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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.
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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.”
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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
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sent them. 35 But Paul and Barnabas remained in Antioch, teaching and
preaching the word of the Lord, with many others also.
The first mission trip of the young Christian church is over and it was a
huge success. Paul and Barnabas have returned home to report back to
the church and everything is going great. Our passage last week ended by
saying that they “remained no little time with the disciples” in Antioch. So,
everyone lives happily ever after, right? After all, this is a Disney story isn’t
it? Well, not so much. Remember our thesis, when God calls you, expect
opposition. And that is what we are going to see this morning. Conflict in
the church. Yes, church can be messy. It can be messy because there are
people involved. I think I have told you before, but when I was a kid my
favorite piece of clothing for a number of years was very worn out Peanuts
sweatshirt. It had a picture of Charlie Brown on the front and on the back
it said, “I love mankind, it’s people I can’t stand.” Well, when we put a
number of people in close proximity with one another, we are bound to
have conflict. I think Charles Schultz had a pretty good understanding of
human nature as he wrote the Peanuts strip. We might love the idea of
humankind, but they better not infringe upon our turf or our closely held
beliefs or there will be trouble. Many times we approach the scripture in
this same way. Teach me truth, but don’t take me out of my comfort zone.
That is what happens in our passage this morning. Paul and Barnabas are
teaching freedom in Christ and that ruffles some folks. It becomes a turf
war between the old guard and the new believers. It is a battle between
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those who can’t let go of the past because that’s the way its always been,
and a new way of thinking that is being brought into the church by the
divine will of God. But, I want to make clear at the outset, this isn’t new
teaching. It is a correction and an amplification of teaching that has always
been at the core of the Biblical record. And, it is being played out in the
church of the new guard, the flagship of the Gentile Christian movement,
the church in Antioch. A controversy over some very basic and important
theology is going to erupt here. The question at hand is “how are people
saved?” It is a pretty important question. Let’s jump in and let the Holy
Spirit teach us from this important passage. Here is the outline of our
passage:
V.1‐5
V.6‐21
V.22‐35

Dissension and Debate
The Jerusalem Council
A Decision Announced

The focal point of the passage is this:
Salvation is From God, though Grace, by Faith and for All People.
Dissension and Debate
The Christian church is about 18 years old as we come to Acts 15. It has
been eighteen years since Pentecost and so much has happened, yet the
church is still relatively young. Gentiles are just starting to become part of
the church and the majority of the believers are former orthodox Jews who
have come to believe in the Lord Jesus as the Messiah. But that is now
about the change, because the believing Gentile population is exploding.
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The majority race is about to become the minority. So, we shouldn’t be
surprised that this issue was first a problem in Antioch. It is very
predictable.
Here is the story. Look at verse 1. Some men came from Judea… from
Jerusalem or close by, and they were teaching the brothers. Now the
brothers in Antioch were almost all gentile converts. This was a young
church and these people were serious about their faith. So, there must
have been quite a stir when these teachers from Judea started telling them
that they weren’t really saved at all because they hadn’t been circumcised.
This was earth shaking. Paul and Barnabas had been teaching here for
several years. Paul was a former Pharisee. Barnabas was from Levitical
lineage. They were both learned men of letters with a solid pedigree. The
people must have been really confused. What is this teaching, what does it
mean? Is it true? Imagine if someone challenged you today and said, “hey,
you think you are saved but you are actually going to hell if you don’t wear
a scarf over your head in public.”
These men were teaching that you had to obey the law of Moses, along
with faith in Jesus, if your faith was to truly be saving. They had good
reason to teach this, as circumcision was the sign God gave Abraham to
mark his chosen people. Abraham had circumcised Isaac as a sign of
receiving the covenant blessing of God. This was a sign of ownership, of
belonging to God and his covenant people. Those without circumcision in
the Old Testament were outside God’s covenant people and therefore not
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part of God’s promise. But even then, circumcision wasn’t what saved a
person. Abraham was saved by faith. Moses was saved by faith. We know
that from the 13th chapter of Hebrews. You see, God has always had a
chosen people. God chooses who is in his kingdom and who is not. That
has always been true. Circumcision was an outward sign of God’s grace in
choosing a people. Those who were God’s were circumcised, not as an act
of salvation but as an act of identification and obedience.
