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The Jerusalem Council
In the book of Acts, chapter fifteen, we find one of the most significant events that took place in the early church, the Jerusalem Council, which was approximately twenty years after Pentecost.  The supernatural events, such as miracles or displays of God’s power, often attracts the headlines and the attention, but the Jerusalem Council, though not flamboyant, displays the providence of God working through the dedicated and consecrated leaders of the early church.  Historians recognize that there have been seven ecumenical councils in the first several centuries of the early church, but the first and most significant council was the Jerusalem Council, for it answered the most momentous doctrinal question of all: What must a person do to be saved?  (John MacArthur, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary, Acts 13-28, Moody Press, 1996, page 61). 
The problem that needed to be addressed is introduced to us in the first five verses of the fifteenth chapter of Acts.  The specific problem is mentioned in verse one, “And certain men which came down from Judaea taught the brethren, and said, Except ye be circumcised after the manner of Moses, ye cannot be saved.” Again, in verse five the dilemma is mentioned, “But there rose up certain of the sect of the Pharisees which believed, saying, That it was needful to circumcise them, and to command them to keep the law of Moses.”   

There was a group of teachers that went throughout the churches teaching that the grace of God was insufficient and that a person must keep aspects of the Law to be in a right standing with God.  These teachers were given the label, Judaizers, and they became a major source of heresy and contention in the early church. Another source of this problem came from the fact that in the infancy of the early church the majority of Christians were Jewish and had not only been taught the Law, but had a great respect for the Law.  As the Gentiles began to be incorporated into the church, the Jewish Christians felt threatened because they did not feel that a “pagan” could enter the church on the same footing that they were on, and it also threatened their traditions and culture.  If the attitude of the Jewish Christians and the Judaizers prevailed the church would have become nothing other than a sect of Judaism (William Barclay, The Daily Study Bible, The Acts of the Apostles, The Westminster Press, page 113).
In Acts chapter fifteen, verse two, Luke writes that Paul and Barnabas argued time and again against this teaching, declaring that the ritual of circumcision is not necessary for salvation. Note the words, “no small dissension and disputation [questioning].” The idea that this verse gives us is that the arguments were frequent and long (Preacher’s Outline and Sermon Bible Commentary, Volume 2, 1998, Alpha-Omega Ministries, Inc., page 224).  As a result of the disagreement, Paul and Barnabus went to Jerusalem, the mother church, to discuss the situation with the apostles and elders.  Author, Warren Wiersbe, teaches that the Jerusalem Conference was made up of four different strategic meetings.  The first was a public welcome of Paul and his associates (Acts 15:4), then there was a private meeting that involved Paul and the key leaders of the church (Galatians 2:2).  The next meeting was a public gathering where the Judaizers and Pharisees presented their case (Acts 15:5, 6, Galatians 2:3-5) and the last meeting is recorded for us in Acts 15:6-34 (Warren Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, Volume 1, Victor Books, page 462).

If this was the case, in this last meeting Peter is the first to speak on this tremendously important subject as he points to his own past experience as he was directed by God to go a Gentile’s house to share the good news.  Peter, in reference to the events he is relating, uses the phrase, “a good while ago,” which the commentator, Adam Clarke, declares that it means, “from the days of old,” a phrase which simply signifies some years ago; and, if he here refers to the conversion of Cornelius, he must mean about ten years before this time (Adam Clarke, Bible Explorer 3 software, Adam Clarke’s Commentary, Acts 15:7).     

 Peter’s dialogue can be divided into four main points, the first being that this idea of going to the Gentiles was initiated by God and He is the one who orchestrated the events. Peter then states that God gave them, the Gentiles, the Holy Ghost just as he did to them, the disciples, and the Jewish Christians.  For centuries there was a major division between the Jew and the Gentile, and it must have sent a shock through those attending the meeting when Peter said, “And put no difference between us and them, purifying their hearts by faith.”  Notice Peter said, “by faith,” not “by keeping the Law.”  The last thing that Peter said was that by constraining the Gentiles to keep the Law, it would be a yoke upon the neck of the disciples.  This is the same idea that Jesus shared in Matthew 23:4, “For they bind heavy burdens and grievous to be borne, and lay them on men's shoulders; but they themselves will not move them with one of their fingers.”  

