Acts Lesson 18 – Acts 15:1-41
Date –about 50 to 51 AD

In lesson 17 we saw the last part of the Missionary Journey of Paul and Barnabas to Antioch and Iconium in the Roman province of Pisidia, and Lystra and Derbe in the Roman province of Lycaonia. Both these provinces were in central Asia Minor (modern Turkey). The apostles spent about a year and a half in these cities, bringing the Gospel and building up the new believers in the faith. Last week, we saw that the Jews of Antioch and Iconium sent agents to follow Paul and Barnabas and frustrate their mission and bring about their deaths. In Lystra, we saw how they managed to turn a crowd of Gentile idol worshippers against Paul, and have him stoned. About nine years later, in Ephesus, we will see the Jews try to use the same tactic against Paul. The crowd and the Jewish agents left Paul for dead, but God raised him up, evidently from the brink of death. Having written him off as dead, the Jews ceased to have him followed. Paul and Barnabas continued their ministry in Lycaonia, and then returned to Pisidia, where the Jews were no doubt greatly shocked to see them. After having strengthened the church and appointed leaders and teachers, they returned to Perga and Attalia in the coastal Roman province of Pamphylia. After preaching the word there, they took ship home to Antioch in Syria. They reported on the great success of their mission, and then remained in Antioch for about one to two years. Our last verse last time was Acts 14:28: “And they stayed there a long time with the disciples.” We start this time with:
Acts 15:1 Some men came down from Judea to Antioch and were teaching the brothers: “Unless you are circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved.” 
You may notice that these men did not say “it is a sin” not to be circumcised, but that “you cannot be saved.” Paul described these very men in Galatians 2:4 “some false brothers had infiltrated our ranks to lie in wait for 
 the freedom we have in Christ Jesus and to make us slaves.” Paul’s calling them “false brothers” indicates that at least some of the Judaizers were not believers at all.
Paul later commented on these Judaizing “brothers” near the end of his ministry and even compared them to Satan: 

2 Corinthians 11:12-15 “And I will keep on doing what I am doing in order to cut the ground from under those who want an opportunity to be considered equal with us in the things they boast about. For such men are false apostles, deceitful workmen, masquerading as apostles of Christ. And no wonder, for Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light. It is not surprising, then, if his servants masquerade as servants of righteousness.”
Acts 15:2a This brought Paul and Barnabas into sharp dispute and debate with them. 
You have to love Paul. He never knowingly compromised the truth for a minute, even though he made a lot of enemies. As we studied earlier, later after the council of Jerusalem, both Barnabas and Peter, withdrew from eating with the Gentiles when some men from the church in Jerusalem came to Antioch. Paul was not afraid to call even them out on their hypocrisy (Galatians 2:11-21).
Acts 15:2b So Paul and Barnabas were appointed, along with some other believers, to go up to Jerusalem to see the apostles and elders about this question.
We know from Galatians that these “other believers” included Titus (Galatians 2:1) who was an uncircumcised Greek.
 It is interesting that although we know from the letters of Paul that Titus was one of his key disciples for most of his ministry, Luke never mentioned him. Because of this some have speculated that Titus was the brother of Luke, and Luke was just following the custom of New Testament authors to downplay themselves and their family relationships.
According to Galatians this trip gave Paul the opportunity to share with the apostles Peter, John, and James the revelation that God had given him: Galatians 2:2 “Moreover, I went up in accord with 
 a revelation and set before them the gospel that I preach among the Gentiles.”
This revelation is almost certainly what had been given to Paul by Jesus Christ himself in Damascus and on his trip to Arabia (the location of Mt. Sinai). Note that this does not describe the general meeting described in Acts 15:5-6. That meeting met to discuss the question of circumcision. This meeting was a private meeting with just the Apostles and was devoted to discussing Paul’s gospel. Paul said of the result of this consultation that “those men added nothing to my message.  On the contrary, they saw that I had been entrusted with the task of preaching the gospel to the Gentiles, just as Peter had been to the Jews.”
 (Galatians 2:6b-7)
It should probably be understood that, although that of the original eleven, only Peter and John were there, there can be no doubt that the other living eight, who had by then scattered to the four corners of the world, also understood that the Gospel was for all the Gentiles.
Acts 15:3 The church sent them on their way, and as they traveled through Phoenicia and Samaria, they told how the Gentiles had been converted. This news made all the brothers very glad. 
They spread the news of the response of the Gentiles through the Jewish churches of the largely non-Jewish areas of Phoenicia and Samaria. They received the news with joy. Perhaps it emboldened them to see that there were mission fields right outside their doors.  
Acts 15:4 When they came to Jerusalem, they were welcomed by the church and the apostles and elders, to whom they reported everything God had done through them. 
They brought the same news to the church in Jerusalem, and the response of a large party of them stood in contrast. It was not “glad.” It was judgmental.
Acts 15:5a Then some of the believers who belonged to the party of the Pharisees stood up and said, “The Gentiles must be circumcised  
In Genesis 15 God promised Abraham that he would have a seed through whom all the world would be blessed. This was the promise of the Messiah. God also promised that Abraham’s heirs would inherit the promised land (between the Nile and the Euphrates). It was Abraham’s act of faith in the initial promise that was counted to him for righteousness (Genesis 15:6, Romans 4:3). It is important to understand that this covenant (often called the Abrahamic Covenant) was God’s promise to provide salvation through a mediator and redeemer who was both the seed of the Woman and the seed of Abraham. For Abraham to believe in the promise was the Old Testament equivalent of faith in Jesus Christ (who was that promised seed). When Abraham was 99 years old, and he and Sarah had become sexually dead and the possibility of an heir was no longer a reality, God confirmed His promise. Circumcision involved 99-year old Abraham taking his dead sexual member and cutting away the flesh of the foreskin causing pain and bleeding. From a worldly viewpoint this hardly seemed likely to increase Abraham’s potency. However, this was a sign of his faith that, against all hope, God would raise up life from his sexual deadness. God did. And circumcision became a sign for all Jews of faith that God had a special racial destiny for them and would raise up a Messiah from their seed. Like many shadows in the Old Testament, the meaning and importance of this ritual became obscured by tradition until the ritual became more important than the promise to which it was connected.

