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When many people read the Holy Scriptures, they open up their Bible 
to a particular text, and while reading they allow the Word to speak 
to them as though the message was written directly to Twentieth or 
Twenty-First Century people. While we should surely let the Bible 
speak and minister to us, when dissecting something like the 
Jerusalem Council of Acts 15 and the effect it had on the early 
Believers, we are reading an historical narrative that took place in the 
First Century. Responsible interpreters have the awesome 
responsibility of trying, as best as they can, to understand the events 
from the perspective of the original participants. They should strive, 
as best as humanly possible, not to read their own (Western) cultural 
experiences into an ancient text. 

How important was the Apostolic decree (15:19-21) for the First 
Century ekklēsia? Quite serious. The message of the Hebrew 
Prophets was that the Messiah would not only come to restore Israel, 
but spread God’s salvation to the entire world (Isaiah 42:6; 49:6). 
Recognizing that the salvation of the nations was a major part of His 
plan (15:15), James’ ruling before the Jerusalem Council was to serve 
as a pragmatic way of cutting the new, non-Jewish Believers off from 
their previous sphere of social and religious influence in Greco-
Roman paganism—without them having to be circumcised as 
proselytes and be Torah-keeping for salvation, as was being 
demanded (15:1, 5). What James ruled was necessary for them to 
follow to demonstrate that they had changed. 

By following the four prohibitions issued by James (15:20), the 
new, non-Jewish Believers could demonstrate in concrete actions 
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that they were indeed loyal to Israel’s God, and to His Messiah, 
Yeshua. They would not need to be ordered to follow God’s Torah, 
because Tanach prophecies such as Isaiah 2:3 and Micah 4:2 already 
foresaw the nations coming to Zion to be taught God’s Torah. The 
First Century Jewish Believers just needed to help facilitate the right 
environment to see this expectation come to pass. The Apostolic 
decree would serve this need. When followed, the non-Jewish 
Believers would likely go to a local synagogue on Shabbat to hear from 
Moses’ Teaching (15:21), in order to understand the four prohibitions 
issued to them (15:20), and other facets of living the holy life it 
requires. The enaction of the New Covenant power of supernaturally 
writing the commandments on the heart (Jeremiah 31:31-34; Ezekiel 
36:25-27), would then be able to naturally take its course. 

Very few of us often try to consciously put ourselves back into the 
First Century culture of the time. The new non-Jewish converts to 
faith in Messiah lived in a society where the Greco-Roman 
“mythology,” as we call it today, was much of the “theology” of the 
people. They believed that the god Mercury was delivering divine 
messages to and fro. They believed that Cupid made people fall in 
love. They believed in Mount Olympus and that the Fates controlled 
people’s destinies. Some of them even believed that when it rained 
the gods were urinating from the clouds. The First Century culture of 
the Greeks and the Romans had temple prostitutes, and many 
practiced infant exposure. The kinds of religious writings that these 
people would consult would not be Psalms or Proverbs, but would 
instead be things like Homer’s Iliad or The Odyssey, or various kinds 
of epic plays.1 While we might make some crude jokes about Greco-
Roman temple prostitutes, visiting such persons and “interacting” 
with them—really was a religious experience. 

The early non-Jewish Believers had a great deal going against 
them from their background, if they really did want to be a part of the 
First Century Messianic movement, and join with Jewish Believers as 
their fellow brothers and sisters. The Apostolic decree would serve in 
helping to get the negative, anti-God character traits from the 

 
1 Consult the books New Testament History by F.F. Bruce (New York: Doubleday, 

1969), and Honor, Patronage, Kinship & Purity: Unlocking New Testament Culture by 
David A. deSilva (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2000) for a broad(er) review of 
the period. 
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cultural background of the non-Jewish Believers, out of them.2 And 
enacting four definitive, non-negotiable, necessary “essentials” 
(15:28), could not have come any sooner for the First Century 
Believers. F.F. Bruce indicates for us how, 

“Before long there would be more Gentile Christians than Jewish 
Christians in the world. The Jewish Christians feared that the influx 
of so many Gentile believers would bring about a weakening of 
Christian moral standards, and the evidence of Paul’s Corinthian 
correspondence shows that their misgivings were not unfounded. 
How was this new situation to be controlled?”3 

