The Book Of Acts: Verse-By -Verse

Acts 15:1

e Acts 15 - A turning point in the Early Church.

“Chapter 15 is the ... “centerpiece” and “watershed” of the book, the
episode which rounds off and justifies the past developments and makes
those to come intrinsically possible.” — Dr. Haenchen.

If we don’t understand the history behind and the context of Acts 15, we
will miss some important points in Acts as we get further into the narrative.

e Luke’s Opening Statement: v. 1

“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.'” —v. 1

e The Remarkable Gospel Expansion

Up to this point Luke has chronicled the very beginning of the Early Church
up to Barnabas and Saul’s first missionary journey. The Church has now
expanded into the Gentile world — just as Jesus predicted.

Considering the plethora of Greek and pagan gods worshipped by 1si-
century Gentiles, this is amazing. The story of a Carpenter named Jesus has
been convincingly told by Stephen, Phillip, Peter, Barnabas and Saul.

The Church now has a major Gentile headquarters in Antioch where
hundreds, if not thousands have become believers. In every city in Asia
Minor where Paul and Barnabas have been successful, they have
organized these churches and appointed leadership.

e Is The Jewish Or Gentile Sector Of The Church Larger?

At this point in Church history, is the Jewish or Gentile sector of the Church
larger? The scholarship on this question is varied and conflicting. The best



evidence demonstrates that, by the time Barnabas and Saul finished their
first missionary journey, the number of Gentile Christians was already
outpacing the Messianic Jews. By the end of the first century the Gentile
Church had become the Majority Church.

e The Gentile Expansion: A Blessing Or Threat? V. 1

Jerusalem’s Leaders had accepted the general principle that God
intended to save the Gentiles. (See: Acts 11:18) If this is true, what was the
“sticking point”?

John Stoftt: “What means of incorporation into the believing community did
God intend for Gentilese” — John Stott

These teachers from Jerusalem were not debating whether the Gentiles
could be saved, but how they could be saved.

e Did The Apostles Insist That The Gentiles Be Circumcised?

Beginning with Peter’s foray into Caesarea Philippi, we don’t have a single
instance in which Phillip, Peter, Barnabas, or Paul told a single Gentile
convert that they should follow the Jewish rite of circumcision and follow
the Mosaic Code.

e The Obvious Pattern: Repentance and Baptism: See: Acts 2:38

Many Messianic Jews probably expected that the new converts would see
Christianity as the logical outworking of Judaism. For a Gentile to be saved
they needed to become Jews first and then Christians.

John Stott: “Could [the Jerusalem Elders] approve of conversion-without-
circumcision, of faith in Jesus without the works of the law, and of
commitment to the Messiah without inclusion in Judaism@e”

e Uninvited Teachers: v. 1

“Certain people came down from Judea to Antioch...” These “teachers?g”
came of their own volition with their own agenda. There is textual evidence
that these men claimed to have come from James. See: Galatians 2:12 -
“Before certain men came from James, he used to eat with the Gentiles.



But when they arrived, he began to draw back and separate himself from
the Gentiles because he was afraid of those who belonged to the
circumcision group.”

e The Galatian Connection:

Galatians was likely written to the churches of Pisidian Antioch, Iconium,
Lystra and Derbe. If this is the case, Paul dictated part or all of Galatians
during the time he and Barnabas were debating these uninvited teachers
from Judea. Luke’s Acts 15 narrative matches up with what Paul debates in
Galatians 2-16.

Messianic Jewish teachers teling newly converted Gentile Christians,
“Unless you are circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses,
you cannot be saved.”

Since Acts 2, the standard pattern has been ... “Repent and be baptized,
every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins.
And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” — Acts 2:38

Again, there isn’t a single passage in Acts where Paul tells a Gentile to be
circumcised, because circumcision was a uniquely Jewish rite. Compare
this to Galatians 1:6-7: “I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting
the one who called you to live in the grace of Christ and are turning to a
different gospel— which is really no gospel at all.” — Galatians 1:6-7

These teachers that Paul identifies as “troublemakers” were telling the
Antiochene converts, “Go back out and enter the door of salvation
through Judaism. Then you can progress to Christianity.”

We will see more of this next time.



