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We have been watching the structure of the church 

develop. It began with the followers of Jesus, 

extended to the Samaritans and then on to the Gentile 

world.  God’s church was coming together.  

Science informs us that the fiercest hurricanes revolve 

around a perfect center of calm. This chapter tells us 

of disturbance in the center of the Church. A little 

examination of this dissension will show that it is, 

more or less, a type of all Church disputes. 

 Acts 15. 

I. THE CONTROVERSY – v.1-5 

Paul and Barnabus returned from their first 

missionary journey.  While they were sharing about 

their experiences in Antioch we are told, “some men 

came from Judea to Antioch and were teaching the 

brothers: “Unless you are circumcised, according to 

the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.” 
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In verse 5 we are told, “some of the believers who 

belonged to the party of the Pharisees stood up and 

said, The Gentiles must be circumcised and required 

to obey the law of Moses.”   

“You have to circumcise the pagan converts,” they 

said. “You must make them keep the Law of Moses.” 

The message Paul and Barnabus had been preaching 

was simple: “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ and 

you will be saved.”  They believed Salvation was by 

grace alone through faith alone.  Their opponents 

believed more was required.   

II. THE CONFERENCE – v.6-9 

The disagreement was so heated that it threatened to 

divide the church.   

ILLUSTRATION: Relentless Enemies 
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If you watch just about any type of National 

Geographic program, you will see a common thread 

when it comes to predators: They attack in unity and 

they attack others who aren’t unified. I was watching 

one called “Relentless Enemies.” It focused on the 

battle between the African buffalo and the lion. You 

might think that is a one sided fight. After all, how 

can a buffalo stand up to lion? All they have are 

horns. They can’t outrun it, they can’t outsmart it, 

they can’t camouflage. So what is it that makes them 

so difficult for lions to tangle with? One thing: unity. 

The lion technique is always the same: flush the herd 

and scour for the weak. They try to single out one 

weak buffalo. But they are only successful if the 

buffalo don’t band together. When that herd of 

buffaloes turns around together unified and face that 



Page 5 of 26 

 

pride of lions that are attacking one in the rear, the 

lions retreat. 
1
 

Whenever God's work is progressing, Satan begins to 

oppose it, and he usually works through lies. The 

reason many churches are ineffective today is because 

they believe "religious lies" instead of God's Word. 

This came to the early church when the Pharisees 

from the Jerusalem church (v. 5 and 24) had gone to 

Antioch and told the Gentile Christians that their 

salvation was not valid unless they were circumcised 

and obeyed the law of Moses. 
2
 

Rather than simply go off and start their own version 

of the church the early church came together and 

worked to find God’s will and gain understanding and 

resolution to their problems.  

                                           
1
 Each attack weakens the spirit of the herd. 

2
 (from Wiersbe's Expository Outlines on the New Testament. Copyright © 1992 by Chariot Victor Publishing, an imprint of 

Cook Communication Ministries. All rights reserved.) 
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So both sides decided to meet in Jerusalem to have a 

church council (oh no, a committee meeting!) and 

resolve the issue.   

Don’t miss this very important point: these leaders 

understood the importance of unity.   

We are told there was “much discussion” (v.7).   

The lines were drawn: 

On one side were those who believed the rituals of 

Judaism were required for salvation and on the other 

side were those who believed we could contribute 

nothing to our salvation. 

The first major speaker was Peter.  He appealed to the 

sovereignty of God. v.6-10 

 God was the one who sent Peter to the 

Gentiles (Cornelius,  Acts 10) 
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 When these people believed they were given 

the Holy Spirit 

   The Gentiles experience was the same as the 

experience of the converted Jews 

    To require the Gentile converts to obey the 

Jewish ceremonies was to put on them a “yoke 

that neither we nor our Fathers have been able to 

bear.” (v. 10) 

 Peter concludes by saying, “We believe it is 

through the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ 

that WE (Peter includes himself) are saved, just 

like they are”.   

 In other words, “we were not saved by our 

works any more than these people are.” 

“So why are you now trying to out-god God, 

loading these new believers down with rules that 
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crushed our ancestors and crushed us, too? 

Don’t we believe that we are saved because the 

Master Jesus amazingly and out of sheer 

generosity moved to save us just as he did those 

from beyond our nation? So what are we 

arguing about?” –v.10-11 (Message) 

v.12 – There was dead silence. 

