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What Happened at the 
Jerusalem Council? 

By this point in your reading of Torah In the Balance, some of you may be 
wondering. You may see the importance of the Torah and the need for us 
to really be more obedient to our Heavenly Father. You know that the 
Torah was given by God to His people to make them holy and different 
than the world. You understand that violation of God’s Law is sin, and 
that if we are in the faith and covered by the Messiah’s blood we are not 
“under the Law” or subject to the Torah’s condemnation. You may 
understand that Messiah Yeshua came to fulfill, or perfect, the Torah for us 
by living it properly as an example to emulate. You know that today’s 
Christian Church, in particular, has not benefited from largely ignoring the 
Law of Moses or the Old Testament. But you still have questions because 
of what you have been taught in the past. A number of you might be 
thinking things along the lines of: 

 
Alright, I understand that the Law is to convict me of sin and that Jesus upheld 
the validity of it. But, weren’t the first Gentile Believers told that they didn’t 
have to keep the Law? 
 
This is certainly a valid question, because much Christian teaching on 

the New Testament is based on the presupposition that the first non-
Jewish Believers coming to faith were not told to follow the Torah. 
However, since we are all called to emulate the example of Messiah 
Yeshua, who is the Living Word, it is imperative that we reevaluate this 
viewpoint because it may contradict His Earthly example for living. 
Likewise, what did actually happen in the First Century, as the gospel 
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message spread out to the nations? Was the Torah to only be the 
possession of the Jewish people, or were the nations also to benefit from 
Moses’ Teaching (Isaiah 2:3; Micah 4:2)? 
 
The Controversy 

In the days of the first Messianic communities, there was a 
controversy. Acts 15:1 records, “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’ (NASU).” By this point, the gospel 
message was being spread out beyond the Land of Israel and many non-
Jews were coming to faith in the Messiah (46-49 C.E.). There was great 
debate within the Body of Believers about how these non-Jewish people 
were expected to live, with these highly conservative Jewish Believers 
going to Antioch, imposing their views on the non-Jewish Believers. So 
some poignant questions arose. Were they to convert to Judaism and be 
circumcised so that they could “be saved” (the ritual of a proselyte), or 
were they acceptable before God without having to go through any 
“conversion”? Could they be recognized as equal members of the assembly 
without having to become ethnic Jews? 

Take important note how the issue in Acts 15:1 is ou dunasthe sōthēnai, 
“you are powerless to be saved” (my translation),1 unless these people 
were circumcised and observed the Mosaic Torah. The issue was not 
whether these people could steadily follow the Torah’s commandments as 
a matter of holiness and piety, being discipled in God’s Word as they grew 
in faith, but of their very salvation. 

We are told that “Paul and Barnabas had great dissension and debate 
with them,” who advocated full-fledged conversion, and that “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” (Acts 15:2, 
NASU). In order to settle the matter about whether or not non-Jews of the 
nations had to be circumcised and follow the Torah first, in order to be 
saved, Paul and Barnabas went from Antioch to Jerusalem, the home base, 
to discuss the matter. 

The issues that the Jerusalem Council had to face were those of a rather 
conservative Pharisaical party who believed in the Messiah, but were 
requiring non-Jewish Believers to become proselyte converts to Judaism as 

 
1 The verb dunamai is related to the noun dunamis, often meaning “power, might, strength” 

(Henry George Liddell and Robert Scott, eds., Liddell and Scott’s Greek-English Lexicon, 
abridged [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1953], 213). 
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a prerequisite so that they could “be saved.” Their position is well-stated 
in Acts 15:5: “It is necessary to circumcise them and direct them to observe 
the Torah of Moshe” (CJB). The ESV actually has, “It is necessary to 
circumcise them and to order them to keep the law of Moses,” with the 
verb parangellō meaning “generally, to give the word, give orders,” in a 
classical context “of the general” (LS).2 According to these individuals, 
unless these people were circumcised and observed the Torah, as they did, 
they could not be saved or be considered among the redeemed. Those from 
the nations had to be reckoned as ethnically Jewish in order to really be 
saved from their sins, much less being considered full members of God’s 
people. They actually needed to be ordered to keep the Law, which is 
hardly the attitude of love and care for others that Yeshua Himself 
demonstrated (cf. Galatians 6:2). 
 
