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“THE FIRST HERESY” (Acts 15:1-21) 

The devil had attacked the early church with slander, beatings, murders from without and 
hypocrisy and divisions from within. A trickle of Gentiles had gotten saved when the Ethiopian 
Eunuch and Cornelius and his household embraced the Gospel. But now the trickle has become 
a mighty flowing river of thousands with God now opening, “the door of faith unto the Gentiles.” 
(Acts 14:27) 

Now Satan tries another approach to disrupt the Church by sowing the seeds of doctrinal 
heresy in the Antioch Church. This is the first doctrinal attack on the Church and it is on the 
heart of the gospel. This incident may have been the same as the one described in Galatians 2:11-
14. We will learn in this incident that truth is more important than unity.  
 

 
 

And certain men which came down from Judaea taught the brethren, and said, Except ye be circumcised after the 
manner of Moses, ye cannot be saved. (v1) 

 
The Church in Jerusalem was still predominantly Jewish whereas the Church in Antioch was 
much more Gentile. The majority may well have been Gentile, which would have offended the 
pride of any prejudiced Jew. The rite of circumcision was probably the source of greatest pride to 
Jew. It even pre-dates the giving of the Law to Moses as the sacrament was first given to their 
father Abraham. It marked out the Jew physically and spiritually from all the other nations. 
Jewish tradition taught that Abraham stood at the gateway to hell to prevent any circumcised 
person from entering.  
 So, a group of Jews came down from the Church in Jerusalem to Antioch to promote a 
false doctrinal view of circumcision. Likely they were not sent by the church but were self-
appointed. They preyed on these new Gentile church members by sowing seeds of heresy. Stott 
is right to observe of these legalistic false teachers,  
 

“They were telling Gentile converts that faith in Jesus was not enough, not sufficient for 
salvation: they must add to faith circumcision, and to circumcision observance of the law. 
In other words, they must let Moses complete what Jesus had begun, and let the law 
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supplement the gospel. The issue was immense. The way of salvation was at stake. The 
gospel was in dispute. The very foundations of the Christian faith were being 
undermined.” 

 
These anonymous men were professing Christians. They came posing as friends and as mature 
teachers of God’s word. These false teachers were not against Gentiles becoming part of the 
church but only on the terms that they became effectively Jews as well. We must not assume 
because someone says they are a Christian and a preacher that that means they are! The Bible 
makes clear that Satan has his preachers and God has His preachers. Satan knows the best 
deception is to mix truth and error and have it delivered from the lips of those who profess 
Christianity and hold positions of authority.  
 

 
This is a bold statement by these Judaizers, “Except ye be circumcised after the manner of Moses, ye 
cannot be saved.” They dogmatically declared that salvation is not by grace through faith, but by 
grace through faith PLUS circumcision. This is true legalism. Legalism is the system of belief that 
I am saved by another means other than grace. Grace means “undeserved favour” so if you 
deserve something then it is not grace (Rom. 4:4-5; 11:6). By using the term “free grace,” we 
simply mean that salvation cannot be bought, worked for or merited by man.  

These ministers of Satan were not only arguing for circumcision of proselytes, but they 
made it necessary to salvation. This was an attack on the very heart of the Gospel that taught 
that even Abraham was justified by faith alone in Christ alone, 
 

For if Abraham were justified by works, he hath whereof to glory; but not before 
God. For what saith the scripture? Abraham believed God, and it was counted 
unto him for righteousness. Now to him that worketh is the reward not reckoned 
of grace, but of debt. But to him that worketh not, but believeth on him that 
justifieth the ungodly, his faith is counted for righteousness. (Romans 4:2-5) 

 
This is essential to grasp. We cannot mix grace and works. For as Paul taught here, “Now to him 
that worketh is the reward not reckoned of grace, but of debt.” So, if any man thinks he can earn his own 
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salvation then in effect he is arguing that God owes him a debt. Therefore, salvation is no longer 
a gift but a debt. This is contrary to the whole essence of Christianity. 

 
Paul in Romans 4 details the ineffectiveness of circumcision in saving a soul, 
 

Blessed is the man to whom the Lord will not impute sin. Cometh this 
blessedness then upon the circumcision only, or upon the uncircumcision also? 
for we say that faith was reckoned to Abraham for righteousness. How was it then 
reckoned? when he was in circumcision, or in uncircumcision? Not in 
circumcision, but in uncircumcision. (Romans 4:8-10) 
 

The Apostle Paul’s argument in v9-10 is devastatingly simple. Using the OT chronology, he 
poses the challenge: was Abraham declared justified by God before or after he was circumcised? 
He questions, “How was it then reckoned? when he was in circumcision, or in uncircumcision?” Paul knew 
that the command to be circumcised was not given until Genesis 17:23-27 at least 14 years after 
Abraham was declared justified in Genesis 15:6. So he answers his question, “Not in circumcision, 
but in uncircumcision.” Abraham lived for years as a justified man without circumcision. Now, the 
conclusion is obvious and devastating for any Jew relying on circumcision as a means of 
salvation – circumcision has no part to play in justification! The same theological principle is 
true for any NT sacrament today. Baptism and partaking of the Lord’s Supper have no part in 
justifying a sinner. Paul sums this up wonderfully in Romans 11:6,  
 

And if by grace, then is it no more of works: otherwise grace is no more grace. 
But if it be of works, then it is no more grace: otherwise work is no more work.  

