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The First Church Council

Acts 15:1-21
Introduction:
I. The Problem – 15:1-6

A. The Doctrine – 15:1
“And ﻿﻿certain men came down from Judea and taught the brethren, ﻿﻿“Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.”
Remember that:
· Paul had gone to Jerusalem with Barnabas (Acts 11) and talked to the apostles about his gospel. (Acts 11-12) and Gal.2) They (James, Peter John) gave him the right hand of fellowship indicating that they agreed with his gospel.
· Paul had just written Galatians in which he wrote:

But even if ﻿﻿we, or an angel from heaven, preach any other gospel to you than what we have preached to you, let him be ﻿﻿accursed.” (1:8)
· In Galatians 2 Paul related that he had to reprimand Peter for his inconsistency on the matter of the Gospel. 2:11 ff.
B. The Debate – 15:2a

“Therefore, when Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and dispute with them,”
Of course they (P&B) disputed with them. They had the apostles’ blessing. They had preached to thousands of Gentiles. Paul had already written the Epistle to the Galatians defending the Grace Gospel. What had the Judaizers done?

C. The Decision – 15:2b
“they (the leaders of the church) determined that ﻿﻿Paul and Barnabas and certain others of them should go up to Jerusalem, to the apostles and elders, about this question.”
The others may have been sent to verify the report that Paul and Barnabas would bring back.
D. The Delegates – 15:3

“So, ﻿﻿being sent on their way by the church, they passed through Phoenicia and Samaria, ﻿﻿describing the conversion of the Gentiles; and they caused great joy to all the brethren.”
They were always on the clock. They preached everywhere they went. They bubbled over with the Good News.
E. The Destination – 15:4
“And when they had come to Jerusalem, they were received by the church and the apostles and the elders; and they reported all things that God had done with them.”
This would include the first missionary trip and what Paul had written to the Galatian churches. Later, someone would make a copy (by hand) and it would get circulated to all areas where there was a church.
F. The Dissension – 15:5

“But some of the sect of the Pharisees who believed rose up, saying, “It is necessary to circumcise them (the Gentiles), and to command them to keep the law of Moses.” 

Note: These are believers. Believers can do some bad things, either through ignorance or by malicious intent.
Here it is, “same song; second verse” or third or fourth.
G. The Discussion – 15:6

“Now the apostles and elders came together to consider this matter.

Thus, the first church council was convened.  

II. The Procedure – 15:7-21

A. Peter emphasizes God’s Will – 15:7-11
1. How God enlisted him for a very great task –15:7
“Peter rose up and said to them: ﻿﻿“Men and brethren, you know that a good while ago God chose among us, that by my mouth the Gentiles should hear the word of the gospel and believe.”
Peter looks back about 10 years to remember this event - Chapter 10
The legalists must have been encouraged by Peter’s presence.

[It won’t be long before they will be discouraged.]
Peter remembers the event as though it were yesterday. As he thinks through that time step by step, he is reminded of the lessons he learned there and defended before the leaders in Jerusalem - Chapter 11

2. How God Enlightened Him to a very Great Truth – 15:8-11
a. God Loves All People – 15:8-9
(1)  The undeniable sign – 15:8
“So God, ﻿﻿who knows the heart, ﻿﻿acknowledged them by ﻿﻿giving them the Holy Spirit, just as He did to us,”
How did Peter know that they received the Holy Spirit?
They spoke in tongues. The same tongues as in Acts 2- human languages? Yes, otherwise, he would assume that it was not the same Spirit.

(2)  The undeniable salvation – 15:9
“and made no distinction between us and them, ﻿﻿purifying their hearts by faith.”
God saved them on the basis of faith alone. They were not required to be circumcised.

b. God Loathes All Pretence – 15:10-11

(1)  Peter’s warning – 15:10a 
﻿“Now therefore, why do you test God”
Πειράζετε > Πειράζω  – put to the test. To see how far they can go with God before He strikes them down.

(2)  Peter’s wisdom – 15:10b
﻿
“by putting a yoke on the neck of the disciples which neither our fathers nor we were able to bear?”
Even the Israelites, to whom the Law was given, could not keep it. Israel had the Law for 1500 years and not one person kept it. Then came one man who kept it perfectly, and they killed Him!

Peter was right they could not keep the Law. It was impossible. That’s why there were sacrifices and offerings and the Day of Atonement. So now they want to put this impossible task on the Gentiles
(3)  Peter’s words – 15:11

“But ﻿﻿we believe that through the grace of the Lord Jesus ﻿﻿Christ we shall be saved in the same manner as they.” 
This sounds backward. Any Jew would be expected to say, “They shall be saved in the same manner as we” 

His point is this: I have just shown that the Gentiles are saved by Grace. They do not have to keep the Law.