The Discussion 

Paul and Barnabas traveled to Jerusalem. Luke narrates how, 
“Therefore, being sent on their way by the [assembly], they were passing 
through both Phoenicia and Samaria, describing in detail the conversion of 
the Gentiles, and were bringing great joy to all the brethren. When they 
arrived at Jerusalem, they were received by the [assembly] and the 
apostles and the elders, and they reported all that God had done with 
them” (Acts 15:3-4, NASU). The momentum gained as they got closer to 
Jerusalem. 

The Apostolic Scriptures testify how wonderful things were occurring 
per the work of Paul and Barnabas. People from the nations were coming 
to faith in Yeshua the Messiah, and recognizing the Holy One of Israel as 
the One True God. These former pagans were being filled with the Holy 
Spirit, just as the Jewish Believers were. Given the expectation of God-
fearers becoming proselytes in the overall mainline Judaism, it was no 
surprise that many of the Jewish Believers expected these non-Jews to live 
a life exactly as they did and convert to Judaism so that they could “be 
saved.” And so this is the controversy that the Jerusalem Council had to 
address: Did these non-Jews really have to convert to be saved? 

Or, could these people be welcomed into the assembly on the basis of 
the faith they had placed in God, the Lord Yeshua, and the unique work 
that the Holy Spirit was performing without any ritual proselyte 
conversion? Did the work of Yeshua, His resurrection, and the giving of 

 
2 LS, 594; the NRSV also includes the rendering “ordered.” 
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the Spirit to all people (Acts 2:17; cf. Joel 2:28-32) change anything now? 
Luke describes, 

“The apostles and the elders came together to look into this matter. 
After there had been much debate, 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’” (Acts 15:6-9, NASU). 

After there was substantial investigation, questioning, and some 
heated debate on this matter, the Apostle Peter—who attested in Acts 
10:28, “God has shown me that I should not call any man common or 
unclean” (NKJV)—said that those of the nations were saved by faith just as 
the Jewish Believers were. Neither group was to be saved through “Torah 
observance.” There was to be no distinction made among the Believers in 
regard to their salvation experience, because only God knows the true 
heart intent of a person. If the Holy Spirit did not discriminate between 
Jews and non-Jews, even if the latter were uncircumcised, a fair-minded 
solution other than requiring immediate change—as the conservative 
Pharisaic party advocated—needed to be sought. 

History shows that many in the First Century Greco-Roman religious 
system were dissatisfied with idol worship, and many were turning to the 
Jewish Synagogue for answers. Many of the non-Jewish people who heard 
Paul’s proclamation of the good news had already been involved with a 
local synagogue to some degree. We can all believe that this was 
instrumental for them coming to faith in the Messiah. But were they 
required to “convert to Judaism” so that they could be saved? Peter 
continued, by saying, 

“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 Yeshua, in the same way as they also are” (Acts 15:10-11, NASU). 

Peter plainly states, “it is through the love and kindness of the Lord 
Yeshua that we trust and are delivered—and it is the same with them” 
(Acts 15:11, CJB). Those from the nations coming to faith in the Messiah 
were not to be saved by converting to Judaism and keeping 
commandments, but were to be saved the same way as the Jewish 
Believers were saved: via the grace of Yeshua. A heavy yoke, which Peter 
testified was something that even he and his Jewish contemporaries could 
not do perfectly, was not to be placed upon them. But what was this heavy 
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yoke? Was it just the impossibility of being instructed by God’s Law and 
being able to keep it perfectly, or was it a reference to a religious system 
that required, among other things, non-Jews to become proselytes to truly 
be members of God’s people? 

Keep in mind that the proselyte process was not something that was 
easy. Proselytes undergoing ritual circumcision often had to take an oath 
of allegiance to keep the whole Law (cf. Galatians 5:2),3 and would in all 
likelihood be treated with a great deal of suspicion by the wider Jewish 
community. The Mishnah indicates a common occurrence that “when he 
[the proselyte] prays in private, he says, ‘God of the fathers of Israel.’ And 
when he prays in the synagogue, he says, ‘God of your fathers’” 
(m.Bikkurim 1:4).4 Such a person, even if becoming an ethnic Jew, would 
often never be treated as an equal.5 Yeshua Himself condemned much of 
what the proselyte process had become, rebuking the Pharisaical leaders in 
Matthew 23:15 with, “you travel around on sea and land to make one 
proselyte; and when he becomes one, you make him twice as much a son 
of hell as yourselves” (NASU). Requiring the non-Jewish Believers to 
become proselytes decisively went against the imperative that all were 
equal in the eyes of the Lord, because of faith in Yeshua (Galatians 3:28). 

