THE COUNCIL AT JERUSALEM
Acts 15:1-35
Key Verse: 15:11
“No! We believe it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus 

that we are saved, just as they are.”
Today’s passage involves the question of whether Gentile converts to Christianity—new believers—were required to be circumcised according to the Law of Moses. (1-5) The question was so critical that the church in Antioch sent their best representatives, including Paul and Barnabas, to Jerusalem to debate the issue, where the conclusion was that it is only through the grace of the Lord Jesus that we are saved. (6-11) Based on the evidence of the grace of God already witnessed among the uncircumcised Gentiles, the church in Jerusalem agreed that it would not be necessary to make it difficult on the Gentiles who were turning to God, and so decided not to require circumcision of Gentile believers. (12-21) Again, the question was of such importance that the church in Jerusalem sent leaders back to Antioch to accompany Paul and Barnabas and confirm the message. (22-29) The news was received with great gladness in Antioch because of its encouraging message. (30-35)
Then how does the question of grace interact with the issues of circumcision or law? What does it mean to be saved “through the grace of our Lord Jesus.”

I.  Through the grace of our Lord Jesus (1-21)

The beginning of the passage shows that there was a great dispute between the apostles in Antioch, where the Gentile ministry was being blessed, and those believers who had come from Judea insisting on circumcision as necessary for Gentile believers. (2) The passage concludes with the leaders of the church in Jerusalem being sent off with the blessing of peace. (33) What was the question? Verse 15:1 says, “Some men came down from Judea to Antioch and were teaching the brothers: ‘Unless you are circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved.’” It is a simple “yes” or “no” question, but it was of such urgency that it had to be addressed adequately. The urgency for the church in Antioch went to the legitimacy of their church and ministry, which included Gentile converts to a large extent, including uncircumcised believers. The urgency for the church in Judea was based on their very history as the covenant people of God, which for them meant being circumcised or being cut off from God. So it was not just a simple question. 
This is not the first time that the church had to confront the question of the Gentiles being saved. When did the problem of Gentile salvation appear for the first time? In Acts 10-11 the Lord intervened to send Peter to Cornelius. At that time the Lord spoke to Peter in a vision, saying, “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.” When Peter obeyed and went, preaching the gospel to Cornelius’ family, the Holy Spirit came on all who heard the message. So he ordered that they be baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ. Even so, the circumcised believers in Jerusalem criticized him for even eating with uncircumcised men. How was the issue resolved at that time? Peter explained everything as it had happened. He concluded that if God had given them the Holy Spirit, then to do anything else would be to oppose God. Even those who heard concluded that God had granted the Gentiles “repentance unto life.” So for the Jerusalem church, the question of the Gentiles being saved was not necessarily new. But that was one time. When those who were scattered by the persecution of the time went out, they preached the message only to Jews. For the church in Jerusalem the question was somewhat avoided. It was the church in Antioch that experienced the clear evidence of the grace of God on a daily basis, and it was Barnabas who was sent to see it.

What was the new issue which is raised in 15:1? “Some men came down from Judea to Antioch and were teaching the brothers: ‘Unless you are circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved.’” The issue raised in 15:1 was not whether or not the Gentiles could be saved, but what was required of them in order to be saved. Those who came from Judea insisted on circumcision. Why was circumcision an issue? The question itself went to the heart of the distinction God made between the people of Israel and the Gentiles, dating back to the time of Moses. God was very clear that there was a distinction. (9,21) He gave his people circumcision as a sign of the covenant he made with them. He called them out of Egypt. He used them as his instrument to drive out the Canaanites living in the land he promised them. He gave them the Law through Moses. He did this so that they could turn to God and be purified from their sins. From an historical perspective, the issue of circumcision involved the issue of belonging to God, being acceptable to God, being saved by God. Logically, if circumcision were to be required, then it should be necessary to obey the entire law of Moses. (5) But what about from the gospel perspective? What was happening in the hearts of the Gentiles was a challenge to the Jewish understanding. The distinction described in the Law was being challenged every day whenever the gospel of Jesus was preached. The work of God on the missionary journey of Paul and Barnabas was undeniable. When Paul and Barnabas went out, they began teaching in the Jewish synagogues. But when they returned, they testified to the fulfillment of the prophecy, “I have made you a light to the Gentiles, that you may bring salvation to the ends of the earth.” God had been powerfully blessing Gentiles regardless of the issue of circumcision. Now those who came from Judea became a challenge to the work of God in the Gentiles.
How did the Antioch church meet the challenge? Verses 2-4 say, “This brought Paul and Barnabas into sharp dispute and debate with them. So Paul and Barnabas were appointed, along with some other believers, to go up to Jerusalem to see the apostles and elders about this question. The church sent them on their way, and as they traveled through Phoenicia and Samaria, they told how the Gentiles had been converted. This news made all the brothers very glad. When they came to Jerusalem, they were welcomed by the church and the apostles and elders, to whom they reported everything God had done through them.” To meet the challenge of the men from Judea, the church in Antioch sent Paul and Barnabas, the two who had returned from witnessing the powerful work of God among the Gentiles, not to mention the resistance from the Jews in those regions. Though they had begun preaching in the synagogues, the hand of God was on the Gentiles, who received their message gladly. The two must have been encouraged as they traveled through Phoenicia and Samaria, where news of the Gentile converts made all the brothers very glad. The church in Antioch sent the brothers who were respected and accepted by the church in Jerusalem, including the apostles and elders. They met the challenge by sending Barnabas back, who originally was sent to Antioch to investigate the work of God among the Gentiles. The church in Antioch met the challenge by sending two men who had credibility in the church in Jerusalem and the undeniable work of the gospel in their lives, and they witnessed in Jerusalem everything God had done through them.
What happened? Verse 5 says, “Then some of the believers who belonged to the party of the Pharisees stood up and said, ‘The Gentiles must be circumcised and required to obey the law of Moses.’” The response to the message of Paul and Barnabas was resistance from the believers who were Pharisees. They raised the question of circumcision as well as obedience to the law of Moses.
How was the question decided? First, the apostles and elders met to consider this question. It was a serious question, and they had much discussion among themselves about it. Next, Peter spoke. Verses 7-11 say, “After much discussion, Peter got up and addressed them: ‘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 try to 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.’” Peter is the one who had spoken the gospel to Cornelius and his family with his own lips, and witnessed the coming of the Holy Spirit on them with his own eyes. God accepted the Gentiles then, and he purified their hearts. This was when they were uncircumcised. To place the burden of circumcision and obedience to the law of Moses on them after God demonstrated that he had already purified their hearts by faith was to test God himself. Not only so, Peter’s confession of his own faith and the faith of the early church is found in verse 11. It is through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they are. To anything else that is added to the grace of the Lord Jesus, Peter answered, “No!” This is how he honored the Lord Jesus.

