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things up. Get rid of this outdated message. Relax the strictness. Then people will come!” 
“If we just stop close communion, lighten up about sexuality, stop with the men’s and 
women’s roles, then our church would be full!” Hold on! There’s nothing here about chang-
ing God’s Word. What were probably the two most unpopular teachings of Christianity in 
ancient Greek culture? There is only one God. No sex outside marriage. What two things 
did God lead those early Christians to insist on? No idols. No sex outside marriage. God’s 
Word doesn’t change, whether it’s popular or not. 

 I wonder if we really get this. Being a Christian is not about how well I fulfill all the 
rules. Because I haven’t! But being a Christian is also not about how free and independent I 
am from all the rules. Because I’m not! My insistence on my preferences, and your insist-
ence on your preferences—whatever they are!—is a dangerous sign that we’re not trust-
ing in Jesus for our salvation! You’re not saved by an organ or a piano or a guitar. Not by 
your language or race or citizenship. Not by your popularity or looks. Not by your family 
history or how often you come to church. Can you see how those thoughts pull us away 
from Jesus? Tradition can’t save. Innovation can’t save. Only Jesus saves!  

 We need Jesus. Just like Peter and Paul and James. The denier. The murderer. The 
unbeliever. We need Jesus. When Jesus was on earth, whom did he hang out with? Every-
body. He ate in the homes of rich Pharisees. He associated with prostitutes and tax collec-
tors and “sinners.” Why? To Jesus, there was no difference. Every one of them was a sinner. 
Every one of them needed him. You can see that on the cross. When Jesus was hanging on 
the cross, who mocked him? Everybody. From the Pharisees to the thief hanging next to 
him. There was no difference. Yet, whose sins did he die for? Everyone’s. He promised 
heaven to the thief. He was buried in a rich believer’s tomb. There was no difference! 

 The message of Jesus’ grace is the most universal message in the world. All have 
sinned and fall short of the glory of God—all! It doesn’t matter who you are. You can’t ig-
nore it. You better not excuse it. You’ve sinned! All are justified freely by his grace through 
the redemption that came by Christ Jesus—all! It doesn’t matter what the sin is. Jesus died 
to forgive you! There’s no distinction. No “us” and “them.” Whoever you are sitting by, 
whoever you see walking around town is equal to you in two important ways: A sinner 
who needs a Savior. A soul for whom Jesus died. They don’t have to become like us. They 
need to believe in Jesus’ grace. That’s what’s essential to being a Christian! “We believe it is 
through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they are.” 

 If it’s by grace, that means two things for us and our church. First, we want to be 
people who love Jesus and his Word. There is no other way. There is no other name. There 
is no other Savior. Every day is a day to lay your sins at the foot of Jesus’ cross. Second, let’s 
not make it difficult for those who are turning to Jesus. This summer, we’re going to be 
talking about clearing the roadblocks. We’ll be thinking about these questions: What is the 
truth from God that can’t change, no matter what our culture says? What are the traditions 
that need to change so that we don’t get in the way of people coming to Jesus? Let’s not 
make it difficult for the people who are turning to God.” 
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5 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.”  
6 The apostles and elders met to consider this question. 7 After much discussion, Pe-
ter 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 gos-
pel and believe. 8 God, who knows the heart, showed that he accepted them by giving 
the Holy Spirit to them, just as he did to us. 9 He made no distinction between us and 
them, for he purified their hearts by faith. 10 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? 11 No! We believe it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we 
are saved, just as they are.” 12 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. 13 When they finished, James spoke up: “Brothers, 
listen to me. 14 Simona has described to us how God at first showed his concern by 
taking from the Gentiles a people for himself. 15 The words of the prophets are in 
agreement with this, as it is written: 16 “ ‘After this I will return and rebuild David’s 
fallen tent. Its ruins I will rebuild, and I will restore it, 17 that the remnant of men 
may seek the Lord, and all the Gentiles who bear my name, says the Lord, who does 
these things’ 18 that have been known for ages. 19 “It is my judgment, therefore, that 
we should not make it difficult for the Gentiles who are turning to God. 20 Instead we 
should write to them, telling them to abstain from food polluted by idols, from sexu-
al immorality, from the meat of strangled animals and from blood. 21 For Moses has 
been preached in every city from the earliest times and is read in the synagogues on 
every Sabbath.”  

Let’s Not Make It Difficult... 

 I served at a church in Houston for one year to help start a Hispanic ministry there. 
When I finished my year there, a new pastor—Abe Degner—was assigned to continue the 
ministry. Some faithful ladies eagerly planned a meal to welcome Abe to the church. I 
asked them what our many new Hispanic members could bring to the party. They thought 
about it and said, “Oh, they can bring whatever they want, as long as it’s a Texas sheet 
cake.” I said, “Really? That sounds rather specific!” “Oh, don’t worry. We’re flexible! They 
can bring anything they want, as long as it’s a Texas sheet cake.” So, there were like six 
enormous sheet cakes for the 100 people at the meal. 

 Now, those ladies certainly meant the best. But without realizing it, they were mak-
ing it difficult for the new people who were coming to Jesus. I don’t know if you know this, 
but they don’t make Texas sheet cakes in El Salvador! There was an assumption in their 
minds: “We’re happy these Hispanics are here, but we expect them to become like us!” 
They never would have said it that way, but that was their expectation. Is that ever our ex-
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pectation? Not just for Hispanics, but for any of the people out there? “It’s not enough for 
them to believe the truth about Jesus, ‘they’ need to become like ‘us.’” Do we realize how 
difficult we can sometimes make it for people to come to Jesus?  

