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Acts #21 – 15:1-21 What is a Christian? (The Jerusalem Council) 

Acts 15:11:
 “we believe that we will be saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will” 

NOTE FOR LEADERS 

This document is intended to be used as a discussion guide, rather than a curriculum. As small group leaders, 

please feel free to lead through the topic as most appropriate for your group. 

HOUSEKEEPING 

Things going at the moment: 

• Acts 29 Gospel & Sexuality Event:  

o Friday 9th November 7pm at Ashgrove – $5 

o Sam Allberry  

• Together for the Gospel Event:  

o Sunday 25th November 7pm at Brisbane City Hall – $10 

o Kevin DeYoung 
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#21 ACTS 15:1-21 

REFLECT 

This is a time to generate some discussion by reflecting on the ideas in this week’s message. Some 

ideas include: 

• Ask the group to debrief for those who have missed the sermons on Sunday 

• What stood out? Do you have any questions?  

• Were there any special moments of clarity where God spoke to you clearly? 

DIG INTO THE WORD 

Let’s dig a little deeper. Use the biblical text to discover what God reveals to us in his Word. 

Acts 14:19-15:35 Paul Stoned at Lystra 

20 But when the disciples gathered about him, he rose up and entered the city, and on the next day he 

went on with Barnabas to Derbe. 21 When they had preached the gospel to that city and had made 

many disciples, they returned to Lystra and to Iconium and to Antioch, 22 strengthening the souls of 

the disciples, encouraging them to continue in the faith, and saying that through many tribulations we 

must enter the kingdom of God. 23 And when they had appointed elders for them in every church, with 

prayer and fasting they committed them to the Lord in whom they had believed. 

Paul and Barnabas Return to Antioch in Syria 

24 Then they passed through Pisidia and came to Pamphylia. 25 And when they had spoken the word in 

Perga, they went down to Attalia, 26 and from there they sailed to Antioch, where they had 

been commended to the grace of God for the work that they had fulfilled. 27 And when they arrived 

and gathered the church together, they declared all that God had done with them, and how he 

had opened a door of faith to the Gentiles.28 And they remained no little time with the disciples. 

The Jerusalem Council 

15 But some men came down from Judea and were teaching the brothers, “Unless you 

are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.” 2 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. 3 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. 4 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. 5 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.” 
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6 The apostles and the elders were gathered together to consider this matter. 7 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. 8 And God, who knows the heart, bore witness to them, by giving them the Holy Spirit just as 

he did to us, 9 and he made no distinction between us and them, having cleansed their hearts by 

faith. 10 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? 11 But we believe that we will 

be saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will.” 

12 And 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. 13 After they finished speaking, James 

replied, “Brothers, listen to me. 14 Simeon has related how God first visited the Gentiles, to take from 

them a people for his name. 15 And with this the words of the prophets agree, just as it is written, 

16 “‘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, 
17 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 18 known from of old.’ 

19 Therefore my judgment is that we should not trouble those of the Gentiles who turn to God, 20 but 

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. 21 For from ancient generations Moses has had in 

every city those who proclaim him, for he is read every Sabbath in the synagogues.” 

The Council's Letter to Gentile Believers 

22 Then it seemed good to the apostles and the elders, with the whole church, to choose men from 

among them and send them to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas. They sent Judas called Barsabbas, 

and Silas, leading men among the brothers, 23 with the following letter: “The brothers, both the 

apostles and the elders, to the brothers who are of the Gentiles in Antioch and Syria and 

Cilicia, greetings. 24 Since we have heard that some persons have gone out from us and troubled 

you with words, unsettling your minds, although we gave them no instructions, 25 it has seemed good 

to us, having come to one accord, to choose men and send them 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 themselves will tell you the same things by word of mouth. 28 For it has 

seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to lay on you no greater burden than these 

requirements:29 that you abstain from what has been sacrificed to idols, and from blood, and from 

what has been strangled, and from sexual immorality. If you keep yourselves from these, you will do 

well. Farewell.” 

30 So when they were sent off, they went down to Antioch, and having gathered the congregation 

together, they delivered the letter. 31 And when they had read it, they rejoiced because of its 
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encouragement.32 And Judas and Silas, who were themselves prophets, encouraged 

and strengthened the brothers with many words. 33 And after they had spent some time, they were 

sent off in peace by the brothers to those who had sent them. 35 But Paul and Barnabas remained in 

Antioch, teaching and preaching the word of the Lord, with many others also. 

