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Last Sunday, we looked at Acts 14 and how the centrality of the gospel is important for church 

health and planting healthy churches. We said that for church health the gospel must be central in 

preaching, planting, and persevering.  

Think about our journey through Act in the last two weeks. Two weeks ago, we looked at Gospel 

Friction. Last Sunday, we considered Gospel Centrality. This morning we will examine at Gospel Clarity. 

 Acts 14 closes with Paul and Barnabas having got back to the church in Antioch. Verse 28 says 

they stayed there for a long time. They had just been through a difficult season, and now that they had 

made it back to their home church, they would be able to rest, preach the gospel and keep making 

disciples. It almost seems like Acts 14 should end by saying that they all lived happily ever after, but it 

didn’t.  

 Acts 15 does not begin with persecution but controversy. If you remember, last Sunday, we saw 

that the enemy tried to derail the preaching of the gospel and planting of churches through persecution 

and praise. When persecution did not stop Paul and Barnabas from preaching the gospel, the enemy 

changed tactics. In Lystra, the enemy heaped praise and popularity upon Paul and Barnabas in order to 

derail the preaching of the gospel. When that did not work, the enemy went back to persecuting the 

mission team. 

 Now in Acts 15, we find an old strategy we have not seen since Acts 6—controversy. This time 

the controversy is over the gospel itself. It is rooted in doctrinal error that creates division in the church. 

Acts 15:1-35 can be broken into three main sections. 

• The Problem:  vv. 1-5 

• The Solution: vv. 6-21  

• The Proclamation: vv. 22-35  

Let’s get a good feel for our story by walking through vv. 1-35 a section at a time. Please keep in 

mind that Luke is telling us the story of the spread of the gospel and the growth of the church. In vv. 1-

35, he tells us how the church wrestled with clarifying the gospel, correcting doctrinal error, and how 

they worked to remain unified around the gospel.  

What Luke does not do is give us a heavily detailed definition of the doctrine of salvation. So, 

think about this. If you wanted a detailed definition of the doctrine of salvation and how the gospel 

works itself out in the life of believers, what books or letters would you study? Well, we would get some 

information here, but we would go the letters written to the churches. Paul’s letter to the Romans 

would be a good one. Ephesians, Hebrews, and even John’s letters. These letters give us greater detail 

on doctrinal issues. 

What Luke does in vv. 1-35 shows us the messy human side of how the church worked through 

these issues. So, with this in mind, let’s work through vv. 1-35. 
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First, let’s consider The Problem in vv. 1-5. Look at what it says in v. 1: 

But some men came down from Judea and were teaching the brothers, 

“Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you 

cannot be saved.” 

 This doctrinal error in v. 1 created a massive problem that runs through Acts 15:1-35 and is 

addressed in many of the Apostle Paul’s letters. Verse 2 tells us that debate was very severe. The Greek 

word for dissension in v. 2 can also be translated as insurrection or riot.  

Paul and Barnabas had seen the power of the Holy Spirit save the Gentiles even though they had 

not been circumcised according to the Old Covenant/Covenant of Moses. The disagreement was so 

serious that the leaders of the Antioch church sent Paul and Barnabas on a 300-mile journey south to 

Jerusalem to meet with the apostles and elders to resolve the issue.  

 They set out to Jerusalem, and as they did, they preached along the way about how God had 

brought salvation to the Gentiles. All who heard them preach heard the message with great joy. Then 

when they got to Jerusalem, they told the church how God had brought salvation to the Gentiles and 

given them the Holy Spirit.  

 However, in v. 5, we hear the problem created by some of the believers who were of the 

Pharisee party that believed that the Gentiles must keep the Old Covenant laws and be circumcised. 

 Before we are too hard on those in the party of the Pharisees, let’s consider how Luke tells us 

this part of the story. He called this group of Pharisees believers. Often, we think that none of the 

Pharisees trusted Jesus, but we see here that some of them actually did repent of their sins and believe 

in Jesus. However, they had some misunderstandings about the gospel. 

 You have heard Pastor Eric and me talk about Covenant Transition in the book of Acts. What is 

going on is that the church is learning what it means to transition from the Old Covenant to the New 

Covenant. As they did, they realized that there were things that needed to change. Some things were 

still applicable, and some were not. The Holy Spirit was slowly teaching the Apostles and Elders how to 

lead the church through this transition. In Acts 15, we see the church was beginning to understand what 

it meant to be saved by grace alone by faith alone in Christ alone according to God’s word alone.  

 This leads us to the second section of Acts 15—The Solution. The Solution is found in vv. 6-21. 

