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Introduction: Must YOU Abstain from Blood?
The Council of Jerusalem said that Gentiles must abstain 


from what has been sacrificed to idols, and from blood, 

and from what has been strangled, and from sexual immorality. (15:29)

So, how should you think about this?

A church council, consisting of the apostles and elders of Jerusalem,


speaking with authority (“it has seemed to the Holy Spirit and to us”)



has laid this requirement on the Gentiles.


Luke has recorded this in holy scripture.

Are you bound to abstain from what has been sacrificed to idols, from blood, 

from what has been strangled, and from sexual immorality?
What you might find remarkable is that the western church,

at least since the days of Augustine,



has said “no.”

John Calvin argued that these commands were given to the Gentiles “to avoid offense.”


He claimed that these commands were regarding “things indifferent.”

After all, things sacrificed to idols, blood, and things strangled


are all dealing with eating – and Luke has made it clear in Acts 10 

(Peter’s vision where Jesus commanded him to eat unclean animals)


that God had declared all foods clean.

So these things, Calvin claims, are indifferent,


which leads him to argue that the “sexual immorality” in view is probably concubinage,


the practice of taking a common law wife who could be dismissed without a divorce.

Under this view, the Council of Jerusalem is taking four matters 

which are in themselves “things indifferent”

and is requiring the Gentiles to abstain from these things


in order to procure peace between Jew and Gentile.

Calvin goes so far as to say that this law [concerning not eating things offered to idols]


was altered “by Paul so soon as the tumult and contention was once ended,



when he teaches that nothing is unclean (Rom 14:14) 

and when he granted liberty to eat all manner of meats, 

yea, even such as were sacrificed to idols (1 Cor 10:25).”

So, does Paul’s teaching in Romans 14 and 1 Corinthians 10 

demonstrate that the Council of Jerusalem was merely giving a temporary requirement 

for a local situation? 
Or, is the decree of the Council of Jerusalem still binding on the church today?

And, after examining that,


what does the decree of the Council of Jerusalem tell us 

about the authority of church councils?

Is this a model for presbyteries and synods?
Or is it a unique event with no further application?

1. The Letter of the Council (15:22-35)
Last time we looked at the Council of Jerusalem.

We saw that the Christian Pharisees (sometimes called Judaizers)



insisted that “It is necessary to circumcise [Gentile converts]




and to order them to keep the law of Moses.”


The Christian Pharisees believed that Gentiles needed to become Jews


in order to become Christians.


But Peter and James agreed with Paul and Barnabas


that this was contrary to Scripture – 



and that God had demonstrated the falsity of this claim



by giving the Holy Spirit to the Gentiles without circumcision.


In verse 11 Peter even went so far as to say that Jews would be saved 


through the grace of the Lord Jesus just as they will. (15:11)

In other words, Jews will be saved the same way as Gentiles!


(a rather remarkable way of saying it)

So the conclusion of the Council is that Gentiles do not need to become Jews,

and Jews do not need to become Gentiles.

Rather, both Jews and Gentiles will be saved in the same way – 

through the grace of the Lord Jesus.

So the theological question is resolved.


Adherence to the Law cannot be required for salvation,


because, as Peter states in verse 10, 

neither we nor our fathers were able to bear the yoke of the Law.

But the theological decision of the Council creates a practical problem:

if Gentile Christians do not have to be circumcised and observe the Law of Moses,

then how can Jewish Christians have fellowship with Gentile Christians?

We saw the issue in Acts 10.


Gentiles were unclean.


Their dietary practices made it impossible for Jews to have table fellowship with them



because the Gentiles often ate things that were unclean.

So the Council is dealing with the very real practical issues of how Jew and Gentile can be one.

And they decided to send a delegation with Paul and Barnabas to Antioch 

in order to explain their decision.

They sent Judas called Barsabbas, and Silas, “leading men among the brothers,”


and a letter.

The letter is addressed to “the brothers who are of the Gentiles in Antioch and Syria and Cilicia”

so some have argued that this is a decision that is only binding on that region.

But as we heard from 16:4, Paul and Silas deliver the same decisions to the churches 

in south Galatia “for observance.”

So while it is addressed to certain churches, 

Paul and Silas obviously thought that it has a broader application.

But the letter clarifies the situation:

Since we have heard that some persons have gone out from us and troubled you with words, 

unsettling your minds, although we gave them no instructions, 

it has seemed good to us, having coming to one accord, 

to choose men and send them to you with our beloved Barnabas and Paul, 

men who have risked their lives for the sake of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

We have therefore sent Judas and Silas, 

who themselves will tell you the same things by word of mouth. 

