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Introduction: Unless You Are Circumcised You Cannot Be Saved (15:1)
What would have happened if the other side had won?
What would have happened if circumcision had been declared necessary for salvation?

Circumcision had been given to Abraham as a sign of the covenant,

but after the time of Moses circumcision was closely associated 

with the whole Mosaic covenant.

As Paul will say in Galatians 5:3,

“I testify again to every man who accepts circumcision 

that he is obligated to keep the whole law.”


Circumcision – the sign of the Abrahamic Covenant –



obligates you to keep the whole law of Moses.

If circumcision was necessary for salvation,

then the whole story of Christianity would have been different.

Paul had probably already written Galatians before the council.


(After all, if the Council of Jerusalem had already happened when he wrote Galatians,



then it would seem very strange that Paul never refers to a Council



chaired by James, where Peter and James endorsed Paul’s work!)


So if the council had decided against Paul,


what would Paul have done?

Christianity would likely have splintered from the very start.

It would have fractured and divided and who knows what would have happened!

If the apostles had decided against him, 

then Paul would be known as the first great heretic!

But if circumcision was necessary for salvation,

then the whole Mosaic law would still be in force



(except perhaps the sacrificial system).

And this would mean that Christianity would have been very Jewish.


Some Gentiles would still have converted,


but we would be observing all the food laws, all the purity laws,



and Jesus would be thought of as the one who completed our Mosaic religion.

This is the issue at the very heart of the Council of Jerusalem.

Does Jesus point to Moses,



or does Moses point to Jesus?

Or to put it another way,

do Gentiles have to become Jews in order to be saved?
I realize that today, with the question having been decided emphatically nearly 2,000 years ago,


this may not seem like a big deal.

But as far as you are concerned, 

the Jerusalem Council was the most important event in human history, 

outside of the death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ himself!

Because it is here that the inclusion of the Gentiles 

becomes the settled policy of the church of Jesus Christ.
1. Antioch Requests a Council (15:2-5)
Verses 2-5 set up the context of the council for us:

And after Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and debate with them,



Paul and Barnabas and some of the others 

were appointed to go up to Jerusalem to the apostles and the elders 

about this question.



So, being sent on their way by the church,




they passed through both Phoenicia and Samaria,




describing in detail the conversion of the Gentiles,




and brought great joy to all the brothers.

It is useful to note the procedure here.



There was contention in the churches of Antioch, 



so they seek the advice and wisdom of their mother church in Jerusalem.


This is not exactly modern-day Presbyterianism.


I am not aware of any modern form of church government 

that follows exactly what happens here.

The Council of Jerusalem is not a representative council.


It is not attended by representatives from all the churches.


Rather, it consists of the apostles and elders in Jerusalem.



The church of Antioch appointed Paul, Barnabas and “some of the others”




to present their case, 



but it is not at all clear whether they were “voting members” of the council.

The daughter church is presenting a difficult case for the mother church to resolve.
Of course, the mother church happens to have some or all of the apostles present,

so it is a rather unique church!

It would be highly presumptuous for any church to claim this sort of authority today.

But if any church could, it would be the church of Jerusalem – 


because of this passage here in Acts 15.


But it is also worth pointing out 

that the only reason why the apostles and elders of Jerusalem resolved this case 

is because the church of Antioch requested them to do so.

When they came to Jerusalem, 

they were welcomed by the church and the apostles and the elders, 

and they declared all that God had done with them.


But some believers who belonged to the party of the Pharisees rose up and said,



“It is necessary to circumcise them and to order them to keep the law of Moses.”
You can see here how closely the Christian Pharisees associated circumcision and the Law.

Does Christian Pharisee sound like a strange phrase?

But even some of the Pharisees converted.


Paul himself had been a Pharisee – 



but apparently there were some Pharisees who converted to Jesus



without really understanding what Jesus had done.

The basic error of these Christian Pharisees was that they thought that Jesus perfected Moses.

The point of Jesus’ coming – as far as they were concerned –


was to bring the Gentiles into conformity with Moses.


The basic narrative (for them) was the narrative of Israel.

For the Christian Pharisee, the story of salvation is the story of Israel.


And Jesus is the last great chapter of that story.