That the new, non-Jewish Believers of the 40s-50s C.E., for sure, 
were anticipated to go to the local synagogue and learn from Moses’ 
Teaching (15:21) and the Tanach Scriptures should be quite obvious.4 
The Jewish Synagogue was, for the most part, the only place where 
the Scriptures would be accessible. There was no “New Testament” 
written for these Believers to follow or consult. There was only the 
Torah and the Prophets and the Writings—the Tanach. The only 
Scriptures in existence at the time were the Torah of Moses and the 
Prophets—copies of which were largely only available at a local 
synagogue—especially in the Diaspora. How were the early non-
Jewish Believers supposed to understand what the God of Israel 
expected of them unless they went to the Jewish Synagogue to hear 
Moses’ Teaching? 

 
2 This is not to say that Greco-Roman culture did not have any positive character 

traits that enhanced the First Century Body of Messiah. It surely did, as there were 
certainly parallels to be found between the ethical and moral tenor of some of the 
various philosophers, and sentiments expressed within the Holy Scriptures. The 
Apostles were frequently able to find areas of agreement between the Scriptures and 
contemporary Greco-Roman philosophy, even though the Bible would often be quite 
subversive or superior to such philosophy in some way. 

For some further thoughts, consult John N. Oswalt, The Bible Among the Myths: 
Unique Revelation or Just Ancient Literature? (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009). 

Also useful is J.D. Charles, “Pagan Sources in the New Testament,” in Craig A. 
Evans and Stanley E. Porter, eds., Dictionary of New Testament Background (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2000), pp 761-763, which mostly describe common points of 
agreement between the Biblical message and various Greek and Roman (often quite 
localized) cultural values. 

3 Bruce, Acts, 301. 
4 Consult B. Chilton and E. Yamauchi, “Synagogues,” in Dictionary of New 

Testament Background, pp 1145-1153, for a summary of the kinds of things that were 
typical to synagogues of the First Century C.E. 
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The testimony of the Apostolic Scriptures demonstrates that the 
rulings of the Jerusalem Council were implemented with varying 
degrees of success. In some cases, there were no problems, as various 
communities of Jewish and non-Jewish Believers had already been 
associated with a local synagogue or Jewish community (like Philippi, 
and probably also Colossae), and the non-Jewish Believers already 
had a grounding in a large part of the commandments of God in the 
Torah. In other cases, though, some difficulties had to be overcome, 
as non-Jewish Believers came to faith directly from paganism (like 
Thessalonica), and still had to wrestle with the Torah’s basic ethical 
and moral code. In a few cases, for whatever reasons, antinomianism 
and a large disregard for God’s commandments had been allowed 
(like Corinth), and groups of Believers needed to be sternly 
admonished. Still, there would also be problems in seeing unity 
formed between diverse groups of Jewish and non-Jewish Believers, 
some of which would divide over trivial issues (like Rome). 

How was the Apostolic decree (15:19-21) implemented within the 
First Century ekklēsia, as the gospel went forth into the nations? We 
will consider what immediately followed the Jerusalem Council, how 
the Apostolic decree is relevant for understanding some of the 
instruction delivered within the Pauline Epistles, and what 
transpired during Paul’s visit to Jerusalem in Acts 21:17-26. Also to be 
analyzed is whether the non-Jewish Believers really were to be 
considered on a separate spiritual track than the Jewish Believers, not 
really having to take instruction from the Mosaic Law like the Jewish 
Believers—or not. Was the Body of Messiah to compose two sub-
peoples, or a single people, in Him? 

 
WHAT IMMEDIATELY FOLLOWED 
THE JERUSALEM COUNCIL? 

