
Thought for the Week 
 
Thought for the Week is based on one of the day’s lectionary readings.  
For the Bible online, go to: http://bible.oremus.org/ 

Choose your version (we use NRSV in church) 
Copy and paste the reference into the search box and the passage will be displayed. 
 
Wednesday 5th May 
Acts 15.1-8 
 
Acts 15 records a dispute in the early church. It was one of the biggest disputes and the 
cause of much difficulty at the very beginning of the mission of the church. At its root was 
the question of whether Jesus was Saviour for the whole world or Messiah for the Jewish 
people – and those who chose to join the Jewish people. Were all the laws of the OT 
incumbent on those who followed Jesus or not? Circumcision was and remains a physical 
sign of belonging to the Jewish community, and here it stands for that belonging.  
Since Jesus and all the first apostles were Jews, many of them understandably took the view 
that all Gentiles who believed in Jesus should undertake circumcision and join the Jewish 
faith, as was not uncommon in those days for Gentiles who believed in the God of the Jews. 
One can see where they were coming from, as it were.  
However Paul’s view was the opposite, despite himself being a Jew of the highest possible 
pedigree, as he pointed out. He felt that Jesus’ death and resurrection superseded the old 
order to such an extent that Gentiles could join the community of faith without 
circumcision. The good news was for all. God accepts us as we are. This was the view which 
eventually prevailed, not without quite a struggle. Most of what Paul wrote about 
‘justification by faith’ sprang from this dispute. It was one’s inner faith in the saving act of 
Christ which saves, not any outward observance of the law.  
When we look back at the scriptures, both the old and the new testament, we can see so 
many signs of this universal gospel from long before Christ, proclaimed in the prophets and 
lived out by Jesus in his own example, that it may seem strange to us that the apostles 
found it hard to accept and disputed the matter at all. But hindsight is always clearer than 
the way we see things at the time. And our perspective is so different, since in our world 
Christianity and Judaism are two separate faiths, even though we know the connections 
between them.  
This was all long ago but it makes me wonder, how will today’s disputes and disagreements 
in the church be viewed in the future? Will we seem blind or slow to understand or 
prejudiced? Society as a whole is reviewing its history of how we have treated people of 
different races, and recognising that we have been, and in some case still are, racist. Given 
the period of time since equal opportunities legislation, this is shaming for us all. And are 
there other matters which might be looked back on in the future and will seem obviously 
wrong or misguided, in the church or in wider society?  
The Council which met according to Acts 15 came to a clear conclusion in favour of Gentile 
admission to the church. But we know from the epistles that matters rumbled on for longer 
than this. Change takes time to be accepted and bedded in.  
If we oppose today’s changes, is that because they are wrong or simply because we are not 
used to them? Do they contradict or express the heart of our gospel? Can we aim for the  
humility to recognise that the way we have always done things is not necessarily the right 
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way for evermore? That the church is always in flux, always seeking to live out the truth and 
never, probably, never quite managing it?  
 
Keep us, good Lord, under the shadow of your mercy in this time of uncertainty and distress. 
Sustain and support the anxious and fearful, and lift up all who are brought low; 
that we may rejoice in your comfort, 
knowing that nothing can separate us from your love 
in Christ Jesus our Lord. Amen. 

 
 


