Adult III – 22 September 2013 – Notes on Acts 15:13 – 15:41
Acts 15 - The Jerusalem Council

v13-21 James, the brother of Jesus, supports what Peter and Paul had said.

· This James is not the apostle James, whose martyrdom is recorded in Acts 12:2.  This is the one traditionally known as James the Just - the half-brother of Jesus (Matthew 13:55), brother of Jude (Jude 1), and author of the book of James (James 1:1).
· v14 - Simon and Simeon are one and the same name (Peter); the former is only a contraction of the latter in the Syriac language; Simeon was his pure Hebrew name, and James speaking to an assembly of Hebrews, uses it.
· James begins by insisting God had a people among the Gentiles.  This would astound a religious Jew in that day!

· James will judge this new work of God by the way any work of God should be judged.  James will look to what is written.

· James quotes (Amos 9:11-12), it actually says that salvation will come to the Gentiles.  This demonstrates that what God is doing among the Gentiles has a Biblical foundation.

· When God says there are Gentiles who are called by His name, He is saying they stay Gentiles.  They are not Gentiles who have been made Jews.  Therefore, Gentiles do not need to become Jews and under the law to be saved!

· James had a position of high authority in the church.  He was probably respected as the "senior pastor" of the church at Jerusalem.
· Bottom line, James decided that Peter, Barnabas, and Paul were correct, and that those of the sect of the Pharisees who believed were wrong.

· James' decision that Gentile believers should not be under the Mosaic Law is also tempered by practical instruction.  The idea was that it was important that Gentile believers not act in a way that would antagonize the Jewish community in every city and destroy the church's witness among Jews.

· To abstain from things polluted by idols . . . from things strangled, and from blood: These three commands have to do with the eating habits of Gentile Christians.  Though they were not bound under the Law of Moses, they were bound under the Law of Love.  The Law of Love tells them, "don't unnecessarily antagonize your Jewish neighbors, both in and out of the church."
· To abstain from . . . sexual immorality:  James is directing these Gentiles living in such close fellowship with the Jewish believers to observe the specific marriage regulations required by Leviticus 18, which prohibited marriages between most family relations.  This was something that Jews would abhor, but most Gentiles would think little of.

· Gentile Christians had the "right" to eat meat sacrificed to idols, to continue their marriage practices, and to eat food without a kosher bleeding, because these were aspects of the Mosaic law they definitely were not under.  However, they are encouraged (demanded?) to lay down their "rights" in these matters as a display of love to their Jewish brethren.

· "All four of the requested abstentions related to ceremonial laws laid down in Leviticus 17 and 18, and three of them concerned dietary matters which could inhibit Jewish-Gentile common meals." 
v22-29 A letter of decision is drafted.

· Much credit goes to the certain men of Acts 15:1, who allowed themselves to be convinced by the evidence from the Scriptures and by the confirmation of the Holy Spirit.  They all agreed!

· We can almost admire the certain men of Acts 15:1, because they boldly stated their convictions, even though their convictions were wrong.  But even more admirable is the way they are willing to be taught and shown they are wrong.  A teachable spirit is a precious thing!

· The letter gives the express decision of the Jerusalem council, that Gentiles should consider themselves under no obligation to the rituals of Judaism, except the sensitivity which love demands, so as to preserve the fellowship of Jewish and Gentile believers.

· Therefore, the issue is settled here in the infancy of Christianity, and for all time: We are saved by grace, through faith in Jesus Christ, not by any conformity to the law, and such obedience comes as a result of true faith, after the issue of salvation has been settled.

v30-31  A joyful reception among the Gentile Christians at the church of Antioch.

· We can imagine how these Gentile Christians felt, wondering what decision might come forth.  Would the council in Jerusalem decide that they really were not saved after all because they had not submitted to circumcision and the Law of Moses?

· How relieved they were to see that the principle of grace had been preserved!  That heard that they were saved and right with God after all!

v32-35  The work of the gospel continues in Antioch.

· The certain men who had come from Judea to Antioch (Acts 15:1) had the potential to ruin the work of God in Antioch and beyond.  But because the situation was handled correctly, the brethren were strengthened and the word of God continued to go forth.

· Judas and Silas serve well in Antioch as visiting ministers from Jerusalem.  Then Judas returned, leaving Silas in Antioch for future ministry.

v36-41 Paul and Barnabas divide over the issue of taking John Mark with them.

· And see how they are doing: This shows Paul had a real pastor's heart.  He was not content to merely plant churches without seeing them carefully nurtured and growing in the faith.

· It is said that Paul had the heart of both an obstetrician (bringing people into the body of Christ) and a pediatrician (growing people up in the body of Christ).

· John Mark had previously left the missionary party under less than honorable circumstances (Acts 13:13).  This probably made Paul unwilling to trust him on future endeavors.

· Luke does not give us a clue as to who was "right" and who was "wrong" between Paul and Barnabas.  But it is never good when personal disputes flare up among those serving in the ministry.

· Wherever there is sharp . . . contention, someone is wrong, and usually there is wrong on both sides.  There can be no way both Paul and Barnabas were each walking in the Spirit on this issue!

· The relationship between Paul and Barnabas was probably also strained when Barnabas sided with the Judaizers in Antioch when Peter came to visit (Galatians 2:13).
· Gal 2:13  And the other Jews dissembled likewise with him; insomuch that Barnabas also was carried away with their dissimulation.
· It is possible that this incident, by producing a temporary feeling of distrust, may have prepared the way for the dissension between Paul and Barnabas which led to their separation.

· Barnabas was Paul's trusted friend and associate.  Barnabas stood beside Paul when he first met the apostles (Acts 9:27).  Barnabas sought out Paul and brought him to Antioch to help with the ministry there (Acts 11:25).  Acts 11:24 says of Barnabas, he was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and of faith.
· Since Barnabas was John Mark's cousin (Colossians 4:10), and because Barnabas had such an encouraging, accepting character (Acts 4:36, 9:26-27), it is easy to see why he would be more understanding towards John Mark.

· It is hard to know if their personal relationship was strained for a prolonged period.  As Christians, we are commanded to resolve relationship problems with others before we present our offering of ministry to God (Matthew 5:23-24).  
· There is no doubt God used this division; but this can never be casually used as an excuse for carnal division.  God can redeem good out of evil, yet we are all held accountable for the evil we do, even if God ends up bringing good out of the evil.  Either Paul or Barnabas - probably both - had to get this right with God and each other.

· Later, Paul came to minister with John Mark and to value his contributions to the work of God (Colossians 4:10; Philemon 4:24; 2 Timothy 4:11).  We don't know if it was Mark who changed or Paul who changed.  Probably God had a work to do in both of them!

· Strengthening the churches: This was Paul's ministry, in addition to evangelism.  New Christians needed strong churches to grow and mature in.

