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Title: Our missional ministry of reconciliation   

 
Purpose: To inspire the congregation to live into our calling to preach the Good News to the ends of the earth as we 

welcome the opportunity to join the Holy Spirit in the ministry of reconciliation – with ourselves, with our God, and 

with our neighbors near and far.  

 

 As a congregation we have been on a journey through the timeline of Heilsgeschichte – 

God’s salvation history. We have moved from the beginning of the problem defined clear 

through to now coming to the solution accomplished as we look at two accounts from the book 

of Acts. Last week Sara Wenger-Shenk worked to answer the complex, and multilayered 

question of, “How does Jesus save?” I was inspired and challenged by her sermon as she 

reminded us that we are all saved by the grace of God through Jesus. It is a gift. It is a gift to start 

over again and again and again. It is not of our doing, it is only through grace, the gift of grace, 

that we might experience salvation and a new start. Hallelujah! 

 In many ways this sermon is a part two to Sara’s sermon as we begin to now ask, “So, 

what?” Or perhaps better stated then we could ask, “Who is this Good News for? Who are we to 

proclaim the Good News to?” And then perhaps even some more difficult questions such as 

“What limits do we put on the Good News, either intentionally or unintentionally? Who do we 

deem unworthy to hear or receive the news of God’s salvation and grace? Who and what in our 

lives and in our world needs our ministry of reconciliation?” If in fact we do believe Sara’s 

inspiring word of the salvation and hope found only in Jesus by God’s grace, then we must be 

asking, “What is next with this proclamation of Good News?” 

 This morning we move to the book of Acts as we look at two monumental and pivotal 

experiences of the Early Church. These two experiences have created lasting implications that 
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are still impacting our church today in 2015. These two pivotal experiences are Pentecost, and 

the Jerusalem Council found in Acts chapter 15.  

We begin then by looking back at the events of Pentecost so I invite you turn with me to 

Acts chapter 1. The book of Acts tells the story of the early church and is written as a form of 

proclamation to strengthen believers. I think it is significant to be reminded that the book of Acts 

begins with the faith community gathered expectantly waiting for something to happen. In verse 

eight of chapter one we read the familiar charge from Jesus: “ But you will receive power when 

the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and 

Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” This verse has been “rightly seen as the key text of the 

book”i of Acts.  Here “Jesus speaks of the power that the apostles will receive when the Holy 

Spirit has come upon them”ii as well as speaks to the missional ministry of reconciliation.  

Well Luke continues on to share with us the familiar, powerful, yet surreal story of 

Pentecost. First there is the rushing wind. Then there are the tongues of fire, being filled with the 

Holy Spirit, and the miracle of being able to understand each other in their own language. Then 

those who witnessed this event begin wondering what in the world is going on as they 

experienced something so out of the ordinary, so beyond the normal framework, so 

unpredictable. And then Peter, dear Peter, stands up to address the crowd. Dear Peter, the one 

who followed at a distance. Peter, the one who denied knowing Jesus three times. Peter, the one 

we left weeping in the courtyard; a disciple tested, and found wanting. It is he who stands up to 

address the crowds. Peter preaches of the salvation found only by God’s grace through Jesus. In 

the fact that it is he that is preaching we also see an example of reconciliation as he is one who 

has been reconciled to God through Jesus.  
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Marion Bontrager, retired Bible professor at Hesston College and author of our timeline, 

asserts “Christ-Pentecost is the new Exodus, the creation of the Radical New People of God. God 

has chosen them through Jesus and now empowers them to be faithful to their calling to be the 

missional covenant shalom community that reveals God to the ends of the earth.”iii With this 

radical new creation we read of healing and reconciliation occurring between Jews and Gentiles, 

and even with Samaritans. Pentecost, the coming of the Holy Spirit, breathes new creative life 

into the early church inviting them to dream of new possibilities for relationships under the 

Lordship of Jesus. Because when we live together under the Lordship of Jesus other things must 

take second seat - such as race, cultural background, ethnicity, language, and even our personal 

preferences.  

Well, the next nine chapters of Acts are filled with stories of the early church, a story 

marked by growth and triumph. On one hand, reading Acts chapters three through fourteen might 

want us to run and grab our “pom poms” and break out in cheers for the early church and for the 

Holy Spirit! However, on the other hand reading these chapters might just make us want to grab 

our camouflage paint and gear and cover ourselves in a way to blend in and not stand out as 

followers of Jesus for fear for our safety and our lives. Perhaps it could be said that reading these 

chapters might make us become closet cheerleaders.  