When Christ came, the meaning of the ritual had been fulfilled. Circumcision, like the Passover and the shadows of the Temple worship were replaced by the reality of the birth, life, and death of Jesus Christ. To impose circumcision on the believing Gentiles would have had no significance since the meaning of the ritual had been fulfilled. In 70 AD God also made sure that the shadow worship of the Temple was finally done away with. He accomplished that by allowing the Romans to totally destroy the Temple. The Temple had also become meaningless. The shadow had been replaced by the reality. The true Temple of God was the work of Jesus Christ.

Acts 15:5b and required to obey the law of Moses.” 
Notice that these Christian Pharisees had added something beyond faith to salvation. Having “supposedly” believed in Christ, they kept going back to the law as a means of salvation. As we shall see, it was not on the questions of what consisted of morality or virtue, that they differed with Paul and Barnabas, but on questions like circumcision and diet.
Acts 15:6 The apostles and elders met to consider this question. 
This was a general assembly of apostles and elders who were in Jerusalem. The only ones of the original of the Twelve disciples of Jesus who were still in Jerusalem were Peter and John. James had been executed, and the other eight (excluding Judas Iscariot) had gone forth to the far reaches of the world, where they were converting Gentiles.
Acts 15:7 After much discussion, Peter got up and addressed them: “Brothers, you know that some time ago God made a choice among you that the Gentiles might hear from my lips the message of the gospel and believe. 
Peter recalled to them the episode at the house of the Roman centurion Cornelius in Caesarea.
Acts 15:8-9 God, who knows the heart, showed that he accepted them by giving the Holy Spirit to them, just as he did to us. He made no distinction between us and them, for he purified their hearts by faith. 
There the Holy Spirit had made it clear that those uncircumcised, pork eating Gentiles who had merely believed had been saved.

