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matter? V. 19 appears to be referring to the Greeks and the Romans 
who have been affected by Paul’s ministry, whereas v. 21 speaks 
about all the Jews out in the Diaspora, “throughout the nations” 
(LITV), who interact with pagans. The principal claim, which The 
Message tries to capture, is “They've been told that you advise 
believing Jews who live surrounded by Gentiles...” (v. 21) to abandon 
the Torah and Moses. This rumor finds its support not necessarily of 
the fact that Jews lived in the Diaspora (v. 21), but that out in the 
Diaspora, because of the spread of the good news, they were now 
interacting with non-Jewish people on a much closer basis than ever 
before (v. 19). 
 

 
22 “What, then, is to be done? They will certainly hear that 
you have come. 23 Therefore do this that we tell you. We have 
four men who are under a vow; 24 take them and purify 
yourself along with them, and pay their expenses so that they 
may shave their heads; and all will know that there is 
nothing to the things which they have been told about you, 
but that you yourself also walk orderly, keeping the Law. 25 
But concerning the Gentiles who have believed, we wrote, 
having decided that they should abstain from meat sacrificed 
to idols and from blood and from what is strangled and from 
fornication.” 
 
21:22-23 The Jewish Believers who James and the Jerusalem 

leaders report are “zealous for the Law” (v. 20), as indicated, “will 
certainly hear that you have come.” The concern for Paul is not that 
Jewish Believers who are living forth the significant righteous 
imperatives of God’s Torah have heard that he has arrived—it is 
those who are zealous and have either heard or believed the rumor 
circulating about him. They have concluded that Paul tells Jews to 
cast off their responsibilities as being chosen of God, as a result of 
him bringing Greeks and Romans into the community of Messiah 
followers. Among those zealous for Torah could have been Zealots, 
intent on seeing Paul assassinated in some way. 

James and the Jerusalem leaders know that Paul is not disloyal to 
either the Torah or his own Jewish people, but that he has a unique 
ministry calling among the nations. They have a solution that they 
hope will immediately squelch any thought that Paul is a turncoat 
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Jew, in apostasy against Moses, or is some rogue out there in defiance 
of the home base at Jerusalem. They inform him, “Do therefore what 
we tell you. We have four men who are under a vow” (RSV). 
Previously in Acts 18:18, Paul had kept a Nazirite vow, and would 
have had to go to Jerusalem to complete it. Here in Acts 21:23, there 
are four Jewish Believers who are preparing to finish their own 
Nazirite vows. Paul will be a part of the closing rituals, in adherence 
to the Jerusalem leaders’ direction. As Peterson describes, “In the 
process of completing his own period of purification, Paul could have 
helped four impoverished Nazirites complete their purification or 
period of separation by paying their expenses.”107 

21:24 What Paul is specifically instructed to do is, “take these men 
and purify yourself along with them and pay their expenses, so that 
they may shave their heads. Thus all will know that there is nothing 
in what they have been told about you but that you yourself live in 
observance of the law” (RSV). It is noteworthy that Paul himself is 
not going to specifically participate in a Nazirite vow, as halachically 
such a vow had to last for a duration of thirty days (Josephus Wars of 
the Jews 2.313; m.Nazir 6:3), and the needs of the moment would not 
permit such a long wait. The exact ritual Paul will go through is 
probably a seven-day purification intended for those who have been 
traveling in outside lands, entering into the Holy Place (m.Ohalot 2:3; 
17:5; 18:6; Acts 21:27). Going through such a ritual cleansing, Paul can 
be present when the four Jewish Believers end their Nazirite vow. As 
a gesture of goodwill, he can also pay their expenses—perhaps even 
with some of the funds he has collected from out in the 
Mediterranean. 

Participating in any of the rites of a Nazirite vow, even just the 
closing rituals, would have been an important action for Paul—as the 
instructions that regulate a Nazirite vow are not explicit 
commandments required of all (Numbers 6:1-21). Numbers 6:2 
prefaces, “When a man or woman makes a special vow, the vow of a 
Nazirite...,” actually beginning with the conjunction ki, which can 
also be rendered as “if” (NIV). The instruction of the Nazirite vow is 
not something that everyone has to follow in the course of life, even 
though it is something that is very useful in terms of being dedicated 
very closely to the Lord by abstaining from alcohol, vinegar, and 

 
107 Peterson, 587. 
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grapes (Numbers 6:3). Because the option of taking a Nazirite vow 
was not something that everyone just did, Paul accompanying some 
Jewish Believers who were finishing their vow, would indicate strong 
loyalties to the Torah. Paul was not, for example, going to be spied on 
when walking through the Roman marketplace in Caesarea, to see 
what he would eat or later whether he would not keep Shabbat—
contrary to the practice of everyday Jews. Paul would have to 
demonstrate loyalty to Moses’ Teaching by his participation in 
something that everyday Jews really did not do, and in the very 
public precincts of the Temple. 