After Paul and Barnabas got to Jerusalem, they met with the apostles and elders of the Jerusalem 

church.  

They arrived, and they had an extensive debate about the relationship between the Old 

Covenant and the New Covenant. The New Covenant teaches that salvation comes by faith and 

repentance in Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection alone. The Old Covenant required circumcision and 

law-keeping for salvation. The believers in the party of the Pharisees wanted the Gentile Christians to 

add the requirements of circumcision and law-keeping to the completed work of Jesus for salvation. 

Basically, they were told that salvation comes through the person and work of Christ plus circumcision 

and keeping the requirements of the Old Covenant. 

 However, Peter, Paul, Barnabas, James (the brother of Jesus), and the early church knew that 

the Holy Spirit was being given to the Gentile believers without them submitting to the Old Covenant 

and the Law of Moses. They had witnessed Jesus give the promised Holy Spirit to these new believers. 
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This was a serious debate, and the problem needed to be resolved so that the gospel could continue to 

go to the ends of the earth. 

 The Solution is worked laid out in three speeches. One is given by Peter. One is given by Paul and 

Barnabas, and finally, the last one is given by James, the brother of Jesus. 

 Peter’s speech runs vv. 7-11 and is the heart of Acts 15. Let’s re-read vv. 7-11: 

And after there had been much debate, Peter stood up and said to them, 

“Brothers, you know that in the early days God made a choice among you, that 

by my mouth the Gentiles should hear the word of the gospel and believe. 8 And 

God, who knows the heart, bore witness to them, by giving them the Holy Spirit 

just as he did to us, 9 and he made no distinction between us and them, having 

cleansed their hearts by faith. 10 Now, therefore, why are you putting God to the 

test by placing a yoke on the neck of the disciples that neither our fathers nor we 

have been able to bear? 11 But we believe that we will be saved through the 

grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will.” 

 Peter’s speech is a witness of the Holy Spirit’s work in the lives of the Gentiles. The witness and 

evidence that the Gentiles are saved by grace through faith in Christ. He does not mention Cornelius and 

the vision the Lord had given him, but that was what he was referring to in v. 7.  

Then in v. 10, he gave them a warning to not test God by adding to the work of salvation that 

has been completed by Christ. He told them that adding to the finished work of Christ was like putting a 

yoke on these new followers of God. Then he reminded them that not only could their forefathers not 

keep the law, but neither could they.  

Finally, in v. 11, he gives clarity to the gospel. He let them know that both Jews and Gentiles are 

saved by grace through faith in Jesus alone. 

 The second speech is found in v. 12. This speech was given by Paul and Barnabas. They bore 

witness to the Holy Spirit’s saving work in the lives of the Gentiles. They told the assembly that the Holy 

Spirit was given to the Gentiles not based on any law-keeping but purely on grace alone through faith 

alone in Christ alone.  

 The last speech is given by James, the Lord’s brother. He told them in vv. 13-17 that Peter’s 

witness of God’s saving work in the lives of the Gentiles and the word of God given in the Old Testament 

agree that God had indeed called the Gentiles His people by their faith in Christ.  

James concluded his speech by giving some ethical instructions to both the Jews and the 

Gentiles. These moral instructions do not add to the work of the gospel. Instead, they are given to bear 

witness of God’s transforming work in the lives of those He has saved. The solution James puts forward 

is to not add to the gospel but to clarify the gospel. 

 Bottom line: Salvation is by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone according to God’s 

word alone. Yet, as James later wrote in his letter to the churches, saving faith is never alone. We are 

saved by grace alone through faith alone in Jesus alone but saving faith is never alone. A changed life 

always follows genuine salvation. 

 Why was it so important to clarify the gospel? Well, it might seem like a no-brainer to 

understand the doctrine of salvation by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone according to 

God’s word alone. Rightly understanding the doctrine of salvation is so very, very important.  
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Sadly, to misunderstand the gospel is the difference between going to heaven or going to hell. 

You do not want to stumble in your understanding of the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ.  

However, closely related to gospel clarity and flowing out of the right understanding of the 

gospel and the doctrine of salvation was/is the importance of unity in the new community of faith—the 

church. Rightly understanding the gospel was important because as the early church clarified the gospel, 

it produced gospel unity to the church. Doctrinal clarity of the gospel resulted in gospel unity in the new 

community of faith.  

 James gave exhortations to each group. To the believing Jews of the party of the Pharisees, he 

basically told them to lay off these new Gentile Christians—do not trouble them.1 In other words, do not 

add to the work of salvation that Jesus had finished. For the sake of unity in the body of Christ, stop 

insisting on your unbiblical traditions that are actually legalism. 

