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Last Sunday in our study of the Primal Church in the Acts of the Apostles, we looked at three ways people respond 
to the gospel.  Some believe the gospel, some reject the gospel, but many edit the gospel, changing it to fit their 
own ideas and culture.  And we can see this constant attempt to change the gospel to accommodate peoples’ idols 
or culture or preferences throughout church history.  A couple of years ago, I took a class in church history and it 
was interesting to see how the development of the basic doctrines of the church was always a response someone’s 
attempt to edit the gospel.  It’s easy to believe the Bible when nobody cares what you believe; but when the 
culture begins to attack Christians for their beliefs, the church has to figure out what the Bible really teaches and 
are we willing to be uncompromising in this belief regardless of the consequences. This morning we’re going to 
look at the first major attempt to edit the gospel.  First we’ll look at the issue and then at the church’s debate 
about the issue and finally at the decision the church makes; because this process will become the pattern 
throughout church history as Christians respond to the challenges to what we really believe by going back to the 
Scriptures together and figuring out what the Bible really says. Let’s begin by looking at the issue and how some 
people were trying to edit the gospel. 

“Some men came down from Judea and began teaching the brethren, "Unless you are circumcised according to the 
custom of Moses, you cannot be saved."  This incident takes place in the church at Antioch which was the first 
church to have both Gentile and Jewish believers worshiping Jesus together.  After Paul and Barnabas’ first 
missionary journey, there are more such churches but Antioch was the first and the most influential of the Gentile 
churches. What happens here will affect the rest.  Some Jewish Christians from the church in Jerusalem come to 
visit the church in Antioch and all the Christians in Antioch are excited.  These believers have been taught by the 
apostles.  Some of them may have even known Jesus Himself.  However, the Jewish Christians are shocked when 
they meet the Gentile believers.  How can they be Christians when they ignore the Law of Moses?  They eat non-
kosher food, they ignore the Sabbath, the men haven’t been circumcised.  They’re just like all the other Gentiles.  
How can they claim to know Jesus?  So the folks from Jerusalem tell the Gentile Christians that they are not real 
Christians yet; that until they convert to Judaism and are circumcised and obey the laws of Moses, they can’t be 
saved.  It’s not enough to believe the gospel.  You must become Jewish to be a Christian.  For centuries, the thing 
that had distinguished the Jews as God’s chosen people from all the other nations was the Law of Moses.  They 
were not like other people.  The men were circumcised.  They only ate kosher food.  They observed the Sabbath.  
They sacrificed in the temple of Jerusalem.  They knew God and His laws even if they didn’t keep them all that 
consistently.  All of these things marked them as God’s chosen people.  And when Gentiles converted to Judaism, 
they also took on all these identifying marks; the men were circumcised, they changed their diets, their holidays, 
their religious practices; they became Jewish.  When these Jews became Christians, they didn’t jettison their 
culture.  They continued to observe the rituals, customs and traditions of Judaism as believers in Jesus.  They never 
imagined doing otherwise.  It was who they were.  They were now completed Jews who believed that Jesus was 
the long-promised Savior and Messiah.  And so when Gentiles began coming to Christ, the Jewish believers 
assumed they needed to become Jews as well to be saved. That’s why when these Jewish Christians arrive in 
Antioch, they began teaching, "Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be 
saved."  Why is this a big issue?  Jesus said, “You will know the truth and the truth will set you free.”  This edit 
threatens both the spiritual freedom of believers and the cultural freedom of believers. 
 
First, it threatens the spiritual freedom of believers.  Pastor Tim Keller points out that the difference between 
religion and Christianity is that religion is good advice; how we should live, how we should think and behave.  And 
like all good advice, it ends up becoming a burden because in spite of our best efforts, we find ourselves unable to 
follow that advice and end up as failures and in bondage to rules we are unable to keep.  But Christianity isn’t good 



advice, it is good news.  It is not about what you must do for God but about what God has done for you through 
Christ.  We’re not saved by anything we do but only by what He’s done.  That’s the gospel and gospel means good 
news.  But any time we try to add conditions to the gospel like these Jewish believers were doing; things you must 
do to be saved, we have denied the gospel and end up creating bondage.  Any time we say that what Christ has 
accomplished is not sufficient to save you; that you must also (as in this case) become Jewish, or keep these rules 
or join this denomination or worship in this way or give this much money – any time there is an “also” in the 
message, any time we say that simple faith in the good news of what Jesus has done for us isn’t sufficient to save 
us, we’ve edited the gospel and turned it into something which enslaves rather than frees.  So this edit on the 
gospel was threatening the spiritual freedom of the church; and it was threatening the cultural freedom of the 
church. What do I mean by that?  When these Jewish believers tell the Gentile believers you must be circumcised 
and obey the Law of Moses to be saved, they’re saying, “You can’t be a Gentile and a Christian.  You can only be a 
Christian if you are Jewish.  You must reject your culture and accept ours in order to be saved.”  But the gospel is 
transcultural.  It transcends cultures and races and nations.  There is not a “Christian” culture.  The book of 
Revelation says that people from every tribe, nation, race and culture will worship God in heaven together.  Jews 
are saved as Jewish Christians.  Gentiles are saved as Gentile Christians.  Africans are saved as African Christians.  
Europeans are saved as European Christians.  That means that Africans don’t have to be culturally European or 
American to be Christians; even though that’s what missionaries often tried to do in the past.  When an African or 
a Native American or a South Sea Islander would come to Christ, the missionaries often attempted to make them 
dress and worship like a European or American rather than what was authentic to their culture.  But that’s not 
Christianity, that’s cultural imperialism.  Christianity is the one faith that is not tied to a particular culture.  If you 
embrace Islam, you must embrace Middle Eastern culture.  If you embrace Hinduism, you must embrace Indian 
culture.  If you become a Buddhist, you must embrace Asian culture.  But you can be a Christian and remain in your 
own culture.  That’s why if even in America, church services vary so greatly; not because of theology but because 
each represents a different culture.  The gospel is transcultural but the guys from Jerusalem were threatening this 
cultural freedom.   
 
Notice how Paul and Barnabas – who are Jews themselves – react to the guys from Jerusalem. “And when Paul and 
Barnabas had great dissension and debate with them, the brethren determined that Paul and Barnabas and some 
others of them should go up to Jerusalem to the apostles and elders concerning this issue.” (1-2) Paul and Barnabas 
refuse to give an inch on this issue.  They have great dissention and debate with the brothers from Jerusalem – 
which is a good reminder for us that there is a time for conflict, a time when silence is sinful; a time to defend the 
gospel, as Jude says “contending earnestly for the faith which was once for all handed down to the saints.”  The 
gospel cannot be edited. The Gentiles don’t have to do anything but believe in Jesus to be saved.  They don’t have 
to become Jewish Christians.  They can be Gentile Christians.  That’s the issue here.  What is the relationship 
between Old Testament Law and the Gospel?  Must Christians obey the Law to be saved? The Law of Moses is 
from God and the Gospel is from God, so how do we decide?  The church at Antioch decided that this question was 
way above their pay grade and so they send Paul and Barnabas and a few others from Antioch back to Jerusalem 
to present this question to the apostles and the elders of the church there for resolution.  And this becomes the 
pattern of the church; whenever there is a big doctrinal disagreement, the whole church will convene a Council to 
look into it rather than each local church deciding what it will believe.  Let’s continue our story with vs. 4. “When 
they arrived at Jerusalem, they were received by the church and the apostles and the elders, and they reported all 
that God had done with them. (Paul and Barnabas report on the success they’ve had in planting new churches 
among the Gentiles.) But some of the sect of the Pharisees who had believed stood up, saying, "It is necessary to 
circumcise them and to direct them to observe the Law of Moses." (4-5) From the gospels, we tend to look at the 
sect of the Pharisees as the villains of the New Testament, and some of them were – but the Pharisees as a sect 
were people who took the Law of Moses very seriously and as a result, many of them eventually became Christians 
as they saw how Jesus fulfilled all the promises of the Old Testament.  And because the Pharisees loved God’s law 
so much, when Paul and Barnabas arrive, the Christians who are still members of the Pharisee party are anxious 
that the new Gentile believers be instructed to obey the Law as well; and so the issue in Antioch becomes an issue 
in Jerusalem. Can the Gentiles be saved without taking on the culture and the practices of Judaism?  That’s the 
issue.  Let’s look at the debate. 
 



