
Acts 15: The Jerusalem Council 

The Big Idea 
The early Jewish church had to struggle with how Gentiles could be included in their community. 
The compromise they reach of requiring only the essentials is an amazing example of 
transformational leadership. 

 
To this point in the story, the Gospel has spread from Jerusalem, into the Judean countryside, 
Samaria, and was on its way to Ethiopia! Peter witnessed the conversion of the Gentile Cornelius 
and his cohort. Saul (Paul) experienced a dramatic conversion and began preaching first in a 
synagogue in Damascus, the went on his first missionary journey to Cypress, then to cities in Asia 
Minor (modern Turkey). Though he went to synagogues, along the way a number of Gentiles 
heard the Gospel and were converted. Now begins the difficult work of how to negotiate a rapidly 
changing world! 
 
Acts 15:1-5 
 Why was circumcision so important to some of the believers? 
 What Jewish sect did some of the believers belong to (v.5)? Do you find that surprising? 
 
Acts 15:6-11 
 What did the differing sides do to try to resolve the issue? 
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 What was the sign of Gentile acceptance for Peter? 
 Read Galatians 2:11-14—why do you think Peter is still struggling with accepting Gentiles? 
 
Acts 15:12-21 
 WHO IS JAMES AND WHY DOES HE SPEAK AS AN AUTHORITY???? 
 What evidence does James point to as signs of God’s acceptance of Gentiles? 
 What does James “boil down” the law to? How might we understand the connection 
between prohibitions of meat offered to idols, things strangled, blood and fornication? Is this 
presented as a new “law”? 
 What does it mean that James discards all but these commandments? 
 
HISTORY LESSON: Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai and the Jewish Scholars of first century at Javneh 
have to decide what is dispensable, what is indispensable, and what must be transformed for 
Judaism to continue. The gathering of scholars at Javneh give birth to Rabbinic Judaism. 
 
It once happened that Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai was leaving Jerusalem with Rabbi Joshua, and 
they witnessed the destruction of the Temple. Rabbi Joshua said, “Woe to us, for the place where 
the sins of Israel were atoned for has been destroyed.” Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai said, “Do not 
be bitter, my son, for we have another form of atonement which is as great, and this is gemilut 
hasadim (the giving of loving-kindness); as the verse states, “for it is kindness I desire and not 
burnt offerings” [Hos. 6:6]. 
 
What three markers of Judaism remain intact? 
 C___________ 
 K_____ 
 S______ 
 
Across the board First Century Judaism is making a radical re-evaluation of what it takes to make 
the faith “portable”—not based in Jerusalem/Temple/Priestly faith.  How does the work of Yohanan 
ben Zakkai and early Christians parallel each other? How do they contrast? 
 
How does the church continue the process of Acts 15 today? 
 
How do we deal with differing opinions in the church? 
 
How does this process continue in your life? 


