
CHU RCH CO U NCI LS A N D PROB LE M-SOLV I NG
If you have ever been to a large church gathering such as a district 
or synod convention, you likely noticed that some contentious issues 
were addressed. How shall we interpret the Bible? What’s to be the 
role of women? Shall we recognize same-sex marriage? What’s the 
relationship between science and religion? How about those changing 
worship practices? Or the level of fellowship to be expressed between 
denominations? Sometimes discussions are heated. Sometimes 
consensus is elusive.

That’s nothing new! The church has always faced a daunting array of 
questions that needed resolution. When those issues were too large 
and too significant to be ignored, such as heresies or practices that 
threatened the teaching and the unity of the church, its leaders gathered 
in “councils” to address those problems and find agreement. Sadly, the 
efforts were not always successful.

Over the centuries there have been dozens of such councils. For example, 
the first Council of Nicea in AD 325 addressed the heresy called Arianism 
(represented by modern-day Jehovah’s Witnesses). The eventual result 
was the Nicene Creed. The Council of Trent met in northern Italy from 
AD 1545–1563 to respond to the Protestant Reformation and the article 
of justification in particular. It urged a “counter-Reformation”! Some 
councils succeeded, some failed. Because of the divisions in the church, 
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it has been well-nigh impossible to have a truly 
“ecumenical” gathering of all denominations 
for the last 1,000 years. What’s more, as Luther 
pointed out, councils “have often erred.”

The very first church council is described in Acts 
15. The date was AD 49 or 50, some 20 years 
after the resurrection. The problem was “What 
shall we do with the Gentiles?” Must a Gentile, 
before he becomes a Christian, first become a 
Jew? Must he be circumcised and keep the Law 
of Moses? How closely could Jews and Gentiles 
associate in the ordinary social life of the 
church? Acts 15 tells how the believers answered 
these questions.

W H AT SH A LL W E D O W I T H 
T H E GEN T I LES ? 
acts 15:1–4
In the first decades of the church, all Christians 
were Jews who had come to accept Jesus as 
the long-awaited Messiah and received baptism. 
They still attended the synagogue and the temple 
and observed the Mosaic Law. Then came the 
great breakthrough to the Gentile world. Peter’s 
encounter with Cornelius in Caesarea and the 
missionary journey of Paul and Barnabas had 
produced a host of Gentile believers. These 
people turned from the worship of idols, called 
Jesus “Lord,” and received baptism. But they 
were not circumcised and did not observe the 
bulk of the Mosaic Law. For the Jewish believers 
back home in Judea, the influx of the Gentiles 
presented a vexing set of problems. Chief among 
those was the issue of whether or not they 
should be compelled to receive circumcision and 
observe the Law of Moses.

Those who said “yes” organized and traveled 
north to Antioch. These men from “the 
circumcision party” (11:2–3 and Gal. 2:12) saw 
Paul as a threat, a man who wanted to nullify 
what God had spoken in the Old Testament. 
Doubtless they saw themselves as defenders of 

the faith. Accordingly, they “were teaching the 
brothers, ‘Unless you are circumcised according 
to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved’” 
(v. 1). No one, we must say clearly, was arguing 
against the inclusion of Gentiles in the church. 
The issue had been framed around the question 
of how they were to be received. Was it to 
be through “Moses and Christ”? Was it to be 
“Moses or Christ”? The debate was on! “Paul and 
Barnabas had no small dissension and debate 
with them” (v. 2). At stake was the unity of the 
infant church, for if the disagreement was not 
resolved, the community would rupture into two 
rival churches!

To their credit, the people of the church in 
Antioch decided neither to avoid the issue nor 
to choose sides without more reflection. This 
was a matter that needed the whole church 
to reach agreement, so they appointed Paul 
and Barnabas and “some others” to take the 
matter to Jerusalem. Though Luke does not 
mention him, the group likely included Titus, 
one of Paul’s Greek converts, a man who had 
not been circumcised (see Gal. 2:1). “The 
church” in Antioch (v. 3) was expressing its 
solidarity with “the church” in Jerusalem (v. 4) 
by urging a meeting. The terms here indicate 
the entire congregation of believers in each 
city, as distinct from “the apostles and elders” 
(v. 4), who provided oversight to the Jerusalem 
congregation and the whole of the Christian 
movement at the time.