“The apostles and the elders came together to look into this matter. (And as we’ll see, this was a public debate.  
The entire church of Jerusalem was there to observe.  And the fact that the apostles who were all living away from 
Jerusalem at this time made the trip for this debate shows how important settling this issue was for the church.) 
After there had been much debate, (This was a huge issue with sincere, godly believers on both sides)  Peter stood 
up and said to them, "Brethren, you know that in the early days God made a choice among you, that by my mouth 
the Gentiles would hear the word of the gospel and believe. And God, who knows the heart, testified to them giving 
them the Holy Spirit, just as He also did to us; and He made no distinction between us and them, cleansing their 
hearts by faith.” (Peter reminds the church about the first Gentiles to believe the gospel which we read about in 
Acts 10.  God led Peter to preach the gospel to the Roman soldier Cornelius and his household whom to Peter’s 
surprise, believed and received the Holy Spirit when they simply believed the gospel which proved to Peter that  
God accepted the first Gentiles into the church as Gentiles when they believed in Jesus.  They didn’t have to 
become Jews first. "Now therefore why do you put God to the test by placing upon the neck of the disciples a yoke 
which neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear? But we believe that we are saved through the grace of 
the Lord Jesus, in the same way as they also are." Peter goes to the heart of the issue.  “Why do you insist on 
tempting God by forcing the Gentiles to keep laws which we never kept?  Because we’re saved the same way as 
they’re saved – only by the grace of the Lord Jesus.”  That’s the gospel.  We’re not saved by what we do but by 
what Christ has done.  We’re not saved because we are good but because He is good.  And anytime we tell 
someone that they cannot be saved unless they do something, we are perverting the gospel which is why Peter 
uses such strong language against the other side here.  By the way, Peter had to work through this issue himself 
with Paul earlier.  In Galatians 2, Paul tells the story about Peter’s visit to Antioch and how he refused to eat with 
the Gentile believers for fear of upsetting the Jewish believers and how Paul rebuked him in front of everyone, 
because Peter was living inconsistently with the gospel.  Paul said, “Look Peter, we’re not saved by keeping the 
law.  We’re saved the same way as the Gentiles, through the grace of Christ, so why are you behaving like you are 
any different from the Gentiles?”  Peter took Paul’s rebuke to heart because he not only takes Paul’s side in the 
debate but uses the same argument that Paul used with him. All the people kept silent, and they were listening to 
Barnabas and Paul as they were relating what signs and wonders God had done through them among the Gentiles. 
Paul and Barnabas’ experience in the mission field duplicates Peter’s experience on a far grander scale.  Just as God 
showed that He accepted Cornelius and his family by giving them the Spirit when they believed, God is now 
performing miracles in Gentile nations to bring them to Christ – and without requiring them to first convert to 
Judaism. “After they had stopped speaking, James answered, saying, "Brethren, listen to me. (James is the leader of 
the church of Jerusalem and the brother of Jesus and he now takes the floor.  By the way, up to this point James 
was probably on the side of those believers who thought the Gentiles needed to convert to Judaism before they 
could be saved according to the second chapter of Galatians.  But now he has a change of heart.) “Simeon (Peter’s 
old name) has related how God first concerned Himself about taking from among the Gentiles a people for His 
name. (The story of Cornelius and his family’s conversion which Peter just told) "With this the words of the 
Prophets agree, just as it is written, AFTER THESE THINGS I will return, AND I WILL REBUILD THE TABERNACLE OF 
DAVID WHICH HAS FALLEN, AND I WILL REBUILD ITS RUINS, AND I WILL RESTORE IT, SO THAT THE REST OF 
MANKIND MAY SEEK THE LORD, AND ALL THE GENTILES WHO ARE CALLED BY MY NAME,' SAYS THE LORD, WHO 
MAKES THESE THINGS KNOWN FROM LONG AGO.”  James says that what happened to Peter with Cornelius is 
exactly what the Old Testament said would happen.  James quotes the prophet Amos 9:11-12 which is God’s 
promise that in the last days He will restore the nation of Israel so that all people will seek Him, along with the 
Gentiles who are called by His name.  James’ point is that because the Scripture says that in the last days, there will 
be Gentiles who belong to God and who have been saved as Gentiles, it is evident that Gentiles don’t have to first 
become Jews to be saved. "Therefore it is my judgment that we do not trouble those who are turning to God from 
among the Gentiles, but that we write to them that they abstain from things contaminated by idols and from 
fornication and from what is strangled and from blood.  For Moses from ancient generations has in every city those 
who preach him, since he is read in the synagogues every Sabbath." (6-21) James says that Peter and Paul are right; 
the Gentiles are not saved by keeping the Law anymore than the Jews are saved by keeping the Law.  Therefore, 
we shouldn’t trouble the Gentiles who are becoming Christians by forcing them to obey the Laws of Moses.  But 
why then does James add these four things they should ask the Gentiles to observe?  Only one, immorality - which 
is any type of sexual activity outside of marriage - is found in the rest of the New Testament.  The rest have to do 
with food; eating food that has been offered as part of pagan idol worship and then was sold in the stores attached 
to the idol’s temple, the meat of animals which had been strangled and from blood.  Why does James recommend 