And so the Gentiles will be included by bringing them into Israel,

and the only way to do that is by circumcision.

2. Peter’s Speech (15:6-11)
The apostles and elders were gathered together to consider this matter.

And after there had been much debate, Peter stood up and said to them,



“Brothers, you know that in the early days God made a choice among you,




that by my mouth the Gentiles should hear the word of the gospel 

and believe.

Peter reminds them of what had happened probably a decade or so before –



how God had sent him to the Gentile, Cornelius.



And God, who knows the heart, bore witness to them, 

by giving them the Holy Spirit just as he did to us, 

and he made no distinction between us and them, 

having cleansed their hearts by faith.

Peter reminds the Council 

that the Holy Spirit made no distinction between Jew and Gentile.

Back in Acts 10, Peter had no doubt been prepared to circumcise all Gentile converts.



But when the Holy Spirit was poured out on the Gentiles,


Peter recognized that God had declared that circumcision was not necessary.


What cleanses our hearts is faith.


Whether you are circumcised or uncircumcised does not matter.



As Paul had put it in Galatians 5:6,




“For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision 

counts for anything, but only faith working through love.”


And so Peter turned to the Christian Pharisees and asked:


Now, therefore, why are you putting God to the test 
by placing a yoke on the neck of the disciples 
that neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear?

The Christian Pharisees had said 

“it is necessary to circumcise them and to order them to keep the law of Moses.”

Peter says that this is a yoke that the Jews had not been able to bear.



Circumcision and the Law cannot produce righteousness.



The whole history of Israel is a case study of this!
If your approach to life is to say,


Well, maybe next time I’ll do better!

then Peter’s words are for you!

Peter says, Look, our fathers were unable to bear the yoke of the law.

And we have done no better.

If our salvation depends on our keeping the law of Moses,



then we will not be saved!


But we believe that we will be saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus,



just as they will.

This is radical stuff!


Rather than say, “they must be circumcised and keep the law of Moses just as we must”



Peter says, “we will be saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus just as they will”

It is not that Jews have to become Gentiles.
Neither do Gentiles have to become Jews.

Rather, Peter’s point is that God saves Jews and Gentiles in exactly the same way.


And that way is most clearly demonstrated in Acts 10 – with Cornelius.


We are saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, 

as the Holy Spirit cleanses our hearts by faith.

It is not your law-keeping that saves you.

It is the grace of the Lord Jesus.

This is an interesting moment for what it reveals about the polity of the early church.

Peter has spoken,



but that is not taken as the final word.


Peter appears to be the leader of the twelve,



but that does not give him ultimate authority.

This reminds us of one of those basic principles of biblical polity:


the plurality of the eldership.

And here at the Council of Jerusalem, there will be several voices that are crucial to the debate.
3. Barnabas and Paul’s Report (15:12)
Peter’s speech appears to have accomplished one thing:

prior to his speech “there had been much debate,”


but after Peter’s speech, 

all the assembly fell silent, and they listened to Barnabas and Paul 

as they related what signs and wonders God had done through them among the Gentiles.
Luke apparently felt no need to tell us the details 

because he has told us all about this in chapters 13-14.

(This should also reinforce the importance of the conversion of Cornelius in chapters 10-11,


where Luke not only reported the event, but then reported Peter’s description of the event.

And now that same event is reported yet again – 

while Paul and Barnabas’s travels are given a one verse summary.)
But Peter’s speech, reminding everyone of the conversion of Cornelius,


has the effect of giving Paul and Barnabas a hearing.

4. James’ Summary (15:13-18)
After they finished speaking, James replied,

“Brothers, listen to me.



Simeon [remember that Peter’s name was originally Simon] 

has related how God first visited the Gentiles,




to take from them a people for his name.

Once again, the conversion of Cornelius plays a central role in the deliberations.
But James points out that what God did with Cornelius 

was exactly what we should have expected:

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


After this I will return, and I will rebuild the tent of David that has fallen;



I will rebuild its ruins and I will restore it,


that the remnant of mankind may seek the Lord,



and all the Gentiles who are called by my name,


says the Lord, who makes these things known from of old. (15:15-18)

This is a quotation from Amos 9.

Amos was a prophet to the northern kingdom of Israel.


