
CGYG & LIFE Bible Study - Acts 
Acts 15:1 – 16:5 

 
Read Acts 15:1-21 
-What was the cause of the controversy that erupted in this passage (v.1-5)? 
 -some men, likely converts who had been Pharisees (v.5) came from Judea to Antioch 
  -may have claimed the authority of James (cf. Gal. 2:12) 
   -taught that circumcision (v.1) and obedience to the law of Moses (v.5) were necessary for salvation (in addition to faith) 
 
 -Paul and Barnabas were teaching salvation by grace alone through faith alone  resulted in sharp dispute 
 
 
-How did Peter address this issue, and what was his conclusion (v.6-11)?  What was the ‘yoke’ that the Jews 
had been unable to bear (v.10)? 
 -recounted how God had chosen him years earlier to bring the Gospel to the Gentiles, i.e. Cornelius (Acts 10-11) 
 -argued that God accepted the Gentiles as they were (i.e. uncircumcised) because of their faith 

-purified their hearts by faith (v.9)  
-demonstrated this acceptance and purification by giving them the Holy Spirit, as He had to the Jewish believers 

 
-argued that the Jews themselves could never be saved by their observance of the law (i.e. the yoke that neither they nor their 
fathers could bear was salvation by works/obedience to the Law) 
 
-rather, they had been saved by the grace of God alone 
 
-so why should they force the Gentiles to do something they themselves did not & could not? (i.e. be saved by works) 
 -Conclusion - they shouldn’t, since the Gentiles would be saved by grace alone, just as the Jews were 

 
 
-What was James’ conclusion on the matter of the necessity of circumcision and obedience to the law of Moses, 
and on what basis did he make this conclusion (v.12-19)? 
 -conclusion – they “should not make it difficult for the Gentiles who are turning to God” – i.e. no circumcision necessary 
 
 -reminds the council that the work among the Gentiles is God’s work, arising from His concern for the Gentiles 
  -demonstrated in Peter’s testimony, and also in Barnabas and Paul’s (e.g. signs and wonders that God did) 
 
 -ultimately, argues that God’s work among the Gentiles is in fulfillment of Scripture (i.e. prophecy in Amos 9:11-12) 
  -God promised to rebuild David’s fallen tent (tabernacle) – fulfilled in His raising up the Church, led by Christ 
  -He would do this so that men would seek Him, including all the Gentiles who would bear His Name (v.17) 
 
 -the experiences of Peter, Barnabas & Paul not sure evidences in themselves – needed to be tested and confirmed by Scripture 

-application – “Councils have no authority in the church unless it can be shown that their conclusions are in accord with 
Scripture.” (Stott, p.247) 

 
-Why was this issue of circumcision so important, and how does it apply to us today? (you may also want to 
consider Galatians 2:11-16, 3:1-11, 5:1-6; Romans 3:28-30, then Gal. 1:6-9) 
 -heart of the Gospel was at stake – how are we saved? 
  -is it purely by God’s grace, through faith alone in Christ alone?  Or do we need to add our own works? 
  -Scripture clearly testifies in these passages that salvation is by grace alone through faith alone (v.11 & X-refs) 
 
  -passages in Galatians & Romans make it clear that salvation is through faith alone, apart from our works 
 
  -circumcision not needed for salvation, nor any other works of the law 
 

-a ‘gospel’ of faith + works is a ‘different gospel’ that is really no gospel at all (Gal. 1:6-7) and leads to eternal 
condemnation (Gal. 1:8-9) 

 
 -also at stake – was Christ’s work of atonement sufficient to save?  Or do we need to add our own works to His? 
  -usurps Christ’s glory and centres it instead on man’s works 
 
 
-What 4 conditions did James and the Jerusalem Council place on the Gentile converts, and why (v.20-21)? (cf. 
1 Cor. 9:19-23, 10:23-33) 
 -abstaining from food offered to idols, sexual immorality, meat of strangled animals, and blood 
  -should abstain from sexual immorality anyways 
  -4 things particularly repugnant to Jews (cf. Lev. 17-18, esp. 17:10-13 and 18:1-3,24-30) 
 
 -conditions imposed not as works required for salvation, but to avoid being a stumbling block to Jews 
  -since Judaism was everywhere – Moses preached in every city since earliest times 
 