Acts 15:10 Now then, why do you try to test God by putting on the necks of the disciples a yoke that neither we nor our fathers have been able to bear? 
Peter also pointed out that no Jew had ever been saved by keeping the Law.
Acts 15:11 No! We believe it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they are.” 
This confirmed that the real issue was about what it took to be saved. Even then, twenty years after the cross, there were “Christians” trying to make salvation a matter of works. The scary thing is that these Christians had gained seats of authority in the Church in Jerusalem. It has ever been thus in “organized churches.” The real church of Jesus Christ is spiritual, not physical.
Acts 15:12 The whole assembly became silent as they listened to Barnabas and Paul telling about the miraculous signs and wonders God had done among the Gentiles through them. 
Then, Barnabas and Paul related the miraculous signs with which God had blessed their ministry. This would have seemed to argue that God was not against salvation by faith alone.
Acts 15:13 When they finished, James spoke up: “Brothers, listen to me. 
Finally, James, the half brother of our Lord,
 and the generally recognized resident leader of the Church in Jerusalem spoke up.
Acts 15:14 Simon has described to us how God at first showed his concern by taking from the Gentiles a people for himself. The words of the prophets are in agreement with this, as it is written: “‘After this I will return and rebuild David’s fallen tent. Its ruins I will rebuild, and I will restore it, that the remnant of men may seek the Lord, and all the Gentiles who bear my name, says the Lord, who does these things’
 that have been known for ages. 
James quoted one of the many, many passages in the Old Testament that spoke of God’s intent from ages past to include the Gentiles under his name. 
Acts 15:19 “It is my judgment, therefore, that we should not make it difficult for the Gentiles who are turning to God. 
James was faced with a problem faced by the leaders of all organized churches. He didn’t want to compromise the more important truths, but he also didn’t want to split the church over less important issues.
Acts 15:20 Instead we should write to them, telling them to abstain from food polluted by idols, from sexual immorality, from the meat of strangled animals and from blood. 
He recommended that they tell the Gentiles to avoid sexual immorality (which had never been an issue with Paul), and that they do not eat food sacrificed to idols (also not an issue with Paul - 1 Corinthians 8:1-13). He also recommended that meat of strangled animals and blood be avoided. This last is just good public health. You will notice, he didn’t mention what were unclean or clean animals. 
Acts 15:21 For Moses has been preached in every city from the earliest times and is read in the synagogues on every Sabbath.” 
In essence James tried to get the best decision without actually settling the question. He didn’t say that salvation was apart from the Law, but he also didn’t say that salvation was by keeping the Law. He endorsed a statement that everybody could agree with. It commanded keeping portions of Law without saying what the consequences of non-compliance were. However, among the portions of the Law commanded, circumcision was not included. So it chopped off one of the legalist’s non-grace methods of salvation, but left all the others unsettled. Unfortunately, his statement did not say, as Peter had, “it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved” or with Paul in Ephesians 2:8-9 “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God-- not by works, so that no one can boast.” This was probably the best James could get out of the council without provoking a split. Of course James himself was also keenly aware that although faith was the means of salvation it had to be a real faith which also evidenced itself in deeds (James 2:14-26). At the very most, the resulting document from the Council of Jerusalem was a compromise which did little to clear up the confusion. I believe that, outside of Paul, very few of those in attendance really understood that the age of Israel, the Law, and the Temple were really past. It took the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple to fully instruct them.
It is also worth noting that the letters of Paul document the fact that the (possibly unsaved) legalists among the Church in Jerusalem paid absolutely no attention to this instruction and continued to send out emissaries to undermine grace.
Acts 15:22 Then the apostles and elders, with the whole church, decided to choose some of their own men and send them to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas. They chose Judas (called Barsabbas) and Silas, two men who were leaders among the brothers.
They decided to send this message back to Antioch, with not only Paul and Barnabas, but with two prominent and well-known members of the Church in Jerusalem. This gave additional authority to the message Paul was bringing back. I believe that it is quite probable that this Judas Barsabbas was the brother of the Joseph Barsabbas in Acts 1:23 and that both of them were two of the four brothers of the Lord (Joseph, James, Simon, and Jude). 
As for Silas, throughout Acts, he is the man who is referred to by Luke as Σιλᾶς {se-lä's}, or Silas. In the Epistles of Paul (2 Corinthians 1:19, 1 Thessalonians 1:1, 2 Thessalonians 1:1), he is referred to as Σιλουανός {se-lü-ä-no's}(usually translated Silvanus). He is also referred to by Peter (1 Peter 5:12) by that name. Both versions of the name clearly refer to the same man. He first appears here in scripture. He was called here a prophet (Acts 15:32). He was also a Roman citizen (Acts 16:37-38), but as a leader of the Church in Jerusalem, he was almost certainly also a Jew. He accompanied Paul on his second missionary journey through Syria, Cilicia, Lycaonia, Phrygia, Galatia, Macedonia (Philippi, Thessalonica, Berea), and Achaia (Athens and Corinth). Since he was never mentioned in Acts after the departure of Paul from Corinth, it is probable that he remained in Greece when Paul returned to Antioch in 53 AD. The next time he was mentioned in Scripture (1 Peter 5:12), he was with Peter in Babylon in 63 AD. From the language of that passage (“With the help of Silas, whom I regard as a faithful brother, I have written to you briefly.”) it is my conjecture that Silas helped with either the message (Silas was familiar with the people Peter was writing to), or the Greek translation of Peter’s thoughts (Peter’s first language was Aramaic). He was the probable bearer of Peter’s letter to the churches of Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia which he had first visited on his journeys with Paul. The evident familiarity of those churches with Silas indicated by 1 Peter may give us a clue as to where he had spent his time after leaving Corinth.
Acts 15:23-27 With them they sent the following letter: The apostles and elders, your brothers, To the Gentile believers in Antioch, Syria and Cilicia: Greetings. We have heard that some went out from us without our authorization and disturbed you, troubling your minds by what they said. So we all agreed to choose some men and send them to you with our dear friends Barnabas and Paul--  men who have risked their lives for the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore we are sending Judas and Silas to confirm by word of mouth what we are writing.
They sent a letter explaining the reason for the letter and the delegation they had sent to explain in detail. It seems like the phrase “men who have risked their lives,” probably should be read to  apply to Judas and Silas rather than Paul and Barnabas. A commendation of the courage of Paul and Barnabas by the letter would hardly be necessary for the Church at Antioch which was well acquainted with their exploits. On the other hand Silas and Judas were relative strangers to them and an introduction extolling their worth would be appropriate.
Acts 15:28-29 It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us not to burden you with anything beyond the following requirements: You are to abstain from food sacrificed to idols, from blood, from the meat of strangled animals and from sexual immorality. You will do well to avoid these things. Farewell. 
One thing stands out about this proclamation. It was really more distinguished by what it did not say than what it did say. It did not say that circumcision was a prerequisite of salvation. 
This proclamation is a masterpiece of compromise, but not of Doctrine. It is probably typical of what has come out of most Church committees and councils. It was also  virtually what had been recommended by James in verse 20.