After Peter, Paul and Barnabas spoke. Verse 12 says, “The whole assembly became silent as they listened to Barnabas and Paul telling about the miraculous signs and wonders God had done among the Gentiles through them.” There was the blinding of the sorcerer and the faith of the proconsul on the island of Cyprus. There was the miraculous acceptance of the gospel by the Gentiles in Pisidian Antioch. There was the healing of a man lame from birth in Lystra, the protection of Paul when he was stoned and left for dead, and the large number of new disciples throughout the region. It was none other than the work of God among the Gentiles. What the Lord had begun through Peter, he was continuing and even growing through Barnabas and Paul.
When they finished, James, the brother of the Lord and leader in the Jerusalem church, spoke up. (13) He heard Peter’s testimony and the testimony of Paul and Barnabas. But he also went back to the word of God to confirm that this was indeed the work of the Lord and the fulfillment of God’s work described in prophecy. He said, “Brothers, listen to me. Simon has described to us how God at first showed his concern by taking from the Gentiles a people for himself. The words of the prophets are in agreement with this, as it is written: ‘After this I will return and rebuild David’s fallen tent. Its ruins I will rebuild, and I will restore it, that the remnant of men may seek the Lord, and all the Gentiles who bear my name, says the Lord, who does these things’ that have been known for ages.” For James the work of the Lord among the Gentiles was not contradictory to what God was doing in history. It was indeed the fulfillment of the word of the Lord that had been spoke for ages. The question of circumcision and law were answered by prophecy. For both circumcision and the law of Moses came from God. Now the fulfillment of God’s promises to the Gentiles was happening. The Gentile ministry didn’t supersede circumcision or law. It was the continuation of God’s work of salvation. The coming of Jesus, his death on the cross and his resurrection, meant the fulfillment of God’s grace on both Jew and Gentile.
After hearing all the evidence presented and reading the word of God, what was the decision? Look at verses 19-21. “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. For Moses has been preached in every city from the earliest times and is read in the synagogues on every Sabbath.” The Gentiles were turning to God. So James and the apostles decided not to make it difficult for the ones who were turning to God by making them turn to circumcision or the law. So they encouraged them to turn to God. They also encouraged them to turn from the practices of idol worship. The instructions given here by James refer to the practices that were common in the idol worship of the times, such as eating the food sacrificed to idols and prostitution common in the idol temples. The point is to worship God who sent his salvation through the grace of the Lord Jesus. It is important to note that James and the apostles did not discount circumcision or the law among Jewish believers. Verse 21 shows that they did not make it difficult for Jewish believers to turn to God either. They encouraged the worship of God in both Jew and Gentile. Worship meant the continual turning to God in all things, for all people. The grace of the Lord Jesus created the worshipers of God out of both Jews and Gentiles. The decision by the council was the encouragement for all to turn to God and to worship him as ones made new in the grace of our Lord Jesus.
II.  The letter to Gentile believers (22-35)

Verse 22 says, “Then the apostles and elders, with the whole church, decided to choose some of their own men and send them to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas. They chose Judas (called Barsabbas) and Silas, two men who were leaders among the brothers.” Why did the church in Jerusalem send their own men, Judas and Silas, along with Paul and Barnabas? Probably they wanted to stress the importance of the decision reached, and to give credibility to the message which Paul and Barnabas would carry, so that any of those from Judea who might be teaching something contradictory would know for certain how the Jerusalem church had judged on the matter.

