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15:1-12
v. 1 – Believing Judeans made their way to Antioch and began teaching a message that had not been
taught beforethat circumcision according to the Torah was required for anyone to be saved.
And since all Jewish believers had already been circumcised, the issue was over the salvation
of Gentiles. These men did not have any authority. They simply showed up because they had
some convictions they wanted to see upheld, but they did not have the endorsement of the
leadership of the Apostles or even those who had been appointed as elders.
The circumcision requirement advocated by these men was not just a medical procedure. It
meant doing the same thing that proselytes to Judaism had to dotaking on the entire Torah
and, for all intents and purposes, becoming Jews. Moreover, these teachers were advocating
not just Torah observance, but adopting the tradition of the elders, which later became the
Oral Law. This is evidenced by their demand that the circumcision be done according to the
“custom” (KJV – “manner”) of Moses. But Moses did not describe any “custom” or
“manner” when performing circumcision. That is only found in the Mishnah portion of the
Talmud and the Mishnah is the written form of the Oral Law. So this in an indication that
these Messianic believers were still being influenced by rabbinic authority.
v. 2 – We are told that the actions of these teachers led to dissension and debate with Paul and
Barnabas, who then decided they had to return to Jerusalem in order to consult with the
Apostles and elders there.
v. 5 – When Paul and Barnabas made their report, a group of Messianic believers who had been
Pharisees chimed in by stating their agreement with the advocates of circumcision and Torah
observance as requirements for salvation.
v. 6 – It had become obvious that this was a serious matter and required a determination by the
Apostles and Elders. This meeting became known as the Jerusalem Council.
vv 7-11 – Peter, who was a direct witness of God’s saving work among the Gentiles, then gave his
testimony on the matter. He used the imagery of a yoke being placed on the Gentiles. In
Hebraic thought a yoke represented a particular way of interpreting Scripture. Rabbis with
the authority to interpret Scripture had disciples who were yoked or obligated to their
specific interpretations. In this case, Peter was referring to the Pharisaic interpretations of
Torah that were very burdensome because they piled on additional requirements to the
purity of Torah. And, as he brings out, it became impossible for anyone to bear. This is
exactly the same point Yeshua made in Mat 11:30 when He said “My yoke is easy and My
load is light” And we know that Yeshua consistently upheld the virtue of the Torah itself
while criticizing those who heaped on additional burdens. So this is not about keeping
God’s commandments, but the impossibility of complying with legalistic nit-picking.
v. 12 – Barnabas and Paul then gave their testimony about the legitimacy of God’s work among the
Gentiles, which, as we know, did not require adopting any Jewish practices.
When considering the complete context of Scripture, the teaching that circumcision and observing
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the Torah were required for salvation was clearly in error. > At no place in the Tanakh (Old
Testament) is salvation contingent on circumcision and observance of Torah. The same is true in the
message of Yeshua and the Apostles. Peter, for example, declared that “everyone who calls on the
name of the Lord shall be saved” (Acts 2:21). This teaching further contradicts the salvation of
Cornelius in Acts 10, which was based entirely on his belief in the gospel message by faith. Even
Judaism teaches that Gentiles do not need to be circumcised in order to inherit the World to Come.
And here in v. 11 Peter states that the ultimate message of the Bible that parallels Paul’s declaration
in the book of Ephesians:
“For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of
God; not as a result of works.”
So while all acts of righteousness, including observing the commandments of the Torah, are
commendable for godly living, they cannot save people from their sin. That only comes by grace
through faith in Yeshua. Also, the language of the book of Acts up to this point indicates that God
was blessing the efforts of those who were taking the Gospel to the Gentiles. If these false teachers
were correct, that would mean Paul and Barnabas would have to retrace their steps to the various
cities where Gentiles had previously professed faith and now circumcise them and teach them how
to obey the Law of Moses that they had never known in their lives. That would lead to tremendous
confusion and contradiction, and that is not God’s way. Of course, the same is true today. Salvation
is always by grace through faith alone.
15:13-29
By the time of the Jerusalem Council, James, the brother of Yeshua, had been transformed from a
skeptic to a great leader of the believing community of Jerusalem. After hearing the testimony of
Peter, Barnabas and Paul, James then gave his opinion, which would have been considered to be
authoritative.
vv 16-18 – He quoted from Amos 9:11-12, a passage that indicates God’s desire for the inclusion of
the Gentiles among the people of God, while at the same time, it does not mention any
requirement by God that Gentiles adopt the Law of Moses in order to be saved. On the
other hand, James was faced with the need to maintain harmony and fellowship within
the believing community between Gentiles and their Jewish brothers and sisters who
were still Torah observant. So James had to make a ruling that accommodated both the
Gentiles who knew nothing of the Torah and the Jews who had lived it all their lives.
v. 19 – His judgment was not to require Gentiles to adopt the Torah completely.
v. 20 – But he did call upon them to abstain from:
•
•
•
•

Things contaminated by idols, which in the letter to Antioch in v. 29 is described as
“things sacrificed to idols,” so it refers to things that are edible.
Fornication
Meat that is strangled
Blood

Several explanations have been proposed for those four requirements:
1. They are derived from the Noahide laws.
That term refers to a rabbinic teaching in the Talmud that says there were seven commandments
given to the sons of Noah, and therefore all of humanity:
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Practicing justice
Abstaining from blasphemy, idolatry, adultery, bloodshed, robbery, and eating the flesh
that had been torn from a live animal (Sanhedrin 56a).

