
	         

     Men’s Bible Fellowship                                                                                Colton, CA

ACTS                                                 
  “THE MILLION DOLLAR QUESTION” 

LESSON 14

My first exposure to entrance requirements was while waiting to ride the Matterhorn on my first trip to 
Disneyland. Sure enough, if you didn’t measure up to the bottom of the sign outside the entrance, you 
were not allowed into the hallowed ground of what, in my five-year-old world, was the best place on 
earth. No matter how much I stretched my tiny frame I couldn’t reach the minimum height requirement, 
and was relegated to riding Dumbo. In Acts 15, the leadership of the early church comes to grip with the 
most important question of all, “What is the entrance requirement for heaven, or essentially, what must I 
do to be saved?” According to a Gallup poll conducted in 2004, 81% of Americans believe in heaven.1 
To get 81% of America to agree on anything is amazing, but the agreement quickly breaks down when 
Americans are asked how one gains entrance into heaven. The answer most frequently given involves 
a sort of cosmic ledger which balances or weighs good versus bad deeds during one’s life. Surprisingly, 
in a Barna poll conducted about the same time, it was found that nearly 50% of those who identified 
themselves as Born Again Christians believed you could gain entrance into heaven through your good 
works.2 

This viewpoint is in stark contrast to the foundational doctrine of salvation by grace alone, laid down by 
the pillars of the apostolic church under the direction of the Holy Spirit. Just as years ago I stretched in 
vain to reach the minimum requirement, Peter shares that no matter how much we try, we cannot of our 
own flesh attain the perfection required to gain entrance into heaven. Martin Luther was to later term 
this essential doctrine Sola Fide (Latin for “Faith Alone”). John MacArthur summarizes it well when he 
writes, 

“Historic evangelicalism has therefore always treated justification by faith as a central biblical 
distinctive—if not the single most important doctrine to get right. This is the doctrine that makes 
authentic Christianity distinct from every other religion. Christianity is the religion of divine 
accomplishment—with the emphasis always on Christ’s finished work. All others are religions 
of human achievement. They become preoccupied, inevitably, with the sinner’s own efforts to 
be holy. Abandon the doctrine of justification by faith and you cannot honestly claim to be 
evangelical. Scripture itself makes sola fide the only alternative to a damning system of works-



righteousness: ‘Now to the one who works, his wage is not reckoned as a favor, but as what is 
due. But to the one who does not work, but believes in Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith 
is reckoned as righteousness (Romans 4:4-5)’”3 

Whenever anyone adds to the completed work of Jesus by issuing mandates to follow in order to attain 
salvation, they have followed the path of the early Judaizers. The requirement of baptism, sacraments, 
church attendance, or any action plus Jesus does not lead to salvation. The Law was put in place to 
lead men to Christ (Galatians 3:24) or to “open our eyes and shut our mouth.” The commandments 
given to the Gentiles by the council in Jerusalem reflect Jesus’ law of love (see Mark 12:28–31) rather 
than the Law of Moses. When the decrees from the elders were followed, it would allow both Jewish 
and Gentile believers to fellowship together without offending each other. 

A good friend of mine likes to break tasks into two groups: “have to” and “get to.” I have to mow the 
lawn, but I get to go surfing. Thanks to the completed work of Jesus we no longer have to strictly 
adhere to the Law of Moses, but out of love and gratitude for our Savior we get to follow the Law of 
Christ, summarized as loving God with all our hearts and loving our neighbor as ourselves. 

1http://www.gallup.com/poll/11770/eternal-destinations-americans-believe-heaven-hell.aspx                                                                                                  

2https://www.barna.org/barna-update/article/5-barna-update/128-americans-describe-their-views-about-life-after- death#.VLF86VoqMtV 

3http://www.gty.org/resources/Articles/A192/Jesus-Perspective-on-Sola-Fide 

 
Prayer                                                                                                                                         
Start by praying over the passage and asking the Holy Spirit to give you fresh insights and wisdom in 
understanding it. Then read through the entire passage two or three times. 

Day 1 - Conflict Over Circumcision – Acts 15:1–5 
The men coming down from Judea represented a group later to be known as “Judaizers.” They had 
traveled 335 miles from Jerusalem to redirect the church in Antioch. About this time, Paul wrote his 
letter to the church in Galatia concerning their heresy. Many scholars feel that Peter was in Antioch at 
this time and was led astray by these Judaizers, leading to a conflict with Paul as recorded in    
Galatians 2. 