It is not difficult for today’s Messianics to acknowledge that the 
Apostle Paul was quite loyal to both the Torah and to his own Jewish 
people, and that his agreeing with the Jerusalem leaders’ request was 
not out of some maneuvering via religious politics—as though his 
being purified was only so that peace and good relations could be 
restored. But, many of today’s evangelical Christian commentators do 
conclude that accommodating their directives is the only reason why 
Paul agreed to go through with the purification request. They base 
this partially on 1 Corinthians 9:20-21: 

“To the Jews I became as a Jew, so that I might win Jews; to those 
who are under the Law, as under the Law though not being myself 
under the Law, so that I might win those who are under the Law; to 
those who are without law, as without law, though not being without 
the law of God but under the law of Messiah [ennomos Christou; 
within law to Christ, YLT], so that I might win those who are without 
law.” 

The common interpretation of these verses is that the Apostle 
Paul follows the Torah when around Jewish people, and does not 
follow it when around non-Jews. Fee actually labels this as “his 
apparently chameleonlike stance in matters of social 
relationships.”108 While Paul’s relationships with different groups of 
people is the issue, it not only extends to how he interacts with 
Jewish people or non-Jewish people, but he even says “To the weak I 
became weak, that I might win the weak; I have become all things to 
all men, so that I may by all means save some” (1 Corinthians 9:22), 
and it would surely be difficult for him to become purposefully 
physically impaired. These verses instead emphasize how Paul tries 

 
108 Fee, 1 Corinthians, 423. 
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to be empathetic and understanding to the people he interacts with, 
in order to positively impact them with the gospel. Paul’s ad-hoc 
categories here are: those who are Jewish, those who are “under the 
Law,” those who are “without law,” and those who are weak. And, it 
is a mistake for us to think that being “under the Law” is the same as 
being Torah observant—for Paul does follow “the framework of 
Torah as upheld by the Messiah” (1 Corinthians 9:21, CJB; cf. Galatians 
6:2). Being “under the Law” is being subject to the Torah’s 
condemnation upon sinners—especially for Jewish people who very 
clearly knew the Torah’s standard of holiness, and for whom Paul 
was certainly concerned (Romans 11:14).109 

The intent of Christian interpreters wanting to make Paul sound 
as though he flip-flops between different spiritual ideologies for 
different groups of people—is so Paul can present the appearance of 
being a Jew faithful to the Torah, while at the same time claim that 
non-Jewish Believers do not have to follow any of it. The position of 
later Christian leaders like Justin Martyr was that Jewish Believers 
could continue to practice things like circumcision or the Sabbath, 
and that non-Jewish Believers could join with them in fellowship, 
although the former were weak-minded (Dialogue with Trypho 47).110 
Many in today’s evangelical Church are similarly not opposed to 
Jewish Believers maintaining their cultural and ethnic Jewish 
heritage, or to Messianic Judaism; they just do not want to have to 
have anything to do with it themselves, beyond just rudimentary 
Biblical morality. This is really far off from the eschatological 
expectations of the nations coming to Zion to be taught from God’s 

 
109 For a further discussion, consult the author’s article “What Does ‘Under the 

Law’ Really Mean?” (appearing in Introduction to Things Messianic). 
110 “‘There are such people, Trypho,’ I answered; ‘and these do not venture to 

have any intercourse with or to extend hospitality to such persons; but I do not agree 
with them. But if some, through weak-mindedness, wish to observe such institutions 
as were given by Moses, from which they expect some virtue, but which we believe 
were appointed by reason of the hardness of the people’s hearts, along with their 
hope in this Christ, and [wish to perform] the eternal and natural acts of 
righteousness and piety, yet choose to live with the Christians and the faithful, as I 
said before, not inducing them either to be circumcised like themselves, or to keep 
the Sabbath, or to observe any other such ceremonies, then I hold that we ought to 
join ourselves to such, and associate with them in all things as kinsmen and 
brethren.” 
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Law (Isaiah 2:3; Micah 4:2), and Paul himself stating that in the 
Messiah, “we uphold the law” (Romans 3:31, RSV). 

