The Gospel Goes to the Gentiles

Approximate Dates

	The Commission
	33 A.D.

	Paul’s conversion
	35 A.D.

	Cornelius’ Conversion, The Vision 
	40 A.D.

	The Council
	50 A.D.

	Paul says members still zealous
	60 A.D.


The Commission

Matthew 28:19 - Go ye therefore, and teach all nations …

Christ's disciples recognized that it represented a change in the missionary focus of the Church, but who were the "nations" mentioned by the Savior?  Did he simply refer to the Samaritans, or did he also mean to include the gentile nations?  If the latter, then what was to be the nature of proselyting?  As we look back and read the commission, we may think Christ's intent was perfectly clear, but it wasn't necessarily so for the earliest Christians.  The available records, both within and without the New Testament canon, indicate that different Christian groups interpreted the commission in varying ways, and the answers took years to crystallize in the minds of the disciples. (Gaye Strathearn from her chapter in Apostle Paul, His Life and His Testimony: The 1994 Sperry Symposium on the New Testament, p. 189)

Peter’s Vision, Acts 10

	9-16 
	In vision Peter is told to eat of unclean foods.

	34-35 
	Peter rejoices “that God is no respecter of persons.” 

	44-45 
	Astonishment because onto “the Gentiles also was poured out the gift of the Holy Ghost.”


Neal A. Maxwell - The slowness with which Peter faced the significant change he was being asked to contemplate and implement in considering the Gentiles as his brethren is, of course, typical of what we all face on our own scale in life when we are asked to face the ordeal of change in connec-tion with new ways of doing things.  (More Excellent Way, p. 41)
The Great Council At Jerusalem

Robert J. Matthews - The rapid influx of Gentile converts to Christianity in Antioch and in Galatia caused great concern among some of the Jewish members in the Jerusalem area.  Paul and Barnabas had brought many Gentiles into the church by baptism, but they had not required circumcision. Certain men came to Antioch from Judea and taught (without authorization from the apostles) that "except ye be circumcised after the manner of Moses, ye cannot be saved." (Acts 15:1)  Paul and Barnabas had a great disputation with them, and the matter was finally taken to the apostles and elders at Jerusalem for settlement.  Paul, Barnabas, and Titus, an uncircumcised Greek convert, went to Jerusalem for the scheduled council.  

There the strongest opposition to the Gentiles came from those members who had been Pharisees before becoming Christians. (Acts 15:5)  In the council Peter rehearsed his experience with Cornelius. The decision was that Gentile converts need not be circumcised but that they should "abstain from meats offered to idols, and from blood, and from things strangled, and from fornication." (Acts 15:29)  This decision was clearly a vindication of the doctrine taught by Paul and Barnabas and was in harmony with the teaching that the law of Moses had been fulfilled by Christ. The Brethren at Jerusalem wrote an epistle to the saints in the vicinity of Antioch and Cilicia informing them of the decision of the council, and they sent Judas and Silas to confirm by word of mouth what the council had decided. (Robert J. Matthews from his chapter in Studies in Scripture, Acts to Revelation, p. 38)
The Result

The action of the Jerusalem council involved a significant policy decision.  Ever since Cornelius's conversion (possibly ten years earlier), Gentile converts had been joining the church without circumcision; now it was an officially announced and written declaration.  The decision that circumcision was not required of Gentiles categorically meant that circumcision was not a requirement for salvation.  This affirmation had been years in coming.  The council was held about A.D. 49-50.  Cornelius had been baptized (without circumcision) as many as ten years earlier, and a number of Gentiles had been similarly admitted into the church at Antioch and throughout Galatia.  Yet the matter was agitated by some.  

The evidence of Stephen's enlightened preaching and Peter's unmistakable experience with Cornelius makes it clear that the Brethren understood that the law of Moses was fulfilled in Christ, but evidently many members of the church did not understand.  It was a matter of doctrine, tradition, culture, and emotion.  Even though the Brethren had settled the matter doctrinally a decade before, considerable time passed before the matter was settled culturally and emotionally in the minds of some Jewish Christians.  Furthermore, at least ten years after the council, many Jewish Christians in Jerusalem were still following the law of Moses. (Acts 21:17-25)
The decision of the Jerusalem council was not definitive and did not forthrightly say that the law of Moses should be discontinued.  Although it declared that Gentiles did not need circumcision for salvation, it did not say that Jewish members of the church need not circumcise their sons.  This ambiguity was duly noted by the Jewish segment of the church in Jerusalem, for when Paul returned to Jerusalem at the end of his third journey (about A.D. 60), he found many members still "zealous of the law." (Acts 21:20)  They pointed out that the Jerusalem council directed its decree only to the Gentiles and not to the Jews. (Acts 21:17-25)  The reason for this ambiguity seems to be that the Brethren did not wish to overly offend Jewish members. They wanted the Gentiles to be properly received, but they did not want to lose the Jewish Christians in doing so. (Matthews, p. 38)
… Some groups broke away from the Church and followed their own interpretation of the gospel.  Two such groups were the Ebionites and Elchasaites. Both considered themselves to be Christians but continued to hold to the Jewish practices of circumcision and Sabbath observance. (Strathearn, p. 190)
	Gen. 17:7 
	I will establish my covenant between me and [Abraham] and thy seed after thee in their generations …

