
Acts 15:1-11  “Cleansing by Faith” 

For the Children: How do you become clean when you are dirty?  You can jump in the shower, or in the bath, 
and use plenty of soap.  You could also go for a swim in the sea.  How does someone become clean from their 
sins?  That needs the work of the Lord Jesus.  It also needs the work of the Holy Spirit to change us and enable 
us to believe in Jesus.  Baptism teaches us about the cleansing that comes from Jesus and His Spirit.  It calls on
us to believe those truths.  That is one reason why little children can be baptized: because they can be taught 
about Jesus and His work and called to believe it as they grow older.  Questions: How did Satan try to damage 
the church using the issue of circumcision?  How did God defeat Satan’s attack?  What is the only basis on 
which we are saved?
_________________________________________________________________________________________
Introduction:

First Point: The Division Over Circumcision
1) Satan’s Attack: Previously, Acts described the beginning of the conversion of the Gentiles (10) and 

Paul’s decision to turn to the Gentiles with his mission-work (13:46).  By encouraging Jewish Christians 
from Judea to insist on the Gentiles being circumcised, a potential stumbling-block was put in their way.  
This might have de-railed the Gentile mission.  The pro-circumcision group in Judea was no small 
minority (21:20).  Later, even Peter and Barnabas were swayed (Gal. 2).

2) Unity Under Attack: This issue also threatened church unity (15:2,7).  Moreover, those who held fast to 
some aspects of the OT ceremonial law would have regarded uncircumcised Gentiles as unclean.  They 
would not closely associate with them or sit at the Lord’s Table with them. 

3) The Gospel Under Attack: This was also an indirect attack upon the Gospel.  To insist upon circumcision 
for cleansing and for salvation was to add to Christ as the ground of salvation.

Second Point: The Problem Resolved
1) By Calling a Council: The Holy Spirit answered this attack by moving the Antioch church to send 

delegates to meet with the Jerusalem church in a Council.  Paul, Barnabas and others were sent as 
delegates.  But some converted Pharisees also claimed that the Gentiles must be circumcised.

2) By Word and Spirit: These objections were answered by Peter.  He pointed out that God had accepted 
Cornelius, an uncircumcised Gentile.  God’s acceptance was demonstrated by the pouring out of His 
Spirit upon Cornelius, with visible, attesting signs.  The same thing was happening with the Gentiles 
converted by Paul and Barnabas (v. 12).  God had also shown His view of it in OT prophesies of the 
acceptance of the Gentiles – such as in Amos 9:11-12, Dt. 28:10.  It had also been implied by Acts 1:8 – 
the Gospel would go out to the ends of the earth.  The Lord was not making a distinction between 
Jewish and Gentile believers; neither should they!

3) By the Gospel: Vss. 9 and 11 show that this is really a matter of the Gospel.  God cleanses sinners by 
faith, they are saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus – not by circumcision.  In fact, if the church 
would insist on the OT ceremonial law (or any aspect of God’s law) as a work that contributes to 
salvation, this would be an impossibly heavy burden for sinners – as it was in the OT and would be at 
present.  God’s people were never able to bear the heavy burden of works-righteousness, even less so 
with the additional laws of the Pharisees.  What a contrast the “easy yoke” and “light burden” of Christ, 
who saves by free grace!  Thus it is the Gospel that answers this attack from Satan.

4) Some Application to Baptism: Circumcision was an “entrance” sacrament – those entering by birth to 
Jewish parents AND those Gentiles converted in the OT received the sacrament, but only once (unlike 
the Passover).  The same is true of baptism.  Both also speak of cleansing, pointing to the spiritual 
cleansing only Christ can give, without claiming that every person who receives the sacrament is 
necessarily born again.  Hence Dt. 30:6 foretells spiritual circumcision in the new covenant, while Col. 
2:12 says we are spiritually baptized when we are spiritually circumcised (made clean) by Christ.  This is
not a matter of man’s works, but of the work of Christ and His Spirit.  Therefore baptism calls on all who 
receive it to believe the Gospel.  Parents should explain this to their children.

Conclusion:


