
Commentary on Acts 15
The Text (NAB)

Acts
Chapter 15
1 

1 Some who had come down from Judea were instructing the brothers, "Unless you are 
circumcised according to the Mosaic practice, you cannot be saved." 2 

2 
Because there arose no little dissension and debate by Paul and Barnabas with them, it 
was decided that Paul, Barnabas, and some of the others should go up to Jerusalem to 
the apostles and presbyters about this question. 

3 
They were sent on their journey by the church, and passed through Phoenicia and 
Samaria telling of the conversion of the Gentiles, and brought great joy to all the 
brothers. 

4 
When they arrived in Jerusalem, they were welcomed by the church, as well as by the 
apostles and the presbyters, and they reported what God had done with them. 

5 
But some from the party of the Pharisees who had become believers stood up and said, 
"It is necessary to circumcise them and direct them to observe the Mosaic law." 

6 
3 The apostles and the presbyters met together to see about this matter. 

7 
4 After much debate had taken place, Peter got up and said to them, "My brothers, you 
are well aware that from early days God made his choice among you that through my 
mouth the Gentiles would hear the word of the gospel and believe. 

8 
And God, who knows the heart, bore witness by granting them the holy Spirit just as he 
did us. 

9 
He made no distinction between us and them, for by faith he purified their hearts. 

10 
Why, then, are you now putting God to the test by placing on the shoulders of the 
disciples a yoke that neither our ancestors nor we have been able to bear? 

11 
On the contrary, we believe that we are saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, in 
the same way as they." 5 

12 
The whole assembly fell silent, and they listened while Paul and Barnabas described the 
signs and wonders God had worked among the Gentiles through them. 

13 
6 After they had fallen silent, James responded, "My brothers, listen to me. 
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14 
Symeon 7 has described how God first concerned himself with acquiring from among the 
Gentiles a people for his name. 

15 
The words of the prophets agree with this, as is written: 

16 
'After this I shall return and rebuild the fallen hut of David; from its ruins I shall rebuild it 
and raise it up again, 

17 
so that the rest of humanity may seek out the Lord, even all the Gentiles on whom my 
name is invoked. Thus says the Lord who accomplishes these things, 

18 
known from of old.' 

19 
It is my judgment, therefore, that we ought to stop troubling the Gentiles who turn to 
God, 

20 
but tell them by letter to avoid pollution from idols, unlawful marriage, the meat of 
strangled animals, and blood. 

21 
For Moses, for generations now, has had those who proclaim him in every town, as he 
has been read in the synagogues every sabbath." 

22 
Then the apostles and presbyters, in agreement with the whole church, decided to 
choose representatives and to send them to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas. The ones 
chosen were Judas, who was called Barsabbas, and Silas, leaders among the brothers. 

23 
This is the letter delivered by them: "The apostles and the presbyters, your brothers, to 
the brothers in Antioch, Syria, and Cilicia of Gentile origin: greetings. 

24 
Since we have heard that some of our number (who went out) without any mandate from 
us have upset you with their teachings and disturbed your peace of mind, 

25 
we have with one accord decided to choose representatives and to send them to you 
along with our beloved Barnabas and Paul, 

26 
who have dedicated their lives to the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

27 
So we are sending Judas and Silas who will also convey this same message by word of 
mouth: 

28 
'It is the decision of the holy Spirit and of us not to place on you any burden beyond 
these necessities, 

29 
namely, to abstain from meat sacrificed to idols, from blood, from meats of strangled 
animals, and from unlawful marriage. If you keep free of these, you will be doing what is 
right. Farewell.'" 

30 
And so they were sent on their journey. Upon their arrival in Antioch they called the 
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assembly together and delivered the letter. 
31 

When the people read it, they were delighted with the exhortation. 
32 

Judas and Silas, who were themselves prophets, exhorted and strengthened the 
brothers with many words. 

33 
After they had spent some time there, they were sent off with greetings of peace from 
the brothers to those who had commissioned them. 

34 
8 

35 
But Paul and Barnabas remained in Antioch, teaching and proclaiming with many others 
the word of the Lord. 

36 
9 After some time, Paul said to Barnabas, "Come, let us make a return visit to see how 
the brothers are getting on in all the cities where we proclaimed the word of the Lord." 

37 
Barnabas wanted to take with them also John, who was called Mark, 

38 
but Paul insisted that they should not take with them someone who had deserted them 
at Pamphylia and who had not continued with them in their work. 

39 
So sharp was their disagreement that they separated. Barnabas took Mark and sailed to 
Cyprus. 

40 
But Paul chose Silas and departed after being commended by the brothers to the grace 
of the Lord. 

41 
He traveled through Syria and Cilicia bringing strength to the churches. 

Footnotes
1 [1-35] The Jerusalem "Council" marks the official rejection of the rigid view that Gentile 
converts were obliged to observe the Mosaic law completely. From here to the end of Acts, 
Paul and the Gentile mission become the focus of Luke's writing.
2 [1-5] When some of the converted Pharisees of Jerusalem discover the results of the first 
missionary journey of Paul, they urge that the Gentiles be taught to follow the Mosaic law. 
Recognizing the authority of the Jerusalem church, Paul and Barnabas go there to settle the 
question of whether Gentiles can embrace a form of Christianity that does not include this 
obligation. 
3 [6-12] The gathering is possibly the same as that recalled by Paul in Gal 2:1-10. Note that in 
Acts 15:2 it is only the apostles and presbyters, a small group, with whom Paul and Barnabas 
are to meet. Here Luke gives the meeting a public character because he wishes to emphasize 
its doctrinal significance (see Acts 15:22).
4 [7-11] Paul's refusal to impose the Mosaic law on the Gentile Christians is supported by 
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Peter on the ground that within his own experience God bestowed the holy Spirit upon 
Cornelius and his household without preconditions concerning the adoption of the Mosaic law 
(see Acts 10:44-47).
5 [11] In support of Paul, Peter formulates the fundamental meaning of the gospel: that all are 
invited to be saved through faith in the power of Christ.
6 [13-35] Some scholars think that this apostolic decree suggested by James, the immediate 
leader of the Jerusalem community, derives from another historical occasion than the meeting 
in question. This seems to be the case if the meeting is the same as the one related in Gal 
2:1-10. According to that account, nothing was imposed upon Gentile Christians in respect to 
Mosaic law; whereas the decree instructs Gentile Christians of mixed communities to abstain 
from meats sacrificed to idols and from blood-meats, and to avoid marriage within forbidden 
degrees of consanguinity and affinity (Lev 18), all of which practices were especially 
abhorrent to Jews. Luke seems to have telescoped two originally independent incidents here: 
the first a Jerusalem "Council" that dealt with the question of circumcision, and the second a 
Jerusalem decree dealing mainly with Gentile observance of dietary laws (see Acts 21:25 
where Paul seems to be learning of the decree for the first time).
7 [14] Symeon: elsewhere in Acts he is called either Peter or Simon. The presence of the 
name Symeon here suggests that, in the source Luke is using for this part of the Jerusalem 
"Council" incident, the name may have originally referred to someone other than Peter (see 
Acts 13:1 where the Antiochene Symeon Niger is mentioned). As the text now stands, 
however, it is undoubtedly a reference to Simon Peter (Acts 15:7).
8 [34] Some manuscripts add, in various wordings, "But Silas decided to remain there."
9 [15:36-18:22] This continuous narrative recounts Paul's second missionary journey. On the 
internal evidence of the Lucan account, it lasted about three years. Paul first visited the 
communities he had established on his first journey (Acts 16:1-5), then pushed on into 
Macedonia, where he established communities at Philippi, Thessalonica, and Beroea (Acts 
16:7-17:5). To escape the hostility of the Jews of Thessalonica, he left for Greece and while 
resident in Athens attempted, without success, to establish an effective Christian community 
there. From Athens he proceeded to Corinth and, after a stay of a year and a half, returned to 
Antioch by way of Ephesus and Jerusalem (Acts 17:16-18:22). Luke does not concern himself 
with the structure or statistics of the communities but aims to show the general progress of 
the gospel in the Gentile world as well as its continued failure to take root in the Jewish 
community.
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(f) THE APOSTOLIC “COUNCIL” (15:1-35). This episode falls designedly in the middle of Acts, for it is 
the turning point of Luke’s story, when the apostolic and presbyteral college of Jerusalem 
officially recognizes the evangelization of the Gentiles, which has been initiated by Peter, 
Barnabas, and Paul. Thus the Christian Church officially breaks out of its Jewish matrix. This 
is the last act that Luke records of Peter or of the apostolic college; the implication is that the 
Twelve now disperse too, contrary to the indication in 8:1. The mother church of Jerusalem 
will continue to exert its influence, but under the direction of James. Paul dominates the rest 
of Luke’s story, but in the Diaspora and in the mission to the heathen. Up to this chapter all 
has been directed by Luke with Jerusalem as the doctrinal focal point of his story; towns and 
regions in Palestine or Syria that were evangelized were incorporated into the mother church 
by its emissaries. Even Paul’s Mission I foreshadowed the actions of the “Council” and the 
emergence of the Church from its matrix. There is a last brief reference, in 16:4, to what the 
apostles did in Jerusalem; after that the Word marches freely and maturely to the “end of the 
earth.” Though the question of the source of Acts is still debated, ch. 15 is a prime example of 
a part of Acts that argues for the theory of sources (→ 6 above). An Antiochene source is 
possibly represented in 11:19-30, and its sequel is found in 15:3-33. If this cannot be proved, 
the reader should nevertheless keep it in mind in reading this chapter, because Luke’s 
account of the “Council” reported here most likely depends on some non-Jerusalemite 
information. Verses 1-2 are undoubtedly a Lucan suture joining the continuation of the 
Antiochene source with chs. 13-14 (see P. Benoit, Bib 40 [1959] 778-92). The conflated 
character of ch. 15 is widely admitted today; and it is felt that the historical aspect of its report 
must be carefully distinguished from the Lucan purpose in telescoping his materials (→ Life of 
Paul, 46:32-33). As Luke presents the event, the “Council” handled two issues: circumcision 
and the dietary problems. He has done this so that he might stress the break with Judaism 
without any conditions being laid on Gentile converts by the apostolic and presbyteral college 
of Jerusalem. Luke presents Peter as the one whose voice prevails in the question of 
circumcision through an appeal to his experience (the Cornelius episode), James as the 
influential figure who decides the issue of dietary regulations. Paul’s contribution to the 
“Council” is at most implied and indirect. What is important is that he is not depicted as simply 
accepting a decision but as having played a part in forming it.