If you think that is shocking try this: The Jews do not have to keep the Law to be saved either. It’s a good thing because otherwise no one would be saved – because no one can keep the Law, except Jesus Who kept it for us and then died as us so that we could live as Him
Galatians 2:20
“I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ lives in me: and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, who loved me, and gave himself for me.”
B. Paul Emphasizes the Gentile World – 15:12

“Then all the multitude kept silent and listened to Barnabas and Paul declaring how many miracles and wonders God had ﻿﻿worked through them among the Gentiles.”
What they are saying is, “We preached the Grace Gospel and God was with us as evidenced by the many miracles he worked through us. If we had a false gospel, God would not have been with us.

This would convince the Jews especially.
“For ﻿﻿Jews request a sign, and Greeks seek after wisdom.” (I Cor. 1:22)
C. James Emphasizes the Given Word – 15:13-21 

1. He Upholds His Brothers – 15:13-14
a. The Tact He Displayed – 15:13
“And after they had ﻿﻿become silent, ﻿﻿James answered, saying, “Men and brethren, listen to me:”
Paul may have scored some points with the miracles. There would have been discussion on both sides. Then they became silent. 
Again, the legalists would have high hopes because James was one of them.
James was the leader of the assembly at Jerusalem. He was not an apostle, he was half brother of Jesus and author of the Epistle of James. His tact is seen in his first word, Simon - Συμεὼν Peter’s Hebrew name. This reminded everyone of Peter’s founding of the Jerusalem church.
b. The Fact He Discerned – 15:14

“Simon has declared how God at the first visited the Gentiles to take out of them a people for His name.

 He is agreeing with Peter. Yes, Peter was the first to go to the Gentiles.
2. He Upholds His Bible – 15:15-18

a. He speaks of the Word of God – 15:15-17
(1)  As it relates implicitly to the Hebrews – 15:15-16
“And with this the words of the prophets agree, just as it is written: ‘After ﻿﻿this I will return And will rebuild the tabernacle of David, which has fallen down; I will rebuild its ruins, And I will set it up;”
James is not saying that the church was prophesied in the O.T. The church is a mystery – “that the Gentiles ﻿﻿should be fellow heirs, of the same body, and partakers of His promise in Christ through the gospel,” (Eph.3:6)
This mystery – church – was hidden, where? Some say, “in the O.T.” and they cite Acts 15:13-15 which is a quotation of Amos 9:11-12. But where does Paul say it was hidden? 
Ephesians 3:9
“the mystery, which from the beginning of the ages has been hidden in God.”
Note: James does not say that Amos 9 was fulfilled in the church. He uses this passage to show that the Gentiles are included in the plan of God, in the millennium. “After this” in the context of Amos is referring to the tribulation period.
His point is this: Since God has the Gentiles in His plan in the Millennium, why does it seem strange to you that He is saving Gentiles now?
What God is doing now in the church is in full agreement with the prophets (plural- not just Amos) [For more details, see The Bible Knowledge Commentary]
 (2)  As it relates impartially to the heathen – 15:17
“So that the rest of mankind may seek the Lord, Even all the Gentiles who are called by My name, Says the ﻿﻿Lord who does all these things.’ 
God’s plan has always included Gentiles. But this does not mean that God is finished with the Jewish nation. He will still rebuild the tabernacle of David which has fallen down. God’s promises to Abraham and his seed

The Abrahamic Covenant - Genesis 12
Land – Palestinian Covenant – Deuteronomy 29
Nation - Davidic covenant – II Samuel 7:14ff
Blessing - Mosaic Covenant - Exodus 20
[Replaced By]
The New Covenant – Jeremiah 31and Hebrews 8
b. He Speaks of the Wisdom of God – 15:18

 ﻿﻿“Known to God from eternity are all His works.”
This plan of God was in place before the world was.
3. He Upholds His Beliefs – 15:19-21
a. A Precautionary Statement -15:19-20
(1)  Jewish brothers must abstain from tampering with the freedom of the Gentile believers – 15:19
“Therefore ﻿﻿I judge that we should not trouble those from among the Gentiles who ﻿﻿are turning to God,”
Notice who made the decision - James, not Peter. This “troubling” refers to putting them back under the Law, like circumcision, sacrifices, etc. 
(2)  Gentile believers must abstain from tampering with the feelings of the Hebrew believers – 15:20
“but that we ﻿﻿write to them to abstain ﻿﻿from things polluted by idols, ﻿﻿from ﻿﻿sexual immorality, ﻿﻿from things strangled, and from blood.”
All three of these items deal with the pagan religions,
· Food offered to idols - It was a usual practice among Gentiles to use an idol’s temple for banquets and celebrations. Paul also condemned the practice of Christians participating in these (1 Cor. 10:14-22). 
· Fornication - Fornication was such a common sin among the Gentiles that it was an accepted practice. Even in the church it was such a problem that Paul had to address it in I Cor. 6:12-18.
· Things strangled and blood - This goes back to Genesis 9. There God gave people the privilege of eating flesh, but the blood was to be drained from it. 
b. A Pragmatic Statement – 15:21 
“For Moses has had throughout many generations those who preach him in every city, ﻿﻿being read in the synagogues every Sabbath.”
There were Jews in every city who would be offended by Christians not following these instructions.

Conclusion: 