At the conclusion of the Jerusalem Council, it was agreed that a 
team of representatives from Jerusalem should visit Antioch (15:22, 
27), implementing the decree, and being able to teach and answer any 
questions that the non-Jewish Believers might have (15:32). When 
peace is able to be restored between Jerusalem and Antioch, they 
return to Jerusalem (15:33) with the exception of Silas (15:34; cf. 
15:40). Paul and Barnabas continue with the ministry work God has 
granted to them among the nations (15:35). 
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Some time after things return to a degree of normalcy in Antioch, 
Paul and Barnabas recognize that another ministry excursion is going 
to be necessary. Luke narrates Paul saying, “Let us return and visit 
the brethren in every city in which we proclaimed the word of the 
Lord, and see how they are” (15:36). Those who they previously 
visited in chs. 13 and 14 need to be connected with, so that the 
Apostles can make sure that they are progressing ahead in their faith 
properly. Barnabas, however, wanted to take along his cousin John 
Mark (15:37; cf. Colossians 4:10), which is something that Paul 
insisted they not do. His reason was that during their previous 
excursion, John Mark “had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not 
gone with them to the work” (15:38). 

We are not told the specific reason why John Mark deserted Paul 
and Barnabas (13:13), but Paul considered it to be tantamount to 
abandonment of the mission. It can be thought that John Mark might 
have been homesick, weary of traveling, or even did not appreciate 
his cousin having to be second to Paul. It might also be that John 
Mark felt uncomfortable traveling in lands where Jews were a 
minority. Richard N. Longenecker suggests that some of the scene 
which originally erupted in Antioch, could have been “incited by the 
return of John Mark and his unfavorable report”5 of what had been 
going on in Paul and Barnabas’ travels. (Fortunately, we do know 
from later testimony in Colossians 4:10 that Paul, Barnabas, and 
Mark all made amends.) 

As a result of their disagreement, Paul and Barnabas split up 
(15:39), with Silas being the one who continued on with him to Syria 
and Cilicia (15:40-41). Silas became a valuable coworker for Paul, and 
probably served as an amanuensis for some of his letters.6 

Starting out on his Second Missionary Journey, Paul arrived at 
Derbe and Lystra (16:1a), two of the places he had previously visited 
(14:8-20), a part of the province of Southern Galatia. At Lystra Paul 
encounters a young man named Timothy, who was a Believer in 
Yeshua, and who was well spoken of. Timothy was probably one who 
benefited from Paul’s preaching of the gospel during his previous 
visit, and now had grown considerably in his new faith. In 1 
Corinthians 4:7 Paul considers him “my beloved and faithful child in 

 
5 Longenecker, in EXP, 9:442. 
6 Witherington, Acts, 473. 
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the Lord,” an indication that Paul was likely responsible for him 
coming to salvation. 

Luke records how Timothy was “the son of a Jewish woman who 
was a believer, but his father was a Greek” (16:1b). In Paul’s later 
writing to Timothy, we find out that her name was Eunice (2 Timothy 
1:5). Longenecker describes how “The Jewish community at Lystra 
appears to have been small and without influence...Probably for that 
reason Timothy’s mother, a Jewess, was allowed to marry a Greek.”7 
While mixed marriages between Jews and Greeks were not 
completely uncommon, for some reason or another, as a half-Jew 
Timothy had remained uncircumcised (cf. 16:3). Even though Luke 
indicates that Timothy “was well spoken of by the brethren who were 
in Lystra and Iconium” (16:2), if Timothy joined Paul in his ministry 
excursion, his uncertain ethnic status may create some friction. I. 
Howard Marshall explains, “As the son of a mixed marriage Timothy 
had an anomalous position.”8 

There are various reasons as to why Timothy had remained 
uncircumcised. Timothy’s mother may have not taken her Jewish 
faith that seriously, especially having married a Greek man. The 
Jewish community of Lystra might have been a bit lax, integrated into 
the wider culture too much, or even a bit too progressive, so not 
circumcising the child of a mixed marriage would not be frowned 
upon. More likely, though, Timothy’s Greek father may have not 
allowed his son to have been circumcised. Paul actually lauds 
Timothy in 2 Timothy 3:15, how “from childhood you have known the 
sacred writings which are able to give you the wisdom that leads to 
salvation through faith which is in Messiah Yeshua.”9 Having been 
trained in the Tanach Scriptures, Timothy had probably remained 
uncircumcised as a half-Jew because of some specific internal family 
reasons. 