 
You cannot mix grace and works and more than you can mix day and night. They are eternal 
opposites. If it is of grace, you can’t earn or merit it. When it comes to salvation, faith rules out 
works and works rule out faith - they are mutually exclusive. Simply put, faith cries, “I can’t do it 
myself,” whereas the law declares, “You really can do it. Just try a little harder.” By clinging to 
any supposed good works of the Law that you have committed, you are rendering the gospel 
promises void. If we could earn our salvation, Jesus Christ’s death is redundant.  

So, either you are saved by the merits of Christ’s righteousness or you can attempt to 
justify yourself by your own good works. Any attempt to do the latter, in whole or in part, 
blasphemes the God of grace. It robs God of His rightful glory and it diminishes the death of 
Christ to the point of being irrelevant. There is no other alternative. There is no middle ground. 
Works don’t work! 

These men could have visited every one of the cities that Paul and Barnabas had 
evangelised on their missionary tour. This was a very plausible and attractive heresy as it looked 
as though it had a great deal of scriptural support (Exod. 12:43-49) that if men wished to benefit 
in the blessings which God promised through the Messiah, they must identify themselves with 
Israel, with their covenants, and with their Law. They also appeared to be supported by the 
church in Jerusalem and could point to the fact that Jesus obeyed the Law and was circumcised 
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according to the Law of Moses. All the Apostles (including Paul) were circumcised. It all 
sounded so convincing and biblical.  

Legalism kills the joy of the child of God, for it replaces the grace of Christ with the 
works of man’s flesh. We can imagine the confusion, hurt and even fear in the hearts of these 
new Gentile Christians at Antioch. Are we not saved yet? What if we die without circumcision? 
Have Paul and Barnabas hid something of the real gospel from us? 

 
When therefore Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and disputation with them, they determined that 

Paul and Barnabas, and certain other of them, should go up to Jerusalem unto the apostles and elders about this 
question. (v2) 

 
These Judaizers met the most formidable and theologically equipped opponent, “When therefore 
Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and disputation with them.” The Apostle knew that truth was 
more important than unity when the Gospel is at stake. He was not prepared to ignore this 
challenge. He loved the unity of the church, but he loved the pure gospel more. Paul’s reaction 
here demonstrated it is legitimate to contend for the truth of the gospel. Unity is always wrong 
when it compromises the doctrine of salvation by God’s grace alone through faith in Christ 
alone. J. C. Ryle wrote,  
 

“Controversy and religious strife, no doubt, are odious things; but there are times when 
they are a positive necessity. Unity and peace are very delightful; but they are bought too 
dear if they are bought at the expense of truth.”   
 
An appeal to Jerusalem is appropriate as the Judean visitors came from the Jerusalem 

church, and naturally it is the next highest court of appeal as the Apostles lead this church. If the 
church at Jerusalem repudiated this doctrine, then these Judaizers will be effectively silenced. 
Here we may read the implication is that the church at Antioch sent them up to Jerusalem, but in 
Galatians 2:2 we discover the Holy Spirit revealed to Paul to go up. Paul was not uncertain about 
this issue but went up by divine leading. Indeed, he was prepared to confront all the other 
apostles if they should differ with him on this issue. But Paul knew that if the whole leadership 
of the Jerusalem Church spoke definitively on this subject it would diminish greatly the influence 
of the Judaizers.  
 
And being brought on their way by the church, they passed through Phenice and Samaria, declaring the conversion 

of the Gentiles: and they caused great joy unto all the brethren. (v3) 
 
This meeting describes the missionary journey to the Gentiles and this word translated “declaring” 
indicates in the Greek that they gave all the details. When Christians are walking with God, they 
rejoice at the news of the conversion of sinners. 
 
And when they were come to Jerusalem, they were received of the church, and of the apostles and elders, and they 
declared all things that God had done with them. But there rose up certain of the sect of the Pharisees which 
believed, saying, That it was needful to circumcise them, and to command them to keep the law of Moses.  (v4-5) 
 
The word “declared” here is Greek word indicating more of a factual report. They had the good 
news first, ‘and they declared all things that God had done with them” and then the bad news of the 
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devil’s counterattack, “But there rose up certain of the sect of the Pharisees which believed, saying, That it was 
needful to circumcise them, and to command them to keep the law of Moses.” 
 

