



The Movement Spreads 




The Jerusalem Council 15.1-35

It seems the issues at stake when gentiles join the Christ-Movement have been settled in the Cornelius narratives, since Peter stayed in Cornelius’ house which means he accepted his hospitality and this included table-fellowship. Also in 11.1-18 the Jerusalem community consented to what had happened according to 10.1-48, and until the end of chapter 14 no voice is raised against those who proclaim the gospel among gentiles. Although some concern had been raised in 11.1-18 – these concerns appear to have been settled by Peter’s explanations there. Thus it seems that this scene is the retelling of a problem which appeared solved, and as such could be repetition to emphasise that actually all the leading figures were in agreement about the parameters of the mission to Jews and non-Jews. In fact, whilst in chapter 11 only Peter and Christ-followers from Jerusalem were involved, now the Christ-followers of Antiochia appear as partners in this agreement. 
What we find here cannot be the climax or turning point in the narrative of Acts as all that is ‘’decided’ has already been decided and acted out from chapter 10 onwards. Thus it is rather a summary and conclusion of part I of Acts than a climax or turning point.

The dispute is depicted as being launched by ‘some from Judea’ who demand circumcision as a sign of full membership in the community of Christ-followers. This resonates to some extent with the account of Paul in Galatians 2 although he does not refer to a demand of circumcision on the part of Peter or the people from James but to issues concerning table-fellowship of Jews and gentiles. The fact that both Luke and Paul write about a conflict over the parameters of the inclusion of gentiles and issues of Torah observance indicates that there must have been some sort of dispute in the communities of Christ-followers of the early decades, but precise historical reconstruction of what was going on is difficult.
Since the problem worsens in Antiochia Paul and Barnabas are sent to Jerusalem. The dispute continues there, and as a side element we learn that there were Pharisees among the Christ-followers in Jerusalem (15.5), and some of them were of the view that in order to be a full member of the Christ-movement gentiles had to become Jews, in getting circumcised and adhering fully to the Torah.
The problem is being settled, apparently smoothly, as those who express their views in the gathering of apostles and elders, Peter, Paul and Barnabas and James are in full agreement on the matter. Both, Peter and  James are depicted as the ones who promoted gentile mission in the first instance and who sought to bring about a solution to the problem. The agreement is referred to as the so-called  ‘The Apostolic Decree’ in contemporary scholarship. It occurs three times in Acts: 15.20  15.29 and 21.25.
The threefold repetition indicates that the narrator not merely records but actually promotes the decree: 
· The things polluted by idols or sacrificed to idols most likely refer to meat and wine which was ‘produced’ or accompanied by cultic rituals  (cf 1 Cor 8-10/Rom 14-15)
· Sexual immorality is  a standard Jewish accusation against pagan behaviour and most likely includes what is perceived as immoral sexual but also as idolatrous behaviour (idolatry in the Hebrew Scriptures is often referred to in metaphorical language as ‘porneia’) 
·  The things strangled refer to the method of slaughtering, and blood consumption was associated with idolatry in that ‘life’ itself was in the blood.

It has been argued that the decree serves as a minimal requirement from Jews so that Jews and gentiles could eat together but the possibility of sharing meals is not an issue here since Jews and gentiles have been eating together since chapter 10.

According to Gaventa Cf. Acts, pp.210-227, the decree functions not to make it less offensive for Jews to eat with gentiles but rather to protect gentile Christ-followers from the ever present threat of idolatry. All elements of the decree are associated with idolatry. This is particularly interesting when we note other passages in which Luke reflects on this problem: Stephen who mentions the golden calf 7.40-41, or Paul who touches the issue in his sermons in Lystra and Athens 14.15-17;17.22-30. The issues involved in separating oneself from the symbolic universe of the deities were not merely inwardly and at the individual level but had major social and political implications. The need to clearly abstain from worshipping the deities of the Empire without compromise when joining the Christ-movement remained a problem for centuries as we know from Tertullian, Eusebius etc.

Tannehill (Narrative Unity Vol 2) on the other hand emphasizes that the decree serves to allow fellowship between gentiles and Jews who are deeply committed to a Jewish way of life. He argues that it is probably formulated out of concern for the effects a gentile church may have on practising Jews and corrects the view that the Christian mission is an attack on Judaism and its way of life (Tannehill sees Paul’s defense in 21.20-28; 22.3;28.17,19 as examples of this concern). Thus gentiles are asked to abstain from certain things  which are particularly problematic from a Jewish perspective so that Jewish and gentile Christ-followers may adhere to their fellowship in Christ without Jews having to give up their identity.

The narrator then informs the audience that a letter and a delegation are sent to Antioch. In this context Paul and Barnabas are called ‘beloved’ and  ‘people who have given themselves over’  for the Lord’s name. The latter and the delegation sent from Jerusalem to Antioch to deliver the letter underscore the intention and concern of the decree – the unity of the community.
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Paul, Travelling Missionary

