
Sermon for Saint James of Jerusalem – Acts 15:12-22a 
 

In the Name of the Father and of the Son  and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
  

The church, even since her earliest days, has been a place of controversy.  The 
account read earlier from the Acts of the Apostles bears ample witness to this fact.  Lest 
we think that the church ever had a golden era of peace and tranquility, Luke records 
the happenings at the first church council at Jerusalem.  Who was there? Who were the 
characters involved in this coming together of leaders of the newly born church? They 
were the apostles and they were the pastors of varying stripes and allegiances to the old 
covenant of the ceremonial and civil laws.  This was the heart of the debate: ―Must one 
keep the laws of Moses to be saved?‖ It all started when Paul and Joseph Barnabas 
returned from their missionary journeys where they proclaimed the salvation of all 
mankind to every Gentile nation, apart from the law (the last phrase being the operative 
one).  But it was the leaven of the Pharisees, yes, that same law-driven thinking with 
which our Lord had to contend, that was influencing the Jewish Christians to say, 
―Unless you are circumcised according to the customs of Moses, you cannot be saved‖ 
and ―It is necessary to circumcise them and to order them to keep the law of Moses.‖ 
 

The Pharisaic claims from some in the newly formed church bears witness to the 
Old Adam, who is alive and well in each sinner.  In fact, we could say that a little 
Pharisee lives in each and every one of us.  Or, at least we’d like to think he’s little.  It’s 
the Pharisee in us that wants to rely on our works as opposed to the Gospel.  Now what 
do I mean by that? Have you ever sinned against someone and you would do anything 
and I mean anything, rather than say, ―I’m sorry, will you forgive me?‖ We would 
rather butter them up and flatter them until we’re blue in face than say those words.  
We’d rather do back-breaking labor, buy endless amounts of fancy things to give, or go 
to any extreme length than to say those two words: ―I’m sorry.‖  But why is that? Why 
do we rely upon our works rather than the mercy of those we’ve wronged? It’s because 
of that Pharisee inside us.  It’s that Old Adam that does not want to die.  Because saying 
―sorry‖ is like a little death.  The Pharisee dies when we apologize.  A part of us dies 
when we ask for mercy and forgiveness.  It is the part that says, ―I can do this,‖ ―I can 
make this right,‖ ―I trust in myself, and I don’t need you or God.‖  This is the same 
Pharisaic yeast that leavened the early church by those who would contend that the 
Law must be obeyed before one could rightly be called Redeemed of Christ.  To this 
thought, Peter stood up and bore testimony to the dream sent to him by God: that God 
has declared all Gentiles to be clean, that they also should hear the word of the Gospel 
and believe and that God has saved them through the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ as 
He had done for all people, Jews and Gentiles alike. 
 

After this, ―the assembly … listened to Barnabas and Paul as they related what 
signs and wonders God had done through them among the Gentiles.‖  Notice God is 
the one acting, doing the signs and wonders through His servants.  However no small 
debate continued to rage on within the church between the two polarized groups: the 
Pharisaic party on the one hand and Peter, Paul, and Barnabas on the other.  The 



clamoring continued over this vital question: ―Were the Old covenant laws necessary to 
follow for salvation or was salvation given by God’s grace alone through faith in Christ 
Jesus?‖ Who would break this deadlock? 
 

It was James who spoke and silenced the crowd.  This James, the one whom we 
commemorate today, had many titles.  He was the Bishop of Jerusalem.  Sometimes he 
was called ―the Just.‖  Sometimes he was called the ―brother of our Lord.‖  Christians in 
the Western church have identified him as James the Lesser, one of the twelve apostles.  
Nonetheless it was this James, whom the Jerusalem church looked to as her head and 
Bishop, who gave the decisive word. 
 

And what was that decisive word? Was it his own opinion that he posited? Was 
it a good mediating position to which all could agree? Was it the pragmatic choice to 
keep the most people happy? Absolutely not! James’ decisive word was not his own 
word, but a firm and clear ―thus saith the Lord.‖  Yes, James went back to the 
Scriptures: the Old Testament Prophets as the authority.  From the Prophet Amos: 
―After this I will return, and I will rebuild the tent of David that has fallen; I will rebuild 
its ruins, and I will restore it, that the remnant of mankind may seek the Lord, and all 
the Gentiles who are called by my name, says the Lord, who makes these things known 
from of old.‖  This same God who had given His holy people circumcision and animal 
sacrifices as a shadow of things to come, is the same Lord Jesus Christ whose name is 
placed upon the Gentiles and all of God’s redeemed in Holy Baptism.  Through Him, all 
mankind, both Jew and Gentile is once again restored to peace with God.  We are freed 
by the grace of Christ Jesus.   
 

So ―what then? Are we to sin because we are not under the law but under grace? 
By no means!‖ James would rightly point out that freedom to sin is really no freedom at 
all.  His encouragement? Abstain from things polluted by idols, and especially the 
Pharisaic idol who dwells within us—the one who says I can do it on my own without 
my neighbor and without God.  Abstain from sexual immorality.  Abstain from things 
that have been strangled.  Abstain from blood, and especially our blood, which we 
would gladly shed rather than asking for mercy and forgiveness for those we’ve 
wronged.  Instead, rely always on Christ’s Blood.  Then, we can sing with 17th century 
pastor Paul Gerhardt: ―From God’s joy can nothing sever, for I am His dear lamb, He, 
my Shepherd ever.  I am His because He gave me His own Blood for my good, by His 
death to save me.‖ 
 

While controversy has always been part of the church, be it 1st century Jerusalem, 
or Germany at the time of the Reformation, or today within the hearts of every 
Christian, this truth remains: No works of our own can ever save us.  It’s only by Christ 
Jesus who has done every work for you, who atones for your every sin.  Amen. 

 
The Peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and minds in 

Christ Jesus. Amen. BJF 