Paul joining in the purification rites was by no means the result 
of him flip-flopping or acting like some kind of spiritual shapeshifter. 
On the contrary, Luke’s record of his defense before Felix indicates 
that he considered himself sincere in his loyalty to the Torah, and 
that he wanted to be honest in his dealings before God and all people: 

“But this I admit to you, that according to the Way which they call 
a sect I do serve the God of our fathers, believing everything that is in 
accordance with the Law and that is written in the Prophets; having a 
hope in God, which these men cherish themselves, that there shall 
certainly be a resurrection of both the righteous and the wicked. In 
view of this, I also do my best to maintain always a blameless 
conscience both before God and before men” (24:17-19). 

We should not conclude that Paul’s going through the purification 
ritual was only a convenient way for (a false) peace to be attempted 
between himself and the overly-conservative Jewish Believers in 
Jerusalem. The clause pisteuōn pasai tois kata ton nomon, “I continue to 
believe everything that accords with the Torah” (CJB), is by no means 
one of disloyalty to the Law or to Paul’s Jewish heritage. The verb 
pisteuōn is notably a present active participle (verb functioning as a 
noun), which could allow (even though it might not be the first 
option chosen) Acts 24:17 to be rendered with “I am a believer in 
everything that is in accordance with the Law...”111 

21:25 Having been instructed by James and the Jerusalem leaders 
to go through with a purification ritual, joining with four Jewish 
Believers finishing up their Nazirite vows, v. 25 then interjects the 
four prohibitions of the Apostolic decree (15:20, 29). What does the 
placement of this within the scope of these events mean for readers of 
the Book of Acts? 

Those who hold to a relatively low historical view of Acts think 
that Paul really is a rogue out there, conducting ministry activity 
contrary to the will of the Jerusalem leaders, and that he is just now 
hearing about the Apostolic decree. Baird concludes, “The letter to 
Gentile converts...is mentioned as if Paul has never heard of it.”112 F. 

 
111 Cf. David Allan Black, Learn to Read New Testament Greek, expanded edition 

(Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1994), pp 130-145. 
112 Baird, in The Interpreter’s One-Volume Commentary on the Bible, 758. 
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Scott Spencer’s thoughts are toned down a bit, as he states, “From 
their perspective...it is as if he had forgotten or disregarded the 
decision as soon as he heard it.”113 Either way, the Apostolic decree is 
thought to be something Paul really did not find that much use for. 

Conservative interpreters will agree that Paul is not just now 
hearing the Apostolic decree regarding the inclusion of non-Jews in 
the ekklēsia. Witherington rightly indicates, “Paul of course knows 
very well that such a letter has been sent with the decree in it, for he 
helped disseminate it...but the point here is to reiterate the 
commitment to that arrangement.”114 It will also be noted that the 
repetition of the prohibitions serves an important point within the 
passage, concerning the purification rituals that Paul is about to go 
through. The repetition of the Jerusalem Council’s ruling is intended 
to emphasize something about Paul being a Jew loyal to the Torah: 

“With regard to the Gentiles who have believed, we have written 
a letter containing our decision that they should keep themselves 
from food sacrificed to idols, from blood, from what is strangled, and 
from sexual immorality” (HCSB). 

Most take the inclusion of the Apostolic decree in v. 25 as a 
contrasting remark to vs. 23-24. Paul needs to prove his loyalty to the 
Torah and to Judaism by joining the four in the completion of their 
vows, but the non-Jewish Believers do not have to go to such means, 
and need only continue adhering to what has been instructed. 
Reflective of this view, Bruce states, “The repetition of these terms is 
perfectly natural in the present context. The leaders of the Jerusalem 
church wish to assure him that their misgivings concern his teaching 
given to Jewish converts only.”115 Marshall also thinks, “The fact that 
Paul was being asked to behave in this way in no sense implied that 
similar demands would be made of the Gentiles.”116 Messianics who 
have concluded that the four prohibitions would serve to help the 
non-Jewish Believers along the path of a steady Torah obedience via 
discipleship, might be proven to be incorrect. Paul has to 
demonstrate his loyalty to Judaism, but other than the four 
prohibitions the non-Jewish Believers did not have to do anything 

 
113 Spencer, 209. 
114 Witherington, Acts, 650. 
115 Bruce, Acts, 431. 
116 Marshall, 346. 
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else. The observation of Peterson is, “This functions in the present 
context to reassure those present—and also the reader—that the 
Jerusalem leaders are not revisiting the question of the Mosaic law 
for Gentile believers.”117 

It might be too often overlooked just what kind of action in which 
Paul is asked to participate: being present at the conclusion of 
someone’s Nazirite vow. Taking a Nazirite vow was not something 
that your average Jew just went out and did, like remembering the 
Sabbath every seventh day. “The role of a Nazirite was that of a 
votary, a sacred person who was consecrated to divine service for a 
specific period of time and as the result of a vow and as an expression 
of special commitment to God” (ISBE).118 The specialty of making a 
Nazirite vow could even be contrasted a bit with Paul’s desire to 
make the traveling effort to be in Jerusalem for Shavuot/Pentecost 
(20:16). 