As the delegation from Antioch traveled to 
Jerusalem, they told the believers in Phoenicia 
and Samaria the news of “how the Gentiles had 
been converted” (v. 3 NIV). These Christians, 
themselves converts from outside the old Jewish 
fold (see 8:4–25 and 11:19), probably took 
a broader view of the news than the folks in 
Jerusalem. But even there the greetings were 
mostly positive (“they were welcomed”— v. 4). 
The dissenters faced an uphill fight.
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T H E DEB AT E U N FOLDS 
acts 15:5–18
Who are the attendees at this “council”? The 
initial gathering where Paul and Barnabas 
make their report of the events of their 
mission journey is clearly a “plenary” session 
including “the church and the apostles and 
the elders” (v. 4). After the missionaries’ 
report, “some of the believers who belonged 
to the party of the Pharisees stood up” (v. 5 
NIV). They repeated the concern raised in 
verse 1 about circumcision and expanded 
it. “It is necessary to circumcise [the 
Gentiles] and to order them to keep the law 
of Moses” (v. 5). Commentators are divided 
about what transpired next. Verse 6 speaks 
of the “apostles and elders” gathering to 
consider this matter. Was this a “leaders’ 
caucus,” as Robert Smith thinks, citing Gal. 
2:2 (“privately before those who seemed 
influential”)? Or was it “all the assembly,” 
as verse 12 seems to imply, as Richard 
Longenecker thinks? In any case, by the 
time a final decision was reached and a 
plan of action decided, it was once more 
“the apostles and the elders, with the whole 
church” (v. 22). Curiously, Luke does not 
mention John, who was so prominent in 
earlier chapters.

The council sessions featured “much debate” 
(v. 7), and then a succession of significant 
speakers who responded to the circumcision 
party. The first is Peter, who is no longer 
the chief figure in the Jerusalem church 
(James had at some time earlier assumed 
that role — see 12:17). Peter speaks now 
as a missionary, recounting the events with 

Cornelius ten years earlier as if to make 
clear that Paul was no innovator or rebel, 
for “God… bore witness to [the Gentiles]… 
and he made no distinction between us and 
them” (vv. 8–9). His testimony would hold 
weight because everyone knew how strictly 
he had held out for the observance of the 
Mosaic legislation (10:14). Now he calls it a 
“yoke,” a term the rabbis were accustomed 
to using. Jesus had spoken of a different and 
easier kind of yoke (Matt. 11:29). Paul would 
make clear to the Galatians that to submit to 
the Old Testament regulations was to adopt 
a “yoke of slavery” (Gal. 5:1). “We Jews 
haven’t been able to bear that yoke!” Peter 
says in effect. “Why place it on the necks of 
new Gentile believers?” (v. 10). Instead, he 
says, “we will be saved through the grace of 
the Lord Jesus, just as they will” (v. 11). It 
was one of the clearest statements to date 
about salvation by grace — Peter said it 
before Paul wrote it!

Now Barnabas and Paul took the spotlight. 
These two, all were aware, had a solid 
background as observant Jews — Paul a 
Pharisee and Barnabas a Levite. As they 
had done in Antioch (14:27) and then in 
Phoenicia and Samaria (15:3), once more 
they gave an account of God’s “signs and 
wonders… done through them among the 
Gentiles,” while the whole assembly, even 
the circumcision party, “fell silent” to listen 
intently (v. 12). Note that the accounts of 
Peter and Barnabas and Paul were not so 
much reasoned arguments as testimonies 
of the mighty acts of God. Who could argue 
with Him?
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JA MES R EN DER S H IS JU D GMEN T 
acts 15:19–21
The parties had made their cases. The church had 
listened carefully. Now James, the leader of the 
church who was also known as “James the Just” 
because of his piety, renders his “judgment” (v. 19). 
Making no reference to Barnabas and Paul, perhaps 
to avoid appearing biased, he begins by referring to 
Peter’s presentation. Instead of calling him “Peter,” 
he calls him “Simeon,” his Hebrew name (cf. 2 
Pet. 1:1). He notes that God Himself had taken the 
initiative, that He had made the Gentiles “a people 
(Greek laos) for his name,” thus applying to the 
Gentile believers a designation formerly used of 
Israel alone (Longenecker). To that testimony of 
the earlier speakers he adds a final one — the 
weightiest of all. “With this the words of the 
prophets agree” (v. 15)! Quoting Amos 9:11–12 (the 
Septuagint version, not the original Hebrew), he 
says that the “remnant of mankind” in the last days 
(now!) will include “all the Gentiles who are called 
by my name” (v. 17). Their conversion, it is clear 
from Amos, is an unmistakable sign that God has 
ushered in the last days. Even James, whose later 
epistle would speak reverently of the “royal law” 
(James 2:8), refuses to side with the circumcision 
party. The final obstacles to Gentile inclusion were 
swept away, and Paul’s mission to them could 
proceed unhindered.