But if this was the basis that James used, it seems unreasonable for him to exclude practicing
justice and abstaining from blasphemy, bloodshed and robbery, while including a prohibition
against drinking blood, which is not a Noahide law.1 So the four requirements of James do not
match the Noahide laws. It is also important to note that the Noahide laws did not get
established until long after the day described in Acts 15. They are found in the Gemara section
of the Talmud, is where you find the opinions of rabbis that lived long after the writing of the
New Testament, between the third and fifth centuries.2 Therefore we can conclude that the
Noahide laws had not been determined when the Jerusalem Council took place and were not
part of the thinking of James when he gave his judgment.
2. They are based on the provisions within the Torah for the gerim (Gentiles who believed in
Adonai, typically translated as “alien, stranger or sojourner”) in the Tanakh.
Those passages are found in Lev 17-18.
•

Lev 17:8-9
“Any man from the house of Israel, or from the aliens who sojourn among them, who
offers a burnt offering or sacrifice, and does not bring it to the doorway of the tent of
meeting to offer it to Adonai, that man also shall be cut off from his people.”
This commandment calls for offerings to be made to Adonai alone, not to false gods or
idols, and that would be consistent with James requirement that Gentile believers abstain
from things offered to idols.

•

Leviticus 17:10-11
“Any man from the house of Israel, or from the aliens who sojourn among them, who
eats any blood, I will set My face against that person who eats blood, and will cut him
off from among his people. For the life of the flesh is in the blood, and I have given it to
you on the altar to make atonement for your souls; for it is the blood by reason of the life
that makes atonement.”
This is consistent with James requirement that Gentile believers abstain from eating
blood. Notice the universal aspect regarding blood in Lev 17:11 – it is about the life of
all people, not just Jews, so all people not eating blood respects the very nature of life.

•

Leviticus 17:13 and 15 contrast the appropriateness of eating meat that has been
slaughtered, which is the most merciful way, with the inappropriateness of eating meat
from an animal that has been torn apart. So this is consistent with James requirement that
Gentile believers abstain from eating meat from strangled animals.

•

Leviticus 18 describes all of the elicit relationships that are forbidden, such as between
blood relatives, animals and same sexes. And once again, these restrictions applied not

1

One Talmudic rabbi did give his opinion that all people are called not to drink blood (Sanhedrin 56b), but it was an
isolated opinion and was not officially included in the Noahide laws.
2

