God's Master Plan Bible Study

Lesson 35 – Grace – The Jerusalem Council

God's Master Plan #35 – The Jerusalem Council


Despite everything that God had done with the saving of Cornelius' house, the fabulous growth of the Gentile church in Antioch, and the great revival in  Paul and Barnabas' missionary journey to Asia, there were still some Jewish leaders of the early church who believed that Gentile converts had to be physically circumcised to be saved.  The years of the teaching of the law and tradition still had a grip on many Jewish believers and, after all, God had commanded Abraham and all of his house to be circumcised.  Furthermore, the Law of Moses had taught that a male could not be right with God unless they were circumcised.  So, while it does not seem all that controversial to us today, the burning question among the early apostolic leaders was this:  "Was physical circumcision required for salvation after Calvary?"  Jesus had never taught that it was, but Jesus had also never addressed the issue in His teaching.  

Acts 15:1 Some men came down from Judea and began teaching the brethren, "Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved." 

The issue became a burning fire when certain men began teaching in the Judean area that Gentiles had to be physically circumcised to be saved.  Eventually, though, these teachers ran into Paul and Barnabas.  

Acts 15:2 And when Paul and Barnabas had great dissension and debate with them, the brethren determined that Paul and Barnabas and some others of them should go up to Jerusalem to the apostles and elders concerning this issue. 

Paul and Barnabas confronted them and argued so effectively against their doctrine that the leaders of the church decided that they should send Paul and Barnabas to Jerusalem to confront this issue at the top.  The new missionaries gladly agreed to do so.  

Acts 15:3 Therefore, being sent on their way by the church, they were passing through both Phoenicia and Samaria, describing in detail the conversion of the Gentiles, and were bringing great joy to all the brethren. 

On the way, they stopped by every church that they could find and detailed the conversion of the Gentiles on their recent missionary trips and gladdened the hearts of many of the Gentile believers who were now under attack.  

Acts 15:4-5 When they arrived at Jerusalem, they were received by the church and the apostles and the elders, and they reported all that God had done with them. 5 But some of the sect of the Pharisees who had believed stood up, saying, "It is necessary to circumcise them and to direct them to observe the Law of Moses." 

This great meeting to settle the issue of whether or not physical circumcision was necessary for salvation is now called by scholars as the "Jerusalem Council."  It represented the first church-wide leadership meeting to settle a major doctrinal dispute involving many congregations
.  There were basically two sides:  Pharisees who had received the Holy Ghost and wanted to keep physical circumcision as mandatory, and Paul and Barnabas who had realized in preaching to the Gentiles that God did not require it.  The apostles and elders of the church came together to hear the two sides debate the matter and we can only imagine the fierceness of the debate between the now Holy Ghost-filled Pharisees and Paul who was formerly the brightest and sharpest of the Pharisees!       

Acts 15:6-7 The apostles and the elders came together to look into this matter. 7 After there had been much debate, Peter stood up and said to them, "Brethren, you know that in the early days God made a choice among you, that by my mouth the Gentiles would hear the word of the gospel and believe. 

Calling in all of the church leaders to witness the various arguments, both sides heatedly debated each other for some time and finally, Simon Peter stood up and opened his mouth.  What a change had come to Simon Peter and the once extremely Jewish-prejudiced man now stood up and defended the Gentiles.  

There is actually more to the story than is recorded here in the book of Acts, and Peter had actually wavered between standing with the Gentiles and the Jewish people.  Immediately after the Jerusalem Council in A.D. 49, Paul wrote his first letter, the Book of Galatians to the church in the city of Galatia.  The Church in Galatia was being effected by a similar group of teachers called the "Judaizers" that taught that Gentiles must be physically circumcised and live by Moses' law in many other ways to be saved after Calvary.  The entire Book of Galatians was written to confront these false teachers and defend Paul's right to minister and teach the Gentiles, the Gentile's rights to enter into the kingdom of God, the fulfillment of the law through the work of Jesus Christ,  and the stand that physical circumcision is not required to be saved.  In the book of Galatians, Paul told this story:

Gal 2:11-13  But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he stood condemned. 12 For prior to the coming of certain men from James, he used to eat with the Gentiles; but when they came, he began to withdraw and hold himself aloof, fearing the party of the circumcision. 13 The rest of the Jews joined him in hypocrisy, with the result that even Barnabas was carried away by their hypocrisy. 