After Peter was finished there was total silence, Paul and Barnabus then began to share the signs and wonders that God was doing through them among the Gentiles. These signs and wonders were evidence that the Gentiles had been not only been accepted by God as they were without the keeping of the Law, but also, that they were blessed and beloved by God.  Luke only gives a summary statement concerning the ministry of Paul and Barnabus because he gave the details in Acts 13 and 14.  They were highly respected by the church and church leadership we will see in the letter that would be sent out to the churches concerning this issue (Acts 15:25-26).  

After Paul and Barnabus concluded speaking, James gave the final conclusion of the matter.  James was the half-brother of the Lord, and was the considered the pastor of the mother church at Jerusalem, and he had a world-wide reputation among the believers (Preacher’s Outline and Sermon Bible Commentary, Volume 2, 1998, Alpha-Omega Ministries, Inc., page 224).  James was called a pillar in the church by Paul in his letter to the Galatians and it is said that his nickname was “Old Camel Knees,” because his knees looked like the knees of a camel, rough and leathery. This was believed to be so because of the time he spent on them in prayer (H. L. Wilmington, Wilmington’s Bible Handbook, Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., page 511).  “James the Just” was another title that had been given to him and in 1 Corinthians 15:7, James had the privilege of having a special resurrection appearance of Jesus all to himself (William Barclay, The Daily Study Bible, The Acts of the Apostles, The Westminster Press, page 115) for during the ministry of Jesus, James was an unbeliever.


James began by supporting what Peter had previously said by saying that God had visited the Gentiles, and he then quoted from the prophet Amos reinforcing the position that the Gentiles did not have to be Jewish proselytes to be a part of God’s Kingdom.  The quote from Amos 9:11-12 does not match the Masoretic Text of the Hebrew Old Testament and some speculate that he was quoting the Septuagint, but it does not match exactly with it either. James’ words are inspired and he gives us the sense of the passage as God intended as do other New Testament writers with Old Testament passages.

James declares the final sentence, the judgment of all that has been discussed at the Jerusalem Council, giving four requirements that the Gentiles should abide by. The first guideline was to abstain from things polluted by idols, which reiterates the first commandment, “Thou shalt have no other gods before me (Exodus 20:3).”  The next guideline was to abstain from fornication, sexual relations outside of marriage, both before and during marriage. The worship of the Gentiles included idolatry accompanied by sexual orgies in which it was a very common practice to kill the babies, the product of the orgies, and then celebrate with perversion again, creating an endless cycle. A third requirement was to abstain from anything strangled, and from blood. These two guidelines deal with the Jewish dietary laws, and health experts today say that the Jewish diet is one of the healthiest.  As to refraining from blood, according to William Barclay, “To the Jew the blood was the life and the life belonged to God alone. They so argued because when the blood flowed away, life ebbed away too. Therefore all Jewish meat was killed and treated in such away that the blood was drained off.  The heathen practice of not draining the blood of a slaughtered animal was obnoxious to the strict Jew (William Barclay, The Daily Study Bible, The Acts of the Apostles, The Westminster Press, page 116).


   After James’ declaration they chose four men, Paul, Barnabus, Judas, surnamed Barsabas, and Silas, “chief men among the brethren,” to deliver a letter that contained the decision which was made at the Jerusalem Council to the churches.  The reason for sending others with Paul and Barnabus was to not give the Judaizers any ammunition to accuse Paul and Barnabus of any wrong doing.  The letter that was sent is found in Acts 15:23-29, which restates all that has been mentioned earlier in the chapter.  When the letter was received in Antioch the church rejoiced over the decision that had been made.
On the surface it may appear that even the requirements that were given for the Gentiles might be a form of “legalism” in themselves. The most important thing in the infancy of the church was to maintain unity, and anytime there was change, it provided the opportunity for division.  The compromise was vitally important to the overall well being of the church. The decision that came from the Jerusalem Council was a turning point in Christianity for it made salvation available to every culture of every time, breaking cultural barriers and setting the Gospel free to go to any and every part of the world.
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