Peter argued effectively that the Jewish Christians 

were not saved because of the things they did . . .but 

because of God’s gracious act in sending Christ as a 

payment for our sin. He contended that good works 

were not a prerequisite for salvation. 

You can’t out god God. 

Next Barnabus and Paul told of their journeys and the 

evidence that they saw that God was pleased to accept 

the Gentiles by faith alone.  In Titus 3 Paul wrote, 
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 4 
But after that the kindness and love of God our 

Saviour toward man appeared, 
5 
Not by works of 

righteousness which we have done, but 

according to his mercy he saved us, by the 

washing of regeneration, and renewing of the 

Holy Ghost;
6 
Which he shed on us abundantly 

through Jesus Christ our Saviour; 
7 
That being 

justified by his grace, we should be made heirs 

according to the hope of eternal life. 

v.13 - Finally, James came to the podium.  James was 

the half-brother of Jesus and had been saved around 

the time of the resurrection.  We are told that Jesus 

appeared to James after His resurrection.  He appears 

to have been the chief leader in the church. 

James turned to the Old Testament book of Amos that 

seemed to prophesy that the Gentiles would become 

part of the family of God.  His conclusion was (v.19), 
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“we should not make it difficult for the Gentiles who 

are turning to God.”  James suggested a 

“compromise” of sort.   

“So here is my decision: We’re not going to 

unnecessarily burden non-Jewish people who turn 

to the Master. We’ll write them a letter and tell 

them, ‘Be careful to not get involved in activities 

connected with idols, to guard the morality of sex 

and marriage, to not serve food offensive to 

Jewish Christians—blood, for instance.’ This is 

basic wisdom from Moses, preached and honored 

for centuries now in city after city as we have met 

and kept the Sabbath.” 

He suggested that a letter be sent to the new believers 

telling them to abstain from food polluted by idols, 

from sexual immorality, from the meat of strangled 

animals and from blood. 
21 

For Moses has been 
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preached in every city from the earliest times and is 

read in the synagogues on every Sabbath.” [20,21] 

James was not saying that these things were a 

requirement for salvation but was suggesting that the 

Gentile believers (who were genuine brothers and 

sisters in Christ) respect the beliefs of the Jewish 

believers.  He was asking them to limit their freedom 

for the sake of their brothers. 

III. THE CONTEMPORARY RELEVANCE 

The question for us is simple: Why should we care 

about this early church conference? We should care 

because it addresses an essential question: “What is 

necessary for a person to be saved?  What is required 

before a person can be forgiven and made new?”     

In Romans 3 Paul wrote, 
“
27 Where is boasting 

then? It is excluded. By what law? of works? Nay: 

but by the law of faith. 28 Therefore we conclude 
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that a man is justified by faith without the deeds of 

the law.” 

Ever since the beginning of time, man has been trying 

to out god God. Salvation is no exception.  

There are three approaches to salvation today.  They 

can best be stated as formulas: 

1.  Faith + Works = Justification 

This is the most popular view of salvation.  The idea 

is pretty simple.  You must believe in Jesus and do 

the right things.  In Acts 15 the opponents of Paul and 

Barnabus said you had to believe in Jesus and observe 

the Jewish traditions.  They believed we had to have 

faith AND . . .  

This distortion of the gospel is much more prevalent 

than you might think.  It is not just found in 

Catholicism but in many Protestant Churches as well.  
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Let’s take a little quiz.  What do you think you need 

to do to be saved? 

 Do you have to be baptized? 

 Do you have to eliminate certain vices? (Smoking, 

drinking, etc.) 

 Do you have to have to hold a certain theological 

belief? 

 Do you have to be a member of a certain kind of 

church? 

   Do you have to have a certain religious 

experience? 

 Do you need to prefer a certain version of the 

Bible? 

 Do you need to dress a certain way (eliminate 

earrings, tattoos, etc.)? 

 Do you have to say a certain prayer? 

 Do you have to walk an aisle or raise your hand? 