(In addition to the bibliography cited in the Life of Paul [→ 46:34], see Dupont, J., Études 
sur les Actes des Apôtres [LD 45; Paris, 1967] 56-75; Les problèmes du Livre des 
Actes[Louvain, 1950] 51-70. Lietzmann, H., “Der Sinn des Aposteldekretes und seine 
Textwandlung,” Amicitiae corolla [Fest. J. Rendel Harris; London, 1933] 203-11. Parker, P., 
“Once More, Acts and Galatians,” JBL 86 [1967] 175-82. Reicke, B., “Der geschichtliche 
Hintergrund des Apostelkonzils und der Antiochia-Episode (Gal. 2:1-14),” Studia paulina 
[Fest. J. de Zwaan; Haarlem, 1953] 172-87.)
73      (i) Preliminaries (15:1-5). The first five verses set the Lucan stage for the “Council”; 
they describe the tension of the Antiochene church—a tension that is repeated in Jerusalem 
when the emissaries of Antioch arrive there.

1. some men: This vague reference reveals the suture-like character of the opening 
verses; note the more, definite “converted Pharisees” of 15:5. from Judea: The vague 
reference points to the Jerusalem church (see 15:24) unless you are circumcised: Luke’s 
introduction singles out the main issue at the historic “Council” in Jerusalem (ca. AD 49). The 
dietary regulations are not a concern here. according to Mosaic practice: According to the 
prescriptions of the Mosaic Pentateuch. The practice of circumcision was actually related in 



Jewish tradition, not to Moses, but to Abraham (see Gn 17:9-14; cf. Rom 4:9-12)2. 
dissension: Luke gives this motivation for the sending of Barnabas and Paul to Jerusalem, but 
in Gal 2:2 Paul speaks of a “revelation” as the reason for the visit to Jerusalem. Paul and 
Barnabas: The order of these names betrays a Lucan formulation (as in 13:43, 46, 50; 15:22); 
contrast 14:14; 15:12, 25. to see the apostles and elders in Jerusalem: The officials of the 
Jerusalem church are thus clearly specified; they are distinguished from the “whole church” 
(cf. 15:4, 22). The sedes apostolica was to be consulted. According to Gal 2:9, Peter and 
John were among these “apostles”; James, “the brother of the Lord,” could also be so 
counted, if the Gk apostolos (Gal 1:19) is understood in a broader sense than the Twelve (→ 
Letter Gal, 49:15; Aspects NT Thought, 78:168). But does Luke consider James an “apostle” 
in his sense of the word? Hardly.3. This verse may really be the sequel to 11:30. the church: 
in Antioch. Samaria: See comment on 8:5. On their return journey, Luke has the emissaries 
go through the districts through which the Word of the Lord gradually spread from Judea to 
Antioch.4. by that church, and by the apostles and elders: See comment on 15:2.5. converted 
Pharisees: Lit., “some who had come to believe (pf. ptc.) from the sect of the Pharisees.” 
There is no solid reason not to identify these men with the “false brothers” of Gal 2:4. Note 
that Titus is not a companion of Paul (cf. Gal 2:1-4); nor is there any question of his 
circumcision here. But then Luke never mentions Titus at all. The converted Pharisees rose in 
some church meeting, which is not to be too facilely identified with the “Council” itself.
74      (ii) The convocation and Peter’s address (15:6-12). The debate, which began in Antioch 
and was carried in effect to Jerusalem, occasions a separate “Council” of the apostolic and 
presbyteral college in the latter church. In contrast to Paul’s account in Gal 2:2, 5-10 he and 
Barnabas play a minor part in Luke’s retelling of the “Council.”

6. after considerable discussion: The conciliar nature of the meeting is thus made clear. 
Peter’s voice is not necessarily meant to carry more weight because of who or what he is. He 
is, in fact, the only representative of the Jerusalem college who has had the experience to 
which appeal can be made. The issue was already decided in 11:18, but the official stamp of 
the corporate body of apostles and elders is now sought—and Peter succeeds in securing 
it.7. to be the one: In the Cornelius episode. (10:1-11:18).8. reads men’s hearts: See 1:24; Lk 
16:15. granting them the Holy Spirit: As it was recounted in 10:44-47; 11:15-17.10. put God to 
the test: An OT expression (Ex 17:2, 7). a yoke which neither we nor our fathers have been  
able to bear: The “yoke” was the symbol expressing the religious obligations of the Jews (“the 
yoke of the Torah,” or “the yoke of the kingdom of heaven”). It denoted the linking of Yahweh 
and Israel and per se did not connote a burden (see Str-B 1, 608-10). Jesus’ reference to his 
teaching (Mt 11:29-30) with this figure, however, implies the latter nuance, as do Peter’s 
words here.11. by the favor of the Lord Jesus: Peter’s words echo those of Paul in 13:38-39 
(cf. Gal 5:6; 6:15; Rom 3:24). we are saved: The aor. inf. sōthēnai is used; Lake and Cadbury 
(Beginnings 4, 174) admit that it is “timeless” in its meaning, but translate it, “we shall be 
saved,” since the salvation referred to was thought of eschatologically. One may wonder, 
however, whether it is exclusively so here.12. grew silent: Peter’s words bring the discussion 
(zētēsis, v. 7) to a close. signs and wonders: See 2:43; 5:12.
75      (iii) James’ discourse (15:13-21). This and the following section of ch. 15 undoubtedly 
had to do with an incident historically independent of the “Council” that decided the issue of 
circumcision. James’ discourse is a Lucan composition that partly links the two incidents; it 
highlights Luke’s description of the Jerusalem mother church in its effort to emancipate 
Christianity from its Jewish ties and fetters.