Is v. 25 really to serve as a contrast to vs. 22-24, so that while Paul 
demonstrates himself a good Jew who does not tell Jewish Believers to 
abandon the Torah—non-Jewish Believers do not have to do anything 
else but the four prohibitions? Or, does v. 25 appear in the narrative 
to affirm that Paul really has been delivering the Apostolic decree all 
along—and that the introduction of non-Jewish Believers into the 
assembly has not at all caused Jewish Believers to become 
“paganized”? Is the repetition of the Apostolic decree in v. 25 at all 
affected by the circumstances which led to the rumor about Paul? 

Many Bibles begin v. 25 as “But concerning/as...” (NASU, RSV, 
NKJV, NRSV, ESV), which serves to support this as a contrasting 
statement to Paul’s Jewish loyalty. However, the opening preposition 
and conjunction, peri de, can be rendered as “And concerning/as...” 
(YLT, LITV),119 with no real contrast to be implied. Which is the 
correct way to view peri de? Technically, both are correct. In its entry 
for the conjunction de, BDAG opens it with how it is “one of the most 
common Gk. particles, used to connect one clause to another, either 
to express contrast or simple continuation.”120 Knowing this, a value 
judgment has to be made in interpreting why v. 25 is included in the 

 
117 Peterson, 588. 
118 R.K. Harrison, “Nazirite,” in ISBE, 3:501. 
119 Grk. peri de tōn pepisteukotōn ethnōn.... 
120 BDAG, 213. 
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narrative. Is the instruction of vs. 22-24 being interrupted, or is a 
continuing thought being added to what has just been said? 

John T. Squires points out, “James proposes a means for 
defending Paul against this charge (21:22-24) which will supplement 
the already circulated letter to Gentile believers (v. 25).”121 Vs. 22-25 
taken together are to serve that Paul is a Jew loyal to the Torah, and is 
no apostate. Paul, by going through the purification ritual, will prove 
this to be true, and James’ repetition of the Apostolic decree will 
additionally show that the claims against him are to be considered 
false. And what are some of those false claims? They are stated when 
he finishes his purification, and prepares to go into the Temple 
precincts: 

“When the seven days were almost over, the Jews from Asia, upon 
seeing him in the temple, began to stir up all the crowd and laid hands 
on him, crying out, ‘Men of Israel, come to our aid! This is the man 
who preaches to all men everywhere against our people and the Law 
and this place; and besides he has even brought Greeks into the 
temple and has defiled this holy place.’ For they had previously seen 
Trophimus the Ephesian in the city with him, and they supposed that 
Paul had brought him into the temple. Then all the city was 
provoked, and the people rushed together, and taking hold of Paul 
they dragged him out of the temple, and immediately the doors were 
shut” (21:27-30). 

The false claim against Paul is that he has been bringing pagan 
idolaters into the Holy Place in Jerusalem, defiling it. By extension, 
the false claim is that he has been preaching against the Torah, hence 
by introducing pagan idolaters into the community of Messiah 
followers to get Jews to cast aside the Torah and apostasize from 
Judaism. James knows that this is all false, and that in spite of the 
rumors, Paul has been as faithful as humanly possible to implement 
the Apostolic decree in his ministry activities. The integration of 
non-Jewish Believers, into the community of faith as equals, was not 
at all intended to result in the casting aside of either Jewish identity 
or the relevance of God’s Torah for Jews. The discipleship of the non-
Jews is really not the specific issue in v. 25. But, given the charged 
political and social environment of Jerusalem, the slightest word 
could set off the mob, as is seen before Paul’s arrest. 

 
121 Squires, in ECB, 1257. 
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The placement of v. 25 within James’ and the Jerusalem leaders’ 
discussion with Paul does not at all need to be taken as meaning that 
the non-Jewish Believers were not required to progress beyond the 
four prohibitions. On the contrary, as Wall confirms, “this repetition 
of James’s verdict provides a narrative prompt for a review of Paul’s 
mission in Acts: At no time has Paul allowed the ‘pollutions of idols’ 
to contaminate a Jewish identity in the congregations of the diaspora 
church.”122 He further describes how James “feared that the presence 
of converted pagans in an assembly of Jewish believers would 
compromise their Jewish identity,”123 but the intention of the 
Apostolic decree Paul has been teaching saw to it that this would not 
take place. Vs. 22-25 are used to remind the reader that the Apostle 
Paul is a man who is “orderly, keeping the Law” because “concerning 
the Gentiles who have believed, we wrote...,” which Paul at the 
Jerusalem Council agreed to. Paul’s implementation of the Apostolic 
decree among the nations confirms his obedience to the Torah, that 
he is not rogue and completely independent from Jerusalem, and that 
the introduction of non-Jews is not tantamount to introducing Greco-
Roman paganism into the ekklēsia! 

