
 
 
August 2, 2020 – The Jerusalem Council– St. Paul, the Apostle  
 
Scripture: Acts 15:8-9 
And God, who knows the human heart, testified to them by giving them the Holy Spirit, just as 
he did to us; and in cleansing their hearts by faith he has made no distinction between them and 
us. 
 

MONDAY 8.3.20   Acts 15:1-5 

 
Review: A good problem in Antioch  
Paul and Barnabas return from their first missionary journey and report on all the great things 
God has done. Gentile and Jewish persons are responding to the Gospel of Jesus Christ and 
committing their lives to him through baptism. Word of this incredible news gets back to Judea, 
which creates concern among some of the Jewish Christians (from the sect of the Pharisees), 
who travel to Antioch in order to correct what they see as a mistake. To them, the problem was 
that Paul was not enforcing the Mosaic Law upon the Gentiles who were coming to faith in 
Christ. 
 

• Paul told the gathered Jews and Gentiles (Acts 13:16) that he was preaching new life and 
forgiveness “from all those sins from which you couldn’t be put in right relationship with 
God through Moses’ Law.” After Paul’s first missionary journey, Jewish and Gentile 
Christians began mixing together in worship. But some Jewish Christians from Judea 
believed this was a violation of Moses’ Law. They said people still needed to keep Moses’ 
Law in addition to having faith in Christ. Have you ever known (or been) a person who saw 
salvation as based on “faith plus something”? What made Paul’s message especially vital as 
the faith spread outside the culture where it began? 
 

• Verse 1 refers to circumcision as a “custom”, whereas, Verse 5 refers to circumcision as a 
“law?” How would you describe the difference between a “law” and a “custom?” Why is 
this an important question in the text? What are the customs or traditions that are 
important to you? How would it be received if you imposed those customs on your friends? 

 
Prayer: Lord God, keep always fresh in my mind the truth that “through Jesus everyone who 
believes is put in right relationship with God.” I want to live a holy life, not to earn a place in 



your kingdom, but in gratitude that you’ve already welcomed me in. Amen. 

 
 

TUESDAY 8.4.20   Acts 15:6-11 

 
Peter lays theological groundwork for inclusion 
According to Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase of text, Peter began his speech like this: 
"Friends," he said, "you know that from early on God made it plain that he wanted the pagans 
to hear the message of the Gospel and embrace it--and not in any secondhand, roundabout 
way, but firsthand, straight from my mouth. And God, who cannot be fooled by pretense on our 
part, but always knows a person's thoughts, gave them the Holy Spirit exactly as he did to us. He 
treated the outsiders exactly as he treated us, beginning at the very center of who they were 
and working from that center outward, cleaning up their lives as they trusted and believed Him.  
 
• Peter uses the Doctrine of Creation and a general narrative theology to suggest that God 

always had in mind to bring the peoples of all nations back together. It was the Tower of 
Babel that sent them in varying directions, but Peter sees this new movement as part of 
God’s plan. Who are the “outsiders” in today’s world? Who are the “outsiders” to you? 
What steps can you take this week to reach across the aisle to show God’s love to someone 
very different from you? 
 

• One of the most important questions a Christian can ask when trying to make a decision, is, 
“What does God think?” This was the question Peter was answering in his speech: “God 
knows their hearts and has made no distinction between us.” Looking at the situation from 
God’s perspective, as a good Father who loves all his children the same, prevents a myopic 
view of the issue. How might you begin your thinking about decisions and issues with this 
question? Your involvement on issues of racial justice? Your engagement in a presidential 
election? Whether to apologize for something you did wrong? What does the Father think? 

 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, my vision is often too myopic, concerned with my own interests and blind to 
the interests of others. Help me to see all humanity from your perspective. Lift my vision to the 
heavens so that I can see “outsiders” the way you do, as your precious children. Amen.   



 
 

WEDNESDAY  8.5.20   Acts 15:12 

 
Paul & Barnabas tell of signs and wonders 
After Peter gives his speech, appealing to reason through theological argument, Paul then gives 
his testimony. This is now Paul the Pastor, telling of real life stories that are consistent with his 
renewed theology. Whereas Peter appealed to reason in his argument, here, Paul appeals to 
experience to show that God is at work, transforming peoples’ lives in miraculous ways. This 
should be of great interest to the leaders of the church.  
 