13. when they stopped talking: A Lucan suture joins the two stories. James: See comment 



on 12:17.14. Symeon: As this name (a Grecized form of Hebr Šime’ôn) stands in Luke’s 
account, it is the apt way for the Jewish-Christian elder James to refer to Peter, who 
elsewhere in Acts is called either Petros or Simōn Petros (10:5, 18, 32; 15:7). However, in the 
source on which Luke depends it undoubtedly did not refer to Peter, but to another Symeon, 
possibly Symeon Niger of Antioch (13:1; → Life of Paul, 46:33). a people from among the 
Gentiles: Luke uses a paradoxical expression; the Gentiles become “the people” of God. For 
the OT roots of the saying, see Dt 14:2; 26:18-19. to bear his name: See Jer 13:11 (“be for 
me a name”).15. the prophets: This phrase probably denotes the minor prophets, as in 7:42; 
13:40.16. James cites Am 9:11-12, but not according to the MT, as one might have expected 
of him. His argument depends indeed on the variants in the LXX; it could scarcely have been 
based on the Hebr form of these verses in Amos. Possibly the Gk text has even been 
influenced by Jer 12:15 and Is 45:21.17. all the rest of mankind may seek out: The MT reads, 
“they may possess the remnant of Edom.” The text used here reveals that the Gk translator 
confused ’dm (Edom) with ’dm (man, mankind). that bear my name: The MT reads, “who are 
called by my name.” This OT expression (see 2 Chr 6:33; 7:14) denotes a consecration to 
Yahweh; Amos thus spoke of nations that belonged to God. But James applies it rather to the 
Gentiles who have been called to be a new “people” of God. A similar, but unrelated, 
extension of the words of Am 9:11-12 is found in QL (CD 7:15-16; 4QFlor 1:12-13 [see J. M. 
Allegro, JBL 77 [1958] 353; J. A. Fitzmyer, NTS 7 [1960-61] 31 1-12, 328-29).19. in my 
judgment: James’ words establish the principle, as did Peter’s at the Council. James speaks 
as a presiding elder of the Jerusalem church. The vb. krinō can possibly mean, I decree” (with 
authority; cf. 3:13; 13:27; 16:4; 20:16; 21:25); and yet, the “decree” seems to emanate from 
the assembly and “the whole church” (15:22—on the nature of this verse, → 76 below).20. 
anything contaminated by idol: Meat sacrificed to idols (see 15:29). illicit sexual union: The 
mention of porneia (unchastity) disrupts the sequence of the other three things that concern 
diet. It also presents the same problem in interpretation as do Mt 5:32 and 19:9 (→ Gospel 
Mt, 43:38). The things James forbids seem to be four of the things proscribed by Lv 17-18 for 
the alien (Hebr gēr) residing in Israel: meat offered to idols (Lv 17:8-9), the eating of blood (Lv 
17:10-12), the eating of strangled animals (Lv 17:15; cf. Ex 22:31), and intercourse with close 
kin (Lv 18:6-18); see H. J. Richards, Scr 11 (1959) 22-32. Against this background porneia 
would refer to sexual union within certain degrees of kinship, a situation often called zenût (lit., 
“fornication”) by the rabbis. James argues that Christians of pagan background, having lived 
among Jews, must certainly be aware of such Mosaic proscriptions because they have been 
proclaimed again and again. His argument is thus an appeal for a sympathetic understanding 
of Jewish-Christian sensitivities (see 1 Cor 8-10; 2 Cor 6:14).
76      (iv) Apostolic letter, (15:22-29). The decree is sent in the form of a letter, a copy of 
which may well have been available to Luke in Antioch. In introducing the letter into his story, 
he has constructed for it a short introduction (vv. 22, 23a) that paraphrases part of the letter 
itself (v. 25). But did he understand the letter correctly in paraphrasing it? Our historical 
reconstruction of the events associated with the “Council” and the subsequent Jerusalem 
decree depends on the supposition that the letter was sent to the Gentile Christians of 
Antioch, Syria, and Cilicia “along with Barnabas and Paul” (i.e., the latter, believed still to be in 
Antioch, were intended to be among the recipients of the letter). But Luke’s introduction (v. 22) 
paraphrases v. 25 in such a way as to make it seem that Paul and Barnabas (note the Lucan 
order of the names) are sent with the letter. To appreciate Luke’s paraphrase, one should 
read the texts in parallel columns:



Letter Luke’s Introduction

We have resolved It was resolved by the apostles and elders

unanimously in agreement with the whole church

to choose representatives and to send them to 
you along with [syn] our beloved Barnabas 
and Paul.

to choose representatives…and to send them 
to Antioch anlong with [syn] Paul and 
Barnabas.

In the letter itself the prepositional phrase “along with…” can modify “you,” but in Luke’s 
introduction it must modify the vb. “sent.” For other instances of this use of the prep. syn 
(almost the equivalent of “and”), see Acts 16:32; 21:19; 14:5; Lk 20:1; 23:11; cf. AG 789,4b.

