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Introduction 

1. The question: Must Gentiles be circumcised and follow the Law of Moses to be saved 
(Acts 15:5)? 

2. The response: “We (Jews) should not trouble (“to annoy”; found only here) Gentiles 
that turn to God” (Acts 15:19). 

3. The unanimity of the council was based on three things: 

a. The precedent established by the results of the gospel, testified to by Peter, Paul, 
and Barnabas 

b. The authority of the Scriptures in revealing salvation history as cited by James from 
Amos 9:11, 12) 

c. The presidency of the Holy Spirit in orchestrating the unity of the elders and church 
at Jerusalem, agreeing on a course of action  

4. The terms of the decision 

a. A letter exempting Gentile churches from ritual observances but, on the other hand, 
imposing moral standards 

b. The intent of the letter: to prevent unauthorized persons from annoying the 
Gentiles with ritual observances and to stress unity in the churches. 

c. The purpose of the letter: imposing standards to encourage true biblical 
consecration—displaying the unique testimony of the people of God in the world 

If these items are seen as part of the Mosaic Law, a problem arises in explaining 
how the Gentiles do not have to keep the law but are required to keep these four 
things. How can these things be administered apart from law? 

5. The result of the decision 

a. The church rejoicing in the truth and encouraged in the Spirit 

b. The church resting from dissension and preparing for future gospel ministry 

I. The Letter to the Churches 

1. The dispatching of the letter (v. 22) 

a. Based on the unity on the decision–“It seemed good to us (apostles, elders, and the 
church).” 

A question: what about those who argued for the imposition of circumcision? 

b. The decision to dispatch Judas Barsabbas and Silas to accompany the letter 

2. The content of the letter (vv. 23-29) 

a. The originators of the letter—“brothers (apostles and elders) to brothers.” 



b. The reason for the communication—some had come from Jerusalem to trouble (to 
agitate and cause internal commotion) by subverting (to plunder) their souls. 

c. Introduces the prophets accompanying the Antiochan delegation 

d. Charges the Gentiles to keep four prohibitions  

3. The implication of the prohibitions 

a. They came by the will of the Spirit and the apostles (v. 28). 

b. They are non-negotiable (“a burden” and “requirements, necessary things”; note 
also Acts 16:4). 

c. They must be understood as a whole, not a list of items; as representative, not 
exhaustive. Each item addresses the issue of idolatry, the primary problem with 
every human heart (Ezekiel 14:7; 1 John 5:21; note also Revelation 2:14, 20). 

“Idolatry is the diagnosis of the human condition for which the gospel is the cure” 
(David Powlison). 

John Piper asks, “Do you feel that God loves you more when He makes much of 
you, or when He frees you from yourself in order to make much of Him?” 

II. The Reception of the Letter 

1. The church received, read, and rejoiced over the letter. 

This reaction to the letter is very instructive about the content of the prohibitions. 

2. The church received the prophets, was instructed by them, and was strengthened and 
encouraged as well. 

Application 

1. Unity (“one accord”), reflected in consecration to God in both creed and conduct, is 
important to the power of gospel influence in the world. 

2. Unity is achieved when three things are intact: 

(1) All members of the visible body share in the life of Christ consistently. 

(2) Each member desiring to know the mind of the Lord 

(3) The Spirit’s sanctifying power in removing individual selfish agendas 

3. Majority is not the same as unity. Majority always leaves behind a disaffected 
minority. 


