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disapproval of their dogmatic opinions—then future divisions within 
the mixed community of Messiah followers can be stopped. 
 

 
7 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. 8 And God, who knows the 
heart, testified to them giving them the Holy Spirit, just as He 
also did to us; 9 and He made no distinction between us and 
them, cleansing their hearts by faith. 
 
15:7 The NIV renders v. 7a with “After much discussion,” but the 

fact of the matter remains that zētēsis, regards “engagement in a 
controversial discussion, discussion, debate, argument” (BDAG),48 
and it is a serious rhetorical and philosophical term.49 The kind of 
investigation and deliberations that were taking place were not a 
pleasant discussion. Luke does not take the time to describe all of the 
things that were said, but some accusations against Paul were 
probably made, possibly even in reference to his previous life as a 
persecutor of the Believers (cf. Galatians 1:23)—and how now he was 
going to destroy the ekklēsia not by persecution, but by bringing in 
outside pagan Gentiles without making them proselytes. We can only 
speculate on what was specifically said. 

The Apostle Peter steps in, and delivers a testimony of his 
previous experiences, only confirming the positive report that Paul 
and Barnabas have brought from Antioch and their travels together. 
Peter tells the Council, “My brothers, you know that in the early days 
God made a choice among you, that I should be the one through 
whom the Gentiles would hear the message of the good news and 
become believers” (NRSV). This would be a direct reference to the 
scene of Cornelius, and what it took for Peter to go meet with a non-
Jewish person who was already a God-fearer, in proclaiming the good 
news of salvation to him and his family (10:28-29, 44-47; 11:17-18). 
Witherington states, “in v.7 Peter indicates that considerable time 
had passed since the events recorded in Acts 10, and thus a reminder 

 
48 BDAG, 429. 
49 Cf. H. Greeven, “zētēsis,” in Geoffrey W. Bromiley, ed., Theological Dictionary of 

the New Testament, abridged (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985), 300. 
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was in order,”50 as though these hyper-conservative Pharisees 
somehow would have forgotten it or had a selective memory. 

It was actually through Peter’s—and not Paul’s voice—that the 
nations originally heard the good news and were brought to 
salvation. What this means, as Witherington describes, is that “Peter 
is claiming to have been chosen to first deliberately approach the 
Gentiles with the gospel.”51 In fact, Barrett goes further than this, and 
thinks, “The verse affirms the absolute priority if not the primacy of 
Peter in the Gentile mission.”52 By him confirming the legitimacy of 
the work of the Apostle Paul among the nations, the hyper-
conservative Pharisees would have great difficulty challenging the 
Apostle Peter who was originally shown by God that the gospel would 
not remain exclusively constrained to a Jewish environment. For, the 
Jerusalem assembly had already recognized that uncircumcised 
people were saved and received the Holy Spirit (11:17-18). 

In theological studies, though, there is a big debate over why 
Paul, and not Peter, becomes the main person who ministered to the 
nations. Peter declared the gospel to someone in the local vicinity of 
Judea, Caesarea (10:24), whereas Paul traveled extensively. Did Peter 
just not possess the skills he needed in education and cross-cultural 
communication to minister to people across the diverse 
Mediterranean world, both in understanding the unique contours of 
Diaspora Judaism and the cultural sub-groups of the Roman Empire? 
Paul’s letters, in having to communicate to these diverse audiences, 
are eloquent to the point of being misunderstood if not read closely 
and carefully (sometimes with the right background information in 
mind). However, Peter very much acknowledges the legitimacy of 
Paul’s ministry calling by the Lord—both here in Acts and in his 
own writings (2 Peter 3:15). 

15:8 Peter continues his word to the Council, affirming the reality 
of how “God, who knows the heart, bore them witness by giving the 
Ruach HaKodesh to them, just as he did to us” (CJB). Ten years or so 
earlier, Peter’s previous report to the Jerusalem assembly, after his 
encounter with Cornelius, was “Therefore if God gave to them the 
same gift as He gave to us also after believing in the Lord Yeshua the 

 
50 Witherington, Acts, 453. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Barrett, 715. 
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Messiah, who was I that I could stand in God's way?” (11:17). And the 
reason that he had to say this, was because of the accusation, “You 
went to uncircumcised men and ate with them” (11:3), even though it 
is previously narrated “All the circumcised believers who came with 
Peter were amazed, because the gift of the Holy Spirit had been 
poured out on the Gentiles also” (10:45). It is perhaps rightfully 
thought that Peter’s encounter with Cornelius (10:1-11:18) is a kind of 
“Pentecost,” because at Shavuot/Pentecost Peter himself did say that 
the gospel was for “as many as the Lord our God will call to Himself” 
(2:39). 