And the apostles and elders came together for to consider of this matter. (v6) 
 
The v4 gathering seems to have been the all of the church members. But now when the doctrinal 
question to be resolved is brought to the agenda, then the leaders of the church separate to deal 
with the matter. This Church Synod or Presbytery included the apostles/pastors and the ruling 
elders. This Church Synod was faced with the responsibility of defining the gospel that would be 
preached for all the NT churches. It was a tense and historic moment for the future of the 
Gospel was at stake.  

 
And when there had been much disputing, Peter rose up, and said unto them, Men and brethren, ye know how 
that a good while ago God made choice among us, that the Gentiles by my mouth should hear the word of the 

gospel, and believe. And God, which knoweth the hearts, bare them witness, giving them the Holy Ghost, even as 
he did unto us; And put no difference between us and them, purifying their hearts by faith.  Now therefore why 

tempt ye God, to put a yoke upon the neck of the disciples, which neither our fathers nor we were able to bear? But 
we believe that through the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ we shall be saved, even as they. (v7-11) 

 
There was some discussion that broke out, “And when there had been much disputing.” Doubtless, 
there were a number of factions represented at this Synod.  

 

 
 
The Holy Spirit moved upon Peter to speak first. He had himself stood “on trial” by many of 
these same prejudiced Jewish saints before (Acts 11:1). He emphasized the fact that God was in 
all of this. His argument rests on the testimony which God bore in the evangelisation of Gentiles 
at the home of Cornelius as at Pentecost before any possible act of circumcision, “God made choice 
among us, that the Gentiles by my mouth should hear the word of the gospel, and believe. And God, which 
knoweth the hearts, bare them witness, giving them the Holy Ghost, even as he did unto us; And put no difference 
between us and them, purifying their hearts by faith.” Peter is pointing out the factual reality that God 
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had sovereignly and powerfully converted the Gentiles, like Cornelius, and circumcision and the 
Mosaic law had no role to play in this move of God.    

Peter’s shows extraordinary humility in his observation that all the OT saints failed at 
being a Jew, “Now therefore why tempt ye God, to put a yoke upon the neck of the disciples, which neither our 
fathers nor we were able to bear?” They all needed grace. There was none righteous, no not one. That 
was conceded by the greatest of OT Jews, King David, 

 
The LORD looked down from heaven upon the children of men, to see if there 
were any that did understand, and seek God.  They are all gone aside, they are all 
together become filthy: there is none that doeth good, no, not one. (Psalm 14:2-3) 
 
The Jews had failed to keep the law so why should the Gentiles now be forced to try. 

Peter concludes his remarks by emphasising that all are saved by grace alone in Christ alone, “But 
we believe that through the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ we shall be saved, even as they.” The devil hasn’t 
given up on this ancient heresy. We still have legalists with us today seeking to subvert the gospel 
of justification by Christ alone by grace alone. Arnold points out, 

 
“The issue of circumcision for salvation is far removed from us today, but we still have 
many in the twentieth century who would tell us that Christ plus some human act is 
necessary for salvation.  Men who bear the name of Christian tell us that if a person is to 
be saved he must be water baptized, he must be immersed, he must do certain external 
acts, or belong to a certain denomination.  Yes, and these false teachers can find an 
isolated Scripture here and there to prove their point, but in every case, there is a rank 
denial on the teacher’s part to acknowledge the pure grace of God in the salvation of a 
soul.  If salvation is by faith in Christ plus anything, Christ will profit nothing, and this is 
the very same error the Jerusalem Council refuted.  We must trust in Jesus Christ alone 
for salvation.  We must not trust in Jesus Christ and our baptism, and our church 
membership, and our denomination or anything else.  If we are trusting in Christ plus 
anything, we are not trusting in Jesus Christ alone and He will profit us nothing.” 

 
Then all the multitude kept silence, and gave audience to Barnabas and Paul, declaring what miracles and 

wonders God had wrought among the Gentiles by them. (v12) 
 
When Peter as the “Apostle to the Circumcision” makes such a statement it silences any 
dissenting voices. This reference to “miracles” has the idea of something that demonstrates the 
authority of what they were saying. These men could have given a report to vindicate themselves 
or Paul could have launched into a defense of the doctrine of justification by faith alone (as he 
does in Romans), but they chose to focus on God’s leadings and workings so that personalities 
would not get in the way. This Jerusalem church may have sidestepped the issue until now, but 
now they are forced to take a stand.  

