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“Making Room for Others”
Ephesians 1:15-23; Acts 15:1-2,12-21 May 25, 2014

So you have a disagreement?  How will you settle it? Some 
simply walk away and pretend it is not there until it explodes with 
fury.  Others raise their voices, slam their fists on the table and 
bully others into getting their own way.  Sometimes disagreements 
become so acute that relationships are broken, organizations 
split and even wars break out.  Some people close their minds 
to anything that challenges their fixed ideas and do not want 
to have anything to do with people who hold other viewpoints.  
Disagreements are nothing new.  The question is not will people 
disagree, but how will people choose to settle their disagreements. 

Ever since the first day the church gathered, there have 
been disagreements.  They didn’t begin with today’s issues, the 
Reformation of the 16th century, or the 11th century split 
between the Roman Catholic and the Orthodox churches.  
There are passionate disagreements in the New Testament 
church.  Whose job is it to care for the needy?  What is the role 
of women?  How will masters and slaves, rich and poor break 
bread together?  Are some spiritual gifts and some people more 
important than others?  How do I live as a follower of Jesus in a 
pagan world?  

As the church moved into the Gentile world, new issues and 
new disagreements sprang up.  From the beginning, the church 
called councils to decide questions of theology and common life.  
These councils gave us such important documents as the Nicene 
Creed, which affirmed for the church the full divinity of Jesus 
Christ and the doctrine of the Trinity.   

The very first council meeting is described by Luke in the 15th 
chapter of Acts.  The council in Jerusalem is the culmination of 
Luke’s story of the spread of the gospel from the Jewish world 
to the Gentile world.  It begins in the 10th chapter with Peter’s 
vision of God cleansing all unclean things.  A Roman Centurion, 
Cornelius, had a vision telling him to summon Peter to his house.  
When Peter crossed the threshold of this believing Gentile’s 
home, Peter realized that God was not talking about animals that 
Jews were forbidden to eat, but about all people being acceptable 
to God through Jesus.  Peter declares, “God has shown me that I 
should not call anyone profane or unclean” (Acts 10:28).  

Not everyone in the mother church was happy with the 
inclusion of the Gentiles.  Many Jewish Christians felt strongly 
that Gentile believers must also keep the law of Moses symbolized 
by circumcision and strict dietary regulations.  It is hard for us to 
understand today what a volatile and divisive issue this was for 
the church.  In the first century, clear distinctions about clean 
and unclean people and clear boundaries about table fellowship 

and social interaction were not only seen as important but as 
essential.  It was morally repugnant to have intimate fellowship 
with unclean Gentiles.  What is a matter of indifference to us 
today, was a make or break issue for the Jewish church. 

How did they settle this disagreement that threatened to 
rupture the church?  They called a council meeting in Jerusalem.  
Paul, Barnabas and some of the other leaders of the Gentile 
church in Antioch went to Jerusalem to meet with the leaders 
of the mother church.  The Christians from Antioch made their 
testimony to the Jerusalem church.  Upon hearing the mighty 
things that God was doing among the Gentiles, James, the leader 
of the Jerusalem church, declared, “Therefore I have reached 
the decision that we should not trouble those Gentiles who are 
turning to God, but we should write to them to abstain only 
from things polluted by idols and from fornication and from 
whatever has been strangled and from blood” (Acts 15:19, 20).  
They did not require the Gentile converts to become Jews and 
keep the law of Moses, but only trust in the forgiveness and grace 
that comes through the Lord Jesus Christ.

In his book, Scripture and Discernment, Luke Timothy 
Johnson makes the case that what is authoritative for the church 
today in this story in Acts is not the terms of the agreement, 
but the process by which the agreement was reached.  In other 
words, while we are concerned about promiscuity, we are no 
longer concerned about pollution from idols or eating meat that 
has not been ritually prepared.  It is the process, not the details 
of the decision that reveal the dynamics of decision making in 
the church (p. 78).  We are bound by what Scripture reveals to us 
about how decisions should be made in the church.  

What did the council do?  They listened to the testimony of 
Paul and the others about the great things that God, through the 
Holy Spirit, was doing among the Gentiles in many cities.  They 
heard things they had never before heard or imagined.  When 
we tell our story of faith, we are telling the most important story 
of our lives.  We are telling how we have seen God acting in our 
lives.  Our stories are woven together with the stories of others.  
Our faith story is not our own doing.  It is the work of the Holy 
Spirit in us through the actions and stories of others.  Our stories 
reveal that we are a part of a community.  We did not come to 
faith on our own.  We tell our story in light of the great stories of 
the faith in Scripture from Genesis to Revelation and especially 
in light of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus.  

