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8. The Jerusalem Council (3Q 2018—The Book of Acts) 

 

Biblical material: Acts 15; Gal. 2:11–13; Exod. 12:43–49; Rom. 3:30; Lev. 18:30; Rev. 

2:14, 20. 

 

Quotes 

• Applied to the ordination of women, it would appear that the church finally has in 

hand a proposal that follows the model of Acts 15, one that does not mandate 

ordination of women, but allows it where it can be helpful. Previous proposals on 

ordination assumed a lockstep unity that could force the con science and practice 

in ways that could be destructive. The church is best served when God's people 

live out the principles of equality at every level, treating each other as we would 

want to be treated. Andrew Bates, Ministry magazine, April 1995. 

• Acts 15 is the center of the book of Acts. In the story-flow of Acts, the Jerusalem 

council resolves crucial issues and enables the gentile mission to go forward with 

the approval of the Jerusalem church. The council helps portray the unity of the 

church and helps explain the church's transformation from being essentially 

Jewish toward being a predominantly gentile community freed from laws 

characteristic of Judaism. Michael Morrison 

• The core of the problem is that up until Paul, Christianity was a messianic 

movement within Judaism. The people that were accepting Christ in Jerusalem 

(and even Antioch) were not rejecting the Law, they remained fully “Jewish” in 

every sense… This conflict between Jewish Christians and Gentile (Pauline) 

Christians was the first major problem in the church. Phillip J. Long 

 

Questions 

 What does the Jerusalem council show us? In what ways is it different to the way 

that church administration operates today? What can we learn from the fact that the early 

church was able to agree under the working of the Holy Spirit? However despite the 

agreement, some did not agree! What do we do in such circumstances? 

 

Bible summary 

  Acts 15 provides the background and the methods of the Jerusalem council. In 

Gal. 2:11-13 Paul complains that Peter and Barnabas were led to give up eating with 

foreigners, even though they had done so before. Exod. 12:43-49 gives instructions 

regarding the Passover and that no foreigners are to participate in it. Paul declares, “There 

is only one God, and he makes us right through our trust in him, whoever we are, Jew or 

foreigner.” Romans 3:30 FBV. Lev. 18:30 gives a warning against associating with the 

“detestable things” of foreigners. Rev. 2:14, 20 warns about being seduced by paganism. 

 

Comment 

 The heart of the issue faced by the Jerusalem council of Acts 15 was whether 

foreigners had to become Jews before they became Christians. The first disciples were all 

Jews. But Peter was instructed to go to the foreigners after seeing the vision of the 

unclean animals, having been told he could not call unclean what God had called clean. 

And Paul, together with Barnabas, had been sent out specifically by the Holy Spirit, and 
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foreigners became believers. To some this seemed to be absolute heresy, especially if 

new converts were not required to accept Jewish rules and regulations. 

 Jesus had lived his life as a Jew, though he did make it clear that he accepted 

those who came to him such as the centurion and the Syro-Phoenician woman, the 

Samaritan women at the well and so on. But now the early church lived in a new 

environment. The Temple veil had been torn in two, from top to bottom, as a symbolic 

act showing the end of the sacrificial system and Jewish regulations. But to what extent? 

Did this include circumcision etc?  

 Because of the large numbers of foreigners joining the church, particularly as a 

result of the work of Paul and Barnabas, the Council of Jerusalem was called to rule on 

issues that could easily have divided the church. Did you have to become a Jew when you 

became a Christian? 

 After a great deal of discussion, which maybe became rather heated, especially on 

the part of those of the “circumcision party” who thought they were defending the true 

faith, Peter addressed the Council. He was sure that God was welcoming foreigners in the 

same way as Jews. Paul and Barnabas give their evidence. In the end James gives the 

decision as the church’s spokesman, referencing the prophet Amos who indicated that 

foreigners would be accepted into the community of faith.  

Note that there is no vote, only consensus. Most significantly, note there is no talk 

of sanctions for “non-compliance.” The decision is quite simply that “we shouldn’t make 

it difficult for foreigners who turn to God.” Acts 15:19 FBV. They send out a letter, 

which concludes, “You will do well to observe these requirements.” Acts 15:29 FBV. No 

threat of punishment, no penalties for not following this advice. Just a simple 

recommendation of the best approach to follow. A great example for us today! 

  

James White Comment 

“In the case of difference of opinion that arose in some of the primitive churches 

relative to circumcision and the keeping of the law of Moses, recorded in the fifteenth 

chapter of Acts, the apostles and elders at Jerusalem acted as counselors, in a manner to 

give room for the Holy Ghost to sit as judge. The report of that blessed meeting at 

Jerusalem to settle a festering difficulty, commences on this wise: ‘For it seemed good to 

the Holy Ghost and to us.’ And the brethren which were from among the Gentiles in 

Antioch, and Syria, and Cilicia, ‘rejoiced for the consolation.’ Differences settled in this 

way frequently seem more than settled, and generally remain settled; while those 

disposed of by the exercise of mere church authority are seldom really settled at all.” 

James White, Life Sketches, p.407. Emphasis supplied.  

 

Ellen White Comments 

 After the decision of the council at Jerusalem concerning this question, many 

were still of this opinion, but did not then push their opposition any farther. The council 

had, on that occasion, decided that the converts from the Jewish church might observe the 

ordinances of the Mosaic law if they chose, while those ordinances should not be made 

obligatory upon converts from the Gentiles. The opposing class now took advantage of 

this, to urge a distinction between the observers of the ceremonial law and those who did 

not observe it, holding that the latter were farther from God than the former. {6BC 1111}   
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