Cornelius and his family were saved and filled with the Holy 
Spirit without becoming circumcised proselytes (10:43-48). God’s 
acceptance of them because of the faith that they placed in His Son, a 
message to which the Prophets had previously spoken, was sufficient 
for Peter (10:43). While Cornelius and his household were immersed 
in water by Peter (10:47), so did the Apostle Paul likewise see that 
new Believers were immersed (Galatians 3:27), because it was an 
activity in which females and not only males could also definitely 
participate (Galatians 3:28). The point made by Peter to the Council, 
as noted by Bock, is that “the Spirit would not have come to indwell 
Gentiles unless they are completely accepted and cleansed.”53 Barrett 
also rightly concludes, “It was a sign that placed Cornelius and his 
company on the same level as Peter and his apostolic colleagues.”54 

The gift of the Holy Spirit to people who were not circumcised as 
proselytes to Judaism, but who had already recognized the God of 
Israel as the One True God, and who had a basic appreciation of the 
Torah’s morality, was pretty serious. If the hyper-conservative 
Pharisees could not understand the salvation of Cornelius as a God-
fearer, then they would certainly not understand Paul’s mission 
among the nations. Such a mission would not always include people 
who had been previously associated with the Synagogue in some way 
as associate God-fearers, but would include some people who got 
saved directly from paganism. 

Peterson is not entirely incorrect in commenting how with 
Peter’s assertion in v. 8, “it made clear that Gentiles, who were 
previously unclean because they lacked the purifying benefits of the 
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law, have been cleansed because God enabled them to believe the 
gospel.”55 Peterson is right in his conclusion that the gospel is what 
cleanses all people, but the problem with his view is that the pagans 
at large were considered unclean not because they lacked the 
Torah—but because they were in defiance by refusing to recognize 
the One True God (Romans 1:28). The Roman Cornelius, contrary to 
this, was already a God-fearer and had turned toward Israel’s Deity. 
Yet he was still considered “unclean” or at least “common” to some 
degree, a result of Jewish prejudices, because he was not an ethnic 
Jew. The vision of Acts 10 makes it clear that Peter was not to 
consider the nations at large unclean, much less a non-Jewish person 
who had already acknowledged Israel’s God. And, the permanent 
cleansing and forgiveness provided by the Holy Spirit—implanting 
new hearts within the faithful—as a part of the promised New 
Covenant, is indeed to cause people to obey His commandments: 

“Then I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I 
will cleanse you from all your filthiness and from all your idols. 
Moreover, I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within 
you; and I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you 
a heart of flesh. I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk 
in My statutes, and you will be careful to observe My ordinances” 
(Ezekiel 36:25-27). 

So if Yeshua the Messiah had inaugurated the age of the New 
Covenant (Luke 22:20), when God’s people will naturally follow His 
Torah by the power of the Spirit—why would some Jewish Believers 
be so inflexible and domineering about it (v. 5)? Why not encourage 
an environment where the unique work of the Holy Spirit within 
people is recognized, and where the non-Jewish Believers can be 
properly befriended and mentored as they grew in faith? Such would 
have been in alignment with the ethos of the Pharisaic School of 
Hillel, where all of the Torah is commentary on the command to love 
(b.Shabbat 31a). 

15:9 The reminder that Peter issues to those assembled at the 
Council, and most especially to the hyper-conservative Pharisees, 
would have been very poignant. The Lord had given the non-Jewish 
Believers the Holy Spirit, and He cleansed them because of faith 
expressed in Messiah Yeshua (v. 8). The rigid Pharisees would 
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probably have been upset enough that the uncircumcised Cornelius 
received the Holy Spirit, but then Peter actually goes on to say “He 
did not discriminate between us and them, for he purified their 
hearts by faith” (TNIV). Jewish people get saved the same way as non-
Jewish people, which not only implies equality between the two of 
them in Messiah, but it also means that Jewish people are no less 
sinners than pagans of the nations. The message conveyed by Paul 
in Romans 3:9 is pretty serious: “What then? Are we better than they? 
Not at all; for we have already charged that both Jews and Greeks are 
all under sin.” Sin is a common human problem, but thankfully in 
Messiah Yeshua all can have peace (Romans 5:1). 

The only definite requirement for anyone to be saved, and hence 
reckoned as a member of God’s people, asserted by the Jerusalem 
Council, was to have a purified heart provided by faith in Israel’s 
Messiah. Such references to cleansing or purification by faith, may 
be a subtle reminder to Luke’s readers that this restitution occurs by 
placing trust in what Yeshua has accomplished—not by the water 
immersion and attendant circumcision of a proselyte convert to 
Judaism. The attendant water immersion of new Believers in Yeshua 
was to be a representation of what Yeshua had accomplished for 
them in dying and being resurrected from the dead (Romans 6:3), not 
that it would actually “save” them.56 

How serious was it for the Apostle Peter to stand up before the 
Jerusalem Council, and boldly assert that the salvation of the Jewish 
and non-Jewish Believers took place in exactly the same way—by 
faith in Yeshua the Messiah? It would have been extremely 
important, given the scene of Peter’s withdrawal and hypocrisy in 
Galatians 2:11-13ff, where table fellowship and not salvation was 
actually the issue. Obviously, the Apostle Peter understood and took 
to serious heart the Apostle Paul’s rebuke on how the identity of the 
faith community is to be centered not around man-made “works of 
law,” but around the Messiah (Galatians 2:16). Ajith Fernando 
observes, 

“If this council met after the humiliating confrontation in Antioch 
where Peter was rebuked by the younger Paul...it is indeed creditable 

 
56 The reference we see in 1 Peter 3:21, “baptism now saves you,” almost certainly 

relates to the declaration of faith in Yeshua that new Believers would be required to 
make at their immersion (Romans 10:9), not the actual act of becoming wet. 
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that Peter should be the first to get up and speak on behalf of Paul’s 
side in the controversy. This is typical of the honorable commitment 
to God’s truth rather than to personal preferences and prestige that 
characterized the attitudes and behavior of the [Pharisees] at this 
council.”57 

Could the hyper-conservative Pharisees, who held to a rigid 
opinion of salvation by circumcision and Torah observance, possibly 
admit that they were wrong? (And remember, they did not make up 
all of the Pharisees who believed.) Peter standing up and defending 
Paul is an indication that he humbled up, and recognized that he was 
wrong over disputable halachah. Now, before the Jerusalem Council, 
the Apostle Peter affirms what Paul and Barnabas have been saying: 
“For you are all sons of God through faith in Messiah Yeshua58” 
(Galatians 3:26). 

We should be aware of the fact that there are various liberal 
interpreters who look at the Book of Acts as a kind of pseudo-history 
or theological compromise among those of the First Century 
assembly. They think that here in vs. 8-9 Peter is made to sound as 
though he is Paul, but that Peter himself would not really agree. Yet, 
we actually have pretty good cause to think that Peter is not made to 
sound “Pauline,” and that the Apostles Peter and Paul really do agree. 
Actually holding to the Acts 15 Jerusalem Council to be the Galatians 
2:1-10 visit (which we conclude to be the 11:27-30 relief mission), Wall 
observes how, 

“Luke’s unfolding portrait of Peter in Acts...should reflect the 
latter’s theological development, especially in light of his own diverse 
missionary experiences...To think that Luke composed Peter’s 
testimony to impersonate Paul, presuming that the historical Peter 
remained unaffected by what was happening around him, is a highly 
dubious conjecture.”59 

Indeed, Peter finally did get around to some kind of ministry 
activity out in the nations, writing an epistle to those spread 
throughout Asia Minor (1 Peter 1:1). So, in the event that anything did 

 
57 Ajith Fernando, The NIV Application Commentary: Acts (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1998), 416. 
Note how Fernando is assuming that the hyper-conservative Pharisees were 

actually “the leaders at this council.” 
58 Grk. dia tēs pisteōs en Christō Iēsou. 
59 Wall, in NIB, 10:208. 
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get added to the Acts 15 testimony (and conservatives believe Peter’s 
words to genuinely reflect his views at the time the Council 
assembled), it would be concurrent with the theme of the Petrine 
Epistles. 
 

 
10 “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? 11 But we believe that 
we are saved through the grace of the Lord Yeshua, in the 
same way as they also are.” 
 
15:10 Peter continues his dialogue before the Council, with his 

attention specifically directed toward the hyper-conservative 
Pharisees demanding circumcision and Torah observance for 
salvation (v. 1). He asks them, “Now then, why do you try to test 
God...?” (NIV). If the Holy Spirit is blind to one’s ethnicity, and 
cleanses Jewish and non-Jewish people alike, who are they to say 
otherwise? The Apostle Peter considers this tantamount to tempting 
or testing God (Grk. peirazō), something featured in the Tanach. 
When God’s people frequently tested Him, it often brought with it 
negative consequences (i.e., Exodus 15:22-27; 17:2, 7; Numbers 14:22; 
Isaiah 7:12). 

