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Simon 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 sexual 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."

Summary from last week (#46)
All the suffering that happen to Gods’ saints should be considered in the light of the gospel. God’s grace is always behind the scenes of their sufferings. Nonbelievers also suffer for many reasons. They try to overcome their hardships with many kinds of efforts in a worldly way, sometimes by a religious method. However, God’s saints who found the truth of the gospel must have a different attitude toward problem-solving.  With the help of the Holy Spirit’s guidance, we must be able to read God’s divine decree and predestined providence in the midst of our troubles.  Our goal is not simply seeking our character-building but searching our deep darkness that is behind our troubles and discovering the light of God so that we may experience the true power and peace of God’s kingdom.  Through hardships, we are to learn the new heavenly standard and the law of God’s kingdom that are in opposition to the worldly standard within us. God’s kingdom isn’t the same as earth where we have to compete, fight, and receive either rewards or punishment according to our works.  There are many parables given by Jesus in the bible in regard to God’s kingdom. Misunderstanding those messages will make us fall into a false religious belief about God and His kingdom.  It is very necessary for Gods’ saints to go through a process of “tribulation” inside as well as outside of their lives in order to learn the true reality of God’s kingdom while they live on earth. Experiencing God’s true grace is our ultimate goal in the midst of our hardship. Then, all the suffering and hardship is nothing but a graceful mark of the cross and the true blessing of heaven for God’s saints.  The blessing of Immanuel is the best blessing of all and it is experienced especially during our time of hardship.  Through the grace of God, we first realize about the true reality of our beings, our wicked nature by which we have no choice but to kill Jesus. But we continue to discover the amazing love of God in which we are completely forgiven and adopted as God’s children through the Spirit of the resurrected Christ.   God’s saints must remember that their hardship on earth is merely a practice ground to enter into the kingdom of God. So, they have to learn to dwell always in the grace of God and strive to witness the true message of the gospel all the time. "I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world” (John 16:33).


 “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” (vv.17-19)

Many Gentiles turn to God during Paul and Barnabas’ first mission trip. However, “sharp dispute and debate” arise among the Jewish believers.  They insists that “Unless you are circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved”(v.1).  To resolve this matter, Paul and Barnabas are appointed to go to the church of Jerusalem.  However, during the meeting with all the church leaders and apostles, certain believers of the sect of the Pharisees also point out the same concerns.  What is the reason? They don’t feel comfortable with the fact that salvation comes through the name of Christ alone.  They can’t give up all of the custom, honor, and pride that they have achieved at their own risk for a thousand years. They can’t bear seeing God’s salvation freely given to the Gentiles who unlike them haven’t done anything to earn it.  We shouldn’t put anything above God’s grace.  What is the work of “grace?”  The cross of Christ Jesus completely consumes all of our old things; our pride, will, hope, knowledge, and power in the flesh. And then, God begins to establish a new foundation of Christ in us.  Therefore, as much as the new value of the gospel comes into and dwells in us, we may suffer spiritually as well as physically. For a while, we may fall into confusion and chaos when adopting the new order of the gospel in our lives. This dismantling process from our old values by God is a very necessary step for every true believer. There are many treasures that we can’t easily give up because they have highlighted our values and honor to the world.  However, unless they are given up, the life of the living Christ can’t be truly perceived by our eyes. “What is more, I consider everything a loss (“zemia”: damage<”damazo”: to tame) compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ  9 and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ-- the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith” (Philippians 3:8-9). “Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly(anything outside of Christ, the visible law) we are wasting away(“diaphtheiro”: to destroy, ruin), yet inwardly(“eso”: the treasure of Christ, truth filled in our clay) we are being renewed day by day” (2 Cor.4:16). 

The Jews have kept the law and custom of Moses for over a thousand year as a mean of salvation and considered them to be their most righteousness and honorable values, even more important than their own life. So, it isn’t easy at all for them to accept the new fact that salvation only comes through the grace of Jesus Christ alone.   Without God’s true grace, we can’t make a confession above like Paul.  We have gained a new status in Christ. The old status has gone completely.  All the objects that we have trusted haven been demolished: our tradition, custom, belief, honor, etc.  To the eyes of God, they are merely “rubbish” and a stumbling block to the way of our salvation no matter how fancy and godly they may look to the eyes of man.

After many hours are wasted over the discussion, Peter finally stands up and addresses the issue with clarity. “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?”(vv.8-10).  What is the natural sin deeply rooted in man? We want “distinction” so quickly and easily when we feel that we have more or less than others. That is the lustful sin of good and evil acting within us.  We are so accustomed to living with “distinction” and expecting “reward and punishment” for our works. We feel peace at our superiority over others. Whenever we feel inferior to others, we easily become insecure, fearful, and depressed.  We can see the reason why our world falls into more darkness from hatred, fights, murders, and violence every day. Everyone is in an abnormal condition and mentally ill as they are apart from God’s life. However, to the chosen saints of God, the law of God plays a role to expose this evil sin and renew them anew in the grace of Christ.  Men are evil because they easily lie as if they kept the yoke of the law and furthermore, they always try to put a heavier yoke upon the neck of others. Without God’s grace, we can’t stop exercising such evil ways so naturally, since we bear deeply inside of our hearts pride, misunderstanding, jealousy, and hatred all the time. 

