
Bible Study September 15, 2021 
ACTS 15 (KING JAMES VERSION) 

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.”  

The question of whether Gentile believers should obey the law of Moses in order to be saved 
was extremely critical at this point in Christianity’s history and could have potentially split the 
early church if not handled carefully. The controversy had intensified with the success of the 
new Gentile churches. A group called the Judaizers in the Jerusalem church was led by 
converted Pharisees who preferred a legalistic religion to one based on faith alone (15:5). If the 
Judaizers had won, circumcision would have been required as a sign of conversion. In effect, 
Christianity would have simply become another sect within Judaism instead of God’s fulfilled 
plan for all people of every nation and language. 

There is something of a Pharisee in each one of us. We may unwittingly mistake upholding 
tradition, structure, and legal requirements for obeying God. Make sure the gospel brings 
freedom and life, not rules and ceremonies, to those you are trying to reach. 

2 Therefore, when Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and dispute with them, 
they determined that Paul and Barnabas and certain others of them should go up to 
Jerusalem, to the apostles and elders, about this question. 

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

The Jerusalem Council 

6 Now the apostles and elders came together to consider this matter. 7 And when there 
had been much dispute, 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. 8 So God, who knows the heart, acknowledged them 
by giving them the Holy Spirit, just as He did to us, 9 and made no distinction between us 
and them, purifying their hearts by faith. 10 Now therefore, why do you test God by putting 
a yoke on the neck of the disciples which neither our fathers nor we were able to bear? 
11 But we believe that through the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ we shall be saved in the 
same manner as they.” 

If the law was a yoke that the Jews could not bear, how did having the law help them throughout 
their history? Paul wrote that the law had been a guide that pointed out their sins so they could repent 
and return to God and right living (see Romans 3:20). Because of our sinful nature it was—and still 
is—impossible to obey the law completely. 



 

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. 13 And 
after they had become silent, James answered, saying, “Men and brethren, listen to me: 
14 Simon has declared how God at the first visited the Gentiles to take out of them a 
people for His name.  

This James is Jesus’ brother. He became the leader of the church in Jerusalem and wrote the 
book of James. 

15 And with this the words of the prophets agree, just as it is written: 

16 ‘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; 
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.’ 

18 “Known to God from eternity are all His works. 

Despite the compelling experiences of Peter, Barnabas, and Paul, James turned to God’s Word as 
the ultimate test of truth. This should be the way we evaluate events. We all have our own beliefs 
(some of them fervent) and our own experiences, and our tendency is to want to measure others by 
the same yardstick we use for ourselves. It is common for believers to think that our personal 
experiences and convictions are true and should be the norm. Different ideas are thought to be 
inferior or invalid. Ultimately, however, what matters is what God’s Word says. The more we know 
God’s Word—the more we read it, study it, memorize it, and meditate on it—the better we will be 
able to discern what is right and best in times of controversy or doctrinal disagreement. 

19 Therefore I judge that we should not trouble those from among the Gentiles who are 
turning to God, 20 but that we write to them to abstain from things polluted by idols, from 
sexual immorality, from things strangled, and from blood. 21 For Moses has had 
throughout many generations those who preach him in every city, being read in the 
synagogues every Sabbath.” 

James’s judgment was that Gentile believers did not have to be circumcised but that they should 
stay away from (1) food sacrificed to idols, (2) sexual immorality (a common part of idol worship), 
(3) eating meat of strangled animals, and (4) consuming blood (these last two restrictions reflect the 
biblical teaching that the life of every creature is in its blood, and thus consuming it would be 
irreverent; Leviticus 17:14). Of course, other actions were also inappropriate for believers, but the 
Jews were especially concerned about these four. This compromise helped the church grow 
unhindered by the cultural differences of Jews and Gentiles. When we share our message across 
cultural and economic boundaries, we must be sure that the requirements for faith we enforce are 
God’s, not people’s. 
The early church experienced the difficulty of bringing together diverse peoples. Jews and Gentiles 
had so little in common, with different histories, traditions, practices, customs, cultures, and 



languages. How could anyone possibly take such dissimilar groups and make them one? The same 
question applies to a variety of different groups today. One solution is to decide not to, to decide that 
it is impossible, leaving the two groups to segregate, isolate, and study each other with suspicion. 
When chosen, this response profoundly affects Christianity’s effectiveness and attractiveness. When 
it has snobbery or a judgmental atmosphere, the church betrays the teachings of Jesus and loses 
all appeal because it is supposed to portray God’s love for all people. 
 
The other solution is to submit our prejudices and presuppositions to the greater purposes of God. 
When we imitate him (Ephesians 5:1), we become loving, understanding, and accepting. Such 
acceptance, however, is not meant to include sinful life choices. James mentioned a few laws that 
the Gentile believers should keep, with an understanding that basic morality and living to please God 
would cover the rest. As believers, we can all humble ourselves and learn from each other. Nothing 
gives greater glory to God or provides a more compelling witness than when believers of different 
races, ethnic backgrounds, and social strata come together in love and worship of the Savior. 

 

The Jerusalem Decree 

22 Then it pleased the apostles and elders, with the whole church, to send chosen men of 
their own company to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas, namely, Judas who was also 
named Barsabas and Silas, leading men among the brethren. 

Later, Silas accompanied Paul on Paul’s second missionary journey in place of Barnabas, who 
visited different cities with John Mark. 

23 They wrote this letter by them: 

The apostles, the elders, and the brethren, 

To the brethren who are of the Gentiles in Antioch, Syria, and Cilicia: 

Greetings. 