22. apostles and elders: The Lucan introduction repeats the two groups mentioned in 15:2, 
4. Judas called Barsabbas: He is otherwise unknown, but may have been related to Joseph 
Barsabbas (1:23). Silas: Paul’s future companion (see comment on 15:40). the brothers: See 
comment on 1:14.23. Antioch, Syria, and Cilicia: The decree sent in the letter is directed to 
local churches of a specified area; the action taken by James and the Jerusalem assembly 
scarcely was intended for the universal Church. As Luke combines the two incidents, 
however, the decision acquires this broader extension. Antioch was actually in Syria (see 
comment on 11:19); Syria and Cilicia probably denote here the Roman provinces (cf. Gal 
1:21). some of our number: In Luke’s account this refers to the “some men” of 15:1; but it 
really may have referred to the “certain men…from James” (Gal 2:12). The implication is that 
their conduct has been unauthorized.25. to you along with our beloved Barnabas and Paul: 
Given the introduction in v. 22, this would mean that Barnabas and Paul were sent with Judas 
and Silas, who in v. 27 are mentioned alone as the emissaries bearing the letter. In the letter 
itself Barnabas and Paul seem to be among the intended recipients of the missive.28. the 
Holy Spirit: The true guide of the Church as it spreads from Jerusalem directs the work of the 
authorities making the decision; cf. 5:32.29. to abstain: See comment on 15:20. farewell: The 
conventional ending of Hellenistic letters (→ NT Epistles, 47:6).
77      (v) Proclamation of the decree (15:30-35). The prosaic ending of this dramatic chapter 
records the delight and the encouragement the news from Jerusalem brought to the 
Antiochene church.32. prophets: The inspired preachers of the early Church (see comment 
on 13:1).33. they were sent back:Silas thus leaves Antioch. Verse 40 records that Paul chose 
him as a companion as he departed from Antioch on Mission II. It is not clear, however, just 
when Silas joined Paul on this journey. To solve the problem, later scribes of the Western Text 
tradition (see mss. D, C), which is followed by the Vg and translations dependent on it, added 
v. 34 (“But Silas decided to stay there, and only Judas left for Jerusalem”). Yet it is more likely 
that Luke’s original text did not resolve this problem, which is undoubtedly due to the 
undigested information or sources that Luke used.35. had been spending some time:Lit., 
“were spending” (impf.). As Luke’s text now stands, Paul and Barnabas (note the Lucan order 
again) were in Antioch when the emissaries Silas and Judas arrived with the letter. In reality, 
however, it is more probable that Paul had already set out from Antioch on Mission II, shortly 
after the “Council” and the “Antioch Incident” (→ Life of Paul, 46:31). He seems to learn about 



James’ decree for the first time in Acts 21:25. Certainly there is no reference to it in either 1 
Cor 10, Rom 14, or Gal as something that had been decided at the “Council.”

(Kümmel, W. G., “Die älteste Form des Aposteldekrets,” Spiritus et veritas [Fest. K. 
Kundzinš; Eutin, 1953] 83ff. Molland, E., “La circoncision, le baptême et l’autorité du décret 
apostolique (Actes 15:28sq.) dans les milieux judéo-chrétiens des Pseudo-Clémentines,” ST 
9 [1955] 1-39.)

B) The Universal Mission of Paul (15:36-28:31).(a) THE GREAT MISSIONARY JOURNEYS 
(15:36-21:14). Luke now begins the description of the peak of Paul’s missionary activity. It 
includes Mission II (to northern Asia Minor, Macedonia, and Achaia) and Mission III (during 
which Paul is based in Ephesus for several years). He uses Ephesus as a city from which to 
carry on his evangelization—a city from which he is finally forced to flee. Luke apparently 
uses a new source of information here, possibly Pauline (see J. Dupont, Sources 71).

(i) Paul and Barnabas differ and separate (15:36-39). The separation of Paul and 
Barnabas is the beginning of their distinct apostolates; it is difficult to determine to what extent 
the difference in Antioch, recounted in Gal 2:13-14, was responsible for it. Luke makes no 
mention of this, although he implies that there was another reason.

