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Main Point
Conflict in church provides the opportunity to respect church leaders, seek the Holy Spirit, be guided by

Scripture, and embrace the Lord’s will.

Introduction
As your group time begins, use this section to introduce the topic of discussion.

What is your gut reaction when conflicts arise? Do you run away, fight back or ignore?

What are some of the most common issues that cause conflict in today’s churches? Why?

Understanding
Unpack the biblical text to discover what the Scripture says or means about a particular topic.

Ask a volunteer to read Acts 15:1-5.

What things did the teachers in this passage say the Gentiles must do? If you were a Gentile

hearing that these regulations were required, how would you feel about your new faith? As a

strict Jew, why would these rules be important to you?

What were some of the expected, extra-biblical rules you were supposed to follow in the

church where you grew up?

Is there anything in our church that a new believer might view as an extra rule or

requirement? If so, what should we do about it?

The debate centered around one question: Did Gentiles who believe in Jesus have to convert to Judaism to be

saved? All the first believers were Jews, and Christianity was a movement which began within Judaism.

Jesus Himself was a Jew. For these reasons and more, some believers viewed Christianity as an extension of
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Judaism and its legal requirements. They were concerned because the Antioch Christians had not entered the

process of becoming Jewish converts. That process required circumcision of males and obeying the Mosaic

laws.

Why should we expect conflict within the church? In what ways can conflict be productive?

Why is conflict resolution important in a church?

What was in jeopardy if the church couldn’t reach an agreement about these issues? How

would things be different for Christians today if the people in Acts 15:5 had been successful?

Conflicts are inevitable. When we are in conflict with others, we need to work with them to understand the

problem with all its implications and to agree to resolve it. Paul and Barnabas understood that to add keeping

the Mosaic law to the requirements for salvation was to deny that salvation is by faith alone. The conflict

described in these verses involved theological as well as practical concerns. The integrity of the gospel and

the unity of church fellowship were at stake.

Ask a volunteer to read Acts 15:6-21.

What action indicates Peter’s leadership role among the apostles? Who do you look to in our

church for leadership and guidance? Have you ever had to seek out that person for help

resolving a conflict?

Knowing Paul’s Pharisaic background and Peter’s desire to keep the law, how would their

testimonies have made a difference? How much influence does the testimony of another

believer have on your opinions? How much influence should it have?

After Peter’s speech, the gathering fell silent. Barnabas and Paul recounted their work among the Gentiles,

emphasizing what God had done through them. They had performed signs and wonders by God’s power.

These miracles impressed the Gentiles and validated the gospel Paul and Barnabas proclaimed. The reports of

Barnabas, Paul, and Peter had great impact because they were Jewish Christians who had witnessed God’s

grace in action.

What was James’s recommendation? How did his compromise satisfy both parties?

What roles do experience, theology, and practical considerations play in the decision-making

process of this council? Why are all three important?

James announced his opinion, perhaps as a formal motion: Gentiles would not have to become Jewish

converts to become Christians (v. 19). Then James suggested a letter be sent to Gentile churches instructing

believers to keep four ritual requirements in deference to Jewish Christians. Many Gentile converts and

God-fearers had become familiar with Jewish rituals and regulations. Also, by being sensitive to the beliefs

and practices of Jews, Gentile Christians might reach them (vv. 20-21). To resolve conflict, we should always
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look to the Scriptures’ wisdom for guidance. We should never accept any resolution that violates God’s

Word.

Ask a volunteer to read Acts 15:22-35.

Why would a letter and representatives from the Jerusalem church be a good way to

communicate the apostles’ decision?

What is the tone of the letter? What are its main points?

The letter’s writers stressed that the council’s decision was the Holy Spirit’s decision and theirs. Not only

was the letter encouraging, but the Antioch believers also were relieved. The Jerusalem council’s decision

freed the Christians to include all people who would make a faith commitment to Christ.

Ask a volunteer to read Acts 15:36-41.

Who do you think was right in the argument between Paul and Barnabas? How did God

work in Paul and Barnabas’s separate missionary journeys?

What does this passage teach us about restoring people to ministry despite their past failures?

Believers will make mistakes. As we show willingness to forgive failures and give second chances, we

provide Christians opportunities to grow and learn from mistakes. John Mark is believed to be the writer of

the Gospel of Mark. He made good use of the second chance Barnabas gave him. The Bible calls us to invest

in each other even though risks are associated with it. However, as we involve others in church ministry, the

whole church benefits.