Therefore, how thankful it is that we came to know the grace of the gospel? We don’t have to fear man’s distinction and depend upon man’s reward and punishment.  We are now accompanied by God who never makes any distinction but always embraces us with unchangeable grace and love.  Jesus’ disciples had to compete with each other in fear in order to become greater before man as well as in God’s eyes. Until the moment of Jesus’ death, they diligently fought to take a higher position and honor by mobilizing their family power.  When the resurrected Jesus appeared to Peter and called him to follow God’s appointed mission, Peter asked Jesus with great curiosity about the future of John whom Jesus greatly loved.  Then, Jesus said to Peter, "If I want him to remain alive until I return, what is that to(“pros”: advantage, direction, future) you? You must follow me” (John 21:22).  Even believers can’t even be satisfied with the plan of God prepared for them now and in the future because they always compare themselves with others. 

We have too much unnecessary interest in knowing other’s affairs.  We don’t even take care of our own affairs well but try to judge others’ mistakes too quickly. We want to identify others as inferior to us so that we can prove ourselves better and greater in the world. While worrying about others’ sufferings outwardly, we also feel pleasure inwardly. When our faith becomes religious, our wicked nature is reinforced.  "Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men's bones and everything unclean.  28 In the same way, on the outside you appear to people as righteous but on the inside you are full of hypocrisy and wickedness” (Matthew 23:27-28).  From our birth, we have lived with two faces.  If the gospel becomes a religion, this bi-polarization becomes worse within us. Then, we will be like “whitewashed tombs.”  True Christian living is a life in which we mourn our wicked sin that is constantly revealed by God and discover God’s faithful work upon us in spite of our rebellion. That agape work will transform us and make our two faces one in the truth in which we are united with the body of Christ. 

During the discussion at the meeting, “James”(the half-brother of Jesus) supports Peter’s statement by quoting a passage from the book of Amos. "In that day I will restore David's fallen tent. I will repair its broken places, restore its ruins, and build it as it used to be(the new temple of Christ, the dwelling of the Holy Spirit),  12 so that they may possess the remnant of Edom and all the nations that bear my name," declares the LORD, who will do these things” (Amos 9:11-12).  God’s covenant of salvation for the Gentiles was already declared many times in the past. Now the time has come and its promise has been fulfilled through Christ. So, James makes a strong comment on it “We should not make it difficult for the Gentiles who are turning to God.” The word, “make difficult(trouble)” (“parennochleo”: “para”+”enochleo”<”en”:into + “ochleo”:to mob, to harass) means “a behavior of the evil spirit (word) who tries to come in and harass one not  to follow truth” (see Luke 6:18, Acts 5;160). Who is the evil spirit? The evil spirit misuses God’s word and plants inside of man a legalistic and religious word. He makes our easy and delightful gospel very difficult to believe and follow. For this goal, the evil spirit constantly deceives people by forming a group to raise their voice louder and attack the gospel’s grace-centered people of God inside the church.  The ultimate goal of Satan is to make people lame, blind, and deaf spiritually by constantly lying about the truth of the gospel. When we are deceived by Satan’s scheme, we will become a more legalistic and religious people who like to literally practice the law of God.  "When an evil spirit(word) comes out of a man, it goes through arid places seeking rest and does not find it.  44 Then it says, 'I will return to the house I left.' When it arrives, it finds the house unoccupied, swept clean and put in order(legalistic and religious living).  45 Then it goes and takes with it seven other spirits (perfect lie) more wicked than itself, and they go in and live there. And the final condition of that man is worse than the first. That is how it will be with this wicked(“poneros”: legalistic labor and suffering) generation” (Matthew 12:42-45). 

During our Christina living in the church, our primary job is to eat our daily bread of truth and keep our soul clean and not to be polluted by the rotten and dirty word of the evil one’s lies.  The dirty and deceitful words and behaviors are very contagious making each of us wicked servants of God.  When the church is not filled with the word of truth and grace, it will become the wickedest place, a den of robbers on earth where the evil spirits like to dwell. We must study the word of God more truthfully and deliberately so that we can see to establish each other upon the rock of Christ in which no gate of Hades can overcome but flees away from us.

Conclusion
Jesus didn’t come to trouble us. He didn’t gather His power and establish His own kingdom even though he could. He never spoke taking advantaged of others.  He never attacked others who had faith to be saved with legalistic and religious words. He always interceded for His own people with a mourning heart. In order to give us the word of true life, He substituted Himself for our sins and destroyed all of our wicked words by His sacrifice on the cross.  He came into us as a Spirit of Christ and released us from all of our legalistic bondages to the law.  As a result, we didn’t have any trouble coming back to God, i.e., we didn’t have to show God any works for our salvation.  So, don’t let us trouble others who are turning to God with the word of untruth.  Let us boast of the work of Christ perfectly finished upon our lives. We shouldn’t hold any of our old values, customs, or ideologies as a worth of life because they will fade away soon. However, let them be a means of grace to gain the true life of Christ by realizing the work of darkness in them.  Let us truly bless others who are turning to God and grow together as a true church who can supply the pure bread of life all the time.
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