36. after a certain time: Lit., “after some days,” the number of which is impossible to 
determine; indeed, the phrase may be merely transitional. It is probably autumn AD 49. 
Barnabas: See 4:36; in the Lucan account he has been involved with Paul in recent events 
(see 15:2, 12, 22, 25, 35). in each of the towns: Lit., “in every town (sing.) in which (pl.)….” 
The construction is pregnant. The reference is to towns in Cyprus and southern Asia Minor 
visited by Barnabas and Paul on Mission I. Paul’s suggestion is not immediately to be 
understood as a proposal for a new missionary campaign, even though it so eventuates.37. 
John who was called Mark: See comment on 12:12.38. deserted them at Pamphylia: See 
13:13. Depending on how strictly one interprets the vb. ēxiou, Luke may be suggesting that 
Paul considered Mark not “worthy” (axios) to continue in apostolic work. on that mission: Lit., 
“for that work,” i.e., of the apostolate on which he might now embark. When last heard of, 
Mark had returned to Jerusalem (13:13); now, however, he is in Antioch. But Luke has not told 
us anything of his transfer (see comment on 12:25).39. so sharp a disagreement: Lit., “there 
occurred a provocation”; the Gk noun implies actually a bitter quarrel between Barnabas and 
Paul. This notice is precious because it discloses a tension between two missionaries, both 
regarded as “apostles” in the early Church (14:14); it shows that the situation was not always 
idyllic (cf. 1 Cor 9:6). sailed for Cyprus: Barnabas’ homeland (4:36), to which he and Paul had 
first gone on Mission I (13:4). When Mark is next heard of in the NT, he seems to be in Rome, 
reconciled with Paul (Phlm 24; Col 4:10).
79      (ii) Beginning of Mission II: Departure for Syria and Cilicia (15:40-41). Paul’s itinerary on 
this mission takes him from Antioch in Syria to Cilicia, Derbe, and Lystra; and from there into 
Phrygia, (N) Galatia, Mysia, and Troas; after a dream-vision he crosses into Europe: to 
Neapolis in Macedonia, Philippi, Amphipolis, Apollonia, Thessalonica, and Beroea. Thence he 
flees into Achaia: to Athens and Corinth. From there he finally leaves by ship from the port of 
Cenchreae for Ephesus, Caesarea Maritima, Jerusalem (?), and Antioch. The mission lasts 
roughly from AD 49 to 52. Luke’s account implies that Mission II followed close on the heels of 
the meeting described in Acts 15:3-33; no room is left in his account for anything like the 
Antioch incident (Gal 2:11-14).

40. Silas: See 15:22ff.; he is called Silvanus by Paul (1 Thes 1:1; 2 Thes 1:1; 2 Cor 1:19; 



cf. 1 Pt 5:12). Silas is the Gk form of the Aram name še’īlā, “asked for” (= Hebr Šā’ûl → Life of 
Paul, 46:3); Silvanus is a Latinized equivalent. commended: Lit., “handed over” (cf. 14:26). by 
the brothers: By fellow Christians (see comment on 1:15).41. through Syria and Cilicia: Paul 
was already in Syrian Antioch. The phrase “Syria and Cilicia” sounds like a redactional 
summary, possibly influenced by 15:23. However, in the light of 21:25, where Paul seemingly 
first learns of the apostolic letter about dietary matters, the reassurance given to these 
churches must have concerned circumcision.
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Notes & Commentary:

Ver. 1. Unless you be circumcised. Many who had been converted from Judaism, held that 
none, not even converted from paganism, could be saved, unless they were circumcised, and 
observed the other ceremonies of the law of Moses. (Witham) --- See Galatians v. 2.
Ver. 2. To the apostles and priests,[1] where we find again presbyters in Greek, meaning 
bishops and priests. (Witham) --- Paul...should go to...Jerusalem. We learn from Galatians ii. 
2. 4. that St. Paul undertook this journey in consequence of a divine revelation, and was 
accompanied by Barnabas and Titus, the latter of whom he would not suffer to be 
circumcised. Such confidence had he in the rectitude of the opinion he defended. From the 
example of St. Paul and St. Barnabas, apostles, and men full of the Spirit of God, we learn, 
that as often as any contest arises about faith, recourse should be had to the supreme visible 
authority established by Jesus Christ, to have all differences adjusted. This is the order of 
divine Providence with regard to the Church; without it truth and unity could not be preserved; 
without it, the Church of God would be more defective and inefficient than any human 
government. Tell the Church: and if he will not hear the Church, let him be to thee as the  
heathen and the publican. (Matthew xviii. 17.)
Ver. 7. Former days. Literally, in the days of old; that is, at the conversion of Cornelius, many 
years ago, about the year 35; and it was now 51. (Witham) --- St. Peter at the head of the 
Council, spoke first; St. James as Bishop of Jerusalem, spoke next, and all, as St. Jerome 
says, came into the sentence of Peter. (Ep. lxxxix. ad S. Aug. chap. 2.)
Ver. 10. Why tempt you God, by calling in question what he hath sufficiently attested, and 
approved, and by being incredulous to his promises of giving salvation to the Gentiles, and to 
all nations. (Witham)
Ver. 11. In the historical sense he is speaking of the prosperity of the house of Juda, in the 
reign of Ezechias, or their return from captivity. But in this respect, it is certain that the 
prophecy never had its entire accomplishment. The passage in the text is cited from the 
Septuagint. The Hebrew is, "I will raise up the house of David...that it may possess all the 
nations," &c. Now it is true that the nations never were subject to the house of David, or 
known by the name of the people of God; but by their vocation to the gospel, as St. James 
explains it. (Calmet)
Ver. 18. To the Lord was known his own work. He bringeth it to pass, as he hath decreed, 
though his decrees are to us unknown. (Witham)
Ver. 19. Wherefore I judge, and join my judgment with Peter. St. Chrysostom thinks that 
James had a special authority in the Council, as bishop of Jerusalem, and because of the 
great veneration, which those zealous for the Jewish law had for him: but his power was 
certainly inferior to that of St. Peter, who was head of all, as St. Chrysostom teacheth, hom. iii. 
on the Acts.
Ver. 20. Things strangled and from blood. In these prohibitions, the Church indulged the 
particular feelings of the Jews, that the bond of union between them and the Gentiles might 
be more closely united; the latter in these two instances giving way to the prejudices of the 
former, who in their turn gave up much, by submitting to the abolition of the ceremonial law of 
Moses. This prohibition was of course only temporary, and to cease with the reasons, which 
gave rise to it. (Menochius) --- The Jews had such a horror of blood, that they considered 
those who eat it as defiled, and violators of the law of nature. The Lord had in effect from the 
beginning forbidden the use of blood to Noe [Noah], (Genesis ix. 4.) which he likewise 