1. The largest single doctrinal conflict in Acts starts with the arrival of some unwelcome guests.            
   a. What was the false doctrine being taught by the men from Judea?
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

Memory Verse
“For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, not of 
works, lest anyone should boast. For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, 
which God prepared beforehand that we should walk in them.” Ephesians 2:8–10 NKJV 



    b. To what group did these men likely belong to (see verse 5)? 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________

2. The conflict described as “no small dissension” could be better called an all-out war. 
    a. How did Paul and Barnabas react to the false teaching? 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 

    b. How should their reaction be a model for us in the church today? 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________

3. Read Galatians 2:11–14. 
    a. What negative effects did these false teachers have on Peter? 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________

    b. How did Paul react to Peter’s actions? 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

    c. Despite the controversy, what miracle had God been working amongst the Gentiles (the word 
used for this miracle occurs only here in the entire New Testament)? 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

Day 2 - Jerusalem Council Part 1 – Acts 15:6–12                                                                
The discussion started with the church as a whole in verse 4 seems to have moved into a smaller 
assembly of the leadership of the church. Peter apparently had a change of heart following his 
confrontation with Paul in Antioch (as recorded in Galatians 2) and offers evidence that the Gentiles are 
indeed saved by grace alone. 

1. Describe the incident which Peter is referring to in verse 7 (hint see Acts 10) 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

Memory Verse– Fill in the Blanks 
“For by grace ________ have been saved __________ faith, and that _______ of yourselves; it 
________ the gift of ________________, not of works, ____________ anyone should boast. 
_____________ we are His ___________________, created in Christ ________________ for 
good works, ________________ God prepared beforehand _______________ we should walk in 
___________________.” Ephesians 2:8-10 NKJV 



2. What proof did Peter offer for God’s acceptance of the Gentile believers? 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

3. What is the yoke Peter is referring to in verse 10 and how was it unbearable? 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

4. What further proof did Paul and Barnabas give of God’s grace to the Gentiles? 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

5. What purpose do you feel the Law of Moses served in God’s plan of salvation? 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

Day 3 - Jerusalem Council Part 2 – Acts 15:13–21 
James seems to have been a very popular name in the New Testament as three men of note bear this 
name. James the son of Zebedee (Matthew 4:21) and brother of John was part of Jesus’ inner circle of 
disciples, but had already been executed by Herod (Acts 12). James the son of Alphaeus (Matthew 
10:3), also known as James the Less, was one of the 12 apostles. The James speaking in this passage 
however is the half-brother of Jesus (see Matthew 13:55 with Mark 6:3). Early writers referred to him as 
James the Just. He was the head of the Jerusalem church and would later write the epistle bearing his 
name. 

1. James quotes from the minor prophet Amos (Amos 9:11–12). 
    a. Summarize the prophecy as quoted. 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

    b. How does the prophecy of Amos support what Peter just described? 
__________________________________________________________________________________  
__________________________________________________________________________________

Memory Verse – Fill in the Blanks 
“For _______ grace ________ have ____________ saved _______________ faith, ________ that 
__________ of ______________; it ____________ the gift of __________, not _______ works, 

__________ anyone ____________ boast. _________ we __________ His ____________, created 
_______ Christ ___________ for __________ works, _________ God _________ beforehand ____ 
we ____ walk in _____.” Ephesians 2:8–10 NKJV 



2. Prior to Paul’s first missionary journey, the believing Gentiles were mostly proselytes (kept Mosaic 
Law and circumcision), or God fearers (loosely followed Judaism), but now full-fledged pagans were 
coming into the church. What four regulations did James want the new believers to follow? 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

3. Remembering that the young church membership would have both Jews and Gentiles,                                     
    a. Why would these rules be especially important in their fellowship? 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

    b. For Paul’s insight on this share what you learn from 1 Corinthians 10:23, 24, 31– 33. 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

Day 4 – The Jerusalem Decree – Acts 15:22–34 
William Barclay describes the Jerusalem Decree as the Magna Carta of grace. Without the decision by 
the church council in Jerusalem, Christianity would have been nothing more than a sect within Judaism. 
After reading the entire passage share the following: 