Like Acts 15:24, there are some different textual witnesses of Acts 
21:25. Of notable importance, the Textus Receptus adds the clause 
“...that they should observe no such thing” (NKJV), whereas this is 
missing from the oldest textual witnesses.124 

 

 
122 Wall, in NIB, 10:294. 
123 Ibid., 10:295. 
124 Aland, GNT, 493; Nestle and Aland, GNT, 387. 
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ACTS 21:25 

TEXTUS RECEPTUS 
ACTS 21:25 

critical text 
 
But concerning the Gentiles 
who believe, we have written 
and decided that they should 
observe no such thing, except 
that they should keep 
themselves from things 
offered to idols, from blood, 
from things strangled, and 
from sexual immorality 
(NKJV). 
 

 
But as for the Gentiles who 
have believed, we have sent 
a letter with our judgment 
that they should abstain 
from what has been 
sacrificed to idols, and from 
blood, and from what has 
been strangled, and from 
sexual immorality (ESV). 
 

 
Peri de tōn pepisteukontōn 
ethnōn hēmeis epesteilamen 
krinantes mēden toiouton tērein 
autous ei mē phulassesthai 
autous, to te eidōlothuton kai to, 
haima kai pnikton kai porneian 
 

 
Peri de tōn pepisteukotōn 
ethnōn hēmeis epesteilamen 
krinantes phulassesthai 
autous to te eidōlothuton kai 
hai ma kai pnikton kai 
porneian 
 

 
The younger witness has added the clause mēden toiouton tērein 

autois ei mē, “that they observe no such thing” (KJV), which would 
refer to the actions required by James of Paul. Bruce M. Metzger 
describes how this “reading is a Western paraphrase of the intent of 
the Decree,”125 or more likely, how some generations of Christians in 
later centuries interpreted this scene. This clause may have been an 
explanatory note that eventually made its way into the text as an 
interpolation. It could have also been inserted into v. 25, to conform 
to younger witnesses of 15:24 that had the extended reading 
(addressed previously). 
 
 
 
 

 

 
125 Metzger, Textual Commentary, 485. 
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26 Then Paul took the men, and the next day, purifying 
himself along with them, went into the temple giving notice 
of the completion of the days of purification, until the 
sacrifice was offered for each one of them. 
 
21:26 Paul agrees to James’ and the Jerusalem leaders’ request 

immediately. Luke narrates, “The next day Paul took the men and 
purified himself along with them. Then he went to the temple to give 
notice of the date when the days of purification would end and the 
offering would be made for each of them” (NIV). Again, there would 
be insufficient time for Paul to make a Nazirite vow, which would 
require thirty days of cleansing (m.Nazir 3:6). Paul instead, planning 
to enter the Holy Place from foreign lands, underwent seven days of 
purification (21:27). This would make him able to be there at the 
absolution ceremony of the four Jewish Believers who would be 
finishing up their Nazirite vows. Longenecker summarizes: 

“This ritual included reporting to one of the priests and being 
sprinkled with water of atonement on the third and seventh 
days...What Paul did was to report to the priest at the start of his 
seven days of purification, inform him that he was providing the 
funds for the offerings of the four impoverished men who had taken 
Nazirite vows, and return to the temple at regular intervals during 
the week for the appropriate rites. He would have also informed the 
priest of the date when the Nazirite vows of the four would be 
completed (or, perhaps, they were already completed, awaiting only 
the offerings and presentation of the hair) and when he planned to be 
with them (either with all of them together or with each one 
individually) for the absolution ceremony.”126 

Paul being there at the close of these Nazirite vows, paying for the 
expenses of the poor Believers, actually had precedent in Jewish 
history. Herod Agrippa I had paid the expenses of some poor 
Nazirites before (Josephus Antiquities of the Jews 19.294). Paul, likely 
taking some of the funds he had collected from the non-Jewish 
Believers out in the Mediterranean, could demonstrate to the Jewish 
Believers of Judea that there need not be any schism between them. 