James’ judgment (“we should not trouble” the 
Gentile believers — v. 19) settled the “theological” 
issue. Circumcision and observance of Mosaic 
ceremonial law was not necessary for salvation. 
But there was a “sociological” dimension to 

address as well. How shall we take into account 
the scruples of the Jews for the sake of harmony 
in the church, a matter Paul would later address 
in Romans 14? So it is that James’ judgment 
includes his well-known proposal that a letter 
be sent out to the Gentile believers urging four 
“abstentions” designed to insure the continued 
unity of the church (v. 20). They should abstain

1. “From the things polluted by idols” — i.e. 
from participation in sacrificial meals at 
pagan temples. Idolatry was “the great sin” 
for Jews. Just a few years later, Paul would 
deal with this issue that arose at Corinth (1 
Cor. 8:1).

2. “From sexual immorality” (Greek porneias) 
— probably including marriages in 
prohibited degrees of relationship (Lev. 
18:6–18) and mixed marriages with 
unbelievers (2 Cor. 6:14), as well as 
the usual kinds of promiscuity. Sexual 
looseness was a notorious feature of 
Gentile life.

3. “From what has been strangled” — the 
meat of animals killed by strangulation, 
with the result that the blood was not 
drained, as Jewish “kosher” law required 
(Lev. 17:10–16). This would have been an 
enormous stumbling block to Jews and 
Gentiles eating together.

4. “From blood” — not only was the blood of 
animals to be drained (as above), but it was 
not to be consumed, as was the practice in 
some “mystery cults.”

James’ judgment includes his well-known proposal that a letter 
be sent out to the Gentile believers urging four “abstentions” 

designed to insure the continued unity of the church.
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The rationale for this directive is stated in 
v. 21: “Moses has had in every city those who 
proclaim him, for he is read every Sabbath in the 
synagogues.” Since Jewish communities are to 
be found in every city, their scruples are to be 
respected by Gentile believers.

All of the prohibitions touched on relational 
issues in the home or at the table. Three 
(1, 3, and 4) were specifically dietary. Paul 
Maier points out that in rabbinic tradition, the 
three sons of Noah, who were thought to be 
progenitors of both Jews and Gentiles, had 
the same restrictions placed on them! Jewish 
believers would feel that this list respected their 
scruples. Gentiles would rejoice that most of the 
burden of the Jewish law had been lifted. All 
could give thanks that in James’ judgment the 
holiness of the church (its respect for God, its 
submission to the Scriptures, and its opposition 
to idolatry and immorality) as well as the unity of 
Jews and Gentiles had been preserved.

LET T ER FROM T H E CO U NCI L 
acts 15:22–35
The “whole church” (v. 22) decided to send a 
delegation to deliver the letter. Two of their own 
“leading” men, Judas Barsabbas (who may be 
the brother of Joseph Barsabbas mentioned in 
1:23) and Silas, also known as Silvanus, who later 
became a missionary partner to Paul (1 Thess. 
1:1; 2 Thess. 1:1; 2 Cor. 1:19) and Peter (1 Peter 
5:12), were to accompany Paul and Barnabas. 
These two, later identified as “prophets” (15:32), 
would serve as guarantors of the reality and 
validity of the council’s decision.

The letter itself, which church father Clement of 
Alexandria called “the Catholic epistle of all the 
Apostles,” begins notably. “The brothers, both the 
apostles and the elders, to the brothers who are 
of the Gentiles” (v. 23) is the lovely way in which 

the leaders of the church humbled themselves, 
calling themselves the same word (“brothers”) as 
the new believers they address. The letter rebukes 
the Judaizers for going beyond their authority 
(“we gave them no instructions” — v. 24). The 
decision is bipartisan and unanimous (“having 
come to one accord’ — v. 25). Paul and Barnabas 
are “beloved,” have “risked their lives for the 
sake of our Lord Jesus Christ” (vv. 25–26), and 
are therefore in good standing with the mother 
church in Jerusalem. The “four abstentions” are 
enumerated in slightly different order, simplified 
and without explanation (Judas and Silas would 
provide this).

