
A CLOSE CALL 

 1 

Acts 15 
SUMMARIZING THIS CHAPTER 
Paul and Barnabas were running a very successful school of discipleship in Antioch, 
training scores of new converts. Some troublemakers showed up from Jerusalem and 
began teaching these new converts false doctrine. We will call the invaders Judaizers, 
a term to describe those who taught that grace had to be supplemented with works to 
be effective. To demonstrate, the Judaizers brought with them the issue of 
circumcision, a necessary practice of the Jewish faith. They were demanding the new 
converts be circumcised.  
Certain people came down from Judea to Antioch and were teaching the believers: “Unless 
you are circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved.” (Acts 
15:1) 
You can easily understand how this angered Paul and Barnabas and they got into 
heated debates with these people. Paul and Barnabas returned to Jerusalem to 
address this issue at the headquarters of the church. Peter, James, and John are 
named as the main members of this council, although it is indicated other apostles 
and elders were there. At the very beginning of the meeting some of the Christian 
converts who belonged to the party of the Pharisees set the tone for the meeting with 
their opening statement.  
“The Gentiles must be circumcised and required to keep the law of Moses.” (verse 5) 
It now becomes quite apparent this false teaching is coming directly out of 
headquarters. After this opening statement, there was an extended time of discussion 
on the question, giving Peter time to listen and evaluate. Of course, Peter, having had 
his revelation about Gentiles, now has to deal with a second issue: will the Gentiles 
be required to keep the law like the Jews? Here is Peter’s statement: 
“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. 8 God, who knows the 
heart, showed that he accepted them by giving the Holy Spirit to them, just as he did to us. 9 He 
did not discriminate between us and them, for he purified their hearts by faith. 10 Now then, 
why do you try to test God by putting on the necks of Gentiles a yoke that neither we nor our 
ancestors have been able to bear? 11 No! We believe it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus 
that we are saved, just as they are.” (vss. 7-10) 
After Peter’s speech, Paul and Barnabas are given time to give their testimony of the 
work they are doing among the Gentiles in Antioch, such work confirmed by signs and 
wonders from God.  
Then James makes his recommendation.  
19 “It is my judgment, therefore, that we should not make it difficult for the Gentiles who are 
turning to God. 20 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. 21 For the 
law of Moses has been preached in every city from the earliest times and is read in the 
synagogues on every Sabbath.” 
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The council approved that, a letter was written outlining the church council’s 
recommendation, and Paul and Barnabas took the letter with them back to Antioch 
and read it to the people.  
That summarizes the first 35 verses. The last few verses merely give the account of 
Paul and Barnabas having a sharp disagreement over taking John Mark on their 
second missionary journey. They decide it best for both to go their separate ways.  

I. 	Internal	Conflict:	Doctrinal	Division	
A. Dealing	with	your	past	influences	

The first noteworthy circumstance I see in this chapter is how much our past 
influences the way we think and what we believe. One of the most powerful influences 
in our life is how we are raised. You might hear someone say, “I wasn’t raised like 
that!” Of course, if they were raised right, that is good. But if there were not, that is no 
excuse for wrong behavior.  
These Judaizers were finding it difficult to abandon the legalistic trappings of their 
Jewish faith. Some succeeded in making a clean break, like Paul, Some were being 
brought along slowly but certainly, like Peter. And some were busy trying to marry 
Judaism together with this new grace and faith based Christianity. It was how they 
were raised. It was so deeply ingrained in them that they felt their religion was empty 
without their legalistic Judaistic rituals to supplement their faith.  
Isn’t it interesting how the simplicity of salvation can be so frightening to those who 
previously relied so heavily on their religious rituals and ceremonies and practices as 
a necessary part of their salvation? Paul managed to make the transition successfully 
and completely. Some of the other disciples could not abandon their old religion. We 
will explore this a little more in the next point. But for now, let’s continue to address 
the issue of how our past influences and shapes our Christianity.  
Coming to Jesus and starting a new life with Him really, truly requires a massive 
transformation. New Testament language used to describe this includes calling born 
again believers “new creatures” for whom “old things are passed away, all things are 
become new.” And, the old life is referred to as the “old man” that has to die so the 
new man can live. Conversion to Christ is a radical process. It is fare more than 
adapting. It is revolutionary recreation. This radical transformation is vital in order for 
us to avoid bringing in the old, cumbersome, things from our past and trying to 
incorporate them into our newfound faith.  
The simplicity of grace! Why are we so bent on complicating grace? 
“For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of 
God, not of works, lest anyone should boast.”  (Ephesians 2:8-9) 

Now compare that what the Judaizers were teaching:  
“Unless you are circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be 
saved.”  (15:1) 

II. The	Importance	of	Understanding	The	New	Covenant	
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We now move the matter to a deeper level – the essence of the doctrinal conflict.  
Paul recounted this special called meeting at Jerusalem in Galatians 2. Galatians 2 
should be read in parallel to Acts 15 to get the complete story.   
READ GALATIANS 2 
There are two important issues embedded within this doctrinal conflict that were put to 
rest by the early church council.  