The content of the letter is found in verses 23-29. “The apostles and elders, your brothers, to the Gentile believers in Antioch, Syria and Cilicia: Greetings. We have heard that some went out from us without our authorization and disturbed you, troubling your minds by what they said. So we all agreed to choose some men and send them to you with our dear friends Barnabas and Paul—men who have risked their lives for the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore we are sending Judas and Silas to confirm by word of mouth what we are writing. It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us not to burden you with anything beyond the following requirements: You are to abstain from food sacrificed to idols, from blood, from the meat of strangled animals and from sexual immorality. You will do well to avoid these things. Farewell.”
When we read the contents of the letter, the church seems to be saying that it is not necessary to be circumcised or obey the law of Moses. But at the same time there are given several prohibitions to observe. Then was the abstinence recommendation in verses 20 and 29 a surrender of the basic principle involved? Does this mean that “grace + circumcision” is now replaced by “grace + abstinence from food sacrificed to idols?”

The issue raises the question of grace. In the book of Galatians, Paul remembered the visit he made to Jerusalem, because the churches in Galatia were being confronted with the same question. There he said, “For through the law I died to the law so that I might live for God. I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. I do not set aside the grace of God, for if righteousness could be gained through the law, Christ died for nothing!” (Gal 2:19-21) The truth of grace is the truth of new life. Grace is not that God overlooks the sins of men because of the gospel. It is not that cheap. Grace means that Christ was crucified, bearing in his body our sins. Those who live under grace are new creations at the cost of Jesus’ blood. Being under grace means being crucified with Christ. But those same ones under grace live by faith in the Son of God. It is being saved by grace. In light of the truth of grace then, abstinence is being fully surrendered to God by the gospel, instead of being enslaved to the things of this world, whether that be circumcision, law or sexual immorality. To recognize the grace of the Lord Jesus is to worship God as those made new through the gospel of Jesus.
What are the good traits of the apostles for us to learn? Look at verses 30-35. “The men were sent off and went down to Antioch, where they gathered the church together and delivered the letter. The people read it and were glad for its encouraging message. Judas and Silas, who themselves were prophets, said much to encourage and strengthen the brothers. After spending some time there, they were sent off by the brothers with the blessing of peace to return to those who had sent them. But Paul and Barnabas remained in Antioch, where they and many others taught and preached the word of the Lord.” In these verses we can learn a few things from the apostles.
First, they were a source of encouragement for the believers. They encouraged the brothers in Antioch. This included Judas and Silas from the church in Jerusalem. The message of encouragement was to acknowledge the work of God in the Antioch church and to strengthen the church there. 
Second, the apostles were reconciled in the gospel of Jesus. The passage began with Paul and Barnabas in sharp dispute with some Jews who came up to Antioch. The word “discussion” in verse 7 has the same meaning. There was much to discuss and dispute about in the matters of grace and circumcision and law. If we think about the division at the time between Jews and Gentiles, it seems to be irreconcilable. But through the grace of the Lord Jesus, God reconciled the world to himself, including both Jew and Gentile. So here, the apostles honored the grace of the Lord Jesus above their own prejudices. They were reconciled in the gospel in the irreconcilable matter. It is the active participation in the gospel of Jesus, where sinners were reconciled to the holy God. They followed the evidence of the grace of God, not their feelings. They sought God’s will in the word of God. In this way they lived as those reconciled to God in the blood of Jesus. And they were able to reconcile themselves and others, Jew and Gentile, Jerusalem and Antioch, in the grace of the Lord Jesus. 
Third, they taught and preached the word of the Lord. The word of the Lord was the source of life for them. How easy it could be to begin to teach and preach the decision of “no circumcision” or the theology of grace over law, or something other than the word of the Lord. But what did Paul and Barnabas do? They taught and preached the word of the Lord. They were apostles of the word, and so it was the word of God that spread to many.

We learn from all the apostles the fierce dependence on the grace of our Lord Jesus. The grace of the Lord Jesus was the source of life and power in the early church. We learn from them as well what it is to depend on the grace of the Lord Jesus. It is the continual repentance of everything that opposes itself, whether that is the life of sin, like idol worship and sexual immorality, or even the religious questions that seem holy, like circumcision or law, which were even from God himself. In all things, it means the continual turning to God in worship, at the same time that every temptation and question demands our attention. For Peter it meant to just say “No!” to testing God in any way. For Paul it meant being crucified with Christ and living by faith in the Son of God. May God bless us to surrender to the grace of our Lord Jesus. May God raise us, even 120, as apostles of grace for his glory.