In the narrative of Acts itself, Peter questioned the soon-to-die 
Sapphira, “Why is it that you have agreed together [with Ananias] to 
put the Spirit of the Lord to the test [peirazō]?” (5:9). Also to be 
considered could be the words of Gamaliel to the Jewish leaders who 
wanted to stop those who proclaimed Yeshua: “if [this movement] is 
of God, you will not be able to overthrow them; or else you may even 
be found fighting against God” (5:39). The hyper-conservative 
Pharisees confronted at the Jerusalem Council, would similarly be 
against God if they did not stop. Barrett indicates, “Since evidently 
God did not see fit to require circumcision before bestowing his gifts 
it was not for men to demand it.”60 

Being severely chastised that they are in danger of tempting God, 
Peter’s words specify what this testing relates to: “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?” There is no 
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small discussion in examining v. 10 for what “yoke” (Grk. zugos) was 
really intended to relate to. Frequently, Bible readers automatically 
assume that this yoke is just the Mosaic Law, because after all, being 
required to observe the Torah for salvation is what these hyper-
conservative Pharisees demanded (v. 5). Peter observes that there is a 
yoke that they are placing upon the non-Jewish Believers, that even 
his own Jewish people have really not been able to carry. But whether 
this is just having to follow the Mosaic Law in general, or is 
something that has to be considered in relation to First Century 
Judaism as a part of various rituals and dogmas, has to be weighed 
into how one interprets what was going on. 

In ancient Judaism, a person following the ol Torah or the yoke of 
Torah was often viewed as being a very positive, and not a negative, 
experience. Sirach 51:26 expresses the view, “Put your neck under 
the yoke, and let your souls receive instruction; it is to be found close 
by.” The Mishnah also uses the theme of a “yoke” positively, 
describing how “one may first accept upon himself the yoke of the 
kingdom of heaven and afterwards may accept the yoke of the 
commandments” (m.Berachot 2:2).61 We also see the sentiment, “From 
whoever accepts upon himself the yoke of Torah do they remove the 
yoke of the state and the yoke of hard labor. And upon whoever 
removes from himself the yoke of the Torah do they lay the yoke of 
the state and the yoke of hard labor” (m.Avot 3:5).62 Here, at least, 
those who do not have the yoke of Torah are those who must suffer 
with the worldly powers. F. Scott Spencer summarizes, “The yoke as 
an image of the law was common in Jewish tradition, but typically it 
was viewed in positive terms as a joyous blessing rather than an 
onerous burden.”63 

One cannot also overlook the Psalmist’s view of the Torah, where 
he says, “So I will keep Your law continually, forever and ever. And I 
will walk at liberty, for I seek Your precepts” (Psalm 119:44-45). 

We have to understand the fact that the first and foremost 
command of the Torah is the requirement to love God (Deuteronomy 

 
61 Tzvee Zahavy and Alan J. Avery-Peck, trans., in Neusner, Mishnah, 5. 
62 Neusner, Mishnah, 679. 
63 Spencer, 165. 
Also consult “yoke of the Torah,” in Jacob Neusner and William Scott Green, 

eds., Dictionary of Judaism in the Biblical Period (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2002), 
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6:5), followed by loving others (Leviticus 19:18). Is loving God and 
loving others an unbearable yoke imposed by the Mosaic Law? When 
Paul rebukes the Galatians with the word, “It was for freedom that 
Messiah set us free; therefore keep standing firm and do not be 
subject again to a yoke of slavery” (Galatians 5:1), is this really to be 
understood as not having to follow any of God’s Torah? Or, is it to be 
understood as not having to follow the religious requirements for 
acceptance that the Judaizers/Influencers were fiercely imposing on 
the Galatians, and their attendant consequences? Is the Torah of 
Moses, properly followed, a heavy yoke of slavery? Deuteronomy 
30:11 does say, “For this commandment which I command you today 
is not too difficult for you, nor is it out of reach.” 

Perhaps we should consider that in contrast to how these hyper-
conservative Pharisees are rebuked for placing a heavy yoke onto 
people—including some of their fellow Jews—Yeshua Himself 
requires His followers to take on His yoke: 

“Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give 
you rest. Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle 
and humble in heart, and YOU WILL FIND REST FOR YOUR SOULS [Jeremiah 
6:16]. For My yoke is easy and My burden is light” (Matthew 11:28-
30). 

Here we can definitely see how the Lord taught that when taking 
upon themselves His light and easy yoke, that Messiah followers will 
have rest and they will be relieved from all of their struggles. In the 
Messiah, born again Believers will know what it truly means to love 
God and serve others—as opposed to being like those who are always 
in danger of tempting God because of their caustic attitudes. Michael 
J. Wilkins’ observations on Matthew 11:28-30 are well taken: 

“His yoke—a metaphor for discipleship to him—promises rest 
from the weariness and burden of religious regulation and human 
oppression, because it is none other than commitment to him. His 
disciples learn directly from him...His yoke will bring true learning, 
which takes us back to the Sermon on the Mount, where he declares 
that has come to fulfill the Law. To learn from Jesus is to learn from 
his revelation of what the law truly intends (cf. [Matthew] 5:17-
48).”64 

 
64 Michael J. Wilkins, NIV Application Commentary: Matthew (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 2004), 424. 



