
The Turn from Fundamentalism: Part Two 
 

So the apostles and elders centered in Jerusalem met there with delegates from Antioch to 

consider admission standards for Gentiles. It is said that every generation, certainly every 

age, has its own question, and that was theirs: Did non-Jews have to be circumcised 

according to the custom taught by Moses to be recognized as legitimate believers? The 

conservative or traditionalist position was clear and strong. On their side they had 

precedence, Jesus’ own example, pragmatism, history, justice and even the actual 

Scripture the church then had.   

 

Now let’s consider the liberal position (Acts 15:6-11). Note, first, who the spokesperson 

is: Peter, who probably couldn’t have done this if Paul hadn’t laid into him earlier 

(Galatians 2:11-14). Now notice Peter’s argument: “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 gospel and believe. God, who knows the heart, showed that he accepted them by 

giving the Holy Spirit to them, just as he did to us. He made no distinction between us 

and them, for he purified their hearts by faith. Now then, why do you test God by putting 

on the necks of the disciples a yoke that neither we nor our fathers have been able to 

bear? No! We believe it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as 

they are.” Incidentally, who does Peter sound like? Paul! 

 

And notice what he appeals to – what the liberal position is based on. He appeals to the 

heart: “God … knows the heart.” He appeals to the evidence of the Spirit: God shows he 

accepted them by giving the Holy Spirit to them. Look at them, Peter says. They have the 

same love and joy and peace, the same spirituality we have. He appeals to faith: “God 

purified their hearts by faith.” He appeals to experience: Besides the law is an unbearable 

yoke. “It’s a yoke that neither we nor our fathers have been able to bear.” Neither we nor 

our fathers were good at it. We were always so inconsistent, so selective. And finally he 

appeals to grace: “It is through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved,” as Peter 

especially knew! And that’s it!  That’s the liberal position – heart, Spirit, faith, 

experience and grace. Next in Acts 15:12-13 Barnabas and Paul make their report, telling 

all the incredible things God has done among the Gentiles, reminding their listeners that 

none of this is abstract or philosophical. People’s lives hang in the balance! 

 

But who wins on the merits of the case? On the one side is precedent, pragmatism, 

morality, identity, survival, justice and Scripture. On the other are heart, Spirit, faith, 

experience and grace – all pretty much touchy-feely stuff.   

 

Now for the resolution. Notice again the spokesperson: James, the brother of Jesus, 

himself a rigorous observer of the Law, so good he was called “James the Just,” so pious 

and often in prayer that he came to be called “Old Camel Knees,” and the champion of 

orthodoxy. Remember how Peter in Galatians 2 got in trouble when men came from 

James. And this is what he concludes (Acts 15:19-20): “It is my judgment, therefore, that 

we should not make it difficult for the Gentiles who are turning to God. 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. And so James, the fair-

minded conservative, decides for humanity, for what is humane – “we should not make it 

difficult,” and the resulting letter (verse 28) reads, “not to burden you with anything 

beyond the following requirements.” On the issue of legitimacy/salvation, he decides for 

freedom. Non-Jews do not need to be circumcised. But on the issue of fellowship, there 

must be some negotiation. So four restrictions are suggested, in essence, to refrain from 

food particularly obnoxious to Jews (Lev. 17:8-13) and to conform to Jewish marriage 

laws, that is, to behave considerately and respect conservative sensitivities. 

 

And James carries the day, this believer of impeccable orthodox credentials, his devotion 

and commitment unquestionable, who has listened, loved, carefully reflected, weighed 

the gospel, and weighed the circumstances, as his brother would have done. And the 

decision recorded in the letter for Antioch and general circulation is essentially his 

decision. 

 

But do not miss that James has just laid to rest the notion that his brother’s church will be 

a law-based society. Moreover, there is an important postscript to this story. Even the 

four official restrictions prove transitional. Some years later, in 1 Corinthians 8-10 Paul 

again addresses the issue of “food sacrificed to idols,” and rather than citing the 

conclusions of the Jerusalem conference, he reasons again – for three full chapters – from 

first principles, and appeals to their common sense, their conscience, and their charity or 

concern for others.  But he does not insist on following precedent. He does not turn the 

findings of the Jerusalem conference into law because the movement of which he is an 

apostle is based on grace and not law, and the communities he founds are built around the 

centrality of love and trust rather than a moral or legal code which establishes all 

practical implications in advance.  

 

So notice the pattern and the precedent set by this conference in Jerusalem. Notice its turn 

from fundamentalism, its turn from literalistic and legalistic readings of Scripture, and its 

turn toward believers reflecting on their own lived experience and the Spirit or breath of 

God moving in and through them. Yes, Scripture is consulted, cited, honored and 

respected. But it does not have the last word. The last word – the deciding factor – is how 

the Spirit of God continually reveals itself through the experience of the community of 

faith.  It’s a choice for grace and not for law.  It’s a choice for freedom and not for a yoke 

which neither we nor our fathers have been able to bear. It’s a choice for inclusion and 

not exclusion.   

 

And the story we find ourselves in depends on this choice being made over and over 

again, or we find ourselves in wrong stories, trapped in issues of centuries past, in small, 

coercive, fearful stories that exclude people. But also notice this. When issues come up,    

when the questions of our generation come up, when churches gather to deliberate and 

decide, more often than not, it will be men like James who carry the day – fair-minded 

conservatives, with impeccable orthodox credentials, their devotion and commitment 

unquestioned, who listen carefully, who stop and look and see, whose minds are informed 

by love, who weigh the gospel, weigh the circumstances, weigh the circumstances against 



the gospel, and decide for humaneness, for freedom, for grace, for what is truly loving. In 

my own church experience, I have been blessed by many such brothers and sisters.  

 

Never forget that the church needs both its “liberals” and its “conservatives,” maybe its 

liberals to keep it challenging its own too-easy status quo and its conservatives maybe to 

keep it anchored to its most fundamental convictions.  And in the end, it usually comes 

down to what its fair-minded conservatives decide. The church is as good as its fair-

minded conservatives, and usually follows where they lead. They are, in a sense, the 

custodians of  the story in which we find ourselves.   

 

The challenge is that we who are by nature and heritage conservative when we come to 

the hard questions of our time will think and decide carefully and with love, that we will 

wrestle with what gospel means, work at it until it becomes clear to us, and then think 

and decide in ways that keep the good news clear and that do not shut the kingdom of 

heaven in people’s faces. Every generation comes to issues like those addressed in 

Jerusalem that day. And the future of the gospel, the rescuing of the world, depends on 

deciding as they did, returning to matters of the heart, seeing the way the Spirit or breath 

of God moves in us and through us, trusting God, recognizing that every time we have 

chosen for law we have always been inconsistent and selective in our practices, choosing 

what is humane, choosing for inclusiveness, choosing against a yoke that neither we nor 

our fathers have been able to bear.   

 

The story we, and others, find ourselves in depends on this. Over and over and over 

again. 

 – Dale Pauls 

 

 

  

 