The Talmud is comprised of two sectionsMishnah and Gemara. The Mishnah is said to be the Oral Tradition that
was known in second temple times, so James would be familiar with those teachings, even if they were not
authoritative. But the Mishnah makes no reference to any Noahide laws.
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just to native-born Jews, but to believing Gentiles in the midst of Israel (v. 26). So this is
consistent with James requirement that Gentile believers abstain from similar
fornication.
Altogether, this explanation is rather convincing because it is consistent with all four of the
requirements established by the Jerusalem Council.
3. The four requirements were intended as a way of allowing Gentiles to fellowship with Jews,
and in particular, to share meals with them.
All four of the requirements were common practices within the Jewish community, and
violating them would make you, at best, ritually unclean, and at worst, cut off from the
community. So eating with Gentiles who violated those prohibitions would make the observant
Jews unclean, and James did not want that to happen. By teaching believing Gentiles how to
respect the convictions of believing Jews, they could live in harmony.
Regardless of the reason behind this decision, it is important to recognize that none of these
requirements deal with the issue of salvation. That issue had been settled, namely that keeping no
law or commandment determines your salvation. This was all about maintaining harmony and
fellowship in the body.
It is also important to note that the Jerusalem Council did not rule that Torah observance was
invalid for Jews. Messianic Jews had remained faithful to the commandments for nearly twenty
years after the death and resurrection of Yeshua, which is an indication that the Torah had not been
abolished by the Apostles, just as Yeshua did not abolish it. Moreover no prohibition was made by
the Jerusalem Council against Gentiles living a Torah observant lifestyle just like their Jewish
brothers and sisters in the Lord. What they did establish was complete Torah observance was not
binding on Gentiles. Only four elements of the Torah with universal implications and promoted
fellowship within the body were required.
v. 21 – This verse indicates that this issue will be encountered throughout that part of the world, not
just in Antioch, because there were synagogues in virtually every city, even if it had a
Gentile majority.
vv 23-29 are the text of the letter sent to Antioch with their determination.
15:30-41
The letter was well received in Antioch. Then Judas and Silas, who had accompanied Barnabas and
Paul to Antioch, returned to Jerusalem. Barnabas and Paul, like they had done previously, remained
and continued teaching the body of Messiah there. Then they decided to revisit the congregations
they planted on their first missionary journey. Barnabas wanted to take John Mark with them, but
Paul disagreed because John Mark had abandoned them the first time shortly after getting started.
So they went their separate waysBarnabas and John Mark by ship, and Paul was accompanied by
Silas on an overland route to the same destinations.
16:1-3
Paul encountered a believer named Timothy who had a Jewish mother and a Gentile father.
Intermarriage was not as common then as it is today. But the likelihood was far greater the further
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away you were from Jerusalem. According to halakah (Jewish law), Timothy was considered to be
Jewish. Normally circumcision was the responsibility of the father, but since he was a Gentile, it
makes sense that his father would not follow through on that practice.
v. 3 – The Greek language of this verse describes the father of Timothy not in the present but in a
form of past tense. Another way of saying it is, “His father had been a Greek.” So whether it
was a divorce or he had died, the father was not involved in Timothy’s life. And we learn in 2
Tim 1:5 that his Jewish mother and grandmother were responsible for his spiritual
upbringing.
Circumcision was the outward sign of the Abrahamic Covenant (Gen 17:9-14). So by
honoring that sign, it was an indication that Paul believed that God’s covenant with the
Jewish people was still valid, unlike the way that some people believe today. He also wanted
Timothy’s testimony to be unhindered to other Jews who might discredit him if he did not
respect his heritage.
16:4-11
vv. 6-7 – Paul desired to minister in two regionscentral Asia Minor and Bithynia on the northern
coast, both in present-day Turkeybut the Spirit prevented him from doing so.
vv 8-10 – We learn the reason God did not want Paul investing time in those regions. In a vision he
was invited to go to Macedonia. So after crossing the Aegean Sea, Paul found himself
suddenly in Europe.
16:12-40
The remainder of the chapter tells what transpired in the city of Philippi, a major Greek city.
v. 13 – This account took place shortly after Emperor Claudius expelled the Jews from Rome in 49
A.D. and it is likely that major cities controlled by Rome like Philippi did the same, or at
least made it difficult for Jews to assemble. So there was no synagogue for him to visit on
the Sabbath, as was his custom. But he went to the place where a synagogue would be found
if possiblebeside a river where the living water could be used for a mikvah for ritual
immersion. It is there that he encountered some Jewish women who had gathered to pray.
v. 14 – One of the women praying there on Shabbat was Lydia, who had a Gentile name and was
identified as “a worshiper of God,” which would be a reference to a Gentile God-fearer.
v. 15 – She listened to Paul’s witness and became a believer, and so did the people of her
household.
v. 16 – After staying at her house, they returned to the place of prayer on a subsequent Sabbath.
This time they encountered a slave girl who was demon-possessed and able to practice
divination, which is the ability to communicate messages supernaturally. They were also
called oracles. And they were very popular, which meant the masters of this slave were able
to exploit her financially.
v. 17 – Being connected to the spiritual realm, she kept crying out that Paul and Silas were “bondservants of the Most High God, who are proclaiming to you the way of salvation.”
v. 18 – Paul was annoyed by this truthful declaration because she was interfering with their ability
to witness to the community and they did not want any confusion to exist between their
message and her ungodly demon-inspired powers. So he exercised his apostolic authority
and cast out the demon within her.
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vv 19-21 – This did not please her masters because that destroyed their ability to make money off of
her abilities. So they convinced the local authorities to have Paul and Silas punished.
vv 22 – 28 – There was no trial, but they were beaten with rods and put in prison. The actions of
Paul and Silas differ significantly from typical prisoners. Paul did not demand his
rights as a Roman citizen. They prayed and sang hymns of praise. And when the
opportunity came for them to escape after the earthquake, they stayed in the prison
because the jailer would be wrongly held responsible and killed according to Roman
law. These are all actions that are not self-serving, but sacrificial and purposeful.
vv 29-34 – The jailer became a believer in Yeshua and a short time later his whole household did
the same, and they were all baptized.
vv 35-39 – When the city officials tried to get Paul and Silas out of town quietly, Paul decided to
take a stand and invoke his Roman citizenship and also to force them to release them
publicly. According to Roman law, it was illegal to beat or whip Roman citizens. This
was not about demanding personal restitution, however. By forcing the officials to admit
the error of misusing their authority, it would help to protect the new religious faith that
was had begun to spread throughout the Roman Empire. It is an example of the
importance of having the big picture of God’s purposes in mind, not our own personal
rights or prosperity.
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