1. How was the decision conveyed to the church in Antioch? How did this show spiritual wisdom/
discernment? 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What evidence can you find in the letter that shows support or encouragement for the church in 
Antioch and its leadership? 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. What was the response to the letter by those in Antioch? 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________

Memory Verse – Fill in the Blanks 
“For ________ _____________ __________ have ______ saved ______________ ________, 
_______ that __________ of _____________; it _________ the __________ of __________, not 
________ works, _______________ anyone _______________ boast. __________ we ________ His 
______________, created ______ ________ _________ for __________ works, _______ God 
______________ ________________ ___________ we ___________ ____________ in ________.” 
Ephesians 2:8-10 NKJV 



4. Paul, reflecting about this decree, would later describe what this decision meant to the Galatians. 
Summarize in your own words Galatians 3:28. 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

Day 5 - Division Over John Mark – Acts 15:35–41 
John, who was also called Mark, was the cousin of Barnabas (see Colossians 4:10). He had deserted 
the team on its first missionary journey. It is believed that Mary, his mother, had a large home that was 
the site of the last supper and upper room meeting prior to Pentecost, as well as being a place of 
refuge for Peter following his release from prison. 

1. While many commentators feel the disagreement should not have occurred, they do point out that it 
was useful to have two missionary teams rather than one. Describe the conflict between Barnabas and 
Paul and its resolution. 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________

2. God does give us second chances. For any of us who may have stumbled in ministry, John Mark 
should serve as an encouragement.  
    a. While Paul had no use for young and unreliable John Mark at this time, how would he later    
describe him in 2 Timothy 4:11?  
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________

    b. How would Peter later describe him in 1 Peter 5:13? (Early church fathers unanimously name 
Mark as the author of the second gospel under Peter’s tutelage.)  
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________

 
3. What was Paul’s purpose for leaving on his second journey? What principle on evangelism can we 
glean from his desire for a follow-up visit?  
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________

Memory Verse – Fill in the Blanks
 “For __________ _________ _________ __________ ___________ saved ___________ 
___________, _____________ that _________ ___________ _____________; it ___________ 
______________ ______________of _______________, __________ ____________ works, 
_________ ______________ _______________ boast. _________ __________ ___________ His 
______________, created ___________ _____________ ______________ for ______________ 
_______________, ______________ God ______________ ______________ ___________ we 
___________ _____________ in ______________.” Ephesians 2:8–10 NKJV 



Day 6  - Take Away / Summary                                                                                                       
If one of your friends at work or a neighbor were to ask you what you did on Tuesday, you would tell 
them you went to a Bible study. The next question would likely be, “What did you learn?” We often 
summarize an entire athletic contest or a movie in a few brief sentences and easily convey the essence 
of the event. Now apply these same skills to give a summary of the passage in a sentence or two. 
Then, in an additional sentence or two, describe what impact this passage will have on how you live. 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

Key Words/Phrases                                                                                                                
Write out the definition of these key words. You can use a regular dictionary or go to one of the Greek 
sources listed in the Tool Box at the end of the study. You may also use a concordance to see where 
else and how the word is used in the Bible. How would these phrases instruct or encourage us today? 

Law of Moses (Acts 15:5) 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________

Purifying Their Hearts by Faith (Acts 15:9) 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________

Tool Box 
Step 1: The Bible. Read the passage in a couple of different versions. If you are having trouble 
understanding a passage, choose a more dynamic version such as New Living Translation or The 
Message. To focus in on the exact meaning of a verse, choose a more literal translation such as New 
American Standard Bible or New King James Version. 
Step 2: Study Tools. Use these to help you dig deeper. Background Information: 1) Unger’s Bible 
Dictionary 2) Bible Dictionaries online at biblestudytools.com and blueletterbible.com. Word Studies: 1) 
Zodhiates’ The Complete Word Study New Testament 2) Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary 3) 
Strong’s Dictionary of Bible Words. 
Step 3: Commentaries. Commentaries should not be used in place of studying God’s Word directly, 
but they can give you additional insights. Some good commentaries include: John MacArthur, J. Vernon 
McGee, The Expositors Commentary, NIV Application Commentary, William Barclay (great for 
background and culture but be careful of his spiritual applications). 

Memory Verse - Fill in the Verse from Memory
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Ephesians 2:8–10 NKJV 
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