
There is some shifting going on in today’s Messianic world as it 
concerns the unity that Jewish and non-Jewish Believers are to 
experience in Messiah Yeshua, and whether or not non-Jewish 
Believers are really called to obey God’s Torah. Much of this 
controversy is not based in an objective, historically conscious 
reading of the Scriptures—but instead in shifting ministerial 
alliances and religious politicking. The answer is not going to be 
found in evaluating who-said-what, but will be found in going to 
the Biblical text and in accurately evaluating what the 
trajectory of God’s Word is. 
 
Around two decades after the ascension of Yeshua into Heaven, 
the message of salvation began being spread to the 
Mediterranean world outside the Land of Israel, and many from 
the nations eagerly embraced it. Was this just a bi-product of the 
message going to the Jewish people in the Diaspora, or was it the 
Father’s Divine plan? What was to take place with the new, non-
Jewish Believers? Did they have to be circumcised and become 
Jewish proselytes? Or were all of the Believers, regardless of 
their ethnicity, to come together in a new environment rooted 
in the completed work of God’s Son? The Jerusalem Council of 
Acts 15 assembled to consider these issues, and it fairly ruled on 
what was to be done. 
 
Too many of today’s Messianics refer to Acts 15 without a great 
deal of consideration for the context of the events as they took 
place in the First Century C.E. We often assume things that we 
should not assume, and we overlook things that we should not be 
overlooking. This study critically examines Acts 15 in detail, is 
engaged with current Acts scholarship, and tries to properly 
compare and contrast the ancient setting of the Jerusalem 
Council with some of what we see going on in the emerging 
Messianic movement today. What can we learn from all of this? 
What important lessons have we avoided for far too long? 
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PROLOGUE 
When many of our evangelical Christian brothers and sisters read the 
New Testament, they often struggle with applying it in the Twenty-
First Century. The Church of today is not the First Century ekklēsia, a 
relatively infant group of Jewish and non-Jewish Believers, trying to 
determine the eschatological purpose and plan of God, and how all 
people are to unite as one in the Messiah. Today’s Messianic 
movement, on the other hand, has little difficulty relating to the 
struggles of the First Century Body of Messiah, because like them we 
are a steadily-growing group of Jewish and non-Jewish Believers, 
united in common cause around the salvation of Messiah Yeshua 
(Christ Jesus), similarly trying to determine the purpose and plan of 
God. We do, however, have some issues with trying to interpret and 
properly apply the teachings and rulings of the Apostles, so we can 
mature into all of the things that the Lord wants us to be. 

Today’s Messianic movement has a wide variety of competing 
visions and viewpoints as to what it should become. Many think that 
the Messianic movement is only to be a group of Jewish Believers in 
Yeshua, who can be a part of a relatively cultural homogeneous 
community of Jews who express trust in Israel’s Messiah. This group 
may have some non-Jewish Believers, who have married a Jewish 
spouse, but not really anyone else, as the rest of the non-Jewish 
Believers should just remain a part of the greater Christian Church. 
Many think that the Messianic movement is to be a “Torah 
movement,” where Jewish and non-Jewish Believers are all welcome, 
but where our primary emphasis is to study and enforce the Law of 
Moses, perhaps a bit strictly and rigidly. Others think that the 
Messianic movement is going to bring about the restoration of Israel, 
and that just about all non-Jewish Believers led into it are part of the 
scattered Northern Kingdom of Israel/Ephraim. Not enough, given 
the tenor of the Jerusalem Council, have probably sought the will of 
the Holy Spirit, which is blind to one’s ethnicity, social status, or 
gender (Acts 15:8-9)—and is to move forward God’s plan at His 
pace. 
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Given all of the competing agendas that are present in the broad 
Messianic world, it should be no surprise that some people are very 
confused about how to view the Acts 15 Jerusalem Council. For quite 
some time I have known that a detailed examination of Acts 15 was 
going to be necessary. While I am of the conviction that the Torah is 
relevant instruction for all of God’s people, I have seen far too many 
teachers who share this view, haphazardly refer to Acts 15:21—“For 
Moses from ancient generations has in every city those who preach 
him, since he is read in the synagogues every Sabbath”—with very 
little consideration for the context and the setting of what James says 
here. Sooner or later I knew I would have to analyze Acts 15 verse-by-
verse, not only because of how important the Apostolic Council was 
to the spread of the gospel among the nations in the First Century, 
but so the emerging Messianic movement can be effective for God’s 
service in the Twenty-First Century. 