The Apostle Paul actually participating in the closing rites of 
those who had taken a Nazirite vow is met with controversy by some 

 
126 Longenecker, in EXP, 9:520. 
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commentators. A liberal interpreter like Baird thinks, “While the 
apostle is able to make concessions to the Jews...participation in a 
ritual to prove his loyalty to the law (cf. Rom. 7:12) would be out of 
character,”127 thus probably making this all pseudo-historical. Others 
are not sure if the author of Acts has gotten his facts straight about 
the four Jews who took a vow, and now what Paul does after seven 
days of purification. Does he take a Nazirite vow? Does he just get 
purified to be present? Among liberals, Barrett at least recognizes, 
“the details are less important than the fundamental proposal that 
Paul should clear his reputation by taking part in the Temple ritual 
relating to vows, and should do so as a partner with a group of Jewish 
Christians.”128 

Conservative interpreters accept what Luke has recorded at face 
value: Paul went through the purification ritual and was present 
during the ceremonies where animal sacrifices were offered. Was 
being present during these animal sacrifices, on Paul’s behalf, 
somehow a denial of the supreme sacrifice of Yeshua the Messiah for 
humanity’s sin? Stanley D. Toussaint, a dispensationalist, actually 
argues that Paul’s presence at the sacrifices was not tantamount to 
denying the final sacrifice of the Lord. He states, “Paul was not 
denying the finished work of Christ by offering animal sacrifices...He 
must have looked on these sacrifices as memorials. After all, this will 
be the significance of millennial sacrifices (Ezek. 43:18-46:24; Mal. 
1:1; 3:3-4).”129 

Even though being present at the conclusion of these four Jewish 
Believers’ Nazirite vows would have been a very important gesture 
that Paul was not disloyal to the Torah, the scene of Acts 21:27 
following all the way to the end of the book itself, is evidence that it 
did not work. Bruce observes, “There is no evidence that his action 
produced any such reassuring effect on the zealots for the law as 
James and his fellow-elders had hoped.”130 Either the rumors were 
just too great, or the crowds were just too massive (21:30-32). As soon 
as Paul stepped foot on the Temple precincts for that final ceremony, 

 
127 Baird, in The Interpreter’s One-Volume Commentary on the Bible, 758. 
128 Barrett, 1011. 
129 Toussaint, in BKCNT, 416. 
130 Bruce, Acts, 432. 
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God’s plan that he was to make his way all the way to Rome was in 
play. 

 
THE CHALLENGES OF COMING TOGETHER 
AS ONE IN MESSIAH 

Regardless of the position that any reader of either the Book of 
Acts, the Pauline Epistles, or the Apostolic Scriptures in general takes 
toward the relevance of the Torah—the fact remains that the First 
Century period was very complicated. On the one hand, as Greeks 
and Romans came to faith, many of these people came from religious 
backgrounds where they had, at one point or another in their lives, 
worshipped idols and lived in defiance of the Creator God. On the 
other hand, as Jewish Believers saw these people acknowledge the 
God of Israel and His Son, Messiah Yeshua, they were undeniably 
suspicious. Even when some of these non-Jewish Believers had been 
associated with a local synagogue at one point as God-fearers, this 
would not automatically guarantee that they had been trained in 
some basic Biblical ethics. Some of the new non-Jewish Believers had 
likely just been nominally involved with the Synagogue, adding 
worship of Israel’s God to a selection of beings they entreated. 

The thought of many Jewish Believers was clearly that the non-
Jews had to become circumcised as proselytes, and keep the Torah to 
be saved (15:1, 5). This is something that the Apostles would have 
nothing to do with, as Peter considered it to be tempting God (15:10). 
A more pragmatic solution was sought, as James recognized that the 
salvation of the nations was a part of Israel’s restoration, which 
would have included not only salvation in general going out to the 
world—but resolution to the issue of the exiled Northern Kingdom 
(15:15-19; Amos 9:11-12, LXX). James did not try to sort out the details, 
but simply affirmed that “the words of the Prophets” (15:15) were 
taking shape. The Prophets also anticipated the nations coming to 
Zion to be taught the Torah (Isaiah 2:3; Micah 4:2). James’ four 
prohibitions of abstaining from idolatry/idolatrous meals, sexual 
immorality, strangled meat, and blood (15:20) were intended to get 
the non-Jewish Believers cut off from their previous spheres of social 
influence, and into the social spheres of influence where they could 
interact more freely with Jewish Believers, or Jews who at least 
acknowledged the One True God. At local synagogues throughout the 
Empire, they could hear more about what these four prohibitions 
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meant—but they could most especially hear more from Moses’ 
Teaching (15:21). 