Acts 15:30-31 The men were sent off and went down to Antioch, where they gathered the church together and delivered the letter. The people read it and were glad for its encouraging message. 
The people of Antioch were encouraged that salvation by faith was not contradicted.
Acts 15:32 Judas and Silas, who themselves were prophets, said much to encourage and strengthen the brothers. 
Judas and Silas, who were also men of grace, expanded greatly on their encouragement. I have to believe that Peter, John, and James sent these men to say what the letter hadn’t said.
Acts 15:33 After spending some time there, they were sent off by the brothers with the blessing of peace to return to those who had sent them. 
After a while Judas and Silas were given leave to return to Jerusalem.
Acts 15:34  “But it seemed good unto Silas to abide there.” 
This verse is in the Textus Receptus, which was acknowledged as the authoritative text for most of 19 centuries. It was based on hundreds of copies examined over the centuries. The verse is not in the Codex Sinaiticus which is based on a very old manuscript discovered in a cellar at St. Catherine’s monastery in Egypt in about 1850. The Codex Sinaiticus is not reliable. It often left out verses from obvious inattention of the copyist. Even the context of Acts 15 argues for the inclusion of this verse, as we find Silas still present in Antioch when Paul decided to go on his return journey to Asia Minor, and take Silas with him (verse 40).
Acts 15:35 But Paul and Barnabas remained in Antioch, where they and many others taught and preached the word of the Lord. 
In the meantime, the teaching of the word in the very large and important city of Antioch, Syria continued. As we shall see, obviously, among those back in Antioch at that time was Mark. As I have pointed out before, the church at Antioch was probably the one to which Mark addressed the Gospel of Mark.

Acts 15:36 Some time later Paul said to Barnabas, “Let us go back and visit the brothers in all the towns where we preached the word of the Lord and see how they are doing.” 
Paul understood that with all the good teachers now in Antioch, he would probably be more needed elsewhere. He proposed a return to the churches of Asia Minor.
Acts 15:37-40 Barnabas wanted to take John, also called Mark, with them, but Paul did not think it wise to take him, because he had departed from 
 them in Pamphylia and had not continued with them in the work. They had such a sharp disagreement that they parted company. Barnabas took Mark and sailed for Cyprus, but Paul chose Silas and left, commended by the brothers to the grace of the Lord. 

As I pointed out earlier, at about this time Paul and Barnabas had a disagreement about Peter’s hypocrisy in withdrawing from the Gentiles. This may have been the underlying cause for their split. Of course, it turned out for the best as two mission trips were launched instead of just one.
Acts 15:41 He went through Syria and Cilicia, strengthening the churches.
This meant that Paul and Silas took the great highway that ran through the center of Asia Minor to Antioch. Major cities on the way included Derbe, Lystra, Iconium, Pisidian Antioch, and then the cities of the Roman Province of Asia, Colosse and Ephesus. Travelling though Cilicia meant that Paul would have also revisited his hometown of Tarsus where he had ministered to the churches there for years.
� This is the only time this word appears in the NT. The Greek word kataskopevw translated here “to spy on” also has an alternate translation – “to lie in wait for.” I prefer that translation. It hearkens to 1 Peter 5:8b “Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.”


�  Galatians 2:3.


� The Greek here is ἀνέβην δὲ κατὰ {anabahn de kata} which literally is “but (or moreover) I went up in accord with.”


� You will note that it doesn’t say that John was sent to the Jews.


� And the author of the epistle of James.


� Amos 9:11


� The Greek word here is ἀφίστημι {af-is'-tay-mee} which means “to depart” or “to withdraw from.” Those are also the translations of 8 of the 13 translations at which I looked. The NIV translator here imposed his interpretation of Mark’s actions on the translation since “to desert” has a definite negative connotation which the correct translation does not.
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