	Matt. 10:5-6
	Go not into the way of the Gentiles …

	Matt. 15:24 
	I am not sent but unto the lost sheep of the house of Israel.


To appreciate the struggle … over the gentile mission, it is important to understand the mind-set of [Paul’s] opponents.  For some, the concept of a gentile mission challenged the very basis of their understanding of Israel's chosen status … Although Gentiles could participate in that covenant, to do so meant that they had to forgo their cultural identity and, for all intents and purposes, become Israelites.  This position was reinforced during Christ's mortal ministry as he directed his missionary activities almost exclusively to the house of Israel.  Matthew recorded two incidents when Jesus specifically stated that his mission was to the house of Israel alone. (Strathearn, p. 192)
By Comparison: The Nephites

The Nephites in America had a much better understanding of the temporary and preparatory nature of the law of Moses than did the Jewish Christians, particularly the Jews of Jerusalem.  Both Nephi and Abinadi had explained that the law of Moses should cease to be practiced after Jesus had made the atonement. (2 Ne. 25:24-27; Mosiah 12:24-32; 16:14-15)  Furthermore, Jesus told the Nephites after his resurrection that the law of Moses was fulfilled. (3 Ne. 9:17; 12:46; 15:2-8)  But the church members in Jerusalem did not understand.  They were too bound by tradition or, as Paul said it, driven by a zeal without knowledge (Rom. 10:2), which rendered them impervious to the concept.

This imperviousness happened in other matters also.  When the Lord tried to tell the Jews of his other sheep, they were not receptive and therefore were denied the understanding they might have had.  The receptive Nephites gained the understanding. (3 Ne. 15:16-24; 16:4)  Since circumcision was originally the token of the covenant that God made with Abraham, the Jews of New Testament times looked upon it as the badge of their faith.  Failing to understand that the token, but not the covenant, was done away in Christ, they doggedly pursued the old custom and missed the spiritual advancement they could have had by listening to Jesus, Peter, Paul, and the others. (Matthews, p. 38-39)
Additional Details About The Council

From Paul's epistle to the Galatians, we learn interesting historical facts about the Jerusalem council that are not recorded in Acts – 

1. The most significant of these are that the council took place about fourteen years after Paul's conversion; 

2. That Paul traveled with Barnabas to the council and that Titus, an uncircumcised Greek convert, accompanied them as something of a test case.  

3. By revelation they went to Jerusalem and conferred privately with the Brethren before the council began, just to make certain they were in agreement.  

4. Titus was not compelled to be circumcised.  

5. The brethren at Jerusalem gave Paul and Barnabas the "right hands of fellowship" and commissioned them to "go unto the heathen" in their ministry. (Gal. 2:9)  

6. This commission possibly gave rise to Paul's later definition of himself as "the apostle of the Gentiles." (Rom. 11:13, 2 Tim. 1:11) 

7. Paul and Barnabas were given a special injunction to remember the poor in their ministry, to which Paul replied that he had a natural tendency to do that anyway.  (Matthews, p. 40-41)
Insights Into Paul

Although Paul was opposed to circumcision as essential for salvation and he emphatically declared that it was not needful for Titus to be circumcised (Gal. 2:1-3), soon after the Jerusalem council Paul circumcised the young Timothy before taking him as a companion on the second mission (Acts 16:1-3).  This action provides an insight into Paul's thinking.  He saw a difference between necessity and convenience.  With Titus, the question was whether or not circumcision was essential for salvation; thus, Paul opposed it.  With Timothy it was a matter of rendering him acceptable to the non-Christian Jews where he would do missionary work.  Paul was willing to allow circumcision as a concession, but not as a requirement, so that the Jews would be willing to listen to Timothy teach the gospel.  This distinction reveals something of Paul's mind and method.  (Matthews, p. 41)

Paul was not the first to take the message of Christ to the Gentiles.  Philip, Peter, Barnabas, and undoubtedly others had already laid the foundation on which Paul built. (Strathearn, p. 195) 