Having seen how Timothy was maturing in faith, “Paul wanted 
this man to go with him” (16:3a). However, before leaving with Paul, 
the good Apostle “took him and circumcised him” (16:3b). The reason 
as stated by Luke is, “because of the Jews who were in those parts, for 

 
7 Longenecker, in EXP, 9:455. 
8 Marshall, 259. 
9 Wall, in NIB, 10:266, considers Timothy to have been trained from the Greek 

Septuagint. 
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they all knew that his father was a Greek” (16:3c). Timothy was 
circumcised because he was half-Jewish, but might not have been 
considered a Jew at all to those Jews whom Paul would later make an 
effort to proclaim the gospel. While some have thought that Timothy 
could have been considered a Jew without circumcision, because of 
having a Jewish mother, it was only later halachah from the Second 
Century C.E. which ruled how the mother’s Jewishness determined 
her child’s ethnicity (b.Yevamot 45b). 

The Greeks would have viewed Timothy as being Jewish—even 
without circumcision—but more importantly for future situations 
Jews would have viewed Timothy as actually being Greek. 
Theologians commonly recognize the circumcision of Timothy as a 
unique case to be considered, especially given the previous words 
Paul would have issued in Galatians about circumcision. In Galatians 
2:3-5, during Paul’s relief mission visit, his Greek guide Titus saw no 
reason to be circumcised as a Jewish proselyte. In Galatians 5:2, Paul 
warns the Galatians against going through the ritual proselyte 
circumcision that the Judaizers/Influencers are pushing, because it 
will cause them to lose sight of Yeshua the Messiah. There was no 
need for these non-Jewish Believers to be recognized as ethnic Jews to 
be incorporated as equals into the Body of Messiah. Faith in Yeshua 
did this. 

The usage of the imperfect verb hupērchen in 16:3, in that 
Timothy’s father “was [hupērchen] a Greek,” is a good indication that 
by this point Timothy’s father was dead,10 and that he had prohibited 
his son from being circumcised as a good Jew. While the Jerusalem 
Council had just ruled that non-Jewish Believers did not have to 
become circumcised as ethnic Jews to be saved, Timothy was a 
different case which Paul clearly recognized in having him 
circumcised. Bruce observes, “That he should have done so is 
remarkable enough, in view of his strong language on this subject in 
the Epistle to the Galatians; but Timothy’s was an exceptional case.”11 
The issue for Timothy was not changing his ethnicity, via 
circumcision, to be accepted within a community of Messiah 
followers. The issue for Timothy was how being uncircumcised as a 
half-Jew and Messiah follower, could present some problems for him 

 
10 Barrett, 761. 
11 Bruce, Acts, 322. 
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among Jews who had not recognized Yeshua. Darrell L. Bock further 
comments, 

“The issue here...concerns what to do with someone of a mixed 
Jewish-Gentile background, not a Gentile of unmixed ancestry as is 
the debate in Acts 15...If Timothy honors his Jewish background, then 
there is no question.”12 

The ritual of being circumcised as a proselyte was not necessary 
for non-Jewish Believers to be included within the Body of Messiah. 
In the First Century, as circumcision served as a significant social 
identity marker for Jews, Timothy’s case of being half-Jewish and 
half-Greek could cause him to be viewed as neither one in the eyes of 
many. Remaining uncircumcised as a half-Jew would likely mean 
that many Jewish non-Believers would view him as an apostate.13 A 
definite solution for this needed to be enacted, so that in traveling 
with Paul, Timothy did not possess the stigma of not being quite 
Jewish or quite Greek. 

Bruce thinks that Timothy’s circumcision by Paul “was simple 
expediency that suggested the circumcision of one who was already a 
half-Jew.” He further states, “In such a case circumcision was merely 
a minor surgical operation performed for a practical purpose, and not 
a religious rite.”14 It is true, Timothy was already a mature Believer 
(16:2) and would not have needed physical circumcision for his 
salvation—quite contrary to the scene that required the Jerusalem 
Council to meet (15:1). In being circumcised, Timothy could now 
easily identify himself as a Jew, just like the Apostle Paul (cf. 
Philippians 3:5), and not be considered with suspicion by Jewish non-
Believers who might hear of his maternal parentage—as remaining 
physically uncircumcised could serve as a possible deterrent to their 
evangelism. 