ACTS 15 FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 72 - 

Is it really tempting God to encourage maturing Believers to 
follow His Law and righteous commandments—which Yeshua came 
to show us can be followed properly? No, especially when those who 
teach and uphold God’s Torah will be considered great in the 
Kingdom (Matthew 5:19). Is it, however, tempting God to require 
redeemed, non-Jewish Believers to become ethnic Jewish proselytes 
to be saved. The reason this is tantamount to tempting God is because 
it claims that the work of the Spirit inside of people, which is blind to 
race and gender, is insufficient to be redeemed. A commentator like 
Stanley D. Toussaint interestingly points out how “‘taking the yoke’ 
was used to describe Gentile proselytes to Judaism.”65 For our 
purposes regarding Peter’s words, this was not the yoke of obedience 
prescribed by Messiah Yeshua. 

Many have taken Peter’s words in v. 10 to not only think that he 
himself was opposed to any Law-keeping for the non-Jewish 
Believers, but also for the Jewish Believers as well. Marshall notes the 
view, “What the legalists were trying to do was to place the yoke of 
the law on the Gentiles, a yoke which the Jews themselves had never 
been able to bear successfully.”66 It is thought that what Peter is 
actually saying is that these hyper-conservative Pharisees have no 
right to force the non-Jewish Believers to follow any of the Torah, 
because the Jewish people could not follow it themselves and thus 
had no valid reason to impose it on anyone else.67 

Barrett, however, goes even as far as to suggest that the Apostle 
Peter was just a non-Jewish Galilean, or at least a liberal, Hellenized 
Jew, who did not really want to keep the Law: 

“If Peter really felt like this about the Law—that it was an 
intolerable burden—why did not he and his fellow Jewish Christians 
themselves give it up...We have no reason to think that Peter was a 
Pharisee; he may well have been an ‘am ha-‘areṣ, and was a Galilean in 
the bargain. Perhaps he was one of those Jews who made no serious 
attempt to keep the Law. His opinion may reflect also the views of 
liberal Hellenistic Jews...”68 

 
65 Stanley D. Toussaint, “Acts,” in John F. Walvoord and Roy B. Zuck, eds., The 

Bible Knowledge Commentary: New Testament (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1983), 393. 
66 Marshall, 250. 
67 Cf. Spencer, 166. 
68 Barrett, pp 718-719. 



ACTS 15 COMMENTARY 

- 73 - 

Reading from a little more historically conscious, and a more 
conservative point of view, the “yoke” that Peter was referring to in 
v. 10 regarded the whole of the religious system represented by the 
hyper-conservative Pharisees he refutes. Their dogma would require 
new, non-Jewish Believers to become circumcised proselytes before 
being able to be recognized as redeemed souls via the gospel and 
changing power of the Holy Spirit. This dogma was also something 
that Peter recognizes that he and his “fathers” could not really keep.69 
In Bruce’s estimation, “Peter’s words probably represent the general 
attitude of the Jewish rank and file...towards the practicability of 
keeping the law.”70 Bruce points out a more nuanced view of “yoke” 
that needs to be seriously taken into consideration, as the more 
conservative and less flexible Pharisaical School of Shammai was 
prominent in First Century Judea: 

“[T]o ordinary Jews like Peter and his hearers the traditional law, 
especially as expounded by the severe school of Shammai which was 
dominant at the time, was a heavy burden under which they 
groaned.”71 

Peter was an ordinary Jewish man from the Galilee, but like all 
Jews he did have to live with the prominent religious authorities of 
the day. Bruce comments that “Peter’s words” about the yoke in v. 10, 
“may very well sum up the attitude of the ordinary man...of the mid-
first century. At this time the extreme position which insisted on the 
exact fulfillment of every jot and tittle of law was probably 
characteristic of the school of Shammai.”72 The yoke, then, that the 
hyper-conservative Pharisees, likely Shammaites, were insisting that 
the non-Jewish Believers follow, was their application of the Torah. 
Such an application was quite demanding and rigorous—to even 
normal Jews like Peter. David Instone-Brewer thinks that the subject 
matter is “Peter referr[ing] to the entire Jewish oral law,” and how 

 
69 It is hard to determine what is meant by the term “fathers” by Peter. Are the 

“fathers” the generations of Israel going back to Mount Sinai, or the more immediate 
generations that were affected by the hyper-conservative rulings of the Pharisaical 
faction represented at the Council? 
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“James was clearly not in favor of imposing Jewish oral law on Gentile 
believers.”73 