these particular prohibitions?  He tells us in the last verse.  “For Moses from ancient generations has in every city 
those who preach him, since he is read in the synagogues every Sabbath."  The Gentiles are saved by faith in Christ 
alone – just like the Jews.  The Law of Moses is not necessary either for salvation or as a rule for life.  However, 
because there are Jews meeting in synagogues where the Law of Moses is preached in every Gentile city, James 
says we need to urge Gentile Christians to abstain from those things which would automatically cause unbelieving 
Jews to reject the gospel or cause Christian Jews to be unable fellowship with the Gentile believers.  Three of these 
commandments deal with food and do not appear again in the New Testament.  There was also a tremendous 
difference between Jews and Gentiles when it came to sexual ethics. Among the Gentiles, everybody slept with 
everybody; temple prostitution was common in the worship of the gods, slave owners regularly slept with their 
slaves and Antioch was known as one of the most immoral cities in the Roman Empire. There was little if any 
stigma attached to sex outside of marriage, except in the Jewish community. So in addition to what they eat, 
James urges Gentile Christians to also avoid sexual immorality and this command is regularly repeated in the New 
Testament because it reflects the will of God for all Christians in all times.  Paul writes in 1 Thessalonians 4:3, “For 
this is the will of God, your sanctification; that is, that you abstain from sexual immorality.”  God’s will for my life 
and for yours is that we live sexually pure lives and that means complete faithfulness to your spouse if you’re 
married and celibacy if you are single. And I know that this prohibition is just as countercultural today in our 
culture as it was in Antioch or Corinth or Rome in the first century. So these four things were identity markers for 
the Jews, things that separated them from the pagans. James wants the Gentile Christians’ freedom to be limited 
by love; to avoid unnecessarily offending the unbelieving Jews in their cities and to avoid offending the believing 
Jews in their churches.   That’s the reason for James’ list.  This is what Paul would later call “becoming all things to 
all men,” and not becoming a stumbling block to other’s faith by the way you exercise your Christian liberty.  As 
Paul says, “All things are lawful but not all things are profitable.  All things are lawful but not all things edify.”  The 
issue isn’t, “Is it legal? Don’t I have a right to do that?” but “Is it loving? How will my behavior affect others?”  
People don’t always reject the gospel for spiritual reasons.  Some people reject the gospel for cultural or political 
reasons.  James doesn’t want the Gentiles to put up unnecessary barriers to the gospel.  
 