Galatians 2:16  

…we know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we 

also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the 

law, because by works of the law no one will be justified. 

Galatians 3:23-25 

23 Now before faith came, we were held captive under the law, imprisoned until the coming faith 

would be revealed. 24 So then, the law was our guardian until Christ came, in order that we might be 

justified by faith. 25 But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a guardian, 26 for in Christ 

Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. 

Matthew 5:17  

Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but 

to fulfil them. 

Galatians 5:1-6 

For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery. 
2 Look: I, Paul, say to you that if you accept circumcision, Christ will be of no advantage to you. 3 I 

testify again to every man who accepts circumcision that he is obligated to keep the whole law. 4 You 

are severed from Christ, you who would be justified by the law; you have fallen away from grace. 5 For 

through the Spirit, by faith, we ourselves eagerly wait for the hope of righteousness. 6 For in Christ 

Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything, but only faith working through 

love. 

Ephesians 2:8-10 

8 For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of 

God, 9 not a result of works, so that no one may boast. 10 For we are his workmanship, created in Christ 

Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them. 

APPLY 

Help your group identify how the truths from the Scriptures apply directly to their lives. Get group 

members to talk about the real life implications of the study.  

1. DISCUSS: How are we to apply these things? Are there any immediate implications? 

2. DISCUSS: How have you seen Christians deal with conflict well? What about poorly?  
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3. STUDY: Read 15:1-21: Chapter 15 marks the first massive theological question of the early 

church. 

a. Why is Acts 15 such a big deal? What exactly was the issue? Why was it so 

important? 

b. What might be some comparable issues in today’s church life? 

c. How do the passages listed above (Gal 2:16; 3:23-25; 5:1-6 and Matt. 5:17) help 

give clarity to the issue? 

4. APPLY:  

a. What is your biggest struggle in accepting grace alone? Why is placing your faith 

in salvation through faith alone hard? Reflect especially on the gospel’s 

relationship with pride. 

b. What does faith alone mean for your personal relationship with God? 

c. What things can we sometimes look to in place of faith to earn God’s favour?  

d. Where does the fuel for good works come from if they earn us nothing before 

God? 

PRAY 

Pray that we would be a church filled with gospel shaped people who live out our faith by grace alone! 

HELPFUL NOTES 

NOTES ON KEY TEXTS 

15:1–35 The Decision of the Jerusalem Council. Ch. 15 is the center of the book of Acts in both its 

position and its theology. The Jerusalem church acknowledges that God saves Gentiles by faith alone, 

apart from circumcision or keeping the Jewish law (i.e., apart from becoming Jews). The church does, 

however, encourage Gentile believers to follow certain stipulations in order to maintain peace and 

fellowship with their Jewish-Christian brothers and sisters. 

15:1–21 The Council at Jerusalem. The council at Jerusalem sought to resolve the fundamental 

question of whether Gentiles must first become Jews in order to be saved. The controversy pitted the 

Judaizers (see note on v. 1) against Paul’s gospel of free grace and represented one of the earliest and 

most significant threats to the unity of the early church. Paul deals with this same issue in his letter to 

the Galatians, probably written about this same time. 

15:1 Certain people. “Judaizers,” conservative Jewish Christians who believed that Gentiles must first 

become Jews in order to be saved. Many Gentiles responded to the gospel in Antioch without being 

required to keep the law (11:19–26). 

15:3–4 The journey from Antioch in Syria to Jerusalem was about 250 miles (about 400 kilometers) 

and may have taken several weeks. Paul and Barnabas used the journey profitably to share with 

believers along the way the good news about the Gentiles turning to God. 



 

ACTS 

 

15:5 some of the believers … belonged to the party of the Pharisees. It is not surprising that some 

Pharisees joined the new movement since, unlike their opponents the Sadducees, the Pharisees held 

in common with Christians certain basic beliefs: a coming Messiah, the afterlife, and the resurrection 

of the dead. 

15:13–21 James, Jesus’ half brother (Mark 6:3; Gal 1:19), has by this time assumed a leadership role 

in the Jerusalem church (12:17; 21:18). While Peter represents the apostles, James represents the 

elders, the church’s leadership council. It is he who pronounces the verdict. James affirms that (1) 

God, not any human being, chose the Gentiles for salvation and (2) the OT prophets predicted that 

God would save the Gentiles (citing Amos 9:11–12). 