Here we find that Peter had come to visit the church in Antioch and had eaten and fellowshipped with the Gentiles until some Jewish friends of James had come from Jerusalem to also visit.  When the strict Jewish believers arrived, Peter stopped eating and fellowshipping with the Gentiles because he feared what they might say if they saw him eating with uncircumcised believers.  To make matters worse, Barnabas followed Peter's example and began to act the same way.  Never one to back down from a hypocrite, Paul confronted Peter:

Gal 2:14 But when I saw that they were not straightforward about the truth of the gospel, I said to Cephas in the presence of all, "If you, being a Jew, live like the Gentiles and not like the Jews, how is it that you compel the Gentiles to live like Jews?  

These men’s actions was bringing division between the Jewish and Gentile believers in the church of Antioch.  Because the hypocrisy was being performed publicly, Paul confronted Peter publicly on the issue
.  His issue was two fold:  Peter lived freely and beyond the Laws of Moses when around Gentile believers and when by himself and yet pretended to still be strictly following the laws of Moses when around certain Jewish believers.  Moreover, such actions showed that Peter was supporting people who were still trying to gain their righteousness and salvation through the Law of Moses
.  

Gal 2:21 "I do not nullify the grace of God, for if righteousness comes through the Law, then Christ died needlessly."

Paul finished his confrontation with these words.  Christ had died on the cross to fulfill the laws of Moses and thus usher in a new era of Grace.  If the ceremonial laws of Moses were still necessary to be obeyed, then that meant that Jesus Christ had died needlessly!   

Obviously, Peter received the correction and took Paul’s wisdom to heart because here in the Jerusalem council, he stood up before the Judaizers to defend the uncircumcised Gentiles. 

Acts 15:8-9 "And God, who knows the heart, testified to them giving them the Holy Spirit, just as He also did to us; 9 and He made no distinction between us and them, cleansing their hearts by faith. 

Reminding the Jewish believers of all that had happened in the conversion of Cornelius’ house, Peter stated that God had saved the Gentiles in the same manner that He had cleansed the Jewish believers at Pentecost and that the Holy Spirit had not made a distinction between Jews or Gentiles.  

Acts 15:10-11 "Now therefore why do you put God to the test by placing upon the neck of the disciples a yoke which neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear? 11 "But we believe that we are saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, in the same way as they also are." 

Peter’s reasoning was simple, if God had chosen not to place the yoke of the ceremonial laws of Moses upon the Gentiles, then why should the Judaizers?  

Acts 15:12 All the people kept silent, and they were listening to Barnabas and Paul as they were relating what signs and wonders God had done through them among the Gentiles. 

Peter’s involvement caused the crowd and debate to listen more carefully to the accounts of Paul and Barnabas’ 1st missionary journey and how that God had moved mightily through the Gentile believers.  

Acts 15:13-14 After they had stopped speaking, James answered, saying, "Brethren, listen to me. 14 " Simeon has related how God first concerned Himself about taking from among the Gentiles a people for His name. 

After listening to all that God had done on Paul's first missionary journey, James, the brother of Jesus, stood up and began to speak
.  James began to talk about when Jesus was dedicated in the temple as a baby, a story that he undoubtedly knew well.  An old prophet named Simeon had been told by God that he would not die until he saw the Messiah and when this Simeon had seen Jesus, he had taken up the child in his arms and prophesied about the future work of Christ
.  Of course, James was not present at the actual prophecy but no doubt the story had been told by Mary and Joseph many times.  As James sat listening to the debate at the Jerusalem Council, he remembered something that Simeon had said:       

Acts 15:15-16 "With this the words of the Prophets agree, just as it is written, 'AFTER THESE THINGS  I will return, AND I WILL REBUILD THE TABERNACLE OF DAVID WHICH HAS FALLEN, AND I WILL REBUILD ITS RUINS, AND I WILL RESTORE IT, 

James began to quote the Old Testament prophets who testified about how God would turn to the Gentiles
.  His reference to the “tabernacle of David” is a reference to a brief history of time when the ark of the covenant, representing the presence of God was kept in an ordinary tent on Mt. Zion without a veil and without all of the ceremonies of Moses
.  Just as everyone had easy access to the Spirit of God then, so would men have such easy access to God’s power and Spirit now!  

