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Acts #22 – 15:21-35 What about the Law?  

(The Jerusalem Council - Part 2) 

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: 

• Together for the Gospel Event w/ Kevin DeYoung:  

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

• Christmas Carols Save the Date 

o 23 Dec 4pm Start Carols at 5:30pm 
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#22 ACTS 15:21-35 

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 15:1-35 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.” 

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, 
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     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 

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. 

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: What are the different ways you’ve seen Christians relate to the Old Testament 

Law? (For example: apply it all, apply none, pick and choose or just general mass 

confusion?) 

3. STUDY & RECAP: Read 15:1-35: Chapter 15 marks the first massive theological question 

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

important? 

b. What is confusing about the stipulations made to the Gentile believers about 

abstaining from: “what has been sacrificed to idols, and from blood, and from 

what has been strangled, and from sexual immorality” (15:29)? What are the 

different issues at play here? 

4. STUDY: There are three different responses to the Law that church takes here that are 

important for us to understand. Briefly they are: (a) we do not obey, (b) we do obey and 

(c) we sometimes obey. Crystal clear, right! It’s safe to say that as Christians our 

relationship status to the Law is complicated. Let’s take them one at a time. 

a. We Do Not Obey. As in the example of circumcision, we do not obey the law it 

because it has been fulfilled in Christ. This applies to all the ritual law components 

of the OT, including dietary laws, clothing laws, sacrifice and holy day laws.  

i. Apply: This was the whole point of last weeks message. We are saved by 

grace alone through faith alone, and not through our own obedience! 

What does this mean for your relationship with God? What about how it 

is that you deal with your sin? 

b. We Do Obey: As in the example of sexual immorality, we do obey the aspects of 

the law that are moral in nature. The ten commandments are a good picture of 

this type of category. Murder is not just against the law, it is immoral because it 

goes against God’s character. The same is true of theft and coveting. We follow 

these laws because they reveal God’s own character and are timeless issues of 

right and wrong. They are moral laws, not ritual laws. 

i. Discuss: Why is our morality important to God? How might we walk the 

line of pursuing holy and moral lives without looking to those things for 

our acceptance before God?  

ii. Apply: How might we cultivate a joyful obedience to God in matters of 

morality?  

c. We Sometimes Obey: Finally, Christians will occasionally follow certain laws for a 

purpose. The example in Acts 15 is that Gentiles should abstain from eating the 

meat which has been sacrificed to idols. While not bound by this law as a matter 

of salvation, this was necessary so that the Jewish believers could have fellowship 

with the Gentiles. Because this was a matter of church unity and fellowship, the 

Gentiles were asked to lay down their freedoms to accommodate their Jewish 

brothers. The bottom line of the Christian teaching here is that love for your 

brother trumps your freedom.  

i. Discuss: What things today might fit into this category? 

ii. Apply: While we are free in Christ, we have a greater responsibility to act 

in love towards our Christian brothers and sisters where the exercise of 

our freedom may cause division. Where might this apply for you today? 
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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. 

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. 
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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). 

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 
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