 This really isn’t a new challenge. It popped up already in the early Christian 
Church. As the Gospel spread around the world, the question began to arise, “How much do 
new Christians need to be like us?” The people asking were Jewish Christians. Many of the 
new converts were Gentiles—non-Jews like you and me. How “Jewish” did new Christians 
need to be? Can you remember any of God’s special rules for the Jewish people in the Old 
Testament? Circumcision. Sacrifices. Dietary restrictions. But now Jesus the Savior had 
come. He had died and risen. The gospel was spreading all over the world. How “Jewish” 
did new Christians need to be? Was it enough just to believe in Jesus? 

 Some Pharisees who had become Christians insisted that it wasn’t. It wasn’t 
enough to believe in Jesus. They insisted that all new Christians needed to follow the Jew-
ish laws too. You talk about making things difficult! I don’t want to go in depth about cir-
cumcision, but if a man had to be circumcised to join our church today, how attractive 
would that be? What would that do for outreach? At the same time, these had been God’s 
commands for his Jewish people. They took God’s Word seriously. You can’t just cut out the 
parts of God’s Word that you don’t like! So what’s really essential to being a Christian? Can 
you see how important that question was? 

 It was such an important question that the early Christians had a big council in Je-
rusalem. Three main speakers spoke. The first was Peter. God had given Peter a vision and 
commanded Peter to go and preach about Jesus to a Gentile named Cornelius. At first, Pe-
ter refused. It didn’t seem right! The Gospel was for the Jews! But God commanded him. So 
Peter went. He preached about Jesus to this Gentile family, and something amazing hap-
pened: They believed in Jesus! Peter’s whole thinking changed: “God made no distinction 
between us and them, for he purified their hearts by faith.” “We believe it is through the grace 
of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they are.” It’s not the foods you eat or your race 
that saves you, it’s faith in Jesus and his grace! 

 Paul got up next. He had just returned from his first of many missionary journeys. 
He told about all the miraculous things that God had done, even among Gentiles in places 
like Syria and Turkey. There was silence as everyone listened in amazement. No one ex-
pected this! So many people from so many places were coming to faith in Jesus! It makes 
me think about Africa and China and Vietnam today. As Christianity fades away in America, 
people in the most unlikely places are thirsting for God’s Word. How are so many people 
believing? It’s all God. All grace! 

 Finally, James got up to speak. Do you know who James was? He was Jesus’ brother. 
Well, half-brother, because Jesus was the son of God. James was the leader of the church in 
Jerusalem. James took what Peter had said about his vision and what Paul had said about 
the spread of the Gospel, and he did what Christians must always do. He connected it to 
God’s Word. He pointed to the Old Testament, to the book of Amos, and he said, “This is 
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what God has always promised. He’s always promised that he wants people from all na-
tions—Jews and Gentiles—to be saved.” 

 As God guided these three men, I want you to pay close attention to three verses. 
Look at verse 9: “He made no distinction between us and them, for he purified their hearts by 
faith.” There is no difference between Jews and Gentiles, because how are we forgiven and 
saved? By faith! Now look at verse 10: “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?” If 
God has decided to save us by faith in Jesus, should we insist that other people follow laws 
that we ourselves can’t keep? No! Understand? Now look at verse 11: “We believe it is 
through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they are.” Grace means no one 
deserves it. It doesn’t matter who you are! But God gives it anyway. It is by grace you have 
been saved through faith in Jesus.  

 Think about these three men. Peter. Remember what he did? He denied Jesus when 
it mattered most. Paul? The chief of sinners and former persecutor of Christians. James? Do 
you know what Jesus’ brothers—like James—thought about Jesus? They refused to believe 
in him until he rose from the dead. So you’ve got the denier, the murderer, and the unbe-
liever—now the three leaders of God’s church. What does that tell you? Grace. What’s es-
sential? What’s at the heart of being a Christian? It’s not your language or your family his-
tory. It’s repenting of your sin and trusting in Jesus’ grace. Peter, Paul, and James—were 
exhibits A, B, and C of how we’re saved by grace! 

 So what did the council decide? Here was the verdict: “We should not make it diffi-
cult for the Gentiles who are turning to God.” “We should write to them, telling them to ab-
stain from food polluted by idols, from sexual immorality, from the meat of strangled animals 
and from blood.” They settled on four things. No idolatry. No sexual immorality. No stran-
gled animals. No blood. What were they asking? First, trust in all of God’s Word, including 
the parts about no other gods and no sexual sin. Second, be concerned about other people. 
Those new Christians didn’t need to become Jews, but they needed to understand their 
Jewish brothers and sisters in Christ and not offend them by eating things like blood. Con-
cern for God’s Word and concern for God’s people. This is what it’s all about! Make sense? 
Since we’re saved by God’s grace, let’s not make it difficult for people turning to God! 

 So do we? Do we make it difficult? Remember the Texas sheet cake story? It’s easy 
to be blind to the roadblocks that make it difficult for those who are turning to God. In 
what ways do we expect people to become like us to be Christians? Do we think, “Other 
people are welcome, as long as they like getting up early like we do. As long as they have 
quiet kids. As long as they like organ music. As long as they dress nice….” Do you think peo-
ple feel like they have to like a certain kind of music or dress a certain way to be part of our 
church? Do people out there know more about our traditions or our Savior? What require-
ments do we attach to the Gospel? “They are welcome as long as they become like us!” 
Compare that with, “We should not make it difficult for the people who are turning to God.” 

 Now I bet some of you hear that, and you say, “Yes! Change. Finally! Let’s open 


