ACTS CHAPTER #15

Verse 1  Came down from Judea  Some men came from Judea, Jerusalem in particular (Acts 15:24), to Antioch where Barnabas and Paul were (Acts 14:26). 

Circumcised according to the custom of Moses  These Christians came to the church at Antioch and were teaching that Gentiles, like Jews, had to be circumcised in addition to obeying the gospel, if they wanted to be saved. 

Verse 2  Paul and Barnabas had great dissension and debate  Paul and Barnabas had just returned from the special work the Holy Spirit had sent them out on, taking the gospel to places it had not yet gone and establishing a number of new churches. They would have been highly respected leaders in the church at Antioch and were in total disagreement with what these brethren from Judea were teaching.

Paul and Barnabas and certain others  It would be logical to assume that a number of people, from both sides of the issue being debated, went to Jerusalem in an effort to resolve the problem. If this is the same trip that Paul talked about in Gal 2:1, then Titus would have been one of the ones traveling with Paul on this occasion. We also learn from Gal 2:2 that Paul went up “because of a revelation” as well as being sent by the church in Antioch.

To Jerusalem to the apostles and elders  This meeting is referred to by Bible students as the Jerusalem Conference. However, it is important to clarify that it is not equivalent to modern church conferences. Today, and also in the past, many religious groups have come together to determine their doctrine by majority vote, being greatly influenced by the customs and preferences of the time. That is not the case here. The kingdom of Christ is not a democracy and Christ’s law is not determined by the likes and dislikes of the majority. The truth had been made known to the apostles and it was a matter of getting them together with the elders of the church in Jerusalem, along with others involved, and clarifying what God had revealed concerning the subject (Jn 16:12-13; Gal 1:11-12).

Verse 3  Describing in detail the conversion of the Gentiles  As Paul and Barnabas are on their way to Jerusalem they are confidently telling people about how Gentiles on their previous journey had been saved. There is no evidence of doubt in their minds about whether or not the Gentiles had done all they needed to in order to become Christians.

Verse 5  Pharisees who had believed  These Christians were part of a group of people known as Judaizing teachers. They taught that all Christians not only had to be circumcised but had to keep the rest of the Law of Moses as well. The apostles are going to show that this was false teaching and contrary to salvation through God’s grace and our faith in Jesus Christ.
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Verse 7  And after there had been much debate  The apostles and elders let those making the claim that the Law of Moses must be kept state their case and allowed the subject to be debated. Then the apostles and leaders of the church in Jerusalem began to answer the question and suggest how to resolve the problem. 

Peter stood up  As one of the most respected Christians in Jerusalem, Peter reminded the audience that God had chosen him to introduce salvation to the Gentiles.

Hear the word of the gospel and believe  Peter tells everyone that God gave him the opportunity to teach the gospel to the Gentiles so that they could be believe, which in this context would include all that they needed to do to be saved. Note that he did not tell the Gentiles that they needed to be circumcised or keep any other part of the old law. 

Verse 8  Giving them the Holy Spirit  We have already seen in Acts chapters 10 and 11 that the reason the Gentiles were given the Holy Spirit was to prove that the Gentiles were just as welcome to be part of God’s kingdom as were the Jews. 

Verse 9  No distinction between us and them  Jews and Gentiles would be saved in the same way.

Cleansing their hearts by faith  The one way that all of mankind could be saved was through faith in Jesus Christ (Acts 10:43). The one way was not keeping circumcision or any other part of the old law. 

Verse 10  Yoke which neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear  In this case the yoke is the Law of Moses. It was a perfect law but it was never intended to be their savior. If they sinned, there was no forgiveness in it apart from Christ. So since no one except Christ had kept it perfectly, it was a yoke that they could not bear. Once Christ had fulfilled it, the old law and covenant were done away, and the new covenant and the law of liberty were introduced (Mt 5:17; Heb 4:15; 8:13; 10:9; Eph 2:13-16; Jas 1:25).

Verse 11  Saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus  Even though we must have an obedient faith in Jesus in order to be saved, salvation is only possible because of the grace of Jesus and God. No matter what we do as Christians, we are still recipients of a gift that we do not deserve and have not earned. We are beneficiaries of God’s grace. Going back to the old law would cause a person to be severed from Christ and therefore to fall from grace (Gal 2:16; 5:1-4).
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Verse 12  Paul and Barnabas  After Peter, Paul and Barnabas spoke. The ability to perform miracles (signs and wonders) was given by God to show his approval of the things taught and spoken by inspired men. We have no record of Paul and Barnabas ever telling anyone that they had to be circumcised in order to be saved. Instead we have the opposite in Gal 2:1-5. Since they did not command people to be circumcised in order to be saved, yet God confirmed their message of with miracles, circumcision could not have been necessary for salvation.

Verse 13  James  Thought by most to be James, the Lord’s brother (Gal 1:19) and by some to be James, the son of Alphaeus (Mt 10:3).

Verse 14  Simeon  Hebrew form of the Greek name Simon, referring to Peter.

Verses 15-18 The Prophets agree  Here reference is made to Amos 9:11-12 which prophesied that the house of David would be restored and Gentiles would be able to be able to seek the Lord in that new kingdom also. This was fulfilled in Christ and His kingdom, the church (Eph 2:17-22).

Verse 19  Do not trouble them  Do not try to make them keep the Law of Moses.

Verse 20  James suggests four things that would be particularly important for Gentiles to be concerned about:

1.) Things contaminated by idols

2.) Fornication

3.) What is strangled

4.) Blood (Gen 9:3-4; Lev 7:26; 17:13-14; Deut 12:16)

Verse 21  It appears that James is saying that if anyone wants to know what the Jews teach about the Law of Moses they can go to any synagogue on any Sabbath and hear the Law read. His concern at this point for the Gentiles is that they know what to do as Christians.

Verse 22  Two men were chosen to return with Paul and Barnabas to confirm what was determined in Jerusalem concerning the controversy involving circumcision and the Law of Moses. Judas called Barsabbas and Silas were the ones selected. They said to be leading men among the brethren and also prophets (Acts 15:32).

ACTS CHAPTER #15

Verses 23-29  This is the first letter of the New Testament. It was written to confirm that Paul and Barnabas were absolutely right in their claim that circumcision and any other part of the Law of Moses was not necessary for salvation. It stated that those that had gone from Jerusalem teaching false doctrine that had upset Christians at Antioch had not done so with authority from the apostles, elders or church at Jerusalem. Judas and Silas are introduced and the Gentiles are warned about the things mentioned in verse 20 and the letter comes to a close.

Verses 30-31  Paul and Barnabas returned to Antioch with their traveling companions and read the letter to the church. They found it encouraging and rejoiced.

Verses 32-33  Judas and Silas spoke to the people encouraging and strengthening them and then after an undisclosed period of time started back to Jerusalem in peace. 

Verse 34  Many manuscripts do not contain this verse. However, since we find that Silas is in Antioch just a short time later in verse 40, Silas either changed his mind after starting to leave Antioch and stayed, or went home to Jerusalem and returned to Antioch in a few days.

Verse 38  They should not take along him who had deserted them  This shows Paul’s intense disappointment in Mark. He did not feel Mark was dependable and refused at this point to work with him.

Verse 39  They so strongly disagreed with one another that they could not work together so they went their separate ways. There is no indication that they condemned each other because of their disagreement but each served the Lord in the way he thought best.

Verse 40-41  Paul chose Silas and departed  This is the beginning of Paul’s second missionary journey, leaving from Antioch as he did on the first journey. As they traveled through Syria and Cilicia they strengthened the churches that were there.

