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Acts – Part 28: October 9, 2016 
Dennis Webber 

Acts 15:1-31 
 
WHAT IS AT STAKE? 
How does a person get saved and to which person is that salvation available? 
 
What are the minimum moral standards for all members of this new spiritual community?  
What does God expect in regard to our behavior? 
 
How do people in this new community that have differing cultural references and practices 
find a way to get along, not in a mere tolerance way but in the spirit of true fellowship? 
 
Acts 15:1-31 (page 770)  Certain people came down from Judea to Antioch and were teaching 
the believers: "Unless you are circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses, you 
cannot be saved." 2 This brought Paul and Barnabas into sharp dispute and debate with them. 
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. 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 believers very glad. 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. 5 Then some of the believers who belonged to the 
party of the Pharisees stood up and said, "The Gentiles must be circumcised and required to 
keep the law of Moses." 6 The apostles and elders met to consider this question. 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. 8 God, who knows the heart, showed that he accepted them by giving the 
Holy Spirit to them, just as he did to us. 9 He did not discriminate between us and them, for he 
purified their hearts by faith. 10 Now then, why do you try to test God by putting on the necks of 
Gentiles a yoke that neither we nor our ancestors have been able to bear? 11 No! We believe it 
is through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they are." 12 The whole 
assembly became silent as they listened to Barnabas and Paul telling about the signs and 
wonders God had done among the Gentiles through them. 13 When they finished, James spoke 
up. "Brothers," he said, "listen to me. 14 Simon has described to us how God first intervened to 
choose a people for his name from the Gentiles. 15 The words of the prophets are in 
agreement with this, as it is written: 16 "'After this I will return and rebuild David's fallen tent. 
Its ruins I will rebuild, and I will restore it, 17 that the rest of mankind may seek the Lord, even 
all the Gentiles who bear my name, says the Lord, who does these things'-- 18 things known 
from long ago. 19 "It is my judgment, therefore, that we should not make it difficult for the 
Gentiles who are turning to God. 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 
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from blood. 21 For the law of Moses has been preached in every city from the earliest times 
and is read in the synagogues on every Sabbath." 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, men who were leaders among 
the believers. 23 With them they sent the following letter: The apostles and elders, your 
brothers, To the Gentile believers in Antioch, Syria and Cilicia: Greetings. 24 We have heard 
that some went out from us without our authorization and disturbed you, troubling your minds 
by what they said. 25 So we all agreed to choose some men and send them to you with our dear 
friends Barnabas and Paul-- 26 men who have risked their lives for the name of our Lord Jesus 
Christ. 27 Therefore we are sending Judas and Silas to confirm by word of mouth what we are 
writing. 28 It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us not to burden you with anything beyond 
the following requirements: 29 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. 30 So the men were sent off and went down to Antioch, where they 
gathered the church together and delivered the letter. 31 The people read it and were glad for 
its encouraging message.  
 
The Pharisees who had become Christians believed entrance for JEWS was through faith in 
JESUS THEIR PROMISED JEWISH MESSIAH but for GENTILES the first step was to BECOME 
ONE OF THE PEOPLE OF GOD who could even receive that atoning work   
 
Paul understood the new “people of God” differently – He believed that all humanity (Jews 
and Gentiles) came into the new people of God not based on obedience to CULTURAL 
JUDAISM even though the guidelines for that life were found in the OT Scriptures – Rather 
he perceived that the new “people of God” were identified by THE INDWELLING HOLY 
SPIRIT, a relationship entered into by FAITH EXPRESSED IN REPENTANCE AND 
CONFESSION 
 
There are some MINIMUM STANDARDS expected by GOD and honored by CHRISTIANS that 
should govern the behavior of ALL CHRISTIANS AT ALL TIMES IN ALL PLACES  
 
The final issue is this issue of CONSCIENCE AND STRONGLY HELD PREFERENCES or 
spiritual practices 
 
So to use one of Paul’s examples regarding this issue is that the understanding of God is DO 
NOT GET DRUNK, no one ever at any time – The understanding of human relationships 
(society / sociology) is that in certain situations with certain people DO NOT CONSUME ANY 
ALCOHOL AT ALL – Two different decisions based on two different sets of considerations – 
As Paul indicates and as Acts illustrates, people on both sides of these issues tend to 
elevate their SOCIOLOGY to the level of THEOLOGY, or as one scholar put it they take 
PRACTICAL ISSUES and make them PRINCIPLE ISSUES   
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My Next Step 
I will understand, accept and promote Jesus, faith in Him and repentance to Him as the way 
into the Kingdom. 
 
I will resist adding my preferred culture to the biblical definition of what it means to be 
Christian. 
 
 
(For Care Group Leaders – not in the bulletin) 
The danger for us is that we too would restrict the administration of grace to those who pre-
conform or at least co-conform to our group standards and societal norms.  In this case more 
than any that will come after them, the Jews could point to the fact that those norms had 
come from God and were considered binding.  It was difficult to accept that God was creating 
a new people of God and changing the rules regarding entrance and many of the indicating 
behaviors. 
 
Next is the issue of minimum universal requirements or standards for Christian behavior.  In 
his summary, James says the two things that make the most sense are refraining from 
immorality and the influence of idols.    Pagans must re-identify themselves as part of the 
new people of God separated from their old identity of being part of those who participated in 
festivals honoring demons. 
 
The risk here for us is the same as in the early church.  On one side are those who do not 
want to embrace the minimum standards, choosing rather to have their morality defined by 
pagan culture.  On the other side are those who desire to impose the standards pre-
conversion or who want to add to the minimums to include their preferred standards. 
 
The final issue is that of getting along.  Paul talks of maintaining the unity of the Spirit in the 
bonds of peace.   It does not say in the bonds of accurate (from your point of view) church 
doctrine and practice.  It says in the bonds of peace.  Love and respect for one another is huge 
here.  Honoring and preferring one another.  Faith expressing itself in love. 
 
The danger here is to insist on getting our own way, spiritualizing our preferences, and 
setting up our personal standards as what is required of everyone else. 
 