Without doubt, the Mosaic law had been Paul's focus for a large part of his life. Of his own account he was thoroughly steeped in Israelite tradition and education.  … In addition to the Philippians (Philippians 3:5)] he wrote to the Galatians about the fervor with which he had once lived the Mosaic law and its traditions. Not only was he a Pharisee, one of the strictest law-observant Jewish sects, but compared with his "equals in mine own nation," he was "more exceedingly zealous of the traditions of my fathers" (Galatians 1:14). … He would write that "the law was our schoolmaster to bring us unto Christ" (Galatians 3:24).   Here the Greek word for "schoolmaster" is pedagogos, which meant a person who taught someone until the pupil reached adulthood. (Strathearn, p. 197-198)
Customized Challenges

Neal A. Maxwell – [The rich young man in Mark 10:21] went away sorrowing because he could not meet that customized challenge. He was clearly an admirer of Jesus, but not a true believer in Christ. Nor are we, if we shrink from our customized challenges. Are we willing to let the Lord lead us into further developmental experiences? Or do we shrink back? The things which enlarge the soul inevitably involve stretching.  (New Era, Apr. 1994, p. 20)

Joseph Smith - But there has been a great difficulty in getting anything into the heads of this generation. … Even the Saints are slow to understand. … I have tried for a number of years to get the minds of the Saints prepared to receive the things of God; but we frequently see some of them, after suffering all they have for the work of God, will fly to pieces like glass as soon as anything comes that is contrary to their traditions: they cannot stand the fire at all. How many will be able to abide a celestial law, and go through and receive their exaltation, I am unable to say, as many are called, but few are chosen. (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 331)
Neal A. Maxwell – Could it be that Father has customized chores for us to do in the eternities and therefore chooses to give us now a growth experience we do not seem to need - but that he knows we need? (Things As They Really Are, pp. 36-37.)
Ezra Taft Benson – Usually the Lord gives us the overall objective to be accomplished and some guidelines to follow, but He expects us to work out most of the details and methods. The methods and procedures are usually developed through study and prayer … Today those spiritually alert look at the objectives, check the guidelines laid down by the Lord and His prophets, and then prayerfully act—without having to be commanded 'in all things.'

Sometimes the Lord hopefully waits for his children to act on their own, and when they do not, they lose the greater prize, and the Lord will either drop the entire matter and let them suffer the consequences, or else he will have to spell it out in greater detail.  Usually, I fear, the more he has to spell it out the smaller is our reward. (Church News, 17 Apr. 1993, also "Not Commanded in All Things" in An Enemy Hath Done This, p. 271-72)

(Lesson by Elder and Sister Larsen)

Presentation Notes

1. Contrast the “Go ye unto all nations” with these three passages - Genesis 17:7, Matthew 10:5-6, Matthew 15:24.  Is God a changeable God?

2. How long did it take the disciples to fully understand “Go ye unto all nations”?  (17 years)  

3. How could it take that long?  

4. Why didn’t God spell it out with more clarity right up front?

5. The decision of the council resulted in splinter groups.  Does our church have anything like that today?  What issues do they disagree with?  Some said Joseph Smith was a fallen prophet.  Do you think similar things were said about Peter, Paul and the other leaders of the early church?

6. Contrast Titus and Timothy.  What do you think about Paul’s decision to have Timothy “Jewish-ized” even after the council’s decision?  Do you know of any examples of people now who have been on missions and had to adapt in one way or another to the local culture?

· Example – senior missionaries don’t have to obey the rules given to the younger missionaries.  However, senior missionaries living with or working closely with younger missionaries live those rules to set an example and avoid problems.

7. Regarding the section titled “The Result”, why was it that the leaders left some things vague?

8. Examples of things that have taken a long time in the modern church –

· Family Home Evening

· Word of Wisdom

· “Correlation”, i.e. not having totally separate big auxiliaries (40 years).

· Consolidated meeting schedule, consolidated finances (no ward budget contribution); purpose is to reduce other meetings and financial burdens.

· Missionary discussions in the missionary’s own words.

· Boy Scouts and flags in our old ward.



D&C 74 is a short section (7 verses) is in response to a question about 1 Corinthians 7:14 -

For the unbelieving husband is sanctified by the wife, and the unbelieving wife is sanctified by the husband: else were your children unclean; but now are they holy.

In D&C 74 the Lord reviews the problem of the law of circumcision “in the days of the apostles”.  Have the class members read it silently but first ask them to find –

1. Which members in a family were causing the problem.

2. What happened to the children.