Theologians like Longenecker recognize that “it was both proper 
and expedient for Paul to circumcise him. As Paul saw it, being a good 
Christian did not mean being a bad Jew. Rather, it meant being a 
fulfilled Jew.”15 While in Galatians Paul was staunchly opposed for 
circumcision meriting justification for the new, non-Jewish 

 
12 Bock, 522. 
13 Peterson, 450. 
14 Bruce, Acts, 322. 
15 Longenecker, in EXP, 9:455. 
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Believers, Timothy’s circumcision was a part of his ethnic heritage 
that should have been observed in his infancy, or at least earlier in 
his youth. Ben Witherington III further states, “There is no evidence 
that Paul objected to Jewish Christians practicing their ancestral 
religion so long as it was understood that doing so was not necessary 
for salvation.”16 

Witherington and other commentators, though, consider 
Timothy’s circumcision to primarily be “a missionary tactic.”17 From 
this viewpoint, Timothy’s circumcision was both a pragmatic action 
to gain favor among Jews in proclaiming the gospel, and/or 
upholding the Torah as a part of Jewish culture. But, was Paul, in any 
capacity, upholding the Torah’s instruction as being relevant and 
valid for Believers, in circumcising Timothy? Paul opposed 
circumcision as a means for inclusion within the ekklēsia, but did he 
oppose it as a matter of good obedience to the Torah, as a memorial 
sign of the Abrahamic Covenant? 

Timothy undergoing circumcision in the First Century, as a half-
Jewish Believer, would have had different social ramifications than a 
non-Jewish Believer with no Jewish ancestry, undergoing the 
procedure. Timothy’s level of spirituality also suggests that he was 
mature enough to go through with it, being targeted by Paul as one he 
wanted on his ministry team. 

Timothy being circumcised as a half-Jew, even if just as a medical 
operation and not ritual proselyte conversion (Jewish Believers 
hearing that a half-Jew was circumcised would probably not ask how 
it took place), would also seem to imply that if any non-Jewish 
Believers underwent circumcision (principally Greeks and Romans) 
in the First Century—as a matter of simple obedience to God—it 
would have had to have been done very discretely. This is not because 
circumcision could serve as a memorial sign of the Abrahamic 
Covenant, but because it carried with it extreme nationalistic 
overtones and undertones for the Jewish community of the First 
Century. And, we should be reminded that the circumcision of the 
First Century addressed in the Apostolic Scriptures, is not the 
medical operation that many millions of non-Jewish men have 

 
16 Witherington, Acts, 474. 
17 Ibid., 477. 
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received in the past two centuries, mainly in the West, as a matter of 
penile hygiene. 

 
THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE DECREE 

With Timothy’s ethnic status no longer in doubt, Luke narrates 
how Paul’s Second Missionary Journey continues: “Now while they 
were passing through the cities, they were delivering the decrees 
which had been decided upon by the apostles and elders who were in 
Jerusalem, for them to observe” (16:4). Paul delivered the Apostolic 
decree to Believers in cities other than Antioch, the original people 
for whom the Jerusalem Conference was convened, and to whom the 
original letter was written. David G. Peterson explains how “Paul and 
Silas saw the need to make” the Apostolic decree “more widely 
known. One reason for this must have been the disturbance caused 
by those who were preaching the necessity of circumcision for 
Gentile believers in the South Galatian churches (cf. Gal. 5:1-12; 6:12-
16).”18 The Apostolic decree, quite contrary to this, ruled against 
ritual proselyte circumcision, and carried with it Jerusalem’s stamp 
of approval. Silas, having been present at the Jerusalem Council, 
could verify its contents as an independent witness. 