For it has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to lay on you no greater burden 

than these requirements: 

that you abstain from what has been sacrificed to idols, and from blood, 

and from what has been strangled, and from sexual immorality. 

If you keep yourselves from these you will do well. Farewell. (15:24-29)
First, the letter distances the apostles and elders in Jerusalem from the Christian Pharisees,

making it clear that the leadership in Jerusalem does not condone their teaching.

And second, the letter sets forth certain requirements,


saying that the Gentiles in Antioch, Syria, and Cilicia must abstain from four things.

It may be helpful to think of these four things together before we divide them up.

Things sacrificed to idols


Blood


Things strangled


Sexual immorality

The first three things all have to with food – 

and you can see some connection with the ceremonial laws of the OT.


(If you strangle an animal, it is nearly impossible to drain its blood,

so in one sense the “things strangled” is one and the same with “blood”)

The fourth “sexual immorality” is the Greek word “porneia” –


a word that is notoriously difficult to translate because it has a broad range of meaning.

It definitely refers to some sort of sexual immorality, but whether general or specific is not clear.

It also creates a certain difficulty for those who want to say that the decrees of the Council


are limited in scope or duration.

If it is now okay to eat things sacrificed to idols, 


is it also okay to be sexually immoral?

In order to understand the decrees of the council, we need to understand the backdrop.

Since God had given very specific laws to Israel,



the question had often arisen, what does God require of Gentiles?


The answer, according to the rabbis, 

was that the Gentiles are obliged to keep the laws of Noah.
While there was some debate over what was required of Noah,


there was general agreement on seven – the first six of which were rooted in Adam:



-- do not worship idols



-- do not blaspheme the name of God



-- establish courts of justice



-- do not kill



-- do not commit adultery



-- do not steal

These six were viewed as rooted in the creation itself.


And the seventh was given explicitly to Noah:



-- do not eat flesh cut from a living animal (Gen 9:4) 



That is how the rabbis understood the prohibition against blood.

So the requirement to abstain from blood is not simply part of the Mosaic Law.


It goes back all the way to Noah.


Everyone descended from Noah (which means the whole human race)



is forbidden to eat blood.

And while the Jerusalem Council makes it clear 
that the Mosaic law is not binding on the Gentiles, 
it also seems to suggest that the Noahic law is still in force.

Certainly, there is an aspect of these requirements that relate to Jew-Gentile relations.


The Council is insisting that Jewish Christians must accept these Gentile Christians.


But Jewish Christians are not required to become Gentiles,



so if a Jewish Christian is to associate with Gentile Christians,



and still remain ceremonially clean,




then there must be some sort of accommodation.


And that accommodation is found in the Noahic Covenant.
If Gentiles live in accordance with the Noahic Covenant


(which they are already obligated to do)


then there will be no problem in the relations between Jews and Gentiles in the church.

So the Jerusalem Council is not saying that Gentiles have to keep certain parts of the Mosaic law.

Rather, it is saying that the Gentiles must observe the Noahic law.

The point of these four prohibitions is not a “concession” to Pharisaic legalism,

but rather expresses how Gentile Christians need to live 

in contrast to the Gentile world around them.

If you are going to be a part of the body of Christ,

then you will be different from others.

Jesus had warned his disciples that they would be kicked out of the synagogue 

if they followed him.
Jewish Christians will not be considered Jews anymore.
But the same thing is true for Gentiles.


If you follow Jesus, then you cannot live like the world anymore.

You must abstain from things sacrificed to idols,

from blood and from what has been strangled,


and from sexual immorality.

If we take “blood” and “things strangled” as essentially the same thing,

then you can see clearly how these three prohibitions relate:
You must abstain from

1) idolatry – and everything associated with it

2) sexual immorality – and low moral standards (the use of the general term “porneia” suggests a broad, sweeping interpretation)
3) things strangled and blood – this goes back to God’s command to Noah, 

where God insisted that since life is in the blood,


therefore no one should eat the blood.

Blood is shed to pay for sin.

The murderer dies.

 
The blood of the sacrifice atones for others.

And especially as Christians, we recognize that the blood of Christ is our atoning sacrifice.


In the Lord’s Supper we confess that the blood of Jesus is alone life-giving.


Therefore we do not partake of any other blood –



and even his blood is received only in a sacramental fashion!

Okay, I’ve made my case that here in Acts 15, 


the Jerusalem Council is saying to the church,


you are not bound to Moses – but God’s commands to Adam and Noah are still in effect.

But some of you may be wondering, “What about Paul?”


Paul seems to disagree with the Jerusalem Council in Romans and 1 Corinthians.

Let’s start with Romans 14.

As for the one who is weak in faith, welcome him, but not to quarrel over opinions.