After the call/conversion narrative in ch.9 and the crossing of boundaries ch.10 and acknowledgement of this in ch.11.1-18, Luke tells us in 11.19-30 how Paul got involved in the movement. Significantly Barnabas finds Paul in Tarsus(11.25). This happened after the Christ-movement had spread to Antioch and Barnabas seems to have been an important figure there. Obviously they were travelling for some time together, with Paul being the junior partner. After the issue of Jews and non-Jews has been settled in the Apostolic Decree, Paul and his co-workers intend to embark on a new journey.  But a dispute arises between Barnabas and Paul who should be their travel companion and in this context Paul and Barnabas part company (15. 36-41).
In a number of subsequent travel episodes Luke demonstrates that the routes the missionaries followed and the encounters with people en route were not straight forward success stories nor do the travelling missionaries always seem to be in charge of their plans. Thus e.g. in 16.6 we learn that the missionaries could go to Asia –to preach the gospel, but were hindered from travelling to Bithynia. Thus Luke points to a mission which expands through trial and error with the Spirit’s intervention at times as a frustrating force. The picture Luke depicts of the earliest independent mission of Paul is one which does not develop according to clear directions. Luke demonstrates that human and divine purpose interact with each other and even Jesus’ witnesses must endure frustration and error – until they discover opportunity to accord with what apparently was God’s plan!
The fact that Silas, Paul’s first travel companion after the separation from Barnabas comes from Jerusalem emphasizes the importance of the Jerusalem agreement for Paul’s mission, and vice versa the support of Jerusalem for the Jewish-gentile mission led by Paul. Paul, committed to the agreement, delivers the regulations to the communities (cf. 16.4) which is part of the process of strengthening them (16.5). It enables Jews and gentiles to live together in harmony and mutually supporting each other. Paul who represented the gentile mission at the Jerusalem meeting and Silas a delegate of the Jerusalem church are seen here as working together to make the agreement effective and achieve thus unity and harmony in diversity.
Here we cannot deal with all the instances narrated in the following chapters of Acts - for detailed comments read the respective chapters in Gaventa, Acts.
We will focus instead on a select number of characteristics in Acts;

The Pauline Mission under Accusation 

In chapters 16-19 we find four scenes that feature accusations against Paul and co-workers: the episodes narrate similar sequences of events:

1. In Philippi gentiles accuse them of un-Roman activities
2. In Thessalonica Jews raise a mob and, upon not finding Paul, they drag Jason to the magistrates
3. In Corinth the Jews bring Paul before the tribunal of Gallio 
4. In Ephesus Demetrius stirs up his trade colleagues and gentiles accuse Paul and his colleagues of destroying their trade.

Through these incidences Paul is presented as coming under attack from two sides : He is accused of disloyalty to Jewish customs by Jews (18.13) and he is accused of preaching Jewish customs and thus of  acting in a non-Roman way by Romans/gentiles (16.20-21). Thus Paul seems to be an outsider and troublemaker in the eyes of members of both, Jewish and Greek communities  as apparently both feel that his preaching and activity is threatening their way of life. However, Luke is concerned to demonstrate that Paul and the message the early disciples of Christ proclaim is not critical of Judaism but to the contrary true to the traditions of the scriptures and their ancestors. In addition Luke seems to present the movement carefully as not being in opposition to Graeco-Roman society. We will come to these aspects again below.

The Mission in Corinth 18.1-17

Paul stays in Corinth for 18 months, the narrative of this long stay is constructed as a series of short events: 

1-3 Aquila and Priscilla
4-8 In and Out of the Synagogue
9-11 ‘Do Not be Afraid’
12-17 Before the Tribunal

The missionary couple, Aquila and Priscilla, are introduced 18.2. They are important not only because they are fellow Jews but in addition they enable Paul to work in his trade.  Later we learn that they will travel with Paul to Ephesus and play an important role in the community there during Paul’s absence (18.18) . They are examples of Christ-followers who support the local community, but are themselves apparently also travelling and thus contribute to keep the emerging communities linked with each other thereby creating a network of communication and relationships. Aquila is clearly introduced as a Jew, his wife Priscilla here is mentioned after him, but often she is mentioned first, above all by Paul in his letters ( 1 Cor 16.19; Rom 16.3) which may indicate either her higher social status or her prominence in the movement.
Their presence in Corinth is explained via reference to an incident in Rome, the so-called edict of Claudius by which Jews were expelled from the city of Rome in 49 CE. The narrative of Acts which tells that Paul, Prisca and Aquila together travelled to Ephesus, and the greetings to them at the end of 1 Corinthians has given rise to the hypothesis that this letter had been sent from Ephesus. The fact that Paul in his letter to the Romans sends greetings to Prisca and Aquila indicates that at that time the couple were back in Rome. 


In 18.4-8 we find a typical example of the pattern of the mission of Paul  according to Acts: first he is preaching to the Jews, and in a second step he turns to gentiles. In the scene here his preaching clearly is successful among Jews and God-Fearers (18.4). Thus the pattern is not always one of rejection by the Jews and thus turning to the gentiles. After a while opposition seems to have formed against Paul and he solemnly declares that he now will turn to gentiles. He only moved to the house of a god-fearer which was ‘next to the synagogue’. In addition the following verse mentions that actually the ruler of the synagogue had joined the movement. Thus, although Paul is depicted as turning to the gentiles, the partial negative response of Jews does not imply that Paul turned away from the Jews nor does it mean that the mission to the Jews was a failure.
The difficult passage in 18.6 where Luke has Paul saying ‘..your blood be upon your heads’ should not be seen as an  emphasis on any blood guilt as in Mt 23.35; 27.25. Rather the implication here is that Jews are responsible for themselves. The situation is comparable to that of a prophetic ‘watchman’ as described in Ez 33.1-9. Paul seems to borrow directly from this passage ( Ez 33.4 ‘His blood will be on his head’).  The watchman is one who hears the word of God and is obligated to speak to his people. If he does not conform to his obligation the blood of those who perish will be demanded from the hands of the watchman.  Paul declares himself clean because he has fulfilled the obligation to speak God’s word to God’s people. They are now responsible for their own fate. This also strongly indicates that according to the narrative of Acts Paul felt responsible in a prophetic way for his people – he is released from his obligation after he has proclaimed the message ‘to the Jew first’ and only when there is strong resistance within the respective Jewish community.
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