Acts 15:17-18 SO THAT THE REST OF MANKIND MAY SEEK THE LORD, AND ALL THE GENTILES WHO ARE CALLED BY MY NAME,' 18 SAYS THE LORD, WHO MAKES THESE THINGS KNOWN FROM LONG AGO. 

In quoting the verse, James interprets “Edom
” to mean “Gentiles” and states that now all of mankind can seek the Lord and these Gentiles who were without the covenant could now be called by the name of the Lord!     

Acts 15:19-21 "Therefore it is my judgment that we do not trouble those who are turning to God from among the Gentiles, 20 but that we write to them that they abstain from things contaminated by idols and from fornication and from what is strangled and from blood. 21 "For Moses from ancient generations has in every city those who preach him, since he is read in the synagogues every Sabbath." 

Having brought the prophecy and guidance of scripture into the debate, James proposed a solution and a final rendering of the matter.  The solution had two parts:  first physical circumcision was not required for salvation under Grace, and second, lest the Gentiles take such liberty too extreme, that the apostles reiterate that they still abstain from three things that the Gentile believers of that time showed the tendency to do.  They were to be reminded that they should:

1. Not worship idols nor participate in idolatrous festivals and feasts.

2. Avoid all manner of sexual sins.

3. Not each animals that had been strangled or eat and drink “blood.”
  

Acts 15:22-23 Then it seemed good to the apostles and the elders, with the whole church, to choose men from among them to send to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas — Judas called Barsabbas, and Silas, leading men among the brethren, 23 and they sent this letter by them, " The apostles and the brethren who are elders, to the brethren in Antioch and Syria and Cilicia who are from the Gentiles, greetings. 

The leadership of the church were pleased with James' solution and decided to write the proposal in letter form to be read in the church of Antioch by Paul and Barnabas.  So that all would receive the letter as coming from the Jerusalem leaders, two other apostolic leaders, Judas and Silas, would accompany them to Antioch
.  The body of the letter read like this:

Acts 15:24-29 "Since we have heard that some of our number to whom we gave no instruction have disturbed you with their words, unsettling your souls, 25 it seemed good to us, having become of one mind, to select men to send to you with our beloved Barnabas and Paul, 26 men who have risked their lives for the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. 27 "Therefore we have sent Judas and Silas, who themselves will also report the same things by word of mouth. 28 "For it seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to lay upon you no greater burden than these essentials: 29 that you abstain from things sacrificed to idols and from blood and from things strangled and from fornication; if you keep yourselves free from such things, you will do well. Farewell." 

This letter would be read in more churches in Antioch and established the principle of a written rebuttal to false doctrines in the church.  

Acts 15:30-31 So when they were sent away, they went down to Antioch; and having gathered the congregation together, they delivered the letter. 31 When they had read it, they rejoiced because of its encouragement. 

The letter was read and well received at the church in Antioch and Judas and Silas stayed a while preaching and exhorting the church.  The first major doctrinal controversy had been met and answered without any division and, to most of us today, it is not a very controversial subject whether or not physical circumcision is required for salvation.  Back then, with a church still primarily Jewish in number, it was a major concern.  

Before moving on in our study, let's ask ourselves "why did God require physical circumcision throughout all of time and then not require it after Calvary?"  The answer to the first part is that God wanted man's flesh to bear the mark of separation.  He wanted man's body to show that they were in a covenant with God Almighty and thus different from all other people.  The answer to the second part of the question becomes clearer when we read Paul's later teaching on the subject to the Gentile church of Colosse:  

Col 2:11-12 and in Him you were also circumcised with a circumcision made without hands, in the removal of the body of the flesh by the circumcision of Christ; 12 having been buried with Him in baptism, in which you were also raised up with Him through faith in the working of God, who raised Him from the dead. 

Paul told the Gentile church that they were circumcised with a spiritual circumcision that was not done by human hands.  What was this spiritual baptism?  Verse 12 says that they were spiritually circumcised by Christ when they were "buried with him in baptism;” when we are baptized in water in the name of Jesus, we have been spiritually circumcised!  In a physical circumcision, dead flesh is cut away and discarded from the body and blood is present.  When we are baptized in Jesus' name our past sinful man is cut away and removed from us, and we are then washed in the blood of Jesus!  In Biblical times, the male child was not named until it's circumcision, and when we are today baptized in water we are to take on His name, the name of Jesus Christ, and we put it on and are considered a child of God; we have been adopted into the family of God!  So the answer to the question "does God still require circumcision for salvation?" is "yes, but it is a spiritual circumcision by being baptized in water in the name of Jesus."  A person does not have to be physically circumcised to be saved because it has been replaced by the ordinance of water baptism.  Now, men and women can enjoy the blessings of being an heir of God's inheritance!    