We are entering into a new decade of Messianic growth and 
development, and with this is going to come some redrawing of the 
map, and some theological shaking. There are some who once 
advocated that the Torah was relevant instruction for all of God’s 
people, but are now saying that Jewish people have a more privileged 
status before God than everyone else, and that non-Jewish Believers 
can follow the Torah if they want to. Like all Messianics, I very much 
believe in honoring the Jewish people and our faith heritage from the 
Synagogue (cf. Romans 11:29), but the vision of the Jerusalem Council 
was not to produce two sub-peoples of God. The Jerusalem Council 
was intended to meet and fairly address what was to be done with 
new, non-Jewish Believers, who had been raised in Greco-Roman 
paganism. Understanding the broad cultural backgrounds, from the 
First Century Mediterranean, is imperative to properly interpreting 
not only the Apostolic decree, but also applying it for a Twenty-First 
Century Messianic movement whose non-Jewish and Jewish 
members were largely raised in a significantly different cultural 
environment (mostly in North America). 

In the past decade, I have witnessed too much of a sub-standard 
level of engagement on the part of various Messianic Bible teachers 
and some of our “leaders” in applying the Scriptures. There has not 
been enough critical thinking. This not only includes people who 
conclude that the Acts 15 Jerusalem Council required the non-Jewish 
Believers to go to the local synagogue and learn from Moses’ 
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Teaching, but also those who conclude that they did not have to learn 
from it. This is ultimately the reason why in this interesting season 
we have witnessed some theological flip-flopping. While this Acts 15 
study has been planned for almost a year now (since late 2008), 
current events only intensify its need. I realize that this is a unique 
study, per the fact that there presently is no Acts for the Practical 
Messianic commentary written (even though this is a long-term goal), 
but we will still all be able to learn quite much. It would be my hope 
that we can learn to critically engage not only with the opinions of 
scholars and interpreters, but make sure that our maturing 
Messianic movement is really in touch with the will and trajectory 
that God has laid out in His Word. This will require us, just as the 
Apostles did, to recognize how the unique work of the Holy Spirit in 
this post-resurrection era, has changed some of the dynamics (Acts 
15:12). 

I hope that if you share the same conviction as I—that the Holy 
Spirit is to write God’s Law onto the hearts of all His people (Jeremiah 
31:31-34; Ezekiel 36:25-27)—that it will be confirmed. It is my goal to 
give you a much more detailed answer to your questions, than those 
who are not concerned with a socio-historical reading of the text, 
those who prefer to cut corners with their exegesis, or those who 
shift their positions because of entangling ministerial alliances. 

 
J.K. McKee 

Editor, Messianic Apologetics 
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INTRODUCTION 
The Book of Acts is certainly monumental for any of us to understand 
the growth and expansion of the First Century Messianic movement 
out into the Mediterranean world. Not only did many Jews eagerly 
embrace the good news that the Messiah had come, but many from 
the nations were also freed from their sins by hearing that the true 
Savior of humanity had arrived. But how these two distinct groups of 
people were to relate to one another, and whether they were to really 
come together and be united around their common hope of salvation, 
was a great debate that we are affected by even today. How do we 
come to a proper balance of recognizing the origins of the gospel in 
Ancient Israel and First Century Judaism, and also its worldwide 
implications? 

Acts 15:1-35 covers the Jerusalem Council, also known as either 
the Jerusalem Conference or Apostolic Council, and is considered by 
many interpreters to be the main transition point within the Book of 
Acts. The leadership of the ekklēsia at the home base of Jerusalem, 
notably including the Apostle Peter (cf. Matthew 16:18) and James the 
brother of the Lord, came together with Paul and Barnabas, and ruled 
on what was to take place concerning the nations’ salvation. How 
were the new, non-Jewish Believers to be admitted into the assembly 
of faith? What were they required to do? Was their salvation 
something that was a bi-product of the Jews’ salvation, or something 
anticipated in the Hebrew Scriptures all along? Were all Believers 
equal in the Lord Yeshua, or did God plan on having two sub-peoples? 
In the estimation of F.F. Bruce, “The Council of Jerusalem is an event 
to which Luke plainly attaches the highest importance; it is...epoch-
making,”1 especially how it directly related to the mission of the 
Apostles in the years to come. 

 
1 F.F. Bruce, New International Commentary on the New Testament: The Book of the 

Acts (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983), 298. 
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