One person believes he may eat anything, while the weak person eats only vegetables.
One of the reactions to the Jerusalem Council

was that some people became convinced that the only way to make sure 

that you never broke the prohibition against things sacrificed to idols 

was to abstain from meat altogether.


After all, pretty much all the meat in the market had been ritually slaughtered 
in some temple or other.


Therefore, the only way to be safe is to abstain from meat entirely.
Paul’s response to this is in verse 14:

I know and am persuaded in the Lord Jesus that nothing is unclean in itself,



but it is unclean for anyone who thinks it unclean.
Is Paul disagreeing with the Jerusalem Council?
In order to understand this better,

we need to go over to 1 Corinthians,


because Paul lays out his argument in far greater detail there.

It is worth pointing out that the topics of 1 Corinthians 5-11 are:

“porneia” – sexual immorality and Paul’s teaching on marriage and divorce (chs 5-7)

and
“food offered to idols” (chs 8-11)
He doesn’t talk about blood or things strangled,

but perhaps that was because there was no difficulty in Corinth on the topic.

But it is safe to say that nearly half of the book of 1 Corinthians


is dealing with issues that arose from the Jerusalem Council.

In chapter 5 Paul makes it clear that he agrees with the Council on the question of “porneia.”


Sexual immorality is NOT to be tolerated inside the church!


Those outside the church will do what they will do –


and it is not the church’s job to be the “morality police” for the culture;



rather, the church is to “purge the evil person from among you” –



whether he is guilty of sexual immorality, or idolatry, drunkenness, slander,




or anything else that is opposed to the holiness of the kingdom of Christ.
In chapter 8, Paul turns to the question of “food offered to idols.”


The council had ordered the Gentiles to abstain from food offered to idols.

What does Paul say?

Paul starts off with a theological point:


We know that an idol has no real existence, and that there is no God but one. (8:4)


So there is nothing inherently evil about the food.

The problem is not in the food, 

the problem is in the association the food has with the culture.


So in theory (and for Paul this always remains theoretical),


in theory, you could go into an idol’s temple and eat the food,



and it would not be inherently sinful.

So, Paul says, if anyone sees you who have knowledge eating in an idol’s temple,


will he not be encouraged, if his conscience is weak, to eat food offered to idols? 

And so by your knowledge this weak person is destroyed,

the brother for whom Christ died. (8:10-11)

Paul is saying “it’s food” -- there is nothing inherently wrong with the food!

But food, in an idol’s temple, has cultural/spiritual/religious significance.

For that matter, Paul will point out in chapter 10, that food in Christian worship


also has cultural/spiritual/religious significance.


He points out that Israel ate and drank of Christ in the wilderness (10:1-4).


And now we partake of Christ in the Lord’s Supper (10:16).

And then he says,

Because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for we all partake of the one bread. 

Consider the people of Israel: 

are not those who eat the sacrifices participants in the altar? 

What do I imply then? 

That food offered to idols is anything, or that an idol is anything? 

No, I imply that what pagans sacrifice they offer to demons and not to God. 

I do not want you to be participants with demons. 

You cannot drink of the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons. 

You cannot partake of the table of the Lord and the table of demons. 

Shall we provoke the Lord to jealousy? 

Are we stronger than he? (10:17-22)

Paul’s point is that yes, “food is food.”

BUT, idolatry is idolatry!


And while idols are not gods – they are demons!

So while there is nothing inherently evil about the food in an idol’s temple,


the worship in the idol’s temple is inherently evil.

And there is no way that you can participate both 

in the worship of idols and in the worship of God.
So far, I think we have to say that Paul is simply explicating and enforcing 

the decree of the Jerusalem Council.
But then comes verses 25 and following.


Eat whatever is sold in the meat market without raising any question 

on the ground of conscience. 

For the earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof.
Once again, meat is meat.

If one of the unbelievers invites you to dinner and you are disposed to go,



eat whatever is set before you without raising any question 

on the ground of conscience. 
Paul is answering the question, “since we’re supposed to abstain from meat sacrificed to idols,

how careful do we need to be?”

And Paul’s answer is, “it’s not about the meat!”


It is about worship.

Notice verse 28

But if someone says to you,



This has been offered in sacrifice,



then do not eat it, for the sake of the one who informed you, 



and for the sake of conscience – I do not mean your conscience, but his.
It’s not about the meat.
It’s about worship.

Paul continues to uphold the decree of the Jerusalem Council.
And indeed, if you go back to Acts 15:10,


the whole point of the decree of the Jerusalem Council 

was to avoid imposing a yoke that no one could bear!

The Jerusalem Council rejected the proposals of the Christian Pharisees.


We don’t want a religious system that gets bogged down in the little things.