Acts 15:32-33 Judas and Silas, also being prophets themselves, encouraged and strengthened the brethren with a lengthy message. 33 After they had spent time there, they were sent away from the brethren in peace to those who had sent them out. 

After Judas and Silas stayed a while preaching and exhorting the believers in Antioch, the “Jewish council party” broke up and returned to their respective homes.  

Acts 15:34-35 But it seemed good to Silas to remain there. 35 But Paul and Barnabas stayed in Antioch, teaching and preaching with many others also, the word of the Lord. 

Paul and Barnabas remained at Antioch, and for some reason, Silas decided to stay a while also.

Acts 15:36 After some days Paul said to Barnabas, "Let us return and visit the brethren in every city in which we proclaimed the word of the Lord, and see how they are." 

After a few months, Paul and Barnabas began to plan a second missionary journey that would visit the churches that they had established earlier in Asia so that they could make sure that everything was still growing and positive.  

Acts 15:37-38 Barnabas wanted to take John, called Mark, along with them also. 38 But Paul kept insisting that they should not take him along who had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not gone with them to the work. 

As they began to plan the trip, Barnabas mentioned taking John Mark with them again.  Remember John Mark was the young man who had decided to return home when they had reached the Asia mainland.  For some reason, Paul did not trust John Mark and did not want to take him along on the second trip.  

Acts 15:38 And there occurred such a sharp disagreement that they separated from one another, and Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus. 

We are not quite sure why Paul was so adamant about not taking John Mark, and we really do not know all of the details of the story.  It is possible that Paul, who was certainly strong willed, did not respond well to John Mark's youthful whining about hardships.  But once again we see a patient Barnabas taking someone and mentoring them and without Barnabas' love and attention, there would have been no Gospel of Mark written
!  Paul would eventually make things right with John Mark and later mention that he was "profitable" for the ministry
.  Here, in the fifteenth chapter of Acts, however, God was still working on some "rough edges" in Paul's life.    

Barnabas and John Mark sailed to the large island of Cyprus and began to travel through the towns preaching the Gospel just as they had done at the beginning of the first missionary journey.  From this point on, the scriptures do not record any more details about Barnabas's ministry or life, and in later letters, Paul and Peter mention John Mark but do not mention Barnabas who was his uncle.  This probably indicates that Barnabas died sometime between A.D. 50 - 66.  Whatever the case may be Barnabas's ministry lived on in Paul and John Mark.  The "son of encouragement" produced some spiritual children that still encourage us today!            

As has already been mentioned, the book of James was written before the Jerusalem Council and was to address specific problems of the Jewish Early Church.  Here is an overview of the problems and topics addressed in the book of James:

1. The church was experiencing severe persecution and was challenged by James to trust completely in God, continue praising God, not to blame God, and not use the persecution to justify sin.  (James chapter 1) 

2. James addressed the problem of "respect of persons" and prejudice in the church (James 2).

3. James addressed the problem of an uncontrolled tongue (James 3).

4. James addressed specific issues such as a lack of unity, worldliness, gossip, and planning without consulting the will of God (James 4).

5. James addressed the sinfulness of trusting in riches, the need for patience in reaping a harvest, and gave practical instruction in the everyday operation of the church (James 5).

The book of Galatians was written immediately after the Jerusalem council and was to combat those Jewish "Judaizers" that still taught that a Gentile had to become a physical Jew in order to be saved.  Here is an overview of the book of Galatians:

1. Paul's God-given authority to preach the Gospel, write scripture, and be an Apostle to the Gentiles (Galatians chapter 1).

2. A report on the events of the Jerusalem Council (Galatians 2).

3. Paul explains that true purpose of the Law of Moses was to get us to Grace and that it was only a "teacher" showing us the way to Calvary (Galatians 3).

4. Paul defines what it means to be a "son of God" and how we become "sons of God" (Galatians 4). 

5. Paul explains how that Christ gives freedom from the Law of Moses through walking in the Spirit (Galatians 5).

6. Paul warns the Judaizers in Galatia not to fall into the trap by thinking that they are better than anyone else or more spiritual and commands them to love and help each other (Galatians 6).  