Of the possibilities that Witherington lists regarding the yoke 
that the hyper-conservative Pharisees insisted upon, a notable one he 
gives is, “The various attempts in Peter’s day to extend various of the 
priestly requirements of the Law to all Jews, by the Pharisees and the 
Qumranites, may have led to this sort of view on the part of ordinary 
working-class Jews.”74 This kind of mandated Torah-keeping was not 
like enforcing various rules to business owners, so that they could 
avoid harassment by the Roman authorities (as Peter had been a 
fisherman), or halachically extending the rights of females, the poor, 
or the oppressed. On the contrary, if the yoke Peter refers to in v. 10 
required the kind of life that only the priests or committed Jewish 
teachers would have, then it could indeed be pretty bad. Yeshua’s 
word, “They tie up heavy burdens and lay them on men's shoulders, 
but they themselves are unwilling to move them with so much as a 
finger” (Matthew 23:4) might be what is considered by Peter here. 
These leaders, perhaps of the rigid School of Shammai, have too often 
forgotten about the needs of the common people. 

Stern’s thoughts of the “yoke” in v. 10, while a bit more general, 
need to also be considered. He views the “yoke” refuted by Peter in v. 
10 to be legalistic rule-keeping and various human traditions, which 
would cause people to overlook the Torah’s commands to love God 
and neighbor: 

“So then...what is Kefa [Peter] talking about? He is speaking here 
of the detailed mechanical rule-keeping, regardless of heart attitude, 
that some (but not all!) P’rushim [Pharisees], including, apparently, 
the ones mentioned in v. 5, held to be the essence of Judaism. This 
was not the ‘yoke of mitzvot’ prescribed by God, but a yoke of legalism 
prescribed by men! The yoke of legalism is indeed unbearable, but 

 
73 Instone-Brewer, “Infanticide and the Apostolic Decree of Acts 15,” in JETS, 

52:320. 
74 Witherington, Acts, 454. 
His first possibility relates to Jews having to keep the appointed times: 

“Peter...may well have seen at least parts of the Law as a considerable burden, 
especially in regard to keeping the feasts which required pilgrimage up to Jerusalem 
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Perhaps contrary to this sentiment, it is Peter, along with John, who is 
commanded by Yeshua to prepare the Passover for His Last Supper (Luke 22:8). 
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the yoke of the mitzvot has always required, first of all (Mk 12:28-34), 
love of God and neighbor; and now it implies love toward Yeshua the 
Messiah. But love can never be legalistic!”75 

Peter’s rebuke of the hyper-conservative Pharisees in v. 10, as 
though they are tempting God, is consistent with how the Lord 
Yeshua Himself criticized many of the religious authorities. While 
many appeal to the rebuke He issues against the Pharisaical leaders 
in Matthew 23, such rebuke is something recorded even in Luke’s 
previous volume. The Messiah says, “Woe to you lawyers as well! For 
you weigh men down with burdens hard to bear, while you 
yourselves will not even touch the burdens with one of your fingers” 
(Luke 11:46). What good would it really be for certain persons to be 
labeled “experts in the law” (NIV), but fail to keep its imperatives of 
serving others? 

Peterson describes how “Jesus criticised the teachers of the law 
and the Pharisees for placing heavy burdens on the shoulders of 
others—in the form of their teaching.”76 His further remark is not 
that clear, where he states, “Peter spoke quite frankly about the yoke 
of the law his fellow Jews had never really managed to fulfill.”77 Is this 
supposed to be various Rabbinic teachings associated with the Torah, 
which may have hurt the common person, or is God’s Torah really 
being considered as the problem? Furthermore, what is to be made of 
Yeshua’s required yoke that His followers are to take upon 
themselves (Matthew 11:30), which does involve obedience to the 
Torah, albeit emulating Him? 

We are quite safe to conclude that the yoke that the hyper-
conservative Pharisees were trying to force upon the non-Jewish 
Believers, was not just the Torah of Moses. It was, rather, 
representative of a religious system that had hurt even the common 
Jewish person, perhaps stemming from the more rigid School of 
Shammai. This was something disparaged not only by the Apostle 
Peter, because Peter is following the lead of the Lord Yeshua who also 
criticized the religious leaders for not being concerned with various 
“weightier provisions of the law” (Matthew 23:23). Yeshua’s yoke of 
obedience was “light and easy to be borne” (Matthew 11:30, Amplified 

 
75 Stern, Jewish New Testament Commentary, 276. 
76 Peterson, pp 426-427. 
77 Ibid., 427. 
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Bible), contrary to any yoke that was to be likened as a kind of foreign 
oppression on Ancient Israel.78 And, do not overlook these Pharisees’ 
demand of the non-Jewish Believers to “order them to keep the law of 
Moses” (v. 5, ESV). These are not the words of people who are going 
to shine their light via a proper Torah obedience, as Yeshua required 
(Matthew 5:16), but those of demanding, rigid human autocrats. 