That’s Luke’s summary of the debate.  Let’s look at the decision the Jerusalem Council comes to as a result of this 
debate. “Then it seemed good to the apostles and the elders, with the whole church, (notice that this debate 
wasn’t’ held secretly.  The entire church was there and it looks like everybody’s opinion was taken into account 
because Luke says that the decision they make seemed good to everybody – apostles, elders and the entire 
church) to choose men from among them to send to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas--Judas called Barsabbas, and 
Silas, leading men among the brethren, and they sent this letter by them, "The apostles and the brethren who are 
elders, to the brethren in Antioch and Syria and Cilicia who are from the Gentiles, greetings. Since we have heard 
that some of our number to whom we gave no instruction have disturbed you with their words, unsettling your 
souls, (meaning the guys who came to Antioch and told the believers they couldn’t be saved unless they were 
circumcised) it seemed good to us, having become of one mind, to select men to send to you with our beloved 
Barnabas and Paul, men who have risked their lives for the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore we have sent 
Judas and Silas, who themselves will also report the same things by word of mouth. For it seemed good to the Holy 
Spirit and to us to lay upon you no greater burden than these essentials: that you abstain from things sacrificed to 
idols and from blood and from things strangled and from fornication; if you keep yourselves free from such things, 
you will do well. Farewell."  (22-29) The verdict is unanimous. People are saved by grace alone, by what Christ 
accomplished on our behalf at the cross and the grave.  Therefore the Gentiles don’t have to convert to Judaism to 
be Christians.  They are fully accepted as fellow believers when they simply believe in Jesus.  And the Jewish 
Christians don’t have to give up their culture.  They can continue to live as good Jews - as long as they understand 
that they are saved by Christ and not by their culture.  I love the way the Council describes the process they went 
through in their letter to the churches, “it seemed good to us, having become of one mind.” They didn’t avoid the 
conflict, they faced it squarely.  And there were no power plays.  They didn’t have a vote with winners and losers.  
They kept debating until they became of one mind, until they could say “It seemed good to us and to the Holy 
Spirit,” until they knew not only that they all agreed but that God agreed with them.   And one reason they 
reached this consensus was because none of the leaders made this conflict personal.  Peter didn’t have to prove he 
was smarter than Paul.  He could humbly admit that Paul had been right when he rebuked Peter and fully support 
Paul’s side in the debate.  And James, even though he was one of the most prominent leaders on the other side of 
the aisle could see where he had been wrong and be instrumental in leading the Council to its final decision.  



We’ve tried to follow this same model at Creekside with our elders and Council.  We don’t vote on issues.  We 
continue to pray and to discuss until we reach a consensus.  And if we are unable to reach that consensus, we 
figure that we’re not clear yet on what God wants us to do and we need to keep praying, thinking and talking.  
 
The Jerusalem Council defeated a major edit to the gospel but it was only the first battle of a long war which 
continues today. Historically, Jesus Christ’s most powerful rival has not been atheism or secularism or hedonism or 
materialism.  Christ’s greatest rival has been religion – confidence in what we do rather than in what He’s done; 
believing that we can earn God’s favor by following rules rather than accepting what He freely offers us in Jesus. 
How can I know if I’ve accepted this edit of the gospel instead of the real gospel?  Here’s a question which helps 
me to identify what I really believe.  Who am I?  Do I define myself primarily by my gender, my race, my family, my 
job, my accomplishments, or by how I compare to others – or do I see myself first and foremost as a child of God 
for whom Christ died? Jesus’ disciples were excited about the spiritual power He gave them, how they could 
command even the demons and they would obey. But Jesus warned them, “Don’t rejoice that the demons are 
subject to you, but rejoice that your names are recorded in heaven.”  Don’t rejoice in what you can do, rejoice in 
the relationship you have with God.  Who am I? Do I boast about myself or do I boast in the Lord? If everything I 
own and have accomplished were taken from me, would I still be the same person in my own eyes because of my 
relationship with Jesus?   Have I stopped trying to prove myself to myself or to others because I’ve accepted God’s 
approval of me in Christ?  Can I be happy when others succeed because my identity isn’t based upon 
accomplishment or comparison but on what Christ has done for me?  Do I handle disappointment and success 
equally well because my confidence is in Christ, not in myself? And so neither failure nor success greatly deflates 
me or inflates me because my identity rests on what Christ has done, not what I do or fail to do. Until my faith in 
the gospel changes the way I see myself, I haven’t really believed the gospel.  
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