reported in the strongest terms in Leviticus viii. 26.[vii. 26.?] By this we see the great authority 
of God's Church, and Councils which may make permanent or temporary decrees, such as 
are fitting for the state of the times or peoples, without any express Scripture at all, and by this 
authoritative exaction, things become of strict obligation, which previous to it, were in 
themselves indifferent. (Bristow)
Ver. 21. For Moses...hath in every city. Not only the Jews, but the Christians converted from 
Judaism, still followed the ceremonies of the law of Moses. (Witham) --- Let not the Jews 
complain, that we abandon Moses, and destroy the law by this regulation. No: it shall subsist 
for ever in a more perfect state, read in the synagogue, and revered by the Church. (Calmet) 
--- Others give a different explanation of this verse. Let the Jews, say they, follow Moses, and 
hear him in their assemblies; we have other laws, and enjoy other privileges. (Tirinus)
Ver. 23. The brethren of the Gentiles. Hence we see, that the letter, with the decree of the 
Council, only regarded those converts, who had been Gentiles; neither are they forbidden to 
use the Jewish ceremonies, but a declaration is made, that they have no obligation to follow 
the said ceremonies and precepts, as it will appear by other places. (Witham)
Ver. 24. Some who went out from us, from Jerusalem, and pretended to speak our mind, and 
in our name, but we gave them no such commission. (Witham) --- A proper description of 
heretics, schismatics, and seditious preachers, who go out from their own superiors, and 
pretend to teach and preach without any mission, et quomodo prædicabunt nisi mittantur; how 
can they preach, unless they are sent? (Romans x. 15.)
Ver. 28. It hath seemed good to the Holy Ghost, and to us. To us in these matters, wherein by 
the promises of Christ, we are directed by the Holy Ghost, the spirit of truth, &c. --- Than 
these necessary things. Necessary at this juncture, and always, if we except that order of 
abstaining from blood, and things strangled, which was not a perpetual, unchangeable 
precept, but to last only for a time, as St. Chrysostom observes. (Witham) --- This is the first 
general council held in the Church, and the model of all succeeding ones. In it the apostles, in 
a commanding and authoritative manner, laid down the law, which was to be the guide of the 
faithful, knowing they had a right to impose any regulations in the Church, and that they could 
not employ this authority but to good purposes, directed as they were by the unerring spirit of 
truth, which Christ had promised (Matthew xxviii. 20.) should remain with his Church for ever. 
Hence it would appear that we have no more ground refusing obedience to the voice of the 
Church at present, than at her first establishment: and that those who will not hear the Church 
now, speaking in her Councils, would with as little ceremony have opposed the apostles on 
this occasion, had they lived at the time. By what spirit of seduction has been introduced, and 
spread, to such an alarming extent, the opinion, that Christianity (the very leading feature of 
which is to hear and to obey) authorizes unrestricted liberty? Is then authority an unmeaning 
word? (Haydock)
Ver. 29. From blood, and from things strangled. The use of these things, though of their own 
nature indifferent, were here prohibited, to bring the Jews more easily to admit of the society 
of the Gentiles; and to exercise the latter in obedience. But this prohibition was but temporary, 
and has long since ceased to oblige; more especially in the western churches. (Challoner) --- 
See note on ver. 20, above.
Ver. 31. We may here briefly remark, that the controversy was finally adjusted by the decree 
of the Council. 2ndly, That all, not only the Gentiles, but the abettors and masters of the 
former dissension, experienced great consolation in the promulgation of the decision, 
receiving it as the resolve not of mere mortal men, but of the Holy Ghost. It hath seemed 



good to the Holy Ghost and to us.
Ver. 32. Judas and Silas, being prophets, that is, preachers, as the word prophet, is divers 
times taken. (Witham) --- Not only such were called prophets, as had the gift of predicting 
future events, but such moreover as had the gift of interpreting Scripture, and of speaking of 
the things of God. (Bible de Vence)
Ver. 39. There was a dissension,[2] or dispute, with reasoning, and arguing upon the matter. 
St. Paul represented to St. Barnabas, that he was not for having John Mark to be their 
companion, because he had before left them, but St. Barnabas was for having with them his 
kinsman Mark; and the dispute was such, that upon it St. Paul and Barnabas separated; 
which gave occasion to the preaching of the gospel in more places. See St. Chrysostom, 
hom. xxxiii. --- The fault in this contention lay with St. Barnabas; o Paulos to dikaion, o  
Barnabas to philanthropon: Paul sought what was just; Barnabas what was pleasing to 
nature. The Greeks, moreover, remark, that this severity of Paul was of service in 
strengthening the too pliant character of Mark, and as such he is saluted by Paul. (Colossians 
iv. 10.) They separated, as formerly Abraham and Lot, without prejudice to their friendship. 
(Genesis xiii. 9.) (Mat. Polus, synop. criticorum, fol. 4. p. 1528.)
____________________
[1] Ver. 2. presbuterous; presbyteros. For the same Greek word we sometimes find in the 
vulgar Latin, presbyteros, sometimes seniores, sometimes majores natu: yet it is generally a 
word of dignity in the ministry of Christ, signifying those who were afterwards known by the 
name of bishops or priests. When mention is made of presbuteros, or seniores, of the old law, 
I have translated elders: but where the ministers of the new law are understood, when in the 
Latin we have presbyteri, I have put priests; when majores natu or seniores, I have put in 
English seniors, bishops or priests, being to be understood.
[2] Ver. 39. Dissentio, paroxusmos, acris disceptatio. See. St. Chrysostom.

