
The Book Of Acts: Verse-By -Verse 

_______________________ 

 

Study Notes: Acts 15:2-6 

 

 

• The Issue: 

 

“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.” 

 

Up to this point, the Gentile Christians had they been taught, “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 

 

Now, Messianic Jewish teachers are demanding they be circumcised 

and live according to the Mosaic Law 

 

• The “Sharp Dispute”: v. 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.”  

 

This is only the second time in 15 chapters of Luke’s narrative that a 

full-blown dispute has taken place in the Early Church. The other was 

when Peter was thoroughly questioned by the other apostolic leaders 

after his foray into Gentile territory at Caesarea Maritima. (See Acts 

11) 

 

It's likely that Peter’s critics in Acts 11 are the same group that is 

creating dissension in Acts 15. The “Circumcision”, as they are called 

– are demanding the Gentiles come through the door of Judaism 

before Messianic Christianity. 



 2 

The Old Testament rite of circumcision was the very indication of the 

covenant. It was the surest indication of Jewish inclusion. The 

“Circumcision” splinter is making it a condition for salvation.  

 

At this point in Acts, we have the Messianic epicenter in Jerusalem, 

the bastion of Judaism. But we also have a large, growing Gentile 

Church at Antioch.  

 

A split between these two critical centers of operation will create 

insurmountable problems for the apostles and the first-century 

Church.  

 

• The “Peter” Problem: 

 

Paul is outraged by the Judaizer’s actions and teachings. He saw the 

real issues with the Circumcision splinter’s insistence upon Old 

Testament adherence. His anger grows when it appeares that Peter 

has gone over to the Circumcision splinter. 

 

Galatians 2:11 - The American Standard Version: “But when Cephas 

came to Antioch, I resisted him to the face, because he stood 

condemned.” (Greek word for condemned: “kategnōsmenos”) 

 

• The Story In A Nutshell: 

 

Peter is eating a meal with some Gentiles Christians when a 

delegation from James, the Lord’s brother showed up. When Peter 

saw them enter the lunchroom, he got up went and sat down with the 

Messianic Jews. 

 

Peter’s actions created confusion among the believers. He had been 

the first to make inroads into Gentile territory; now he appears to be 

backtracking. 

 

Galatians 2:13: “The other Jews joined him in his hypocrisy, so that by 

their hypocrisy even Barnabas was led astray.” 
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Paul’s Response: Galatians 2:14 - “When I saw that they were not 

acting in line with the truth of the gospel, I said to Cephas in front of 

them all, “You are a Jew, yet you live like a Gentile and not like a Jew. 

How is it, then, that you force Gentiles to follow Jewish customs?” 

 

Paul was telling Peter, “Make up your mind. Are you going to return to 

the Mosaic Covenant and set aside the freedom you have in Christ, 

or are you going to be true to the Gospel?” 

 

• The Appeal To The Apostles: vv. 2-3 

 

Neither Paul nor Barnabas had the authority to address this issue for 

the entire Church 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. 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.” 

 

On their way south to Jerusalem, Paul, Barnabas passed through 

Phoenicia and Samaria, where they informed the Christians there 

about the great numbers of Gentiles who had become believers. 

These churches had been started after Stephen’s martyrdom. 

 

It is very likely that Paul wrote his letter to the Galatians during this 

journey. Note Paul’s statement: “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.” 

 

• Paul And Barnabas’ Report: v. 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.” 

 

Paul and Barnabas received a warm welcome from James, the other  

Apostles, and the “elders”. They evidently listened to Paul and  
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Barnabas’ account of the Gentile conversions with great interest.  

 

It didn’t take long for the opposition to find their voices: “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.” 

 

Once again, the dratted Pharisees join Luke’s narrative. How many 

arguments did Jesus have with this sect? And now, they are part of 

the Messianic Jews (or are they?). 

 

How could the Pharisees be part of this Jerusalem Council or the 

Messianic Christians? 

 

F.F. Bruce:   

 

“Pharisees, as believers in the doctrine of the resurrection, could 

become Christians without relinquishing their distinctive beliefs: to 

what they already believed they could add the belief that Jesus had 

been raised from the dead and was thus divinely proclaimed to be 

Lord and Messiah.” – F. F. Bruce 

 

It should not surprise us that the Pharisees would become the 

ringleaders in the debate over Gentile converts being forced to 

undergo the rigors of the Mosaic Law.  

 

Note verses 1 and 5 in our text: 

 

- Verse 1: “Unless you are circumcised, according to the custom 

taught by Moses, you cannot be saved.”  

 

- Verse 5: “The Gentiles must be circumcised and required to obey 

the law of Moses.”  

 

• Next time:  The Council’s Decision 