The yoke being placed upon these non-Jewish Believers in the 
Messiah was a legalistic perversion of the Torah which demanded 
that if you do not observe it and convert to Judaism (perhaps 
according to the particular sect represented) you cannot be saved. It 
is a yoke that keeps people out of God’s intention, rather than one that 
welcomes them in. It is making people from the nations into ethnic 
Jews in order for them to be a part of God’s own, when faith in God 
(and now His Messiah), has always been the primary focus of being 
identified as His own (Genesis 15:6). 

15:11 Peter’s word before the Jerusalem Council, but most 
specifically the hyper-conservative Pharisees, ends with an 
extremely important point: “We believe that we are all saved the 
same way, by the undeserved grace of the Lord Jesus” (NLT). Both 
Jewish and non-Jewish Believers were saved (Grk. verb sōzō) and 
spiritually regenerated dia tēs charistos tou Kuriou Iēsou, and not by 
circumcision or Torah observance. Not only did non-Jewish Believers 
not have to become circumcised proselytes to be redeemed people, 
but Jewish Believers themselves could not rely upon their Jewish 
identity and Torah observance to be redeemed people, either. In John 
T. Squires’ estimation, “The assemblies [the Apostles] have 
established are inclusive—Gentiles belong just as much as Jews.”79 

The dilemma that sometimes needs to be considered for 
interpreting v. 11, is whether Peter made this assertion after or before 
the scene in Antioch relayed by Paul in Galatians 2:11-16. If Peter 
affirms before the Council that Jewish and non-Jewish people are 
saved exactly the same way after this experience, then it is an 
indication that Peter has overcome any ungodly prejudices he carried 
toward the nations. If Peter says this before the scene in Antioch, with 

 
78 Cf. Exodus 6:6-8; Leviticus 26:13; Isaiah 14:25; Jeremiah 2:20; 5:5; 30:8; 

Lamentations 5:5; Ezekiel 34:27. 
Also consult Wilkins, pp 423-425. 
79 Squires, in ECB, 1244. 
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the Galatians 2:1-10 visit not being the relief mission of Acts 11:27-30, 
then it presents us with some issues. Stern summarizes some of what 
these issues would be: 

“The question arises, did [Kefa/Peter] fail to live up to his 
principles...If the [Galatians 2:11ff] incident occurred before the 
Jerusalem Council...then Kefa’s speech here reflects his change after 
Sha’ul’s [Paul’s] chastening. If the confrontation...occurred after the 
Jerusalem Council, it illustrates once more Kefa’s weakness in 
applying his doctrine to his own personal life.”80 

We agree with the many evangelical commentators with whom 
we are engaged, that the Galatians 2:11-16 encounter occurred prior to 
the Jerusalem Council. Peter has matured in his approach to the 
nations, and affirms that all people are only saved by the grace of 
the Lord Yeshua the Messiah. 

V. 11, while affirming that God’s grace is the only way anyone can 
be saved, notably does insist that Jews are saved by grace. Peter’s words 
before the Conference, and before the hyper-conservative Pharisees, 
speak against any Messianic Jewish views of the First Century or 
Twenty-First Century that would think that by (only) keeping the 
Torah, Jews are saved—or even that Jews have an “obligation” to keep 
Torah in order to hold onto their salvation. Jewish people have to 
have Yeshua to be saved, period. Just as non-Jewish Believers do not 
have to keep Torah to be saved, so it is the same for Jews. In fact, 
nowhere in the Torah is there ever a promise of salvation for those 
who keep it, as the Torah’s real intention is to guide people in 
holiness (Deuteronomy 28:9). Paul’s words of Romans 2:25-29 should 
be well taken: 

“For indeed circumcision is of value if you practice the Law; but if 
you are a transgressor of the Law, your circumcision has become 
uncircumcision. So if the uncircumcised man keeps the requirements 
of the Law, will not his uncircumcision be regarded as circumcision? 
And he who is physically uncircumcised, if he keeps the Law, will he 
not judge you who though having the letter of the Law and 
circumcision are a transgressor of the Law? For he is not a Jew who is 
one outwardly, nor is circumcision that which is outward in the 

 
80 Stern, Jewish New Testament Commentary, pp 276-277. 
For some unknown reason, Stern substitutes “Galatia” for an incident that 

actually took place in Antioch (Galatians 2:11), which was described to the Galatians. 
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flesh. But he is a Jew who is one inwardly; and circumcision is that 
which is of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter; and his praise is 
not from men, but from God.” 