In these chapters we see the church growing and expanding – it is church planting at its 

best! Salvation is preached and realized; healing in Jesus’ name is embraced; the word of God 

spread; we read time and time again of the significance of the Holy Spirit. And we also read of 

torture and undermining towards the apostles who were bolding proclaiming and living into the 

resurrection; read of apostles being persecuted and killed for their faith and proclamation; and 

examples of how jealousy rears its ugly head.  
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Then we come to this fascinating, informative, and transformative experience called the 

Jerusalem Council in Acts chapter fifteen. The text that Jim read for us is actually the conclusion 

of this council’s decision, so first we back up. What is the Jerusalem Council, why was it 

convened, and why is it considered a pivotal and transformative experience for both the early 

church and for us?  

If we would reread the chapters between Pentecost and the Jerusalem Council, we would 

read of the conversion of a man named Saul whose name is changed to Paul. The background in 

a nutshell would be that Paul “preaches Jesus as Messiah in three mission trips where Gentiles 

and Jews become believers in Jesus Christ. Some ethnocentric Jewish believers (called) 

(Judaizers) follow him and insist that (the) Gentile believers must also become Jewish (such as 

being) i.e. circumcised, (abiding by the) food laws, etc…so church leaders gather in Jerusalem to 

discuss the conflict. Will there be an “old creation” or a “New Creation?” Peter, Paul, and 

Barnabas carry the day. The council decides that there should not be a distinction between Jew 

and Gentile believers.”iv 

If we look back through chapter fifteen we read of this group gathering in Jerusalem to 

discuss this heated, long standing conflict in the church. Don’t you wish we could have been a 

fly on the wall for this discussion (or whatever type of bug or insect you would prefer)? Perhaps 

you are like me as I tend to want to romanticize the early church leaders and picture them as 

always being calm, cool, and collected. And yet we must be reminded that they were “debating 

the very identity of those who see themselves as the people of God.”v This was not a conflict to 

take lightly; it was one that evoked a variety of deep feelings regarding this critical issue.  
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Beginning in verse 7 we hear again from Peter and his words to the council makes us 

remember the sermon he preached at Pentecost in Acts 2. Here at the council meeting he shares 

about God’s abundant and all-encompassing grace.  

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 

did not discriminate between us and them, for he purified their hearts by faith… We 

believe it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they are. 

 

Then, something fascinating happens in verse twelve. We are told that “the whole 

assembly became silent as they listened.” How often do we fail to listen, truly listen to each other 

in the midst of a conflict, especially within a conflict that we care deeply about?  

John Paul Lederarch, a well-known Mennonite who has devoted his life to peacemaking 

and reconciliation, has recently published a revised edition of his book “Reconcile: Conflict 

Transformation for Ordinary Christians.” I was delighted to find that in this book he has a whole 

chapter devoted to the Jerusalem Council. Within this chapter Lederach writes of significant 

implications of the Jerusalem Council for the church of today. Within those implication Lederach 

writes this thought-provoking statement: “Our capacity to listen to God is only as great as our 

capacity to listen to each other when we are in conflict. I mean that literally. We test our real 

capability to listen, not when it is easy, but when it is most difficult. Listening is much more than 

a technique devised to improve communication. Listening is about the process of relationship, 

engaging Truth, and finding God.”vi Wow.  

As the council met together, every voice was represented and invited to share and they 

decided to send some representatives back to Antioch with a letter which Jim read prior to the 

sermon. The letter outlines the council’s decision to allow for room for the Spirit to lead in 

different ways in different contexts all while naming “that it seemed good to the Holy Spirit and 
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to us.” Lederach offers the explanation that “In essence they decide, “We recognize new things 

that God has envisioned for the church, things that from our tradition we did not expect. We are 

changing our beliefs to match this new understanding of God moving among us. However, we 

recognize important things from our past that we must not let go, and we share them explicitly 

with our brothers and sisters.”vii Also this week I read an article in the Mennonite World Review 

by Stephen Kriss who also references the Jerusalem Council. Within his article, “Refusing to 

fight the culture war,” he writes “The way that God is experienced or manifests in one 

community doesn’t delegitimize the movement of the Spirit and faithfulness in another.”viii 

The letter did instruct the church in Antioch to abide by three regulations: abstain from 

food sacrificed to idols, meat of strangled animals, and from sexual immorality. All three of 

these are deeply connected with idol worship. The first two related to food deemed unclean or 

offered to idols as an act of worship. They were to also abstain from sexuality immorality as 

related to temple prostitution connected with idol worship, and incest which was present in their 

culture. These regulations would not be new or a surprise to anyone as “Leviticus (chapters) 17 

(and) 18 applies these rules to both Jews and to aliens who reside within Israel.”ix  

In verse thirty-one we are told that upon hearing the words of the letter the people were 

glad for its encouraging message. They take it to be an affirmation of their faith, of the activity of 

the Holy Spirit in their lives, and a proclamation of the unity that can be realized under and 

through and by the Holy Spirit.  