15:16 David’s fallen tent. The dynasty of David that Jesus, the Davidic Messiah, has restored (2 Sam 

7:11b–16; Isa 9:1–7; 11:1–16). While the Hebrew text of Amos 9:11–12 speaks of Israel possessing 

Edom, James quotes from the Septuagint, the pre-Christian Greek translation of the OT, which refers 

to the “rest of mankind” seeking the Lord (v. 17). The point in both versions is that the end-time people 

of God will include Gentiles. 

15:20 The four stipulations James sets out are not requirements for salvation, which for both Jews and 

Gentiles comes through grace by faith alone (vv. 9, 11). Rather, they are guidelines that allow Jews 

and Gentiles to share table-fellowship. There are parallels to each in the guidelines for resident aliens 

living in Israel in Lev 17–18. food polluted by idols. Food offered to a pagan god (see v. 29; 1 Cor 8:7–

13). There is no contradiction with Paul’s teaching on food sacrificed to idols in 1 Cor 8–10, where he 

allows eating such food in certain contexts. The principle in both passages is to avoid these practices 

when it would break fellowship or cause someone else to sin. sexual immorality. Perhaps specific 

kinds of relationships forbidden in the OT law, such as those between close relatives, or general sexual 

sins common in the pagan world. meat of strangled animals. Animals killed without draining the 

blood. blood. The OT forbids eating blood (Gen 9:4; Lev 17:10–12). 

15:21 the law of Moses has been preached in every city. This puzzling statement may mean that (1) 

Jews are present in every city (these practices offend Jews) or (2) these stipulations should not be 

surprising to Gentile God-fearers, who hear them regularly in the synagogue. 

15:22–35 The Council’s Letter to Gentile Believers. The council’s letter repeats James’s stipulations (vv. 

19–21). It will be delivered not only to the church in Antioch (vv. 30–31) but also to the mission 

churches started on Paul’s first missionary journey (16:4–5). 

15:22 Judas (called Barsabbas). Perhaps the brother of Joseph Barsabbas (see note on 1:23). Silas. 

Joins Paul on his second missionary journey (see 16:40). 

15:28 James recognizes that the Holy Spirit had led them in their decision, just as the Holy Spirit 

confirmed that God had accepted the Gentiles (v. 8). 
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15:34 See NIV text note. A later scribe likely added this verse because he wondered how Silas could 

leave in vv. 32–33 but be back in Antioch in v. 40. The better answer is that Silas left and returned.1 

Galatians 2:16 The issue whether Gentile believers should be circumcised and obey the law of Moses 

can only be resolved when a more fundamental question has been considered: How can anyone, Jew 

or Gentile, be found righteous in God’s eyes (as any must be who would belong to God’s people)? 

When Jews (like Peter and Paul) put their faith in Jesus Christ, this clearly implies that their law 

observance is not sufficient; they, no less than “sinful Gentiles” (v. 15), are sinners. justified. Declared 

(not made) righteous, found righteous, acquitted. Such declarations are typically made by judges, 

whom God commands to “declare righteous” those who are righteous (i.e., acquit the innocent) and 

“condemn” the guilty (Deut 25:1; cf. Isa 5:23). But those whom God declares righteous in Gal 2:16 are 

not themselves righteous, but sinners (see notes on vv. 15, 17; see also Rom 4:5; 5:8–9); it is only 

because God has provided Christ as the atonement for their sins that he can remain righteous himself 

while declaring unrighteous people to be righteous (Rom 3:24–26). faith in. Can also be translated 

“the faithfulness [i.e., obedience] of,” which would mean that sinners can be justified only because 

Christ was “obedient to death—even death on a cross” (Phil 2:8; cf. Rom 5:19). But “faith in” is 

preferable because in this context Christ’s faithfulness is not under discussion; Paul’s point is that God 

attributes righteousness to the one who believes (Gal 3:6; Rom 4:3, 22–24). faith. Means the faith of 

believers when Paul contrasts “faith” with “works,” the “works of the law,” or “the law” as paths to 

righteousness (Rom 3:20–22; 4:2–3, 5; 9:31–33; 10:5–9 [the “faith” of v. 6 is the believer’s; see vv. 8–

9]). by the works of the law. Jews and Gentiles alike are required to do what is “good” (Rom 2:6–7, 