Daily Bible Study Series (non-Catholic)

THE DECREE GOES OUT

Acts 15:22–35

Then the apostles and the elders together with the whole Church took a decision to 
choose men from their number and to send them to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas. They 
chose Judas who is called Barsabas and Silas, men who were leaders among the 
brethren, and they sent a written message by their hand. “The apostles and the elders, 
brethren, to the brethren from the Gentiles who are throughout Antioch and Syria and 
Cilicia—greetings. We have heard that some who came from us have disturbed you with 
their words in an attempt to upset your souls. They were not acting under our instructions. 
We have therefore decided, when we were met together, to choose men and to send them 
to you, with our beloved Barnabas and Paul, who are men who have devoted their lives for 
the name of the Lord Jesus Christ. We have therefore despatched Judas and Silas to you 
to tell you the same things by word of mouth. It was the decision of the Holy Spirit and of 
us to place no further burden on you other than the rules which are necessary—that you 



should keep yourselves from things offered to idols, from blood, from things strangled and 
from fornication. If you keep yourselves from these things you will be doing well. Farewell.” 
So these were sent away and came down to Antioch. They called the congregation 
together and delivered the letter to them. When they had read it they rejoiced at the 
message of comfort. Judas and Silas, who were themselves prophets, exhorted the 
brethren with many an address and strengthened them. After spending some time there, 
they were sent away with every good wish for their welfare from the brethren to those who 
had sent them. But Paul and Barnabas with certain others, too, stayed in Antioch teaching 
and telling the good news of the word of the Lord.

ONCE the Church had come to its decision, it acted with both efficiency and courtesy. The 
terms of the decision were embodied in a letter. But the letter was sent by no common 
messenger; it was entrusted to Judas and to Silas who went to Antioch with Paul and 
Barnabas. Had Paul and Barnabas come back alone their enemies might have doubted that 
they brought back a correct message; Judas and Silas were official emissaries and 
guarantors of the reality of the decision. The Church was wise in sending a person as well as 
a letter. One of the earliest Christian writers declared that he had learned more from the living 
and abiding voice than from any amount of reading. A letter could have sounded coldly 
official; but the words of Judas and Silas added a friendly warmth that the bare reception of a 
letter could never have achieved. Any amount of trouble might be avoided many a time if only 
a personal visit is paid instead of someone being content with sending a letter.PAUL TAKES 
THE ROAD AGAIN
Acts 15:36–41

Some time after, Paul said to Barnabas, “Come now, let us go back and visit the brethren 
in every city in which we preached the word of the Lord, so that we may see how things 
are going with them.” Barnabas wished to take John who was called Mark along with 
them; but Paul did not think it right to take with them one who had deserted them in 
Pamphylia and had not gone with them to the work. There was so sharp a difference of 
opinion that they were separated from each other and Barnabas took Mark with him and 
sailed away to Cyprus; but Paul chose Silas and went off when he had been commended 
by the brethren to the grace of the Lord. He went through Syria and Cilicia strengthening 
the churches.

PAUL was a born adventurer and could never stay long in the one place. He decided to take 
the road again; but the preparations for the journey ended in a tragic breach. Barnabas 
wished to take John Mark but Paul would have nothing to do with the man who had played 
the deserter in Pamphylia. The difference between them was so sharp that they split company 
never to work with each other again. It is impossible to say whether Barnabas or Paul was 
right. But this much is certain, Mark was supremely fortunate that he had a friend like 
Barnabas. In the end, as we know, Mark became the man who redeemed himself. It may well 
have been the friendship of Barnabas which gave Mark back his self-respect and made him 
determined to make good. It is a great thing for a man to have someone who believes in him. 
Barnabas believed in Mark and in the end Mark justified that belief.

THE SECOND MISSIONARY JOURNEY

THE narrative of Paul’s second missionary journey, which occupied him for about three years, 
is given in the section of Acts which extends from 15:36 to 18:23. It began from Antioch. Paul 
first made a tour of the churches of Syria and Cilicia. Then he re-visited the churches in the 



regions of Derbe, Lystra, Iconium and Pisidian Antioch. There followed a period when he 
could not see his way clear before him. That time of uncertainty ended with the vision at 
Troas. From Troas, Paul crossed to Neapolis and thence to Philippi. From Philippi he moved 
on to Thessalonica and Beroea. From there he went to Athens and then on to Corinth where 
he spent about eighteen months. From Corinth he travelled to Jerusalem by way of Ephesus 
and finally back to Antioch, his starting point. The great step forward is that with this journey 
Paul’s activity passed beyond Asia Minor and entered Europe.
The Acts of the Apostles. 2000, c1976 (W. Barclay, lecturer in the University of Glasgow, Ed.). 
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