24 Since we have heard that some who went out from us have troubled you with words, 
unsettling your souls, saying, “You must be circumcised and keep the law”—to whom we 
gave no such commandment— 25 it seemed good to us, being assembled with one 
accord, to send chosen men to you with our beloved Barnabas and Paul, 26 men who 
have risked their lives for the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. 27 We have therefore sent 
Judas and Silas, who will also report the same things by word of mouth. 28 For it seemed 
good to the Holy Spirit, and to us, to lay upon you no greater burden than these 
necessary things: 29 that you abstain from things offered to idols, from blood, from things 
strangled, and from sexual immorality. If you keep yourselves from these, you will do 
well. 

Matters of theology are serious. In this case, the decision was not based on one person. Paul and 
Barnabas, then Peter and James, relied on Scripture and the words of Jesus to guide their decision. 
Even then they all made sure that they came to complete agreement. Use these same guidelines 



when deciding on weighty theological issues. God’s Word is living and active, and he will provide the 
clarification you need. Ask him to show you clarity, and gather with other believers to seek their input. 
 
This letter answered the believers’ questions and brought great joy to the Gentile Christians in 
Antioch (15:31). Beautifully written, it appealed to the Holy Spirit’s guidance and explained what was 
to be done as though the readers already knew it. Believers should be careful not only in what we 
say but also in how we say it. We may be correct in our content, but we can lose our audience by 
our tone of voice or by our attitude. 

Farewell. 

Continuing Ministry in Syria 

30 So when they were sent off, they came to Antioch; and when they had gathered the 
multitude together, they delivered the letter. 31 When they had read it, they rejoiced over 
its encouragement.  

32 Now Judas and Silas, themselves being prophets also, exhorted and strengthened the 
brethren with many words. 33 And after they had stayed there for a time, they were sent 
back with greetings from the brethren to the apostles. 

34 However, it seemed good to Silas to remain there. 35 Paul and Barnabas also remained 
in Antioch, teaching and preaching the word of the Lord, with many others also. 

The delegates to the council at Jerusalem came from the churches in Jerusalem and Antioch. 
The conversion of Gentiles was raising an urgent question for the early church: The real 
problem for the Jewish Christians was not whether Gentiles could be saved but whether Gentile 
believers had to adhere to the laws of Moses and other Jewish traditions. The test of following 
these laws was circumcision. One group of Jewish Christians, the Judaizers, insisted that 
following the law, including submitting to the rite of circumcision, was necessary for salvation. 
The Gentiles, however, did not think they needed to become Jewish first in order to become 
Christians. The Jewish Christians were worried because soon Gentile Christians would 
outnumber Jewish Christians. They were also afraid that moral standards would weaken among 
believers if they did not follow Jewish laws. So Paul and Barnabas discussed this problem with 
the leaders of the church. Paul, Barnabas, and the other church leaders believed that following 
the Old Testament law was very important but was not a prerequisite to salvation. The law 
cannot save; only by grace through faith in Jesus Christ can a person be saved. The council 
ultimately upheld the conviction expressed by Paul and Barnabas that following the Jewish laws, 
including being circumcised, was not essential for salvation. 

It is helpful to see how the churches in Antioch and Jerusalem resolved their conflict: (1) The 
church in Antioch sent a delegation to help seek a solution; (2) the delegates met with the 
church leaders to give their reports and set another date to continue the discussion; (3) Paul 
and Barnabas gave their report; (4) James summarized the reports and drew up the decision; 
(5) everyone agreed to abide by the decision; and (6) the council sent a letter with delegates 
back to Antioch to report the decision. 



This is a wise way to handle conflicts within the church. Problems must be confronted, and all 
sides of the argument must be given a fair hearing. The discussion should be held in the 
presence of leaders who are spiritually mature and can be trusted to make a wise decision. 
Everyone should then abide by the decision. 

 

Division over John Mark 

36 Then after some days Paul said to Barnabas, “Let us now go back and visit our 
brethren in every city where we have preached the word of the Lord, and see how they 
are doing.” 37 Now Barnabas was determined to take with them John called Mark. 38 But 
Paul insisted that they should not take with them the one who had departed from them in 
Pamphylia, and had not gone with them to the work. 39 Then the contention became so 
sharp that they parted from one another. And so Barnabas took Mark and sailed to 
Cyprus;  

The debate over circumcision could have split the church, but Paul, Barnabas, and the Jews in 
Antioch made the right decision—they sought counsel from the church leaders and from God’s Word. 
Our differences today should be settled the same way—by seeking wise counsel and abiding by the 
decisions made. Don’t let disagreements divide you from other believers. Ask God to change your 
heart if you struggle to love people you disagree with. 

40 but Paul chose Silas and departed, being commended by the brethren to the grace of 
God. 41 And he went through Syria and Cilicia, strengthening the churches. 

Paul’s second missionary journey, this time with Silas as his coworker, began approximately three 
years after his first one ended. The two visited many of the cities covered on Paul’s first journey, plus 
others. This journey laid the groundwork for the church in Greece. 
Silas had been involved in the Jerusalem council and had been one of the two men chosen to 
represent the Jerusalem church by taking the letter and decision back to Antioch (15:22). Paul, from 
the Antioch church, chose Silas, from the Jerusalem church, and they traveled together to many 
cities to spread the Good News. This teamwork demonstrated the church’s unity after the decision 
at the Jerusalem council. 
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