But now, this sign was no longer necessary. It was a shadow of what was
to come… a better circumcision. Jesus had come and fulfilled the promise
of God, given in Jeremiah 31:33, to write his covenant promise on the
hearts of every one of his chosen people. God gave a new covenant,
Hebrews calls it a better covenant, whose sign is not outward circumcision
but the writing of the law of God on our hearts. It is a new form of
circumcision, the circumcision of our hearts through the indwelling of the
Holy Spirit. In Jeremiah 31, God said, I will be their God and they will be my
people… for I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no
more. This is unbelievable news!! This promise had been fulfilled 18 years
earlier at Pentecost, but these Jewish teachers from Judea were firmly
hanging on to nearly 2000 years of tradition and teaching. They had lost
track of the need for heart change and had become focused on the
outward appearance of compliance.
Paul addressed this same issue in his letter to the Colossians. In Colossians
2:8‐15 he starts by saying, See to it that no one takes you captive by
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philosophy and empty deceit, according to human tradition… not according
to Christ. Then he goes on to say something so profound that we could
spend the rest of the day, the rest of the month, the rest of our lives
contemplating the depth of the meaning. Here is what he says, this is
Colossians 2:11‐15, 11 In him also you were circumcised with a circumcision
made without hands, by putting off the body of the flesh, by the
circumcision of Christ, 12 having been buried with him in baptism, in which
you were also raised with him through faith in the powerful working of
God, who raised him from the dead. 13 And you, who were dead in your
trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made alive together
with him, having forgiven us all our trespasses, 14 by canceling the record of
debt that stood against us with its legal demands. This he set aside, nailing
it to the cross. 15 He disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them to
open shame, by triumphing over them in him.
Paul and Barnabas were not going to tolerate teaching that added to the
work of Christ on the cross. This was “no small dissension and debate.”
This was serious. It threatened the very foundations of the church of
Antioch and the whole mission to the Gentiles. So, the church did
something very wise. They appointed Paul and Barnabas, along with an
unnamed delegation from the church to go to Jerusalem and put this
question before the apostles and elders of the church. Here is something
we can learn from. There will be disagreements in the church. People
have legitimate differences. That is why the church has leaders who are
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given special authority to mediate such disputes. The church in Antioch
realized that this is a big issue and that they need outside help. They go to
Jerusalem. Look at verses 6‐21.
The Jerusalem Council
Paul and Barnabas were warmly welcomed by the church leaders who
heard their report about the first mission trip. But there were some
believers there waiting for them, members of the Pharisee party, who
were the advocates of keeping the Mosaic law in addition to faith in Jesus.
As Paul and Barnabas told of the success of the trip through Cyprus and
Southern Turkey, these brothers argued that they must go back and “order
them” to keep the law of Moses. Now the business of the day was directly
at hand. You can feel the tension level rise, as the apostles and elders
adjourned the general church meeting and sat down to hear the
arguments. Verse 7 tells us it was a long debate. The implication is that
each side expressed “forceful differences of opinion.”1 There was a full
and heated debate. But, here is what is so important, it did not cause
division, it resulted in unity. In verse 25, we will see that they came to
"one accord" on this matter. They could debate, disagree and even
heatedly argue, but at the end of the day they were unified in the Spirit.