The council delegates delivered the letter to the 
congregation in Antioch, who “rejoiced because of 
its encouragement” (v. 31). After offering further 
words to strengthen the new believers, Judas 
and Silas returned to Jerusalem, while Paul and 
Barnabas stayed and continued teaching with 
“many others” (v. 35). Would to God that all the 
church’s controversies might end so positively!

Paul Maier reflects on what the modern church 
could learn from the early church in how to solve 
its problems. “The decision at the Jerusalem 
Council involved:

a) Face-to-Face Confrontation… no indirect 
attacks…

b) Listening: … Honest effort was made by 
each side to hear the other...

c) A Scriptural Solution: James based his 
decision on three prophets…

d) Compromise: … for the sake of harmony in 
the church.

Feuders-in-the-faith today might well look back 
to Christian origins for Christian solutions” (First 
Christians, pp. 79–80).
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PER SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
acts 15:36–16:40

Lord God, as I begin study today, open the ears of my heart so that I hear You 
clearly. Make me sensitive to the promptings of Your Holy Spirit, willing to have 

my schedule interrupted and plans changed. For Jesus’ sake. Amen.

Review
1. At the Jerusalem Council, how was the Old Testament employed by the “circumcision party”? By James?

2. List the four “abstentions” the council required of the Gentiles and explain each.

Acts 15:36–41
3. Whose idea was the second missionary journey? What was the goal?

4. Describe the conflict that finally split Paul and Barnabas. What was the position of each man? With whom 
would you have sided? Why?

Acts 16:1–15
5. What do you learn about Timothy in these verses?

6. Part of this journey includes the deliverance of the council’s decision (see 15:19–21). Given that decision, 
why did Paul circumcise Timothy? How does 1 Cor. 9:19–23 help explain Paul’s course of action?

7. When have you (or someone you’ve known) given up your “rights” in order to better represent Christ to 
others? How could you do so now?

8. Using a map of the eastern Mediterranean (from your Bible or the internet), locate Phrygia, Galatia, “Asia” 
(the Roman province), Mysia, Bithynia, Troas, and Macedonia. Which of these is farthest from Jerusalem?

9. What’s the operative pronoun in verse 8? Verse 10? Why the change?

10. What do you learn about Lydia? Where is she from? Why do you think she’s in Philippi? Why is she a key 
contact for the team?

A C T S  1 5 : 3 6 – 1 6 : 4 0

MichaeL KaSting 99

14



Acts 16:16–24
11. The girl has a spirit the Greeks called a “python spirit” (Python was the serpent guardian at Delphi, thought 

to reside in a person’s belly and speak through his/her mouth). What did this spirit enable the girl to do? 
Why was she important to her owners?

12. Describe what this girl did to Paul and his company. If you were Paul, how would you have felt?
 a) This is good advertising! c) True, but she does more harm than good.

 b) This is spooky! d) She’s driving me crazy!

13. What’s the charge against Paul and Silas (vv. 20–21)? What do you suppose is meant by “customs that are 
not lawful” means?

14. Describe the several punishments Paul and Silas endured.

Acts 16:25–34
15. With whom do you identify in this story — the apostles (mistreated)? The crowd (joining to accuse)? The 

jailer (just doing his job)? The other prisoners (watching and listening to someone react)?

16. If you are falsely accused and mistreated, how do you react?
 a) I pull into a shell c) I complain to other people about what’s happened to me

 b) I try to “get even” somehow d) I “praise the Lord anyway”

17. Why would the jailer consider suicide? (cf. 12:19)

18. According to v. 33, who is baptized that night? For other references to a similar occurrence, see 16:15, also 
1 Cor. 1:16. Why is this a possible argument for infant baptism?

Acts 16:35–40
19. Why do you suppose Paul plays his “Roman citizen card” here?

20. Before Paul and Silas leave town, what do they take time to do?

21. Twelve years later, Paul wrote to the congregation in Philippi. Read what he writes in Phil. 4:4–7, 12–13. 
What do you suppose these words in his letter meant to them in light of this initial experience at Philippi?

Memory Challenge

ACTS 16:30–31 “Then he brought them out and said, ‘Sirs, what must I do to be saved?’ And they said, 
‘Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household.’”
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