The synod of elders waits now to hear Paul and Barnabas speak. For they were the men 
who had witnessed first-hand the doctrinal dispute in Antioch. The fact that they gave space for 
these two men to speak is telling evidence that Peter did not have infallible authority in the 
church for otherwise his opinion would not have been debated. Neither Peter nor Paul was able 
to just lay down the law by himself and demand that all the churches follow their commands. 
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They all had to submit themselves to this Synod of Apostles and Elders. The stage is set for Paul 
and Barnabas to speak and others like James. 

 
And after they had held their peace, James answered, saying, Men and brethren, hearken unto me: Simeon hath 
declared how God at the first did visit the Gentiles, to take out of them a people for his name. And to this agree 
the words of the prophets; as it is written, After this I will return, and will build again the tabernacle of David, 
which is fallen down; and I will build again the ruins thereof, and I will set it up: That the residue of men might 

seek after the Lord, and all the Gentiles, upon whom my name is called, saith the Lord, who doeth all these 
things. Known unto God are all his works from the beginning of the world. Wherefore my sentence is, that we 
trouble not them, which from among the Gentiles are turned to God: But that we write unto them, that they 

abstain from pollutions of idols, and from fornication, and from things strangled, and from blood. For Moses of 
old time hath in every city them that preach him, being read in the synagogues every sabbath day. (v13-21) 

 
Paul and Barnabas decided to keep silent even though they had the right to speak. This may have 
been because Peter had said exactly what they wished to hear and there was no need to add 
anything further. On the other hand, they may have felt that it was better for the Jerusalem based 
apostles to speak first rather than them because of some suspicion about their Jewishness! 

James may have been the moderator or chairman of the Synod. Most believe he was the 
half-brother of Jesus Christ as well as the leader in church at Jerusalem. James was especially 
respected by the Jewish believers and may well be the author of book of James. Doubtless, when 
James stood up to speak, the Judaizers were hoping that he would champion their cause. He 
begins by making clear his agreement with Simon Peter and pointing out the clear work of God 
in the salvation of the Gentiles, “Simeon hath declared how God at the first did visit the Gentiles, to take 
out of them a people for his name.” The fact that he used this expression is significant. Wiersbe 
explains, “It must have startled the Judaizers when James called these saved Gentiles “a people 
for his [God’s] name,” because for centuries the Jews had carried that honorable title (see Deut. 
7:6; 14:2; 28:10).”  

Like all good theologians, James will defend his argument from Scripture. He reminds 
them from Amos 9:11-12 that the salvation of the Gentiles is God’s promised work, “And to this 
agree the words of the prophets; as it is written, After this I will return, and will build again the tabernacle of 
David, which is fallen down; and I will build again the ruins thereof, and I will set it up: That the residue of men 
might seek after the Lord, and all the Gentiles, upon whom my name is called, saith the Lord, who doeth all these 
things.” So, James affirms Peter’s message not because of loyalty but by basing his opinion with 
Amos 9:11-12. James tested Peter’s theology by Scripture. James makes clear that the “I” here is 
God – all Sovereign working. We must not fight God’s revealed will before our eyes for, “Known 
unto God are all his works from the beginning of the world.” 

There are some practical things that James feels needs to be done for the sake of the 
unity of the Jews and the Gentiles in the NT Church. He suggests that the following rules be 
imposed on the NT Churches: 

 
(1) ABSTAIN FROM IDOLATRY 
(2) ABSTAIN FROM FORNICATION 
(3) ABSTAIN FROM EATING ANY MEAT FROM A STRANGLED ANIMAL 
(4) ABSTAIN FROM EATING BLOOD 
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These requirements were not essential requirements for salvation, but rather requirements for 
fellowship between Jewish and Gentile saints. James gives practical suggestions designed to lay 
this controversy to rest. Aside from the fornication (which is eternally true for all of humanity), 
probably the other three edicts were to simply prevent offending Jewish sensibilities when they 
were present in their churches. Without these 3 dietary laws, the Jewish Christians would struggle 
to ever eat meals with the Gentiles. It would also become a great barrier for any Jew or Gentile 
Christian trying to reach out with the Gospel to an unsaved Jew. In most of the Middle East at 
that time, Jews were found. That is why James pointed out the necessity of these rules, “For 
Moses of old time hath in every city them that preach him, being read in the synagogues every sabbath day.”  
 There is great wisdom in the opinions of both Peter and James. Both pointed out that 
God had saved the Gentiles. We are not wiser that the Almighty! They both emphasised that 
salvation for all was by grace alone through faith in Christ alone. But they sought to preserve the 
precious fellowship and effective outreach of the NT Church by seeking concessions from 
Gentile Christians to avoid offending sensitive Jewish prejudices.  
 
 
 