Contrary to much of this yoke—which also extended to how even 
normal Jewish people were having to do things they were not originally 
intended to do, such as priestly regulations6—all are to be saved through 
the grace of God available through His Messiah. Faith in Yeshua is how one 
is reckoned as a member of God’s own, no different than it was with the 
Patriarch Abraham, an issue thoroughly handled in Paul’s letter to the 
Galatians. The identity of a non-Jew in the Lord overruled any expectation 
of them undergoing ritual proselyte circumcision. Keep in mind that by the 
First Century, circumcision had become more of a nationalistic identity 
feature, than a sign of the Abrahamic Covenant—a direct result of the 
Maccabean crisis a century-and-a-half earlier, when the Jewish people had 
to fight and die for keeping the Torah, especially including the rite of 
circumcision (1 Maccabees 1:60-61). Due to much of the Jewish xenophobia 
that had arisen in the preceding years, it should not be surprising that 

 
3 Consult the Messianic Apologetics FAQ, “Galatians 5:2-3.” 
4 Margaret Wenig Rubenstein and David Weiner, trans., in Jacob Neusner, trans., The 

Mishnah: A New Translation (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1988), 167. 
5 The declaration of m.Bikkurim 1:4 runs most contrary to what Paul writes to the mixed 

assembly of Jewish and non-Jewish Believers in 1 Corinthians 10:1. 
6 Ben Witherington III, The Acts of the Apostles: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 454. 
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some highly conservative, Pharisaic Believers, would have required the 
non-Jews to immediately become proselytes. 

Luke narrates the response of those gathered, to what was going on 
among the nations: “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” (Acts 15:12, NASU). The fact that 
uncircumcised people—not only ethnic Jews—were able to receive the 
Holy Spirit and experience miracles, was something that certainly made 
the Jewish Believers in Jerusalem pay attention. Perhaps a different 
solution, other than requiring them to become Jewish proselytes, could 
indeed be found. 
 
A People from Out of the Nations 

In the midst of this discussion, one of the most important people to 
ever grace our Messianic faith, gets up to speak: 

“After they had stopped speaking, James answered, saying, ‘Brethren, 
listen to me. Simeon has related how God first concerned Himself about 
taking from among the Gentiles a people for His name’” (Acts 15:13-14, 
NASU). 

James, the half-brother of Yeshua, now gets up and explains how the 
Lord is going to receive a people for Himself from the nations. He says 
“With this the words of the Prophets agree, just as it is written” (Acts 
15:15, NASU). Anticipating people coming from the nations and joining 
with the Jewish people, is not something unexpected, but is prophesied 
throughout the Tanach Scriptures.7 Substantiating this, James then 
proceeds to quote a prophecy that speaks to this reality, from Amos 9:11-
12, which says in its entirety: 

“In that day I will raise up the fallen booth of David, and wall up its 
breaches; I will also raise up its ruins and rebuild it as in the days of old; 
that they may possess the remnant of Edom and all the nations who are 
called by My name,’ declares the LORD who does this” (NASU). 

What is interesting is that in James’ quotation of Amos, Luke records 
how he actually says, “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” (Acts 
15:16-17, NASU). 

 
7 Note how tōn prophētōn is in the plural, indicating that while Amos 9:11-12 may be 

quoted, James would by no means limit the inclusion of the nations to this single prophecy. 
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The difference between what James actually says in Acts 15:13-18, and 
the Hebrew text in Amos, is that James is speaking the Septuagint 
rendering. This reads with hoi kataloipoi tōn anthrōpōn for the Hebrew 
sh’eirit Edom. The LXX translators understood Edom to be connected to 
adam, also the Hebrew word for “mankind, people” (HALOT),8 and 
rendered it in Greek as “the remnant of men” (Apostle’s Bible)—referring 
to God’s faithful remnant that would come forth out of humanity’s masses. 
As the Tabernacle of David would be restored, Israel’s reign would extend 
beyond itself and would expand to incorporate the nations into an 
enlarged, single realm. 