If you believe any of these things are necessary before 

you can be made right with God you are following the 

error of the men in Acts 15.  You believe in Faith plus 

works. 
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The second view is a swing of the pendulum in an 

opposite direction.  We can state it this way:  

2.  Faith = Justification - works 

Many people go to an opposite extreme.  They teach 

we are saved by trusting Christ alone and even if we 

live the rest of our life following the ways of the 

world, we will be saved.  In other words, if you are in 

an evangelistic meeting when you are a teenager and 

you “go forward” in a meeting and pray a prayer 

asking Christ to be your Savior you are saved . . . 

even if you walk away from the church and do not 

appear to grow in the likeness of Christ. They have 

misunderstood the nature of faith. 

“We are not born again by faith or repentance or 

conversion; we repent and believe because we have 

been regenerated. No one can say in truth that Jesus 

is the Christ except by regeneration of the Spirit…the 
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embrace of Christ in faith is the first evidence of 

regeneration and only thus may we know that we have 

been regenerated.”
3
 

This leads us to the third view which can be stated 

this way:  

3.  Faith = Justification Works 

We see this stated most clearly in Ephesians 2, 

4 
But God, who is rich in mercy, for his great love 

wherewith he loved us,
5 
Even when we were dead 

in sins, hath quickened us together with Christ, (by 

grace ye are saved;)
6 
And hath raised us up 

together, and made us sit together in heavenly 

places in Christ Jesus:
7 
That in the ages to come he 

might shew the exceeding riches of his grace in his 

kindness toward us through Christ Jesus. 

                                           
3
 John Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied 
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8 
For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that 

not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: 

9 
Not of works, lest any man should boast. 

10 
For we are his workmanship, created in Christ 

Jesus unto good works, which God hath before 

ordained that we should walk in them. 

We are not saved because of anything that we do.  

However, when we receive God’s grace through faith, 

we receive the Holy Spirit who begins the process of 

change in us. (Regeneration) The Reformers used to 

say, we are saved by grace through faith alone . . .but 

not by a faith that is alone. 

 Saving is all his idea, and all his work.  

9 
Not because of works [not the fulfillment of the 

Law’s demands], lest any man should boast. [It is not 



Page 17 of 26 

 

the result of what anyone can possibly do, so no one 

can pride himself in it or take glory to himself.] 

You can’t out god God! 

10 
For we are God’s [own] handiwork (His 

workmanship, His work from start to 

finish),
[d]

recreated in Christ Jesus, [born anew] that 

we may do those good works which God predestined 

(planned beforehand) for us [taking paths which He 

prepared ahead of time], that we should walk in them 

[living the good life which He prearranged and 

made ready for us to live]. -AMP 

True Biblical faith involves three dimensions:  

understanding, belief, and commitment.   

It is one thing to know something it is another to 

believe it.  A belief in something alone will not save 

you. The Bible says that the demons also believe and 

tremble.  Faith is something deeper than knowledge 

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=ephesians%202&version=KJV;AMP#fen-AMP-29238d
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and assent or belief.  True faith involves surrender 

and commitment to the truth you say you believe. 

One of my favorite commercials shows an NFL 

player who is teaching a group of kids about trust.  He 

stands behind them and they close their eyes, put their 

hands across their chest, and then fall backwards 

believing this player will catch them and of course, 

He does.  At the end of the commercial the roles are 

reversed this little guy is shown standing behind the 

big football player and the football player starts to fall 

backwards . . . the kid’s eyes grow large and he steps 

out of the way! 

In a sense this is a good illustration of the elements of 

faith.  It is not enough to know that a trusting person 

will allow another to catch them.  It is not enough to 

believe that if you fall backward the person behind 

you will catch you.  Real faith, Biblical faith, is 
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actually allowing yourself to fall into the arms of that 

person.  I believe that a chair can hold me up even if it 

looks shaky, but if I don’t sit in it, I’m not trusting in 

it completely. Real faith is being willing to fall into 

the arms of Jesus who will NEVER step out of the 

way.  Real faith puts your life in His hands.   

9 
Whosoever is born of God doth not commit sin; for 

his seed remaineth in him: and he cannot sin, 

because he is born of God. 

Obviously this doesn’t mean that a true believer will 

never sin again but that he will not continually live in 

sin. John says, “He cannot.” Why? Because he is born 

of God.
4
 

Now we must be careful not to go around judging 

others but the Bible does say that we can know one 

believer from another. How can we know this? 