Pentecost and the Jerusalem Council articulate and give voice to the new creation of the 

missional church and the ministry of reconciliation. Reconciliation is defined by Webster as “the 

act of causing two people or groups to become friendly again after an argument or disagreement; 

or the process of finding a way to make two different ideas, facts, etc., exist or be true at the 
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same time”.x Also at the heart of reconciliation is the ability to name and embrace our 

differences and those things that will forever keep us connected. We, the church, become the 

new creation Paul writes about in Second Corinthians chapter five beginning in verse fourteen 

when he writes: 

For Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and 

therefore all died. And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for 

themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again. So from now on we 

regard no one from a worldly point of view. Though we once regarded Christ in this way, 

we do so no longer.” (Then the familiar verse) “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new 

creation has come: the old has gone, the new is here! All this is from God, who 

reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation. 

 

Within this new creation of the missional church we are reminded that it is by God’s 

grace, as a gift, that we can experience salvation, a new start, a new beginning. And furthermore 

God does not make a distinction between Jew and Gentile, instead God is a god of equality. This 

leads Paul to make the startling and grace filled claim in Galatians chapter three that “There is 

neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, neither male nor female, for you all one in Christ 

Jesus.” The new creation is realized and being lived out in the early church.  

We must remember that God had not changed God’s mind on this topic since the 

beginning of the timeline. Instead it was the people of God who kept trying to contain God’s 

grace, God’s message of salvation, God’s invitation to be part of this new creation. Remember 

they had misinterpreted chosen to mean favorite; rather than evangelize in Canaan they gave into 

the temptation of syncretism and welcomed worship of Baal gods; they put boxes around God by 

saying that God was only present in a certain geographic region and only to a specific ethnic 

group. They did not understand or embrace or proclaim the calling to be God’s new creation of 

the missional church with the ministry of reconciliation.  
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This morning we are left with some difficult questions for what this text, and what these 

challenges mean for us today in 2015. I don’t need to remind you that we live in a time of 

uncertainty within the broader church. Conflicts abound on a variety of issues within our 

churches, our conferences, and our denominations. I wonder, what are the boxes that we have 

placed around God? Where has God said my grace is for all, and instead we have said yes, but 

these people, or those people must clearly be unworthy of God’s grace?  

Are there places here at Waterford where we give lip service that God’s grace is for all, 

and yet within our body of faith not treat others as full brothers and sisters? Where are we 

making distinctions within the body of Christ, where God is not making distinctions? For the 

past century the church has been wrestling with “distinctions arising, among other things, from 

race, ethnic origin, education, economic level, and gender”xi, and most recently sexual 

orientation. If we agree with Lederach that “Our capacity to listen to God is only as great of our 

capacity to listen to each other when we are conflict.” How are we doing hearing God? What if 

the Jerusalem council happened today? What if it was the Waterford Council?  

I am not advocating for a certain position this morning. The only “position” I am trying 

to articulate is that God’s grace, the invitation to salvation, the message we are to proclaim to the 

ends of the earth, is for ALL – no questions need to be asked by you and I for it is a gift, a gift of 

God that we are invited to proclaim as part of a missional ministry of reconciliation. And friends, 

we need to say hallelujah to that because we are reminded that you and I are only sinners saved 

by grace ourselves. Furthermore, we are only here in fellowship under the Spirit because at the 

Jerusalem Council the table was extended and we were invited to come.   

It is my hope and it is my prayer that once we are reminded of our own salvation, of 

God’s all-encompassing grace that has embraced each one of us that we will be compelled to not 
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remain silent in proclaiming God’s grace and by actively joining the Holy Spirit in the ministry 

of reconciliation.  

For, how my friends can we be silent when we know our God is near; bringing light to 

those in darkness, to the worthless, endless worth? How, how can we be silent when we are the 

voice of Christ, speaking justice to the nations, breathing love to all the earth? How, how friends, 

can we be silent when our God has conquered death, stretching out his arms to suffer so that we 

might have new life? How can we be silent when we know, we know, that Jesus rose, and will 

come again in glory, ending suffering and strife? 

May we yield ourselves to the Spirit, so that none can stop the Spirit, burning now inside 

us. We can and by God’s abundant grace and the power of the Holy Spirit we will shape the 

future. May we not be silent. xii With God’s abundant grace, may it be so. Amen.  
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