James places the nations’ coming to faith within the prophecies of the 
restoration of the Tabernacle of David and Israel’s Kingdom. The imagery 
of David, representing King Messiah, rules over the Kingdom of Israel, 
and His reign obviously affects not only the Jewish people—but most 
especially the whole world. Isaiah 49:6, a rather general word, though, 
details how the restoration of Israel’s Kingdom via the Messiah, involves 
both the tribes of Israel and the nations being impacted with His light: 

“It is too small a thing that You should be My Servant to raise up the 
tribes of Jacob and to restore the preserved ones of Israel; I will also make 
You a light of the nations so that My salvation may reach to the end of the 
earth” (NASU). 

James knew that the restoration of Israel anticipated by the Prophets 
had started with King Messiah’s reign in Heaven—and not only with 
many of his fellow Jews having acknowledged Yeshua, but also with 
people from the nations coming to faith in Him. A long, hard process had 
started. So, James’ attestation in Acts 15:19, “wherefore I judge: not to 
trouble those who from the nations do turn back to God” (YLT), was a 
wise word. Requiring the new, non-Jewish Believers, to become 
instantaneous proselytes to Judaism, keeping the Torah to be saved, was 
surely contrary to the will of the Spirit. The New Covenant enacted by 
God’s Spirit would write the Torah onto the hearts of His people (Jeremiah 
31:31-34; Ezekiel 36:27)—something that would take place at His pace, not 
the pace of any demanding mortal. The nations were to come to Zion and 
be taught from the Torah, as the word of the Lord or gospel went forth 
(Isaiah 2:2-4; Micah 4:1-3). 

James emphasizes that since the nations coming to faith is something 
prophesied in the Tanach (Old Testament), that those who were turning to 

 
8 Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner, eds., The Hebrew & Aramaic Lexicon of the Old 

Testament, 2 vols. (Leiden, the Netherlands: Brill, 2001), 1:14. 
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the God of Israel need not be troubled. The Greek verb epistrephō, in Acts 
15:19, mainly means “to cause a pers. to change belief or course of 
conduct, with focus on the thing to which one turns” (BDAG).”9 It is 
notable, though, that it appears in a prophetic word like Amos 9:14—“Also 
I will restore [Heb MT: shuv; Grk. LXX: epistrephō] the captivity of My 
people Israel...” (NASU; cf. Amos 9:9). The very verb that describes the 
return of Israel in Amos 9:14, describes the turning of the non-Jewish 
Believers to the God of Israel in Acts 15:19. This should be taken as a good 
indicator that the Apostles not only recognized that the salvation of the 
nations signaled a major step forward in Israel’s ultimate, corporate 
redemption—but they really did consider the non-Jewish Believers coming 
to faith to be participants within such a restoration, along with them (Acts 
15:14; cf. Zechariah 2:11). Jewish and non-Jewish Believers were all going 
to be involved in the restoration of Israel’s Kingdom, and all were to be 
brothers and sisters in the Lord. It was/is to all culminate in what is 
embodied by the promise, 

“My servant David will be king over them, and they will all have one 
shepherd; and they will walk in My ordinances and keep My statutes and 
observe them” (Ezekiel 37:24, NASU). 

Even today, we have still not witnessed the complete restoration of 
David’s Tabernacle. Many of us believe that the very reason the Messianic 
movement has now emerged in our generation, growing in significant 
numbers, is to see Israel’s restoration completely come to fruition one day. 
Although many things will need to be sorted out by God’s sovereign hand, 
it is something that involves more than just Jewish people coming to faith 
in Israel’s Messiah; it will affect the whole world and people from all 
nations who call upon Yeshua for salvation. 
 
