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What Are the Rules?

@ Suppose the rules your favourite sport were changed…


a. Baseball – 2 strikes/4 outs/11 players/expanded strike zone

b. Basketball – 8 players per side/grab and touch opposing players/ baskets 12 feet high

@ Acts 15 begins with the problem of some Jews in reference to the “rules” for Gentiles to be in the Church – Acts 15:1, 2

This is an important event in view of the mission work being done among the Gentiles by Paul and Barnabas 

This outreach began with Cornelius, chapter 10

Continued with the outreach in Antioch, chapter 11

Further continued with first missionary journey, chapters 13, 14

The events of chapter 15 are important to the future growth of the Church

The trouble began when “some men” arrived in Antioch from Judea

No reason to think these men represented all the brethren in Jerusalem

These men took issue with the policy of evangelism in Antioch

Gentiles must be taught to be “circumcised according to the custom taught by Moses” 
The conversion of Cornelius (Acts 10) and the follow up discussion with the Church (Acts 11) did not settle this matter for them

Their view was that salvation depended on keeping part of the Old Law of Moses

This opinion was in direct opposition to the evangelistic efforts being carried out by the Church at Antioch

The reaction of Paul and Barnabas to these men comes as no surprise – Acts 15:2

THEREFORE: Paul and Barnabas, along with some other brethren, were appointed to go meet with the apostles and the Church at Jerusalem to discuss this matter – Acts 15:3 - 5
Natural for Paul and Barnabas to visit churches along the way, rejoicing at the growth of the Church among the Gentiles 

Fact that Christians were in Phoenicia (not mentioned before) shows the growth of the Gospel

Welcomed warmly by the Church in Jerusalem

When Paul and Barnabas begin to tell of the great results of their evangelistic efforts, they rejoiced…but not all – Acts 15:5
These Jewish Christians argued that Gentiles must add something more to their conversion to Christ…

They must also become Jews in terms of obedience to the Law, beginning with circumcision
QUESTION: “What part of the Old Law should be required of the Gentiles?”

For one to join the Jewish religion required:

a. Circumcision for men which was a sign of the covenant

b. Baptism (immersion) for both men and women

c. Offering a certain sacrifice (korban) in the Temple 

d. The convert must understand and accept the duties of Jewish religious law

e. After confirming that all these requirements have been met a "Certificate of Conversion" was given

This was not the position Paul took 

To Paul, when the Gentiles were baptized “into Christ” they could fulfill “the righteous requirements of the Law” – Romans 8:4

Who can answer this question? – Acts 15:6
The apostles were the recognized authorities in matters of doctrine
They included the Jerusalem elders in the process

This meeting is the last major event recorded in Jerusalem in Acts

The continuing focus in Acts is the missionary work in the Roman world

Details of the discussion are abbreviated by Luke

We are not given the entire message of each speaker

After the meeting begins and there is a good deal of debate back and forth…

Peter is the first to recognized speaker (his last important speech in Acts) – Acts 15:7 – 11

His important conclusion comes from his experience with the conversion of Cornelius – Acts 15:8, 9

The big finish was powerful…a changing of the rules – Acts 15:10, 11

PETER’S POINT: If salvation comes through the grace of Jesus, why should the council impose on the Gentile converts the regulations of the law?

Next up: Barnabas and Paul – Acts 15:12
They made the point that God demonstrated His acceptance of Gentiles WITHOUT the requirement of circumcision
Next was James, the brother of Jesus – Acts 15:13 - 21 
James sees God wanting to take “from the Gentiles a people” 

The Old Testament speaks of the Jews as God’s people

Fundamentally James was saying that God decided to find a chosen people from among the Gentiles, and bring both together as His people

His point is that both Jewish and Gentile believers were now counted as God’s people
Therefore, there is no reason to require Gentile converts to the gospel adopt the Law of Moses

There are only four things that he suggests should remain on all believers

Perhaps to make fellowship possible and allow for “Pot Lucks”

Some things were common among Gentiles, often in their religious practices, that were not among Jews

First, “abstain from the things polluted by idols” – likely referring to the meals eaten at the pagan temple 
“Sexual immorality” perhaps the sexual activities of Leviticus 18:6 – 18 and/or the sexual immorality often associated with pagan religious practices

The third and fourth items involve abstaining from “strangled animals” allowing the blood to say in the meat, and from blood

a. Leviticus 17:10 – 14


b. In some pagan practices blood was used as a beverage

Now the matter must be decided…

The apostles send a letter for guidance – Acts 15:22 - 29

Sent some leading brothers along with Barnabas and Paul to deliver this leter back to Antioch 

Letter was addressed to "The brothers, both the apostles and the elders, to the brothers who are of the Gentiles in Antioch and Syria and Cilicia, greetings  
In this area, Antioch was the leading city

The letter was very formal – Acts 15:23 – 29

Message: 


a. The teachers who came from Judea did so without “authorization” from the apostles


b. Apologized that these teachers were troubling and unsettling to the Church


c. Having reached a decision of what the message should be to Antioch, they sent Paul and Barnabas,  who have risked their lives in the service of Christ

d. The role of “the Holy Spirit” is mentioned to demonstrate God’s part in the evangelism being done


e. Finally the matter is summarized with the four requirements as outlined by the Church leaders

The Reception of the Apostolic Letter Acts 15:30 - 35
The decrees were received with genuine happiness because of their encouragement

The four requirements can be viewed as an aid in easing the fellowship of Jewish and Gentile believers
Those who had come with Barnabas and Paul return to Jerusalem

Some lessons from this chapter:

1. Change can be difficult

2. “A thus says the Lord” trumps a tradition
3. Acts 15 is the only example in the New Testament where a “conference” is held to determine Church practice