On Tuesday evening, the Session met with the members of 
the 2014 Footsteps of Faith Class.  This year, more than 20 of 
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our graduating seniors have studied the life of Paul and the early 
apostles.  In a little more than a week they will begin their own 
journey of faith as they follow in the footsteps of the apostles.  
We had dinner together around tables and then small group 
discussions.  The first question asked of the elders and the 
students was this: where have you experienced God’s presence 
in the last few weeks?  We began to tell our stories of faith.  
It was brief, but it was powerful.  We listened to one another 
with respectful silence and words of affirmation.  In those few 
moments of shared stories, we grew in our appreciation of the 
diverse ways the Holy Spirit moves in our lives. 

It was hard for the Jerusalem church to swallow the truth that 
the gospel was for all people not just for the Jews.  People were 
finding forgiveness, hope, and spiritual power without keeping 
Jewish customs and rituals.  They were finding a new life in Jesus.  
The Jerusalem church kept respectful silence long enough to hear 
things that challenged their fixed ideas and rocked their world. 

Not only did they listen, but they discerned that what they were 
hearing was indeed the work of the Spirit manifested in new ways 
among new people.  Their discernment took into consideration 
their own religious traditions and their own experiences of 
God’s grace.  They found in the Scripture affirmation of what 
they were hearing.  It was not simply a repetition of prophetic 
words and biblical stories, but prophetic words and stories 
lived in new ways.  This was the new thing that God was doing!  
In his letter we heard today, Paul prays that God will give the 
Ephesians “a spirit of wisdom and revelation” as they come to 
know Christ.” (Eph. 1:17).  The more we discern what God is 
doing in the church and world the more we will understand the 
richness of God’s plan for creation and experience the power of 
Christ in our lives.  Spiritual discernment is a lifelong process 
that enables us to grow in our faith until the day we die. 

Then they made room for others.  They did not force the 
Gentile converts to become practicing Jews in order to become 
Christians, nor did the Jewish church cease to practice Jewish 
laws.  Even though it was hard for them, they made room for 
both in the church.  They agreed to disagree.  We have a hard 
time making room for others when their spiritual beliefs and 
moral practices are different from our own. 

Over the centuries the church has divided over issues such as 
slavery, race, doctrines, and the equal participation of women 
in the leadership of the church.  Across the religious landscape 
in America, denominations are having a hard time holding 
together.  We have congregations leaving our denomination 
over issues primarily centered around our understandings of 
human sexuality.  The crisis is not just within the Presbyterian 
Church.  Lutherans, Methodists, Baptists, Episcopalians and 
Catholics are facing these challenges as well.  Congregations 
and denominations that split over single issues only split again 
as the next controversy arises.  At times the church has come 
back together after much pain and loss.  What divides in one 
generation is forgotten in the next.  Congregations are leaving 

religious communions because they want to be with “like 
minded” people who agree with them on certain social and 
moral issues.  They do not want to make room for those who 
disagree with them.  The only kind of “like mindedness” we need 
in the church is for all us to have the mind of Christ.  Having the 
mind of Christ is quite different from having the same opinions 
or beliefs on every subject. 

In his book, The Good and Beautiful Community, author 
James Bryan Smith says that the church is to be a Christ-
centered Community.  James Smith, who will lead our fall 
spiritual enrichment retreat, writes:

“Let me state the obvious and awful truth: the church of 
Jesus Christ has been split into many different factions who 
refuse to have fellowship with one another. For a people 
who claim one Lord, one faith and one baptism, we are 
not one church but exist in isolation, judgment, suspicion 
and condemnation. This is a sad and terrible situation that 
undoubtedly grieves the Father, Son and Holy Spirit (p.86).”

Smith goes on to say that we have embraced a false narrative that 
deludes us into thinking it is acceptable to separate ourselves from 
those who do not look like us, act like us or think like us.  Our 
diversity and our unity are grounded in the triune God: Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit: each unique; each distinct; all one.  Smith 
writes, “If your heart beats with a love for Jesus, then take my hand 
and we will walk together in fellowship” (p.89).  I say, “Amen.”

The 221st meeting of the General Assembly will meet in 
Detroit from June 14 – June 21. The Commissioners to the 
Assembly come from all over the country to consider a massive 
amount of business from global missions to publications, from 
the work of the Presbyterian Women to our seminaries, from a 
new Creed to statements on social issues.  Each year the Assembly 
deals with controversial issues over which Presbyterians in good 
conscience disagree.  This year will be no exception.  Topics like 
divestment from American companies doing business that aid 
in the occupation of Palestinian territories and the definition of 
marriage will spark debate and controversy.   

John Wesley preached, “Though we cannot think alike, may we 
not love alike?  May we not be of one heart, though we are not of 
one opinion?  Without all doubt, we may.  Herein all the children 
of God may unite, notwithstanding these smaller differences.” 
(Sermon 39: “Catholic Spirit,” Wesley’s Complete Works).

May we and our Assembly in all of our deliberations as the 
body of Christ take as our pattern for settling disagreements and 
reconciling differences the pattern of the church in Acts: 

listen respectfully, 
discern wisely 
and make room for one another.