A. Salvation	by	works	vs.	salvation	by	grace	
There is no logical reason these two issues should continue to be a problem for the 
church in the ensuing years, but unfortunately these conflicts keep rearing their 
heads.  
There is a rapidly growing movement in Christianity today called the Hebrew roots 
movement. These people are returning to the teachings of the Torah, believing it 
brings them closer to Christ, (whom they call Yeshua) because He also observed the 
Torah. Therefore, they believe if it was good enough for Jesus, it should be required 
of us.  
The movement is very cultic and very legalistic. In one discussion group I belong to, 
they were discussing how to assess legitimate prophecy. Someone suggested all 
prophecy should point to Jesus. One young lady, said, “genuine prophecy should 
point to the Torah.” This was my first encounter with a member of the Hebrew roots 
movement. I felt the same kind of frustration debating with her and her closed mindset 
that Paul and Barnabas must have felt debating with the Judaizers in Antioch. No 
amount of scripture or argument was going to change their minds.  
But Judaizers and Hebrew roots people are not the only source of doctrinal conflict in 
the modern church. Legalists are always wanting to attach something else to salvation 
to complicate it. It is one thing to disciple people and teach them the finer points of 
how to live a life pleasing to God. But it is entirely another matter to make certain 
conditions necessary for salvation other than simply being saved by grace through 
faith. For instance, I encountered a young man from a church that believed proper 
water baptism was vital to salvation. They baptized in the name of Jesus only, and 
said anyone who used any other wordage (in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit) were not baptized properly and their salvation was not complete. That same 
church also believed that if you were not baptized in the Holy Spirit with the evidence 
of speaking in tongues you were not yet saved. Right there are two additional 
conditions to salvation.  
Either the blood of Jesus Christ is all-sufficient, or it is insufficient. Those who keep 
tacking on additional requirements clearly suggest the blood of Jesus is insufficient. 
When Martin Luther famously delivered his 95 theses to the archbishop, he was 
challenging a church that had for centuries been complicating salvation with various 
work-based requirements. While studying scripture, Luther had an epiphany when 
reading “The just shall live by faith”, which began his journey to challenge the works-
based religion that dominated the church. Luther had awakened to salvation by faith 
and regrettably confessed that if anyone could be saved by the rigors of monkery, it 
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would have been him. But he concluded that was salvation by works, which frustrated 
the grace of God.   

B. Table	fellowship	between	Jews	and	Gentiles	
James refuses to force Gentiles to endure the arduous ceremony of circumcision 
(especially difficult for adults) and rescues Christianity from legalism. This was a 
critical pivotal moment for the church. Had the church leaders not seen clearly how to 
steer this new faith away from the old legalism, it would have been nothing more than 
a revised version of Judaism. The church benefited greatly from the wise guidance of 
the apostles.  
But James brings up another couple of issues that seem rather odd to us.  
While James dismissed the circumcision issue, he interestingly set forth four rules for 
the Christian converts to live by.  
 29 You are to abstain from food sacrificed to idols, from blood, from the meat of strangled 
animals and from sexual immorality.  
That was all the church was going to require at this time of the early believers.  
Three of these have to do with Jewish law. The fourth seems oddly out of place, being 
a rather obvious moral standard.  
But the first three are set in place to encourage the Gentiles to compromise just a little 
bit in consideration of their Jewish brothers and sisters. In other words, James was 
setting some rules for table fellowship among fellow Christians. It would not a 
hardship on the Gentiles to accommodate the Jews in their aversion to eating 
forbidden meats, and such a little concession would go a long ways towards bridging 
the fellowship between the two groups. Later, Paul would even take a more liberal 
stance on this issue in his letters to the Corinthians when he would argue there was 
no sin in the meat itself and the Jews really needed to get beyond that old legalistic 
notion.  
The fourth requirement, abstaining from sexual immorality, may have been culturally 
relevant to the converts at Antioch, a city that practiced sexual immorality as a normal 
way of life. Once again, we have to consider the challenge of people making a change 
from the way they were raised. Perhaps it was necessary to have the official word 
from the church at Jerusalem that born again believers are expected to come out of 
that lifestyle of sexual immorality, and those who refused to give it up were not to be 
welcomed at the table of fellowship with other believers.  

III. In	Summary	
In summary, this incident clearly teaches there are two things the church cannot 
tolerate: false doctrine and segregation.  
The church must be committed to doctrinal purity and to unity that crosses all social, 
cultural, and racial barriers.  
The early church had to contend with those two distraction and did so successfully. It 
would be tragic if we failed 2000 years later.  
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