The Ruling 

The new non-Jewish Believers coming to faith in Israel’s Messiah were 
not at all to be troubled with a forced proselyte conversion, or an 
instantaneous forced Torah observance. They were being filled with the 
Holy Spirit just the same way as the Jewish Believers. A fair-minded 
solution to see them placed onto the right path of discipleship needed to be 
enacted, where they could join with their fellow Jewish Believers, and be 
both encouraged in the Lord, and instructed from His Word as they 
steadily grew in their faith. Thus James the Just ruled the following: 

 
9 Frederick William Danker, ed., et. al., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and 

Other Early Christian Literature, third edition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 382. 
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“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” (Acts 15:19-21, NASU). 

Four requirements were given to the new non-Jewish Believers in 
Yeshua, which were considered by James to be “essentials” (Acts 15:28, 
NASU), meaning that they were non-negotiable for their entry into the 
faith community: 

1. abstinence from pollutions of idols (eidōlon) 
2. abstinence from fornication (porneia) 
3. abstinence from things strangled (pniktos) 
4. abstinence from blood (aima) 
Two of these things are fairly obvious to any Christian who reads his 

or her Bible consistently. Idol worship (Exodus 3:15-17; 34:15-17) and 
sexual promiscuity are explicitly forbidden in the Scriptures (Leviticus 
18:6-23). These things, however, were deeply engrained in the culture in 
the First Century Greco-Roman world, and commonly marked Jewish 
stereotypes of the pagans (Wisdom 14:12; Testament of Naphtali 3:4; cf. 
Romans 1:21-27). There can be a strong parallel today made between the 
wide scale proliferation of humanism (“idol worship”) and rampant sexual 
activity, including homosexuality. 

But the second two things are not as easy for many Christians to 
understand. They forbid the consumption of strangled meats and blood 
(Leviticus 3:17; 7:26; 17:10, 14; 19:26; Deuteronomy 12:16, 23, 25-35; 15:23). 
We can safely deduce from this that James did expect the non-Jews coming 
to faith to pay attention to the Torah’s dietary instructions. Author Marvin 
R. Wilson summarizes in his book Our Father Abraham, 

“[T]he Jerusalem apostles specified four areas—most of which were 
associated with pagan or idolatrous practices—Gentiles should avoid: (1) 
food polluted by idols, (2) eating blood or meat from which the blood had 
not been drained in a kosher manner, (3) the meat of strangled animals (a 
guideline similar to the preceding), and (4) fornication—that is, pagan 
standards concerning sex.”10 

If the non-Jewish Believers were to join with Jewish Believers in 
fellowship, it is pretty clear that some necessary guidelines had to be 

 
10 Marvin R. Wilson, Our Father Abraham (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 49. 
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followed. These guidelines would help move forward Israel’s restoration, at the 
pace to be determined by the Holy Spirit. 

But what is the specific reason why these four requirements were 
issued? Why were these non-Jews coming to faith told to observe these 
four things? Were they only for table fellowship, or would they lead to 
more things in the future? 

If the non-Jewish Believers were caught violating any of the necessities 
decreed by James, then it would be a very bad testimony to the non-
believing Jewish community. The letter that was sent to the non-Jewish 
Believers in Antioch read with the closing word, “it seemed good to the 
Holy Spirit and to us to lay upon you no greater burden than these 
essentials” (Acts 15:28, NASU). Unlike the burden required by the hyper-
conservative Pharisees, making circumcision and Torah observance issues 
of salvation, the Jerusalem Council took a much more pragmatic and 
realistic approach. Change does not happen instantaneously, and so contrary 
to what caused the controversy leading up to the council, only four things 
could be construed as some kind of “burden.” Yet as C.K. Barrett notes in 
his Acts commentary, “It is not said, You Gentiles are completely free of 
legal requirements, but as a matter of courtesy to your Jewish brothers you 
might be so kind as to abstain from...”11 On the contrary, as M. Max B. 
Turner describes, the four things listed by James composed “the minimal 
requirements that would allow continued fellowship between Gentiles and 
scrupulous Jews.”12 

The summarizing statement that often creates a huge amount of 
controversy for today’s Messianic movement, which James delivers to 
those gathered in Jerusalem, is: 

“For Moses from ancient generations has in every city those who 
preach him, since he is read in the synagogues every Sabbath” (Acts 
15:21, NASU). 