                                           
4
 See John 3, Nicodemus 
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10 
In this (those born of God not continuing in sin) 

the children of God are manifest, and the children of 

the devil: whosoever doeth not righteousness is not 

of God, neither he that loveth not his brother. 1 

John 3 

And so those who remain unchanged are revealed as 

those who were never changed. Those who professed 

faith never possessed it.  

4 
For whatsoever is born of God overcometh the 

world: and this is the victory that overcometh the 

world, even our faith. 1 John 5 

18 
We know that whosoever is born of God sinneth 

not; but he that is begotten of God keepeth himself, 

and that wicked one toucheth him not. 1 John 5 
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CONCLUSION 

I know this is a rather theological message.  But this 

little disagreement in Acts 15 has greater implications 

for us because they clarified a few things for us as 

well: 

First, it means you don’t have to put off coming to 

God.  You don’t have to reform your life before you 

can experience His transforming forgiveness.    

There are some who hope their church attendance is 

going to earn them credit for salvation.  There are 

some who are working hard trying to do the right 

things in the hope that God will be pleased enough 

and let them into Heaven when they die.  The problem 

is that they know the truth.  They know their heart is 

stained.   

They know the things they think about; they know the 

way they manipulate situations; they know those 
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things they dream and do in secret; they know the 

times they knew what was right to do, but refused to 

do it.  Deep down you know you can’t be “good 

enough” to get to Heaven.  Apart from God’s grace 

and mercy, we have no real hope no matter how much 

we try to pretend otherwise. 

Listen, man is not sick, he is not well and he is not 

terminally ill. Man is spiritually DEAD. He is dead 

in trespasses and sin. Ephesians 2:1 And you hath 

he quickened, who were dead in trespasses and sins; 

“We are the dirty soil in which God plants his flower, 

and from our filth, produces a thing of divine 

beauty.”
5
 

God’s grace reaches down to the lowest depths of 

our need; a need that we couldn’t meet. He meets all 

those moral and spiritual needs that are impossible 

                                           
5
 John R. Gerstner, The Atonement and the Purpose of God 
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for us to meet ourselves in our depravity and 

inability. And that grace is the grace of 

regeneration.  

26 
A new heart also will I give you, and a new spirit 

will I put within you: and I will take away the stony 

heart out of your flesh, and I will give you an heart 

of flesh.
6
 

A little boy came to the Washington Monument and 

noticed a guard standing by it.  The little boy looked 

up at the guard and said, "I want to buy it."  The guard 

stooped down and says, "How much do you have?"  

The boy reached into his pocket and pulled out 25 

cents.  The guard said, "That's not enough."  The boy 

replied, "I thought you would say that."  So he pulled 

out nine cents more.  The guard looked down at the 

boy and said, "You need to understand three things.  

First, 34 cents is not enough, 34 million dollars is not 
                                           
6
 Ezekiel 36:26 
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enough to buy the Washington Monument.  Second, 

the Washington Monument is not for sale.  And third, 

if you are an American citizen, the Washington 

Monument already belongs to you."  We need to 

understand three things about forgiveness.  First, we 

cannot earn it.  Second, it is not for sale.  Third, if we 

trust Christ as our Savior, we already have it and we 

don’t deserve it. 

The Bible calls that grace.   

We claim salvation by God’s grace and therefore have 

no right to require everyone else to work for their 

salvation.  But we can’t out god God. 

God’s grace is extended to any who will believe. 

It is received by falling into the arms of the One who 

gave His life for you.  That’s faith. It’s what the 

Reformers called Sola fide. Saved by faith alone.  
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Invitation: 

We are the objects of the Father’s love. “God loved 

what was the antithesis[opposite] of Himself, this is 

its marvel and greatness.”
7
 

We can’t out god God by demanding more than the 

gospel demands because it doesn’t need anything 

extra.  

39 
And this is the will of Him Who sent Me, that I 

should not lose any of all that He has given Me, 

but that I should give new life and raise [them 

all] up at the last day.
40 

For this is My Father’s 

will and His purpose, that everyone who sees the 

Son and believes in and cleaves to and trusts in 

and relies on Him should have eternal life, and I 

will raise him up [from the dead] at the last day. 

–John 6:39-40 AMP 

                                           
7
 John Murray 
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“The faith the gospel demands is not belief of the 

proposition (possibility) that Christ loves [us] with 

this love. The gospel demands that [we] come to 

Christ and commit [ourselves] to Him.”
8
 

                                           
8
 John Murray 