 To the new Gentile Christians, he gave three ethical restrictions that fall into two general 

categories for the sake of unity in the church.  

The first category was that the church was to unify around biblical sexual ethics or sexual purity. 

Sexual purity was to mark the lives of this new Christian community regardless of their ethnic identity.  

So, here is the background of this ethical exhortation. The Jews had always been taught to 

practice sexual purity, although when we read the Old Testament, we see that they did not succeed at it. 

Nevertheless, they knew they were called to sexual purity.  

The Gentiles, on the other hand, were caught up in the immoral sexual practices of the culture. 

They let the culture teach them how to live out their sexuality. 

Now, the new community of faith (both Jews and Gentiles) was called to sexual purity. The Jews 

needed to practice what they had learned from God’s word, and the Gentiles needed to learn biblical 

sexual ethics. Their lives the in the new community of faith were to be unified by a shared sexual purity. 

The second category that flows out of gospel clarity is gospel unity. James not only exhorted the 

Gentiles to practice sexual purity but also to restrict their use of meat sacrificed to idols and eating 

animals that had been strangled and still contained blood.  

The reason for these two exhortations is that these two practices were grounded in idolatry and 

were very offensive to the Jews. So, the best thing to do was for the Gentiles to not use their liberty in 

an offensive way. James’ words are echoed in Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 8:13: 

Therefore, if food makes my brother stumble, I will never eat meat, lest I 

make my brother stumble. 

There was not anything intrinsically wrong with eating a rare steak. But James instructed the 

Gentiles that for the sake of unity in the fellowship, they ought to boil or eat their meat well-done. 

The early church was learning how to live together as a people from every tribe, tongue, and 

ethnicity. They were learning how to be a new community of faith. Bottom line: Sometimes, we must 

gladly restrict our freedom for the sake of others. 

 James’ instruction to the early church was wisdom that upheld the gospel of grace and also 

preserved Jewish-Gentile unity. Through all of their debate and work, the gospel of grace was upheld 

and defended, and unity in the body of Christ for the glory of God was displayed. 

 
1 R. Kent Hughes, Preaching the Word series: Acts, 196. 
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 The last section of our narrative is The Proclamation. Now all that was left to do was let these 

new local churches know how to move forward. Verses 22-35 tell us that the apostles and elders wrote 

letters to these new bodies of believers to clarify the gospel and give them instructions on how-to live-in 

light of the gospel so that unity in the churches is preserved.  

The Jerusalem church chose Paul, Barnabas, Judas Barsabbas, and Silas to take the letters to the 

churches. When they arrived in Antioch, they read the letter, and it encouraged the whole church so 

that they rejoiced and were strengthened. 

 Let’s pull all of this together with some exhortations that still resonate for us today. 

1. We must strive for gospel clarity as a church. 

 Acts 15:1-35 clearly teaches us that we must continually strive for gospel clarity and not only 

gospel clarity but gospel accuracy. If we misunderstand the gospel, then we will not have an accurate 

nor a clear understanding of how a person is saved. What happened in Acts 15 is the age-old error of 

adding to the gospel.  

 There may have been some Pharisees that were believers, but they were so steeped in their 

tradition that they could not conceive of salvation by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone 

according to God’s word alone.  

 They believed in Jesus-plus for salvation. It was Jesus-plus circumcision and Jesus-plus keeping 

all of the Old Covenant. The problem we have as sinners is that we love Jesus-plus salvation.  

Salvation by works appeals to our flesh. It makes us feel like we are on the inside and have 

special privileges. Why do you think the current marketing strategies are all of these Plus-memberships 

for businesses? In the beginning, we were given memberships to businesses, and now we are asked to 

have Plus-memberships. 

 I was talking to my dad yesterday, and he wanted to watch the Iowa State-Texas basketball 

game, but he could not get it because he did not have ESPN+. Brothers and sisters, there is no Plus-

membership to get into heaven. It is by grace alone through faith alone in Jesus alone. Salvation is Jesus 

only! 

  Verses 7-11 teach us that we are saved when we hear and believe the gospel. God gives us His 

Holy Spirit, and by our faith in Jesus, God cleanses our hearts of our sin and makes us right with God. We 

do not add anything to Jesus’ work in our lives. 