And it is clear from 1 Corinthians,


that the Corinthian church was getting bogged down in debates over little things!

The point of the four prohibitions was supposed to be big things:

Sexual immorality


Idolatry


Blood and things strangled (again – something God made a big deal about to Noah!)

The Council said, if you keep yourselves from these big things, you will do well.


And Paul is saying – keep the big picture in view.


It’s not about food – it’s about worship.



Of course, Paul also says, don’t use your liberty to hurt your brother!


The whole point of the Jerusalem Council,


reinforced by Paul in 1 Corinthians and Romans,



is that you need to use wisdom, guided by love, 

in obedience and faithfulness to God!

It is not a matter of “oh no, I ate a bite of food sacrificed to idols!!! Now I’m unclean!!!”


That wasn’t what the council said.

The Council was not concerned with the incidental eating of defiled food.



The Council is concerned with the deliberate flaunting of it.




Gentiles may not continue worshiping in pagan temples,





because worship is not just a matter of the heart.




Worship is a matter of the heart,





but it is also a matter of the body.



And this was a very real temptation in the first century.



Because your patron may say,




Come with me, Theophilus,





let’s have a feast down at the temple of Zeus.


What are you going to say?



Well, I need to keep his patronage, so I’ll go – I just won’t worship.

The Council’s point (and Paul’s point)


is that you cannot participate in idolatrous worship. Period.

It is worth pointing out that these matters continued to affect the churches.

Revelation 2:14 speaks of the teaching of Balaam in the church at Pergamum,



“so that they might eat food sacrificed to idols and practice sexual immorality,”

and 2:20 mentions that “Jezebel” taught the church in Thyatira



“to practice sexual immorality and to eat food sacrificed to idols.” 

When the letter of the council was read to the church in Antioch,

they rejoiced because of its encouragement.

The letter provided a way to maintain the unity of Jew and Gentile in the church,

without imposing onerous restrictions on either side.

And the result is peace (verse 33).
2. A Parting of the Ways (15:36-41)
We can wrap up our passage quickly.

Immediately after telling us how the council’s decree produced unity and peace,


Luke tells us that Paul and Barnabas had a falling out!


Luke could have said simply that Paul and Barnabas decided to double their ministry,


and so went their separate ways!

Luke has been emphasizing the unity between Peter and Paul and James –


so why highlight this separation between Paul and Barnabas.

The short, simple answer is that Luke wants us to see 

that the peace and unity that should always exist in the church 

does not mean that we always agree with each other!
On the point of whether Gentiles need to be circumcised there is unity!
On the point of whether Gentiles need to abstain from sexual immorality, things offered to idols,


and blood and things strangled – there is unity!

But on the point of whether to take John Mark on the next trip  -- there is sharp disagreement.

But this disagreement does not affect the unity of the faith.


So Barnabas takes Mark to Cyprus and Paul takes Silas to Syria and Cilicia.

3. The Council’s Decisions in Action (16:1-5)
The last vignette in our passage (16:1-5)

also helps us understand the meaning of the Council.

After the council declares unequivocally that the Gentiles do NOT need to be circumcised,


Paul circumcises Timothy.

But while Timothy’s father was Greek, his mother was a Jew,

and so rather than make a stink about it, Paul circumcised Timothy.

He could have “stood on principle” and said – 

his father is a Gentile, therefore he should not be circumcised!
But instead Paul chose the wise and humble course –


His mother is a Jew, and since circumcision is not the point here,



fine, we’ll circumcise him.


Earlier, when Paul had taken Titus to Jerusalem (as he reports in Gal 2:1-3),


Titus was not circumcised because he was a Greek.


But now, Paul circumcises Timothy 

because he does not wish to cause offense over things that really do not matter.
Conclusion: The Authority of the Jerusalem Council
So the Council of Jerusalem sets forth a decision that binds the whole church.

Its decisions are based upon the word of God.

In this, the Jerusalem Council is a model for all future councils.



It listens to the Word of God and issues decrees that apply the Word of God




to those under their care.


In this case, they declare that what God considers binding on the Gentiles 
is the Law of Noah –



not the Law of Moses.

Christians – all Christians –

are to be different from the nations around them.

If you are a Jew, you cannot be like other Jews, 

because your life is oriented around Jesus the Messiah.

The story is not an Israel-centered story, but a Messiah-centered story.

And if you are a Gentile, you cannot be like other Gentiles,


because your life is also oriented around Jesus the Messiah.

You are called to be holy – in your worship, in your sexuality, in your diet –


in all that you do, you are set apart as a distinctive people.

What does that mean?

Well, let’s keep reading.


Because the following chapters of the book of Acts 

will continue to show us what sort of distinctive people we must be.
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