Here, Paul asserts that Jewish people who are physically 
circumcised can disobey the Torah, and that they could actually be 
judged by those who are physically uncircumcised but who still 
observe the major righteous requirements of the Torah. This is why 
ultimately, even a Jewish person must have his or her heart 
circumcised and transformed by the Holy Spirit. Wall observes, “The 
disciple’s identity, whether Jew or Greek, must be predicated on 
grounds other than Torah purity; it must be evidenced by a new life 
in the Spirit who circumcises the believer’s heart and enables [him 
or] her to live in a transformed manner.”81 He goes on to detail not 
only how circumcision of the heart is principal to all else (Leviticus 
26:41; Deuteronomy 10:16; 30:6; Jeremiah 4:4; 9:26; Ezekiel 44:7-9), 
but even how the New Covenant will transform people, including 
how “the restored Israel would live in covenant with God through a 
transformed (and therefore obedient) heart (so Jer 31:33).”82 This is 
something that Wall asserts “has been brought into view for 
everyone who repents because of Jesus.”83 
 

 
12 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. 
 
15:12 Peter’s words in vs. 7-11 apparently worked, because they 

gave Barnabas and Paul the credibility they needed to fully report to 
the Jewish Believers in Jerusalem all of the things that were occurring 
among the nations. Luke records how pan to plēthos, “all the 
multitude” (KJV), quieted down and listened to Barnabas and Paul as 
they spoke about all “the miraculous signs and wonders God had done 
among the Gentiles through them” (NIV). This was similar to what 
had taken place when the two of them returned to Antioch after their 
missionary journey to Galatia: 

 
81 Wall, in NIB, 10:209. 
82 Ibid. 
83 Ibid. 
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“When they had arrived and gathered the [assembly] together, 
they began to report all things that God had done with them and how 
He had opened a door of faith to the Gentiles” (14:27). 

How significant would it be for all of these Jewish Believers in 
Jerusalem to be relayed the news of God radically transforming non-
Jewish people—and demonstrating great signs and miracles? Paul 
states in 1 Corinthians 1:22 how “Jews ask for signs” or “demand 
signs” (RSV), and here at the Jerusalem Council they would certainly 
be told of them. The news of such spiritual signs would confirm 
Peter’s word that the same Holy Spirit saves Jewish and non-Jewish 
Believers alike, and that the hyper-conservative Pharisees insisting 
on proselyte circumcision and Torah observance prior to salvation was 
utter nonsense. 
 

 
13 After they had stopped speaking, James answered, saying, 
“Brethren, listen to me. 14 Simeon has related how God first 
concerned Himself about taking from among the Gentiles a 
people for His name. 15 With this the words of the Prophets 
agree, just as it is written, 16 ‘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, 17 SO THAT THE 
REST OF MANKIND MAY SEEK THE LORD, AND ALL THE GENTILES WHO 
ARE CALLED BY MY NAME,’ 18 SAYS THE LORD, WHO MAKES THESE 
THINGS KNOWN FROM LONG AGO’ [Amos 9:11-12, LXX]. 
 
15:13 When Barnabas and Paul had completed the report of their 

ministry activities among the nations, James the half-brother of the 
Lord gets up to speak. James serves as the leader of the Jerusalem 
congregation (cf. 12:17; 21:18), and the ruling that he will make (vs. 19-
21) would have severely disappointed those who demanded that the 
new, non-Jewish Believers become circumcised as proselytes. The 
devotion of James to the Torah and to prayer, including a slightly 
ascetic vegetarian lifestyle, is well known and is recorded by the 
Church historian Eusebius (Ecclesiastical History 2.23.4-5).84 Knowing 

 
84 “James, the brother of the Lord, who, as there were many of this name, was 

surnamed Just by all, from the days of our Lord until now, received the government 
of the church with the apostles. This apostle was consecrated from his mother’s 
womb. He drank neither wine nor fermented liquors, and abstained from animal 
food. A razor never came upon his head, he never anointed with oil, and never used a 


	PROLOGUE
	INTRODUCTION
	ACTS 15
	THE IMPLEMENTATION  OF THE APOSTOLIC DECREE AND ACTS 21:17-26
	THE REVELANCE  OF THE APOSTOLIC DECREE WITHIN THE PAULINE EPISTLES
	COMMENTARY ON ACTS 21:17-26 the false rumor about paul

	THE JERUSALEM COUNCIL AND TODAY’S  MESSIANIC MOVEMENT
	EPILOGUE
	ABOUT THE AUTHOR
	BIBLIOGRAPHY