I absolutely love Peter’s speech in verses 7‐11. He has become the voice of
wisdom and maturity in the church. The man who denied Christ, who was
so full of himself he couldn’t pass a mirror without stopping to admire the
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reflection… this man has become a humble, wise and brilliant leader. His
speech in these verses sets the stage for all the theologians and reformers
who would come after him. Augustine, Hus, Wycliffe, Luther, Calvin,
Zwingli, Owen, Whitfield, Wesley, Spurgeon… all of them would stand on
Peter’s shoulders and the truth of what he says, starting in verse 7:
"God made the choice that I should take the gospel to the Gentiles. He
gave them the Holy Spirit, making no distinction between Jew and Gentile,
clean and unclean. He cleansed their hearts by faith. If God makes no
distinction, why would we try to yoke them with behavioral requirements
that even we and our forefathers could not keep? We believe that we are
saved by faith and faith alone. Just as we are, so will the Gentiles also.” In
that statement, Peter summarizes the core of the Christian gospel. God
chooses his people. He gives us the Holy Spirit to cleanse our hearts by
faith. He makes no distinction between black, white, brown or yellow.
There is not a chosen race or people, other than those that God has chosen
by his grace. Therefore, we must not add anything to that gospel. We are
saved by faith alone, through Christ alone. That is the good news of the
gospel. This is Peter’s final appearance in the book of Acts. F.F. Bruce says
that Peter’s final act in Luke’s account is to legitimatize the mission to the
Gentiles. The same mission in which we are involved today.
Following Peter’s speech, the assembly fell silent, as the truth of Peter’s
statement was verified by Paul and Barnabas’ testimony of the miracles
God had done through them in Cyprus and Asia Minor. Now, James steps
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in and seals the deal. I cannot tell you how profound his statement is to
our understanding of the message of the Bible and specifically the
connection between the Old and New Testaments. Let me walk you
through this very carefully.
James starts in verse 14 by restating the context of the conversation. He
says, this is what we are talking about gentlemen, Paul, Barnabas and Peter
are saying, “God visited the Gentiles to take from them a people for his
name.” That statement is historical dynamite in a Jewish context! The
Jews are God’s chosen people. From Abraham to Isaac to Jacob to Moses
to David… God made himself known to his chosen race, the Jewish people.
That is who he chose. Now, James is saying that God has visited the
Gentiles and He is choosing from them a people for his name. Then, James
does what every Christian, every teacher, pastor, preacher must do… he
uses scripture to back up his claim. He goes to the prophet Amos. In verse
15, James says, “Scripture backs up Peter’s statement. Amos said the same
thing in Amos 9:11‐12, 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.’
In 2 Samuel 7, one of the most important passages in the Old Testament,
God promises David an everlasting kingdom and a king who will reign on
his throne forever. It is a glorious picture of the coming messiah, who will
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come from David’s lineage. But the promise seems to be in tatters.
David’s throne no longer seems to exist, his lineage no longer rules in
Jerusalem and has not for over 400 years. But, in this prophetic passage
from Amos, God says that he will restore the throne of David. That
kingdom is not so glorious, Amos calls it a booth, or a tent. Walter Kaiser
calls it a “pup tent” because it is so small and so insignificant. But God says
he will rebuild the pup‐tent and restore it so that the remnant of mankind
may seek the Lord, and all the Gentiles who are called by my name. And
there it is… James says, “the prophecy of Amos is being fulfilled. The
Gentiles are being called into the kingdom of God. This is the restoration
of the kingdom of David. This is Jesus Christ building his kingdom, the
kingdom over which he will rule for all eternity. By faith in Jesus, the
Gentiles are flooding into the kingdom. It is God’s plan… it always has
been God’s plan.
Therefore, says James in verse 19… therefore because it is God’s will, we
should not do anything to hinder God’s work or trouble these people who
are called by His name. Paul and Barnabas… you were right. Circumcision
is not required to be identified as a true follower of God. He is now
circumcising hearts through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. That is the
sign of a true believer and it is a sign given without distinction… Jew,
Gentile; Religious, Unreligious; Black, White, Brown or Yellow… none of
that matters.