What is this statement to mean? Is it to only mean that these four 
requirements are witnessed in the Mosaic Law, something that is read 
every week in the local Jewish synagogue? Is it to mean that the non-
Jewish Believers should only be sensitive to Jewish needs, seen in the four 
requirements, because the Jews go to the local synagogue every week and 
hear them taught upon? Or, is it possible that the non-Jewish Believers 

 
11 C.K. Barrett, International Critical Commentary: Acts 15-28 (London: T&T Clark, 1998), 

745. 
12 M. Max B. Turner, “The Sabbath, Sunday, and the Law in Luke/Acts,” in D.A. Carson, 

ed., From Sabbath to Lord’s Day (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 1999), pp 117-118. 
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themselves, once adhering to these four requirements, could go to the local 
synagogue and hear more instruction from God’s Word? Such new 
Believers, at the very least, would need to know what the four 
requirements meant and how they were to be applied. In his Acts 
commentary, I. Howard Marshall notes some of the interpretational 
options before us: 

 
“James’s concluding statement is puzzling. It may be regarded as saying 
that since there are Jews everywhere who regularly hear the law of 
Moses being read in the synagogues, Christian Gentiles ought to respect 
their scruples, and so avoid bringing the church into disrepute with 
them. Alternatively, the point may be that if Christian Gentiles want to 
find out any more about the Jewish law, they have plenty of 
opportunity in the local synagogues, and there is no need for the 
Jerusalem church to do anything about the matter.”13 
 
A cursory reading of the Book of Acts does show that a large number 

of the early non-Jewish Believers by this time were already associated with 
a local Jewish synagogue in some way, attending Sabbath services and 
hearing some rudimentary Torah instruction. It is not impossible that 
many did not specifically understand about the kinds of things that 
stereotypically made them, as Greeks and Romans, so offensive to the 
Jews. More than this, though, the Apostolic decree would have to be 
implementable for many more non-Jews coming to faith in the Messiah of 
Israel, who would not have had a significant exposure to the Jewish 
Synagogue. 

Acts 15:21 specifically says, “For Moses from ancient generations has 
in every city those who preach him, since he is read in the synagogues 
every Sabbath” (NASU). We need to note the usage of the two main verbs: 
kērussontas is a present active participle, describing how there are those 
“proclaiming him” (LITV); anaginōskomenos is a present passive participle, 
describing how the scroll of the Torah/Moses is “being read” (KJV/NKJV) 
every Sabbath, with the action obviously being performed to the 
Torah/Moses. Neither one of these things—“proclaiming” or “being 
read”—is some action in the past.14 

 
13 I. Howard Marshall, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries: Acts (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1980), 254. 
14 Robert K. Brown and Philip W. Comfort, trans., The New Greek-English Interlinear New 

Testament (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House, 1990), 472. 
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The text describes current actions that directly affected the First 
Century ekklēsia in some way, which had their roots in an ancient tradition 
of public Scripture reading, likely going back to the time of Ezra and 
Nehemiah. 

Acts 15:21 begins with the clause Mōusēs gar, and as LS points out, the 
conjunction gar is “regularly placed after the first word of a sentence: to 
introduce the reason.”15 But what would this reason be, and how would the 
reading of the Torah of Moses affect the prohibitions listed by James in 
Acts 15:20? The additional lexical meanings of gar that BDAG provides 
might only further add to the debate over Acts 15:21, as it notes how it can 
serve as a “marker of clarification, for, you see,” or be used as “marker of 
inference, certainly, by all means, so, then.”16 This could relate to 
qualifications met, in order for later action to be followed. In his Greek 
Grammar Beyond the Basics, Daniel B. Wallace considers gar to be in an 
explanatory conjunction, detailing how “This use indicates that additional 
information is being given about what is being described. It can often be 
translated for, you see, or that is, namely.”17 

 
Where were the non-Jewish Believers going? 

A conclusion drawn by many of today’s Messianic people for Acts 
15:21, is that once the new, non-Jewish Believers abstained from idols, 
sexual immorality, strangled meats, and blood, they were then to be told to 
go to the local synagogue to hear the Torah of Moses taught. Others, 
however, have thought that this perspective is forcing something into Acts 
15:21, as it does not directly tell the new, non-Jewish Believers to go to the 
local synagogue, and that it only concerns the sensitivity of Jewish people 
(Believers or not) who hear Moses every week in the local synagogue. Still, 
some others, while not concluding that the new, non-Jewish Believers were 
told to go to their local synagogue, do have to recognize that something 
important was to result from the four prohibitions being followed. 

