
Lesson 6 Acts 15-16-17 Handout - The Jerusalem Council 

The Council of Jerusalem is unquestionably a climactic moment in the 
history of the Church, for in it the Church’s message is decisively 
extended to all nations. The council reaches conclusions on two related 
concerns: first, how Gentiles can be saved by Christ; second, how they 
are to relate to their Jewish-Christian brothers and sisters. The meeting 
provides today’s Church with a helpful model for resolving 
controversies and discerning God’s will as new questions arise.1 

It is the earliest example of church leadership gathered in council to 
discern important questions of doctrine and pastoral practice. The 
solemn decision of the apostles and elders, guided by the Holy Spirit, 
established a precedent for councils throughout church history. The 
council deliberated over arguments from theology, Scripture, and 
pastoral experience, and the Holy Spirit guided all this human activity to 
a conclusion willed by God. 

This meeting is seen as the first general council of the Church, that is, 
the prototype of the series of councils of which the Second Vatican 
Council is the most recent. Thus, the Council of Jerusalem displays the 
same features as the later ecumenical councils in the history of the 
Church: a) it is a meeting of the rulers of the entire Church, not of 
ministers of one particular place; b) it promulgates rules which have 
binding force for all Christians; c) the content of its decrees deals with 
faith and morals; d) its decisions are recorded in a written document—a 

 
1 Kurz, W. S. (2013). Acts of the Apostles (P. S. Williamson & M. Healy, Eds.; p. 
232). Baker Academic. 
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formal proclamation to the whole Church; e) Peter presides over the 
assembly.2  

This practice has continued in the ecumenical councils, that is, councils 
of bishops representing the whole Church, beginning with the First 
Council of Nicaea in 325 and continuing, in the Western Church, to the 
Second Vatican Council in the 1960s. The Church accepts the solemn 
doctrinal definitions of the councils as binding and infallible, since the 
risen Lord Jesus continues to guide the Church and its leadership 
through the Holy Spirit. “The infallibility promised to the Church is also 
present in the body of bishops when, together with Peter’s successor, 
they exercise the supreme Magisterium,” above all in an Ecumenical 
Council. When the Church through its supreme Magisterium proposes a 
doctrine “for belief as being divinely revealed,” and as the teaching of 
Christ, the definitions “must be adhered to with the obedience of faith.” 
(CCC 891). (Ibid. p. 241)  

This is in accord with the Code of Cannon Law (cannon 338-341) that 
ecumenical councils are assemblies—summoned and presided over by 
the Pope—or bishops and some others endowed with jurisdiction; 
decisions of these councils do not oblige unless they are confirmed and 
promulgated by the Pope. As in all Church matters, under the guidance 
of the Holy Spirit. 

 
2 The Acts of the Apostles (p. 117). (2005). Four Courts Press; Scepter Publishers. 
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