� The Jerusalem Council is a model for how we should settle major doctrinal disputes in a religious organization and, as we will see, was the model for the birth of the Apostolic Church of America in the 1900s.


� Paul’s entire words to Peter are found in Galatians 2:14-21.  


� For Luke’s earlier account of this story, see Luke 2:25-35.


� He is alluding to many Old Testament scriptures here, but the primary one that he is quoting is Amos 9:11-12.  


� Edom refers to the descendants of Esau.  


� This is noteworthy because it got Silas to Antioch where he would later join Paul on his second missionary journey.


� Remember that The name "Barnabas" actually means "son of encouragement!"  The church today needs more men like Barnabas who will mentor and unselfishly build up others.  


� See 2 Timothy 4:11.





Endnotes





� The scripture says that: 





Prov 27:17 Iron sharpens iron, So one man sharpens another. 





In other words, God uses leadership to shape us and correct us.  If we are to be leaders in God's kingdom, then we must also allow ourselves to be molded and "sharpened" by other ministers and leaders.  A dull sword is good for nothing, and for us to be our best, we must be willing to submit to each other's leadership abilities and strengths.  Paul could not reach the Jewish people like Peter could, but Peter could not reach the Gentiles like Paul did.  Each leader had their unique calling and anointing.  The fact that Peter submitted himself in the area of Gentiles to Paul is an example to all of us that we need each other.  You have an area of anointing and calling that your brother does not and vice versa.  We need each other to be complete!  





� Remember the James that was John's brother had already been killed.  During the time after John's brother's death, James, the brother of Jesus had risen to a leadership position within the church.  James was not a believer during Jesus' earthly ministry but was converted after his resurrected brother appeared to him after Calvary (I Corinthians 15:7). This James wrote the Book of James.  Because the Book of James was addressed to Jewish Christians only and does not mention the Jerusalem council or circumcision debate, it was most likely written before A.D. 48.  That means that the Book of James was the first New Testament book to actually be written and the Book of Galations by Paul after the Jerusalem council was the second.  When you read and study these books, keep in mind the time of the Early Church in which they were written because knowing that makes it easier to understand them.      





� The ark of the covenant had been stolen by the Philistines and then was returned.  But when it was eventually brought into Jerusalem, David did not take the ark of the covenant back to Moses' tabernacle.  Moses' tabernacle was still pitched on Mount Gibeon where it had been since Israel had gotten to the Promised Land.  But David had obviously gotten some different divine direction because the scriptures say that he simply pitched a tent on a different mountain, Mount Zion.  This was the tabernacle of David.  It was extremely different from Moses' tabernacle.  It had no outer court barring strangers and Gentiles.  They could walk right up to the door!  It didn't have a secret room inside to place the golden box and it did not have a veil.  In fact, the ark of the covenant was situated right out in the middle of the tent!  To even "further break the rules" David changed out of his kingly garments and put on a linen ephod which was the garments of the priest, and DAVID began offering sacrifices to the Lord and blessing the people from the tabernacle which was supposed to only be the priests' job!  And David was NOT from the tribe of the Levites!  And God did not stop him or curse him but instead blessed him!  





You may remember that the king before David, King Saul, tried to act in the place of the priests and offer his own sacrifices to God and that is why God rejected him as king.  And yet here is King David a few years later, taking off his royal robes and entering in the presence of God as if he were the High Priest!  God had obviously told David to do what he did because God did not strike him down, but instead blessed David, and responded to the sacrifices!  For some reason, God had given David permission to step out the bounds of the Mosaic tradition and the law and have free access to His presence, and it did not last for long, because less than 40 years later, the temple of Solomon was built and all of the order and ritual and solemn ness of Moses' tabernacle was restored!  For a brief period of a few decades, God allowed David and the children of Israel to take a break from the solemn ness of Moses' tabernacle.  It was to this brief period that James referred to when he said that God would raise up again the “tabernacle of David.”      





� An often voiced question here is “what about eating rare steaks?”  Perhaps some clarification might be in order, so that we realize that it is not a sin to eat rare steaks with “a little pink in the middle.”  The red juices that flow from a steak are not blood but a muscle hormone that also happens to be red in color.  Blood flows through veins and arteries and not through the muscle which is what steak is.  Therefore, this prohibition is not one against eating raw steaks or beef.  It would apply however to such old-time dishes as “blood gravy” where the blood is captured at slaughter and used to thicken the sauce.  
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