 -acting of love, so as not to offend a brother unnecessarily or to impede the work of the Gospel among the Jews (1 Cor 9-10) 
 
 



Read Acts 15:22-35 
-Why did the Jerusalem church send Judas and Silas to Antioch, instead of just sending the letter with Paul & 
Barnabas?  What was the result of their action? 
 -to confirm by word of mouth what was written in the letter 
  -previously, men claiming to represent the Jerusalem church had come to Antioch and caused trouble (v.24) 

-Jerusalem church officially disavowing those men; instead, sending men who were truly their representatives (i.e. 
Judas & Silas, as well as Paul & Barnabas) 
-probably wanted to explain the letter & rationale 

 
 -to provide encouragement and strengthening of the Antioch church through Judas and Silas 
 
 -resulted in joy, encouragement, and strengthening of the church (v.31-32) 
 
 
Read Acts 15:36-41 
-Why did Paul and Barnabas split?  What can we learn from this episode? 
 -split over whether or not to take Mark, since Mark had previously left them (Acts 13:13) 
  -Barnabas wanted to give Mark a 2nd chance; Paul did not 
 
 -Barnabas ultimately proved to be ‘right’, as Paul would later find Mark helpful (Col. 4:10; 2 Tim. 4:11) 
 
 -potential lessons: 
  -even great leaders are humans & have human failings – need to learn not to take offense at their failings too easily 
  -need to be willing to give others a ‘2nd chance’ after they may have failed 
  -need to be humble, knowing we may be wrong 
  -God’s sovereignty – used a bad situation to make 2 evangelistic teams where there had previously been only 1 
  -God is able to use us, even our failures 
 
 
Read Acts 16:1-5 
-Who was Timothy? (cf. 1 Tim. 1:2; 2 Tim. 1:5) 
 -a convert from Lystra – probably Paul’s previous missionary journey (Acts 14) 
 -likely someone Paul converted – calls Timothy his ‘true son in the faith’ (1 Tim. 1:2) 
 -son of a Greek father, Jewish mother 
 -mother (Eunice) was also a convert, as was his grandmother (Lois) (2 Tim. 1:5) 
 -would become Paul’s ‘mentee’ and work closely with Paul 
 -appears with Paul in many of the epistles; 1 & 2 Tim. were written by Paul to him 
 
 
-Having fought so forcefully against the necessity of circumcision for salvation, why did Paul circumcise 
Timothy? 
 -Timothy was considered a Jew, since one of his parents was Jewish, but for whatever reason had never been circumcised 
 -Jews in area knew he hadn’t been circumcised 
 -Paul circumcised him so as not to cause unnecessary impediment to work among Jews in the area 
  -external circumcision a matter of moral indifference, so long as not required for salvation (Gal. 5:6) 
  -Timothy free to be circumcised so he could be more effective in reaching the Jews 
 
 
-What was the result of Paul’s work with Silas & Timothy? 

-churches in Syria, Cilicia & Galatia (where Lystra & Derbe were) received the ruling of the Jerusalem Council and were 
strengthened 
-churches grew daily in numbers 

  
 
 
Reflection and Application 
When confronted with a false gospel of faith + works (i.e. circumcision, keeping the law of Moses), Paul and Barnabas took a strong stand 
for the truth of the Gospel, disputing sharply with those who would rob the Cross of its power and make salvation dependent on our works, 
rather than by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone.  Knowing that any other gospel was no gospel at all and could lead only to 
eternal condemnation (Gal. 1:6-9), they took their fight all the way to the council of apostles and elders of the church in Jerusalem, who 
agreed that it is only “through the grace of Jesus that we are saved.” (Acts 15:11).  Once this truth was established, however, they accepted 
the conditions set by the Jerusalem council, and Paul even had Timothy circumcised, not as matters pertaining to salvation, but as 
expressions of love, so as not to offend the Jewish brethren unnecessarily or to hinder the work of the Gospel among the Jews.  Paul’s 
example serves as reminder to us today that we are to be uncompromising in defending the essential truths of the faith; yet, we are to do so 
in love, to the point of being willing to sacrifice even our own rights and freedoms in order to build others up and to advance the work of the 
Gospel.   
 
How do you deal with brothers and sisters who may be in error, or with whom you may disagree?  Do you speak the truth in love, being 
willing to lay down your own rights and freedoms so that they might be built up in the truth? 