Luke does label the Apostolic decision to be ta dogmata, “the 
decisions” (RSV, NIV, ESV). Unlike Ephesians 2:15, where dogma has 
the negative usage of man-made regulations that were responsible 
for erecting the unnecessary and highly inappropriate dividing wall 
in Herod’s Temple complex—keeping people out19—Acts 16:4 
includes a positive usage of dogma that will more easily welcome 
people in. Generally speaking, dogma relates to “that which seems to 
one, an opinion, dogma” (LS),20 and the Apostolic decree would involve 
a Holy Spirit-directed opinion of where immediate change on the 
part of the non-Jewish Believers would be required (15:28). Yet quite 
concurrent with dogma also being “a public decree, ordinance” (LS),21 
C.K. Barrett summarizes how, 

 
18 Peterson, 452. 
19 This is addressed more fully in the author’s commentary Ephesians for the 

Practical Messianic. 
20 LS, 207. 
21 Ibid. 
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“It is used of orders laid down by a duly constituted person or 
group...The word does not suggest a request for considerate 
behaviour, aimed at making possible harmonious common meals at 
which both Jewish and Gentile Christians might unite, rather 
ordinances that must be observed by those who wish to be members 
of the group that ordains them.”22 

Paul delivering the ruling of the Jerusalem Council, however 
mandated, served a positive role for the Believers he went out and 
visited. Bock says, “such communication serves to strengthen the 
church or bring joy to the church.”23 Non-Jewish Believers who had 
possibly been told that they had to be immediately circumcised as 
proselytes, and were being ordered to keep the Torah, probably felt a 
great deal of relief in hearing that such drastic changes were not 
required. They had to do some things to be certain, but the more 
gradual and Spirit-led approach in learning Moses’ Teaching and 
Israel’s Scriptures would come from the enactment of the New 
Covenant (Jeremiah 31:31-34; Ezekiel 36:25-27), and the natural 
fulfillment of Tanach prophecies (Micah 4:2; Isaiah 2:3). 

Knowing the definite things that the non-Jewish Believers had to 
do—without question—more forbearance and patience could be 
observed in allowing them to be discipled and nurtured in the further 
truths of God’s Word. Luke states how “the [assemblies] were being 
strengthened in the faith, and were increasing in number daily” 
(16:5). The Apostolic decree served to see the communities of 
Believers Paul visited, grow at a healthy rate. Peterson concludes, 
“Luke makes the important point that resolution of doctrinal and 
practical issues in the churches promoted the work of the gospel and 
led to rapid growth.”24 There might even be an analogy drawn 
between the growth of these groups of Believers, and the previous 
growth that various assemblies from Judea experienced: 

 
“The word of God kept on spreading; and the number of the 
disciples continued to increase greatly in Jerusalem, and a great 
many of the priests were becoming obedient to the faith” (Acts 
6:7). 
 

 
22 Barrett, 763. 
23 Bock, 523. 
24 Peterson, 452. 
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“So the [assembly] throughout all Judea and Galilee and Samaria 
enjoyed peace, being built up; and going on in the fear of the Lord 
and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit, it continued to increase” 
(Acts 9:31). 
 
When the legitimate work of the Lord—something quite 

prophetic (15:15)—is properly realized, then the Body of Messiah 
can grow at a steady and solid rate. Witherington rightly notes, 
“assemblies were strengthened in the faith and increased in numbers 
daily. The decree, far from dividing the church, helped unite it.”25 
Definite requirements were in place, and non-Jewish Believers no 
longer had to worry about being made into immediate proselytes. 
Much of the confusion seen in Galatia, Antioch, and any related 
assemblies could be stopped, and the real work of the Lord could 
begin. 

 
 

THE REVELANCE  
OF THE APOSTOLIC DECREE 

WITHIN THE PAULINE EPISTLES 
 

Given the importance of the Apostolic decree (15:19-21) in stopping 
the agenda of the hyper-conservative Pharisees requiring ritual 
proselyte circumcision and Torah-keeping of the non-Jewish 
Believers for salvation, it should be no surprise that it should factor 
into our understanding of at least some of the Pauline letters. Those 
of us who hold to a high view of Scripture and its reliability, 
rightfully believe that the beloved Paul (15:25) agreed with the 
intention of the Apostolic decree, and how it would serve to lay forth 
definite necessities that the new, non-Jewish Believers had to follow 
in order to demonstrate their loyalty to Israel’s God and Messiah. The 
events following the Jerusalem Council indicate that the Apostle Paul 
made efforts to implement James’ ruling in communities he had 
planted (16:4). 

The relevance of the Apostolic decree for interpreting Paul’s 
letters is certainly something that is recognized by theologians across 

 
25 Witherington, Acts, 477. 
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