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Vatican II: 50 Years Later (June 7, 2015) 

 
 Last week I began this series of articles on Vatican II, since this coming December will 
mark the 50th anniversary of the closing of the council.  We began by looking at Jesus’ founding 
of the Church, noting how, from among his wider group of disciples, he chose Twelve whom he 
invested with special authority.  Within this leadership group he invested Peter with the added 
role of “strengthening” the others.  After his resurrection Jesus sent out the Twelve to begin to 
proclaim the Good News of his life, death, and resurrection to the whole world, so these Twelve 
became known as “apostles”, from the Greek word for “those who are sent”.  So from its 
beginnings the Church was led by a group of apostles, a kind of council, rather than by a single 
individual. 
 For the first 15 years of the Church’s life (30-45 AD), the Twelve apostles focused on 
preaching the Good News to their fellow Jews in Palestine.  This all began to change in the mid-
40’s when Paul began to journey into the Greco-Roman world.  In Acts 15, when Paul returned 
to Antioch (in Syria) after his first missionary journey, some Jewish Christians from Judea 
arrived and began teaching that Gentiles who became Christians had to be circumcised 
according to the law of Moses, or else they could not be saved.  This caused great controversy 
in the church in Antioch, because Paul had never demanded that Gentile converts to 
Christianity had to follow the Jewish ritual and kosher laws.  So the whole church in Antioch 
commissioned Paul and Barnabas to go to Jerusalem to meet with “the apostles and 
presbyters” about this issue.  Here is the earliest example of the Church's conciliar impulse: 
when major questions of doctrine or practice are confronted, the whole Church commissions its 
leaders to meet together in a council and work towards a solution.  This first council in the 
Church’s history happened in about 49 AD. 
 When Paul and Barnabas arrived in Jerusalem, the apostles and presbyters debated the 
issue at length.  The Greek word “presbyter” literally means “elder”, and at the time most 
Jewish synagogues were led by a council of “presbyters”.  Apparently the early Church borrowed 
this form of shared or conciliar leadership, because in Acts 15 it appears that the church in 
Jerusalem had a council of presbyters playing an important leadership role.  After much debate 
by the apostles and presbyters, Peter stood up and addressed the council, supporting Paul’s 
position that the Gentiles should not have to be circumcised and follow the Jewish laws.  Paul 
and Barnabas then told the council all about their missionary success among the Gentiles.   
 Finally, James stood up and addressed the council.  This was not James the son of 
Zebedee, one of the Twelve apostles, but rather James “the brother of the Lord”, as Paul calls 
him in Galatians 1:19.  It seems that James became the leader of the board of presbyters in 
the Jerusalem church, so he speaks on their behalf at the council.  He offered his own solution 
to the Jewish-Gentile dilemma by way of compromise: the Gentile Christians do not need to be 
circumcised, but they should “avoid pollution from idols, unlawful marriage, the meat of 
strangled animals, and blood."  In other words, James agrees with Peter on not requiring 
circumcision, but he goes further by exhorting Gentile converts to avoid certain practices that 
would be especially repugnant to their Jewish Christian brothers and sisters.      
 The account in Acts 15 goes on to tell us that "the apostles and presbyters, in agreement 
with the whole church", composed a letter to be sent to the church in Antioch: "It is the decision 
of the Holy Spirit and of us not to place on you any burden beyond these necessities.”  Notice 
how it was James' addition to Peter's solution which gained the final approval of the 
council.  When the messengers arrived in Antioch, they read the letter to the whole assembly, 
and the community "was delighted with the exhortation".   
 