9–10). Jews encounter the requirement in the “works” demanded by the written law; Gentiles, in the 

law “written on their hearts” (Rom 2:14–15). To say that no one can be justified “by the works of the 

law” is thus equivalent to saying that no one can be justified by doing good. no one. Paul is 

paraphrasing Ps 143:2 (“no one living is righteous before [God]”) and changes “no one living” to “no 

flesh” (in the Greek) to underline human frailty and sinfulness and the enormous chasm that separates 

“flesh” from God, who is spirit (cf. 2 Chr 32:8). Paul applies the universal truth of Ps 143:2 to the 

specific point at issue: not even those who strive to be righteous by observing the law’s commands 

attain their goal (Rom 9:31).2 

Galatians 3:23 Before the coming of this faith. Abraham, David, and other OT people of God were 

justified by faith (Rom 4:1–8), but the forgiveness they enjoyed, like that of believers in every age, 

depended on Christ’s atoning death for their sins (Rom 3:25). In that sense, the righteousness of faith 

first came into effect with the work of Christ. 

                                                             

1 Carson, D. A. (2015). The Gospels and Acts. In D. A. Carson (Ed.), NIV Zondervan Study Bible: Built on the Truth 

of Scripture and Centered on the Gospel Message (pp. 2250–2252). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 

2 Moo, D. J. (2015). The Letters and Revelation. In D. A. Carson (Ed.), NIV Zondervan Study Bible: Built on the 

Truth of Scripture and Centered on the Gospel Message (pp. 2386–2387). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 



 

ACTS 

 

Galatians 3:24 guardian. Greek paidagōgos, a slave charged with attending on and supervising the 

conduct of a boy until he reached the age of maturity. Paul sees the Mosaic law as exercising a similarly 

confining role for a limited period of time.3 

Matthew 5:17 fulfill. As in Matthew’s earlier use of prophecies, “fulfill” means to complete an 

intended purpose. It can refer to articulating the final and complete intention of a commandment (Gal 

5:14), the typological recurrence of a significant pattern of God’s actions (Jas 2:23), or the occurrence 

of something previously promised (Acts 7:17).4 

Galatians 5:1–12 Freedom in Christ. Paul makes a final appeal to the Galatians not to be circumcised, 

warning of the consequences of such an action and wondering again how they can have been 

persuaded to think otherwise. 

Galatians 5:2 Christ will be of no value. Those who now become circumcised forfeit the benefit of 

Christ’s redemption since circumcision marks the beginning of a life submitted to the law. Christ came 

to redeem those who were under the law (4:4–5). 

Galatians 5:3 obligated to obey the whole law. Obedience to the law represented Israel’s obligation 

under the covenant they entered into at Mount Sinai. Were the Galatians to become circumcised, they 

would be entering a life under the terms of that covenant, bound to obey all its laws and regulations. 

Galatians 5:4 alienated from Christ … fallen away from grace. Since sinners cannot gain righteousness 

on the terms prescribed by the law, Christ came to atone for their sins and open the door to 

righteousness by God’s grace through faith. One cannot, however, enjoy righteousness as a gift of 

God’s grace through faith while embarking on the very different path prescribed by the law. 

Galatians 5:5 the righteousness for which we hope. Those with faith in Christ look forward to the day 

when God will declare them righteous—in Christ—at the last judgment. That declaration is anticipated 

already in those who respond to the gospel message with faith (Rom 5:1), and it is reaffirmed at the 

last judgment for those whose faith has proved genuine (1 Cor 15:2; Col 1:22–23). 

Galatians 5:6 The distinction between circumcision and uncircumcision was vital under the Mosaic 

covenant but makes no difference “in Christ Jesus” (3:28). faith … love. Decisive now, for Jew and 

Gentile alike, is the true faith that finds expression in love.5 

 

                                                             
3 Moo, D. J. (2015). The Letters and Revelation. In D. A. Carson (Ed.), NIV Zondervan Study Bible: Built on the 

Truth of Scripture and Centered on the Gospel Message (p. 2389). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 

4 Carson, D. A. (2015). The Gospels and Acts. In D. A. Carson (Ed.), NIV Zondervan Study Bible: Built on the Truth 

of Scripture and Centered on the Gospel Message (p. 1938). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 

5 Moo, D. J. (2015). The Letters and Revelation. In D. A. Carson (Ed.), NIV Zondervan Study Bible: Built on the 

Truth of Scripture and Centered on the Gospel Message (p. 2391). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 
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