• In order for James to make the decision he did, why was it necessary for Paul to share these 

personal stories? Isn’t this a matter of doctrine? What purpose do the personal stories fulfill 
for the assembly to make the wisest decision?  

 
• Where have you seen God work “signs and wonders” in the lives of people around you? 

What about in your own life? How do you share this news with the world?  
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, the resurrection was not a one time event, but it takes place in people’s lives 
everyday. You raise us from the deaths of addiction, fear, enmity, greed, white supremacy, and 
general selfishness. Give me eyes to see your “signs and wonders” in my life and in the lives of 
those around me. Give me the courage and joy to share this news with the world. Amen 
 
  



 
 

THURSDAY 8.6.20   Acts 15:13-18 James’ Discernment 

 
James finds support for inclusion in the prophet, Amos 
After a moment James took the floor. This is not James the apostle, the brother of John. This is 
not James, son of Alphaeus, another of the original twelve. No, this is James, the brother of 
Jesus. He wasn't even a believer until after the resurrection, according to I Corinthians 15:7. But 
James is now leading the Church. And after listening, he speaks. He places all that they have 
heard in the context of Scripture. It is clear that the experience of the Gentiles is actually a 
fulfillment of Amos 9:11-12.  
 

• How does Amos 9:11-12 point to the inclusion of the Gentiles without the males having to 
be circumcised? Is this a good use of Scripture? How do you appeal to Scripture to 
understand present day issues? Try this experiment on the controversial topic of defunding 
the police. Where, in the Bible, do you find support or rejection of this effort? 
 

• After holy conferencing, James speaks for the church: "We will not trouble those Gentiles 
who are turning to God," he says. “For grace is enough! With one caveat…” For the sake of 
fellowship and unity in the church, there are four laws from the Levitical code that were 
enforceable to both Jews and non-Jews living in Israel. “Please abstain from eating meat 
offered to idols, unkosher food, and from fornication. Otherwise, table fellowship will 
simply not work.” James seems to be making a compromise in order to keep the unity and 
purity of the church held together in tension. Do you err on the side of keeping the peace, 
or being right? In what ways can a compromise be honoring to God? 

 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, give me the discipline to know the Scriptures well enough to appeal to them 
for help in times of confusion. Give me wisdom to discern when a compromise may be just the 
way to advance your kingdom in the world. Amen. 
 
  



 
 

FRIDAY 8.7.20   Acts 15:19-21 James’ Judgment 

 
James promotes the peace, unity and purity of the new church 
We must remember that the center of our unified witness, as this council concluded, is that we 
are saved by nothing other than the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. That’s why our church’s 
mission statement is to invite people to experience Jesus Christ and become his passionate 
followers. Paul said it best in his letter to Corinth—“for I resolve to know nothing other than 
Christ crucified.” This is not because Paul is simple-minded. It’s not because he doesn’t have the 
intellect to focus on something more than that—he just knows that there is all this stuff out 
there and that in order to have an effective witness, you need to hone in and focus in on what 
matters most at the end of the day.  
 

• The great 12th century French abbot Bernard of Clairvaux lists three criteria which could be 
used in making any church decision: “Is it allowed?  Is it appropriate?  Is it profitable?” 
These is a good sequence of questions for us to ask ourselves for our life in the world. In 
what context will this sequence of questions help you the most? In the workplace? At home 
with family? At church? 
 

• TS Eliot, in Four Quartets, wrote about the still point in a turning world. Christians believe 
that Jesus is our eternal still point in our turning world in which everything is temporary. 
How does Paul’s “centeredness” on Christ help us through times of uncertainty? How does 
it give us wisdom for everyday life? Take time in mindfulness to find your center, deep 
within, as the person of Jesus Christ who lives in you.  

 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, be the center of my life today. Help me to find rest and confidence in your 
presence and power so that I may not be tossed about by the waves of uncertainty. Amen.  
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