Amos spoke to Israel of how they had become no better than the nations.


Are you not like the Cushites to me, O people of Israel? Declares the LORD.

Indeed, God makes it sound like Israel is no different at all from the nations:



Did I not bring up Israel from the land of Egypt,




and the Philistines from Caphtor and the Syrians from Kir? (9:7)

Amos makes it clear that God is the God of all nations, 


not just Israel.


And yet he has a special purpose for Israel.



All the sinners of my people shall die by the sword (9:10),




but the remnant shall live – especially the “booth of David.”

God promised to the northern kingdom of Israel

that he would rebuild the tent of David.

There is a significant difference between the Hebrew text of Amos


and the Greek translation, the LXX, that James quotes.

The Hebrew text of Amos 9:12 says, 

That they may possess the remnant of Edom and all the nations who are called by my name,

while the Greek text says,

that the remnant of mankind may seek [the Lord] and all the nations who are called by my name.
The Hebrew text says that the house of David will possess the remnant of Edom 

(and the nations who are called by God’s name),

but the Greek translation that James quotes 

says that the remnant of mankind is seeking the Lord.

James is using the best translation he has available –

and the point he makes is entirely consistent with what Amos is saying.

When God restores the house of David,


then even the Gentiles will be called by the name of the LORD.

We sang about that from Psalm 87 – 


Rahab, Babylon, Philistia, Tyre and Cush will know the Lord



and they will claim Zion as their true home.

God has restored the tent of David,

he has raised up Jesus to his right hand.

And so he is now bringing in the remnant of humanity,

and the Gentiles are now being called by his name.
Conclusion: James’ Judgment (15:19-21)
Therefore my judgment is …
Does this strike you as odd?

Why is James speaking in the singular?


He is not an apostle.


There are at least some apostles present.



There is a whole council present!


How can James get away with talking like he’s the only one that matters.
James appears to be the president of the council.


The president is not merely a moderator (that’s a rather modern development).


The president’s job (from what we know of ancient sources)


is to summarize the mind of the body.


After hearing all the debate,



after hearing all the reports,




James is now prepared to set forth a statement 

that sums up the whole matter.


So James is not a modern day bishop, but neither is he a modern day moderator.

My judgment is that we should not trouble those of the Gentiles who turn to God,


but we should write to them to abstain from the things polluted by idols, 
and from sexual immorality, and from what has been strangled and from blood.


For from ancient generations Moses has had in every city those who proclaim him, 
for he is read every Sabbath in the synagogues.

We’ll look next time at the letter of the council,


and so at that time we can explore what is meant by the prohibitions here.


But today we will focus simply on the basic conclusion.

We should not trouble those of the Gentiles who turn to God.

James hears the arguments of Peter and of Paul,


and he recognizes that this is the fulfillment of what the prophets had said.


So he sums up the mind of the Council


by rejecting the arguments of the Christian Pharisees,



insisting that requiring circumcision would be to “trouble” them.

So what should we do with this?


First, we should give thanks to God!


Be grateful to God for this decision of the Jerusalem Council.


Because quite frankly, 

if the council had accepted the arguments of the Christian Pharisees, 

then it is entirely likely that you never would have heard the gospel – 


much less believed it!



The whole history of the world would have been entirely different,



because the gospel would never have really gone to the nations.


But second, we should marvel at how gracious God has been.


Psalm 87 had spoken of how the nations would be born in Zion.



God has been pleased to take a very Jewish story,



and engraft us into that story –





by taking Jew and Gentile and making us one new man in Christ. 



Because the one who brought this very Jewish story to its climax



was one who was not only the Son of David,




but also the Son of Adam,




and indeed, also the very Son of God.

As we’ve been seeing in the evening series,

God took the curse that was all humanity in Adam,



and focused it on Israel through the law,



so that he might focus it yet once more on his beloved Son.


And because his Son triumphed over the power of sin and death,



therefore now the blessing of God comes to the Jew first, but also to the Greek.

And so finally, what we should take from the Jerusalem Council,

is that this message of the gospel should go forth to all nations.

As James had said in his quotation from Amos 9:


That the remnant of mankind may seek the Lord,



and all the Gentiles who are called by my name.
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