It would seem too little for the four prohibitions to exclusively concern 
new Greek and Roman Believers associating with Jewish Believers in the 
assembly, and did not at all imply that they should not be further 
instructed in the Scriptures of Israel. The controversy that the Jerusalem 
Council addressed regarded whether or not the new, non-Jewish Believers 

 
15 LS, 160. 
16 BDAG, pp 189, 190. 
17 Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 

673. 



What Happened at the Jerusalem Council? 

- 79 - 

had to be ordered to keep the Torah to be saved (Acts 15:1, 5), not whether 
the Tanach (Old Testament) Scriptures were to instruct them in the ways of 
the God of Israel—especially as some understanding of the Tanach as “the 
Scriptures” would be required for comprehending the Apostolic epistles 
and work of Yeshua (1 Corinthians 15:3)! With the four prohibitions issued 
(Acts 15:19), there were now clear guidelines for fellowship agreed upon. 
The non-Jewish Believers could be welcomed into the assembly, and 
Jewish Believers would certainly need to help and mentor them in their 
new walk of faith—guided by the grace of Messiah Yeshua which had saved 
them both. 

All too often, today’s Bible readers find themselves failing to consider 
the First Century pagan culture of the time. The new, non-Jewish Believers 
lived in a society where the Greco-Roman “mythology,” as we call it today, 
was the “theology” of the common people. They believed that the god 
Mercury was delivering supernatural messages to and fro. They believed 
that Cupid made people fall in love. They believed in Mount Olympus and 
that the Fates controlled people’s destinies. Some of them even believed 
that when it rained the gods were urinating from the clouds. The First 
Century culture of the Greeks and the Romans had temple prostitutes, and 
many practiced infant exposure. The kinds of religious writings that these 
people would consult would not be Psalms or Proverbs, but would instead 
be things like Homer’s Iliad or The Odyssey. While we might make some 
crude jokes about Greco-Roman temple prostitutes, having intercourse 
with them really was a religious experience. The early Greek and Roman 
Believers had a great deal going against them from their background, if 
they really did want to be a part of the First Century Messianic movement. 

If the four prohibitions issued by James were actually followed by the 
new Greek and Roman Believers, then it would affectively cut the non-
Jewish Believers off from some of their old, pagan spheres of contact and 
association. The major inference that James issues in Acts 15:21, is that 
when the requirements of Acts 15:20 were followed, then the previous 
social and religious circles of the non-Jewish Believers were now off 
limits. Many pagan temples were areas where people conducted business 
transactions, seeking the favor of the gods. These were also places where 
feasts, parties, and banquets were all held. Animals sacrificed to the gods, 
were often butchered with their meat later for sale in the marketplace. 
While not the only places where forbidden actions could be found, the 
new, non-Jewish Believers could not participate in activities at their local 
temple or shrine any longer, which severely decreased the liklihood of 
many other sinful temptations. 
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The new social and religious sphere of influence, once the prohibitions 
were followed, would logically become the non-Jewish Believers’ fellow 
Jewish brethren. By implication, such a new sphere of influence could have 
included Jews who did not yet recognize Israel’s Messiah, but certainly did 
recognize the One True God. Those places where Believers in Israel’s God 
and Messiah would meet, such would be the same of the non-Jewish 
Believers. This was a community, as Acts 15:21 specifies, where Moses’ 
Teaching was being declared every week. 

Acts 15:21 does not tell the new, non-Jewish Believers to go hear Moses 
declared every week on Shabbat. But, when the prohibitions of Acts 15:20 
were followed by the new, non-Jewish Believers—they would then find 
themselves cut off from Greco-Roman paganism, resulting in them being 
joined to a community where Moses was declared every week on Shabbat. 
It is fair to say that the new, non-Jewish Believers, were placed onto a 
“trajectory of Torah.” Why? Because James the Just ruled that the salvation 
of the nations was taking place in accord with “the words of the prophets” 
(Acts 15:15, NASU). Not only did this involve the restoration of the 
Tabernacle of David (Acts 15:16-18; Amos 9:11-12), but also (among other 
things) the nations streaming to Zion in the Last Days to be taught from 
God’s Torah, resulting in worldwide peace: 