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A Decision Announced
So, a decision is announced. The apostles and elders in Jerusalem write a
letter to the Church in Antioch and to all Gentile believers. Remember, the
church had sent Paul and Barnabas to get advice and counsel on the issue
of adding circumcision to the requirements for being a true follower of
God. So, here is their counsel, but it can be confusing. It doesn’t even
address circumcision. Instead it gives them a list of four things they should
do.
So, if salvation is by faith alone, if God is not partial to the Jews, if the
requirements of the law and particularly circumcision are not a
requirement for salvation… why did they send them a list of things that
they should avoid doing? The answer is simple but not all that obvious.
Here is the reason, and it is important. The believers in Antioch are living
in close proximity to the Jewish community. Many of the believers have
ties to the synagogue, even family members who are still practicing Jews.
The leaders in Jerusalem are sending them some guidance on how to live
out their Christian liberty without being an offense to those who still need
Jesus. Don’t eat food sacrificed to idols, don’t eat the blood of animals,
don’t eat what has been strangled, avoid sexual immorality. The first three
are simply ways to exercise constraint of their liberty so their Jewish
friends and neighbors won’t be disgusted with them and think they are
total heathens. Even though there is nothing wrong with any of these
things, they should avoid them to be a good witness. The last one
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addresses an issue that all Greek communities struggled with from a
cultural perspective. The Greek gods they worshipped led them into all
kinds of immoral behavior, including temple prostitution. Sexual
immorality was common and accepted, just like it is in our culture. People
give it no thought. This is a temptation that needed to be addressed
clearly and avoided. That is why the letter to the churches was written the
way it was, and that is why it wasn’t a burden to them. They wanted to be
good witnesses and avoid immorality. They wanted to obey the
commands of Jesus. This was practical advice on how to live out their
faith, not a requirement to be saved.
Application
This is such an encouraging passage. it solidly confirms that there is
nothing required for a sinner to come to faith in Jesus, other than true
faith. This is faith that is given by God, who chose us and wrote our names
in the Lamb’s Book of Life before the foundation of the earth were laid. By
faith we are saved and what we do is an evidence of our faith, not a
requirement for salvation. That is what Jesus meant when he told us that
the true sign of a person who loves him with saving faith is the desire to
obey his commandments. The evidence of true faith is not found in our
knowledge or even in our remorse over our sin. True faith is evidenced by
our love for Christ which causes us to have a burning desire to know him
and obey his commandments. That is what discipleship is about. Learning
to obey all that He has commanded us… because we love him so much.
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Jesus said, If you love me, you will keep my commandments. (John 14:15)
It isn’t work, it is a pleasure and joy to live in his truth.
John MacArthur preached a message on his radio program this week that
illustrated this idea perfectly. He compared Peter and Judas. He points out
that both Peter and Judas were personally called by Christ, both spent the
better part of three years with him, heard the same teaching, witnessed
the same miracles and knew all the same things about Jesus. Both
catastrophically denied and abandoned him. Yet, one became one of the
most admired leaders in the Christian church and the other became one of
the most vile, hated men in human history. What was the difference?
MacArthur points out that it was their vision of Jesus. When Judas looked
into the eyes of Christ he looked at him with contempt and jealousy for his
own agenda. Peter looked in the eyes of Christ and was devastated. He
was crushed by the weight of his sin, compared to the glory and holiness of
Christ. That was also Paul’s response. He was an intellectual. He could
have been arrogant and proud. But he considered his training and self‐
worth to be filthy rags. He looked in the eyes of Jesus and was blinded by
his brilliance.
What about you? Are you like the Judaizers, or Judas? Do you have
knowledge of Jesus and a heart that is only lukewarm? Or, do you know
Jesus and have a heart that burns to know Him more. What is your vision
of Jesus? Behold your God. Behold His glory. Be crushed. Become a true
disciple. Fall in love with your Savior.
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