The Apostolic decree was a very wise move: take the gradual 
approach to instructing the new, non-Jewish Believers in the 
Scriptures, and let prophecy naturally take its course. The Apostolic 
decree, as witnessed by letters like 1 Corinthians, did not always 
work, though—especially in circumstances where the Believers were 
ejected from the local synagogue and forced to rely exclusively on 
home assemblies. The frequent interjection of non-Jews from the 
lower classes and slave class, perhaps including some very under-
educated, illiterate, and uncouth people at times, would make 
circumstances for teachers like Paul very difficult. Consider how he 
really does have to instruct those in Asia Minor, “Let the thief no 
longer steal...” (Ephesians 4:28, RSV), as though some of the “Messiah 
followers” were actively out there stealing! How much do we 
overlook a critical letter like Philemon, where Paul has to instruct 
someone about what to do with his runaway slave? There is much in 
terms of social background that often just goes right over our heads! 

It is sometimes claimed today, even by some very capable 
Messianic Jewish teachers, that there is a deafening silence in the 
letters of Paul as to whether the new, non-Jewish Believers were 
really to keep the Sabbath, appointed times, kosher laws, etc., as a 
part of their growth in holiness. Paul’s letters, with the exception of 
only a few places, really do not mention these things. Instead, what 
we see emphasized are issues on morality, sexuality, etc. Is their 
absence really definitive proof that Paul did not have a high 
value of these things for non-Jews? I do not believe so, because the 
quintessential teaching of our Messiah Yeshua, the Sermon on the 
Mount, lacks reference to these things as well. And, even the 
teaching of the Prophets largely focuses people on being ethical, 
concerned with the poor and destitute, and not being caught up in 
either idolatry or sexual immorality. Basic ethics getting the bulk of 
the attention in Apostolic teaching, is no different than what we see 
in the Tanach with the Prophets calling God’s people to remember: 

“With what shall I come to the LORD and bow myself before the 
God on high? Shall I come to Him with burnt offerings, with yearling 
calves? Does the LORD take delight in thousands of rams, in ten 
thousand rivers of oil? Shall I present my firstborn for my rebellious 
acts, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul? He has told you, O 
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man, what is good; and what does the LORD require of you but to do 
justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” (Micah 
6:6-8). 

As Twenty-First Century people, we sometimes make the mistake 
of reading the New Testament as though it portrays ideal 
circumstances in all instances. It does not. However, the trajectory of 
the Holy Scriptures remains one where the God of Israel desires a 
single people in Him. Paul wrote the Romans, “For there is no 
distinction between Jew and Greek; for the same Lord is Lord of all, 
abounding in riches for all who call on Him; for ‘WHOEVER WILL CALL 
ON THE NAME OF THE LORD WILL BE SAVED’ [Joel 2:32]” (Romans 10:12-
13). The non-Jewish Believer, just like the Jewish Believer, is to be 
considered a part of the polity of Israel (Romans 11:17; Ephesians 2:11-
13; 3:6; cf. Galatians 6:16), but not at the expense of expressing 
dishonor to the historic Jewish people. Emphasizing this was not 
always easy, because there were social and spiritual prejudices to 
overcome. Even the good Apostle Peter himself was rebuked, “you, 
being a Jew, live like the Gentiles and not like the Jews” (Galatians 
2:14), an indication that he was treating non-Jewish Believers in the 
same kind of disrespectful way that Greeks and Romans would 
probably have treated him (i.e., Tacitus Histories 5.5.1-2). Similarly, 
the many references that Paul has to employ in Romans chs. 9-11 to 
“Israel” as the Jewish people—even though non-Jews were 
considered a part of Israel too—is a direct reminder that Jewish non-
Believers deserved their respect: “do not be arrogant toward the 
branches; but if you are arrogant, remember that it is not you who 
supports the root, but the root supports you” (Romans 11:18). 

The wisdom of the Apostolic decree would be the recognition that 
in only requiring four mandated things of the new, non-Jewish 
Believers, various details of the Kingdom’s restoration were “in 
progress.” They were not to be unnecessarily troubled (15:19) if God’s 
plans were really at work. Given the social realities of the First 
Century, it would be difficult for many of the non-Jewish Believers to 
implement just the four things, much less them possessing any kind of 
thorough understanding of the stories and accounts of the Tanach 
Scriptures, and for that same matter the ability to actively participate 
as well-trained and mature spiritual leaders within the ekklēsia. This 
was obviously not true of everyone, as Titus was one who doubtlessly 
matured well beyond what the Apostolic decree mandated, even 
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having a letter written to him with the commendation, “my true child 
in a common faith” (Titus 1:4). Paul’s instruction to him also included 
how he was to regulate the problems possibly introduced by Jewish 
Believers and by Cretans (Titus 1:10-12). 