 
“Now it will come about that in the last days the mountain of the house 
of the Lord will be established as the chief of the mountains, and will be 
raised above the hills; and all the nations will stream to it. And many 
peoples will come and say, ‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of the 
Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob; that He may teach us concerning 
His ways and that we may walk in His paths.’ For the law will go forth 
from Zion and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem. And He will judge 
between the nations, and will render decisions for many peoples; and 
they will hammer their swords into plowshares and their spears into 
pruning hooks. Nation will not lift up sword against nation, and never 
again will they learn war” (Isaiah 2:2-4, NASU). 
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“And it will come about in the last days that the mountain of the house 
of the Lord will be established as the chief of the mountains. It will be 
raised above the hills, and the peoples will stream to it. Many nations 
will come and say, ‘Come and let us go up to the mountain of the Lord 
and to the house of the God of Jacob, that He may teach us about His 
ways and that we may walk in His paths.’ For from Zion will go forth 
the law, even the word of the Lord from Jerusalem. And He will judge 
between many peoples and render decisions for mighty, distant nations. 
Then they will hammer their swords into plowshares and their spears 
into pruning hooks; nation will not lift up sword against nation, and 
never again will they train for war” (Micah 4:1-3, NASU). 
 
The genius of the four prohibitions, of the Apostolic decree (Acts 

15:20), is that they were intended to get the Greek and Roman Believers 
severed from their old spheres of religious and social influence. What this 
would mean is that their new sphere of religious and social influence 
would be their fellow Jewish Believers, and those who believed in the One 
True God, i.e., the Jewish people. They would find themselves attached to 
a community where Moses was being proclaimed and heard every week. 

Were the first non-Jewish Believers in the Messiah going to obey the 
Law of Moses? The “words of the prophets” (Acts 15:15) certainly do 
anticipate the nations being instructed in Moses’ Teaching (Isaiah 2:2-4; 
Micah 4:1-3)! But, rather than the new, non-Jewish Believers being ordered 
to keep it (Acts 15:5), the Jewish Believers instead needed to see Tanach 
prophecy and the work of the Holy Spirit (Jeremiah 31:31-34; Ezekiel 36:25-
27) be facilitated. 

The Apostolic decree was conditioned to the circumstances of the late 
40s and early 50s C.E. In the record of the New Testament, we see variance 
in terms of how closely various groups of Messiah followers were 
associated with their local synagogue and Jewish community. Some were 
able to be a part of the congregational body, and others, because of their 
faith in Yeshua, were not. We also see variance in terms of how easy and 
difficult it was for the non-Jewish Believers to follow just the four 
prohibitions of the Apostolic decree. Many of the new Greek and Roman 
Believers were not able to follow the stipulations issued by James. By the end of 
the First Century, and certainly by the early Second Century, due to the 
forces of history and growing anti-Semitism in the Roman Empire—in no 
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small part due to the fall of Jerusalem in 70 C.E.—the Believers in Yeshua 
steadily became independent of Judaism.18 
 
 

SUGGESTED STUDY QUESTIONS 
FOR CHAPTER 5 

 
1. What was the controversy that arose in Acts 15 regarding the non-Jews coming 
to faith? What was the debate over? 
 
 
2. What did Paul and Barnabas testify before the Jerusalem Council? 
 
 
3. What did Peter testify before the Jerusalem Council? 
 
 
4. How did James connect the salvation of the nations to the restoration of Israel? 
 
 
5. What did James rule concerning the non-Jews coming to faith? What were they 
required to do? 
 
 
6. What is your opinion of Acts 15:21? Were the non-Jews anticipated to go to the 
Synagogue to hear the Torah taught? To what degree were these people to be 
instructed by Israel’s Scriptures? 
 
 
7. Put yourself in the position of a First Century Greek or Roman coming out of 
paganism and into faith in the Messiah of Israel. How should you be properly 
trained with what God expects of you? 
 
 
 
 
 

 
18 For a further, and much more detailed examination of the wider issues that faced the 

Jerusalem Council, consult the author’s commentary Acts 15 for the Practical Messianic. 
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