 Sure, we follow in baptism after we are saved, but baptism does not save it simply declares that 

we have been saved. We take the Lord’s Supper, but the Lord’s Supper does not save. It reminds us of 

what Christ has done to save us and renews our covenant with Him because He has saved us. We strive 

for holiness in our lives but not in order to be saved, but because we have had our hearts cleansed by 

the blood of Christ, and now we want to live holy lives. When we strive for holiness, we are not trying to 

earn God’s favor or acceptance. We strive for holiness because we have been accepted, adopted, and 

are loved by the Lord Jesus Christ.  

 May we as a church strive for gospel clarity and accuracy. Let’s teach sinners that they are saved 

not by their works but by the work of Jesus on their behalf. Jesus came and lived a perfect, sinless life, 

the life they should have lived but could never live. Then He died on the cross as their substitute to pay 

the penalty for their sin. The wrath of God was poured out on Him for their sin. He was crushed for our 

sin, and then He was buried in a borrowed tomb. But death could not hold the Son of God in the grave. 

God raised Him from the dead on the third day. He ascended into Heaven and is at the right hand of God 
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right now. All who turn from their sin and place their faith in Jesus only are saved from the penalty of 

their sin and are raised from spiritual death to eternal life in Christ. 

 Have you trusted Christ? Have you turned from your sin and to Jesus alone for salvation? Jesus 

came to save sinners. Won’t you turn from your sin and look to Jesus only for salvation. He will save you 

and give you a new heart and a new start in life. 

2. We must contend for the faith. 

 The second exhortation is that we must continue to contend for the gospel. Jude 3 calls us to: 

Contend for the faith that was once for all delivered to the saints. 

 Acts 15 is an example of how the church contends for the faith. It wrestles, debates, struggles, 

and strives to remain unified as it works through doctrinal issues. We want to strive for unity, but unity 

that sacrifices biblical truth and the gospel is not unity.  

 Brothers and sisters, salvation is by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone according to 

God’s word alone for God’s glory alone. On this truth, we must never bend. The biblical facts of the 

gospel are a hill that we must die on as believers. This leads us to our third exhortation. 

3. We must strive to be biblical. 

 Let’s strive to be Christians who stand on God’s word. Let’s strive to be biblical.  

We must be aware that we are constantly influenced by tradition or by culture. Both of these 

were going on in the early church. The Jews were holding to their old ways of doing things, and the 

Gentiles needed to make a clear break with the sinful sexual culture that had discipled them.  

 Both groups needed to stand on the gospel road. Both groups need to evaluate where their 

error was and then come under the teaching of the word of God. Let’s strive to be biblical, which means 

we must be teachable and be willing to change when necessary or stand firmly anchored in the truth. 

4. We must strive for unity. 

 Gospel clarity and gospel accuracy will overflow in gospel unity. You see, the gospel of grace and 

doctrines of grace should make us more gracious. I am not saying that everyone will love the gospel. 

Certainly, like the Apostle Paul said, the gospel of Jesus Christ is the stench of death to some, but for 

those who are being saved, it is the aroma of life.  

 Have you ever gone into a church where they are unified around the gospel and smelled the 

sweet aroma of gospel life? When we unify around the gospel, we know that there are times when we 

should gladly abstain from certain liberties in order to maintain peaceful social interactions. I want to 

quote Tony Merida here: 

Christians with a strong conscience should never violate the consciences 

of weaker brothers and sisters. We should limit our liberty out of love for 

the weaker Christian. John Newton said this about Paul’s dual 

commitment to the gospel and charitable flexibility with other 

Christians: “Paul was a reed in non-essentials; an iron pillar in essential.” 

Let’s be an iron pillar on the gospel, and let’s be charitable to others 
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regarding nonessential, for the good of the church, for the advancement 

of the gospel among all nations, and for the glory of Jesus.2 

 Our narrative concludes with rejoicing. Why? Is it because they solved a problem? Perhaps. Is it 

because the church will grow? Perhaps. The truth is they rejoiced because Jesus had done everything 

necessary to save sinners. On the cross, Jesus had paid for their guilt and shame of sin. On the cross, He 

had taken the punishment and penalty of their sin when God emptied the cup of His wrath on Jesus. At 

the tomb on the third day, Jesus rose from the dead. He is alive, and all of those who place their faith in 

Him alone are saved by His grace alone. When Jesus redeems your life, you are twice His. He made you, 

and then He gave His life to save you. 

 Gospel clarity and accuracy are very important. Gospel clarity and accuracy lead to gospel liberty 

and gospel purity which instruct us in the gospel community.  

 
2 Tony Merida, Christ-Centered Exposition: Exalting Jesus in Acts, 215. 


