual immorality remains in force today.  But what of food sacrificed to idols?   Later we see Paul speaking to the Corinthians and making it clear that food is a non-issue (1 Cor 8.8).
  From this we understand that the specific prohibition was seen, as time went on, to be a necessary but temporary restriction.  Remember - Paul was there in Jerusalem in Acts 15, present at the discussions and seems to have had no problem signing up to the content of the letter.  

Perhaps the lesson for us is not to be overly burdened about getting everything ‘just right’.  The ways we lead and serve now set precedents for the future, but (outside matters of ‘essential doctrine’) we will be wise to say something like – “Until the Spirit of God reveals a better way, for now we’ll do things like this ……”.  

Everything that’s not a salvation issue is open to revision, re-examination and re-interpretation.  Otherwise, how can we say that we are open to God taking us into a better understanding of Him? 

We don’t have to get everything perfect.  Perfection only exists outside of this world.  Let’s aim for perfection (2 Corinthians 13.11) but retain our humility.  We’re not to ‘over-think’ or ‘under-think’, but ‘sober-think’ about ourselves (Romans 12.3).   

There’s the old principle of ‘good, better, best’.  Perhaps your knowledge of the Bible is not as deep as you’d like.  Perhaps your experience in your area of responsibility is not as extensive as you’d like.  But you can come up with a solution that is ‘good’ – even though you may later change it to ‘better’ or ‘best’.

Secondly, the commands in the letter were not burdensome (15.19-20).  I dare say that all the people involved in this dispute (from Antioch to Jerusalem and beyond) were a little anxious about how things might turn out.  A kingdom split was on the cards.  Perhaps some of us feel a similar anxiety as we attempt to peer into the mists of tomorrow.  

The Jerusalem leaders made decisions that caused the Gentiles to rejoice (15.31).  As we try to work out the best way forward in unity, might we take a lesson from this?   

A few decisions, well thought-through and relieving tension and stress, while at the same time calling for commitment, are bound to be well-received.

Thirdly, the commands were not numerous (15.29).  Only four things on the list?  It may have been tempting to write a comprehensive catalogue of all the spiritual and ethical things that should be done.  James and the brothers were wise enough to know that if they were to build unity, they would need to restrict their commands to a few crucial matters.  

How about striving for a few things that strengthen unity?  For example– a conference, some Youth ministry get-togethers, a worship weekend, some teaching days.
   Not so much at once that it adds stress, but enough to multiply encouragement.  Who would want to argue with this?

In Conclusion

I believe we have a duty to understand what has happened.  But we now have an even greater duty to provide vision and direction for the future.

Perhaps these principles recorded in Acts 15 give us the guidelines we need.  What did they do?  They …

· Led with optimistic faith (is there any other kind?!)

· Saw that the Spirit was at work

· Listened to all the facts

· Involved the church while trusting the wisdom of leaders

· Found guidance in Scripture

· Made appropriate decisions that:

· Were clear but not necessarily permanent

· Called for commitment, but were encouraging

· Were few and not burdensome

If you have tricky decisions to make, if you are attempting to build unity in a situation of tension, then may I encourage you to reflect on the events and lessons of Acts 15.

To paraphrase Churchill from page 1,  “The salvation of the world requires a new unity in our fellowship, from which no congregation or congregant should be permanently outcast.”
The sinews of peace will get stronger and stronger as we exercise the muscles of Christian unity.  Such unity is not built in a moment, but it is built through moments like these.  The early church survived, nay thrived as a result of challenges to its unity.  May we look back in years to come and say, “Thank-you, Father, for you helped us build sinews of peace and unity which are stronger than that which went before and better able to withstand the challenges of the future. Amen”

Your brother,

Malcolm Cox

January 2005

� � HYPERLINK "http://www.hpol.org/churchill/" ��http://www.hpol.org/churchill/�.  The full text of the speech is at this address. 


� For example, NATO was founded three years later.


� Acts 10, 11


� Romans 10.12-13 - For there is no distinction between Jew and Greek; the same Lord is Lord of all and is generous to all who call on him. � HYPERLINK "QVB://0/anchor/14" ��For, “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.”


� Perhaps ‘conversation bomb-disposal techniques’ should be taught as a church class – Jesus was the master at this (Mark 12.13ff, Matthew 17.24ff)!


� If Pentecost was 30AD & the conversion  of Cornelius around the late 30s, and  the council of Acts 15 in 49AD – that leaves a gap of about 10 years between the conversion of the first notable Gentiles and this meeting to deal decisively with the issues of circumcision and obedience to the Mosaic law.  That seem quite a long gap to me for such a hot potato.  God must have had his reasons.  


For the chronology of Acts above see “Exploring the New Testament”, Wenham & Walton, SPCK, 2001, p286.


� Although that doesn’t mean it wasn’t asked.  This leads us to two possible scenarios:


The “Who’s fault?” question wasn’t asked – the disciples realised that this wasn’t the issue and simply moved on to the “What is God trying to teach us?” question.  Or …


The “Who’s fault?” question was asked but not recorded by Luke which shows that he did not want his record of the events to focus on this question.  Since the book of Acts was written, at least in part, for the instruction of the later church, we can presume from this that we are wise to take the “Who’s fault?” question out of the agenda sooner rather than later.


� Although they don’t mention the Spirit specifically, the wording used “miraculous signs and wonders” is common terminology for the works of the Spirit.  


� I am not advocating ignoring the past or pretending it does not exist


� A wonderful book that has changed my life.  ‘Changes that Heal’, Zondervan, 1996


� A comment on this from some experiences of the last two years ….. Some of our leadership teams have become ‘burned out’ from the frequency and length of their meetings.  Perhaps we need to look more carefully at our meeting agendas.  At your next meeting why not measure how much time is spent on spiritual issues that affect the whole congregation, and how much time is spent on administrative matters or things that affect only a few.  I suggest this not to say that administration is unimportant or that the needs of the few should be considered, but to make the point that unless we are ‘intentional’ in focusing on the greater spiritual issues ( for example, “How is our worship pleasing God and impacting this world”, “How are Christ and the cross being lifted up as a focus in our church life?”, “What progress is there in building intimate one-another relationships in this congregation?”, “Are we, as a congregation, in love with the Word of God?” etc…..) we will inevitably expend our time and energy on peripheral matters.   


� “It is my judgment …”


� Much like the situation in Acts 6.3, 5


� It would be a daring man or woman who claimed to have new never-seen-before insights of a kind observed here by James!


� A year or so ago someone said to me, “One of the good things to come out of this crisis in the church is that it’s sending people back to their bibles.”  Without wishing to be overly critical of this statement, my experience demonstrates this to be something of a myth.  Our challenges of the past two years have sent some people back to their bibles.  Often they are the same people who took their bible study seriously in the past.  I dare say some have picked up and read their bibles more so than they did before.  But most disciples I know have not changed their patterns of Bible study.  Indeed, it is greatly to be lamented (and I knowingly generalise) that our over-dependence and uncritical acceptance of whatever was taught from the podium in the past, has largely been replaced by an uncritical and indifferent acceptance of whatever is taught now from those very same podiums – whether by the same or different people from the past.


� See also Romans 14.  Paul does not want the weak to be damaged by the strong, so he advocates ‘compromising’ one’s freedom for the sake of the weak where necessary, but he is equally clear that it is not a sin to eat food sacrificed to idols.


� As we’ve started discussing recently in London.  The issue is not the detail of exactly what is done, but more the fact that something is done.
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