Bringing Messiah followers from the Jewish community, together 
with those from the nations, into the “one new humanity” (Ephesians 
2:15, NRSV/CJB), would be a significant step forward in God’s plan of 
salvation history. The Holy Spirit was blind to ethnicity and social 
status (15:9; Colossians 3:11). While some think that the non-Jewish 
Believers were on a completely separate track from the Jewish 
Believers—with Jewish Believers being required to stay Torah 
observant and the non-Jewish Believers only needing to do four 
things—the Apostolic intention was simply to have let things grow 
organically. The Apostles would not bend to the demands of any 
extreme faction: those who demanded the non-Jews to become 
proselytes, or those in Corinth who would promote nonsense like 
“Everything is permissible for me” (1 Corinthians 6:12, NIV). Jewish 
Believers would continue to live as Torah obedient Jews, but they 
would need to welcome Greek and Roman Believers with open arms 
as their fellow brothers and sisters. Greek and Roman Believers 
would need to be respectful of the Jewish people, and allow them to 
be mentors and teachers to them in the truths of Israel’s Scriptures. 
All would need to recognize that salvation for both groups came 
from Messiah Yeshua (15:11), and not any of their human activities. 

The safe, middle ground of all Believers coming together, and 
allowing the Kingdom’s restoration to take place at the speed of the 
Holy Spirit, is something that the Apostles all agreed to at the 
Jerusalem Council. The bringing together of all Believers, Jewish and 
non-Jewish, was to serve as a testament to the greater redemption 
coming to the cosmos in the eschaton (Ephesians 1:18-23). The 
Apostles did not want to see one group of Messiah followers 
exclusively made up of Jews, and another group of Messiah followers 
exclusively made up of everyone else.131 These two diverse groups of 

 
131 It is too much to say that Romans 16:4, which includes a reference to “the 

assemblies of the nations” (YLT/LITV), implies that there are groups of Jewish 
assemblies, and groups of non-Jewish assemblies, which by-and-large were to 
remain separate. Greek scholar Richmond Lattimore took the clause hai ekklēsiai tōn 
ethnōn to mean “the churches among the Gentiles,” something actually followed by 
the CJB, “the Messianic communities among the Gentiles.” 
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people were to be bound in common cause, together, in Messiah 
Yeshua in mixed communities. This was admittedly not something 
that was going to all occur at a single moment, and there would be 
some difficulties. 

When the Jerusalem Council met, the Apostles were aware of the 
social prejudices that the mixed group of Believers would have to 
overcome. What they were not aware of is that their ruling would not 
always have success. The Apostles’ intention was to likely see a 
steady restoration of David’s Tabernacle take place (15:16), a unique 
ministry of spiritual service steadily developing into all of the 
Believers united in community as a singular living sacrifice able to 
positively impact the world (1 Chronicles 25; Romans 12). The new, 
non-Jewish Believers would steadily learn and incorporate all of the 
things from the Scriptures that would make them truly be a part of 
the Commonwealth of Israel. In so doing, the Jewish Believers would 
be able to see transformed people from the nations changed by the 
Spirit every bit as much as they were. Both groups would rely more and 
more on one another, and they would socially accept the other as true 
brothers and sisters in the Lord—not just some kind of extended 
family members. Within such a community, non-Jews would not 
have to give up their ethnic identity to be welcome, even though both 
study of and obedience to the Scriptures would be required. In fact, 
their own cultures might have possessed a few virtues that could aid 
the Body of Messiah in its mission, which the Jewish Believers could 
probably appreciate. 

While this goal was achieved in many places, the Apostles who 
met at the Jerusalem Council could never have predicted the negative 
fallout of the Jewish revolt in 70 C.E., the destruction of the Second 
Temple, and the subsequent rise in Roman anti-Semitism. The 
gradual path of obedience they laid forth in the Apostolic decree 
found itself largely halted because of the negative forces of history. 
And to this, it cannot be overlooked how the early Jewish Believers 
thought that more of their fellow Jews would come to faith in Yeshua, 
than actually did. 

 
This would speak more to those congregations planted as a direct result of Paul’s 

mission out in the nations. They might not have as many Jewish as non-Jewish 
congregants, but they were by no means one group of the Body of Messiah 
segregated out from another. 
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Today’s Messianic movement has the responsibility to focus once 
again on what the Jerusalem Council wanted to see achieved. We 
need to demonstrate the universal availability of salvation to anyone, 
regardless of ethnicity (against: m.Sanhedrin 10:1). We need to 
demonstrate that all Believers can consider themselves a part of 
Israel, living in obedience to God’s Instruction, and accomplishing 
His purposes. Yet as we have probably witnessed too frequently in 
recent history—even us as Twenty-First Century, relatively 
pluralistic people—there are still various obstacles to overcome. 
Agendas, pride, fear, extreme positions—and some outright dogmatic 
fundamentalism—have too often dominated the conversation. Much 
of this is about to change... 
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