Application
Help your group identify how the truths from the Scripture passage apply directly to their lives.

What risks are involved in seeking to resolve conflicts? Why should we accept those risks and

work to resolve conflicts?

Have you ever lost a friendship because of a religious dispute? What happened? What did

God teach you through that situation?

Pray
Thank God for the opportunity to do life in community with others. Pray that God will bring to light this

week any areas in our church life or individual relationships where reconciliation is needed.
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Commentary
Acts 15:1-41.

15:1-2 After their missionary journey, Paul and Barnabas remained in Antioch (14:28). During their stay,

some men traveled from Judea to Antioch. They began to teach that Gentiles had to be circumcised to be

saved. They had to keep the custom prescribed by Moses. These men from Judea comprised the circumcision

party. Paul and Barnabas contested the Judaizers’ teaching that circumcision was necessary for

salvation—that Gentiles had to be a part of Israel, the covenant community, to become Christians. The words

engaged . . . in serious argument and debate describe a heated, face-to-face confrontation in which Paul and

Barnabas rejected the Judaizers’ claim. The term they refers to the Antioch congregation. Possibly in a called

meeting, the church formally designated Paul and Barnabas and some others as representatives to go up to the

apostles and elders in Jerusalem.

15:3-5 The Jerusalem church remained the mother church, and the apostles and elders evidently gave counsel

on theological issues. They probably did not give directives to other churches. Yet the Antioch church saw

the need for a broader meeting of church leaders to resolve the controversy. Thus the Antioch church

underwrote the journey of more than 250 miles to Jerusalem. The conflict described in these verses involved

theological as well as practical concerns. Theologically, it concerned how a person is saved. Practically, it

involved church fellowship—how saved people relate to one another. Specifically it concerned the

relationship of Jewish and Gentile Christians and how they would interact with one another. The integrity of

the gospel was at stake.

15:6-8 The apostles and the elders assembled to consider Gentile conversion and fellowship with Gentile

believers. Apostles refers to all or some of the Twelve. The elders were other leaders in the church. Verse 12

implies other church members also were present. Paul and Barnabas had engaged the circumcision party in

lengthy debate. When Peter spoke, he reminded the assembly that in the early days of the Christian

movement, God had chosen him to proclaim the gospel to the Gentiles so they might believe. (See Acts 10).

Peter had been God’s messenger to Gentiles with the good news. Peter stressed that God had validated the

Gentiles’ conversions by giving them the Holy Spirit, just as He also did to Jewish believers at Pentecost.

Only God knows the heart fully, and He gave evidence that the Gentiles’ conversions were genuine. God

gives the Spirit only to believers.

15:9-10 Peter declared God made no distinction between Jewish and Gentile believers. When Gentiles made

a faith commitment to Christ, God cleansed their hearts as He had cleansed Jewish believers’ hearts. Peter

strongly implied real purity came as a result of faith; it did not come from circumcision or observing other

Jewish regulations. When the circumcision party heard Peter’s account of what happened in Cornelius’s

house, they had affirmed God had saved Gentiles (see 11:18). Did these Jewish Christians refuse to believe

God had saved Gentiles through faith? Did the circumcision party, like the complaining Israelites did in the
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wilderness (Ex. 17:7), reject God’s guidance? Putting on the disciples’ necks the yoke of legalism would be

to test God by questioning whether He saved people by grace through faith and by seeking to impose a

different way. Peter stressed that no generation had been able to bear the yoke of the law. Why burden the

Gentiles with a load the Jews could not carry?

15:11-12 Peter rejected salvation by keeping the law and stated firmly: We believe we are saved through the

grace of the Lord Jesus, in the same way they are. The Gentiles’ salvation became a model for Jews: Jews

were saved by grace through faith even as Gentiles were. Jewish Christians rightly could cherish their law

and strive to keep it, but they had been saved by grace through faith, not by the law. The whole assembly

likely refers to the Jerusalem church and the group from Antioch. After Peter’s speech, the gathering fell

silent. Barnabas and Paul recounted their work among the Gentiles, emphasizing what God had done through

them. They had performed signs and wonders by God’s power. These miracles impressed the Gentiles and

validated the gospel Paul and Barnabas proclaimed.

15:13 Following Paul and Barnabas, James responded. This was Jesus’ half-brother (see Mark 6:3), not the

apostle James or James the son of Alphaeus (see 1:13). This James had become the Jerusalem church’s

leader. He called for the assembly’s attention. Doubtless all ears were attuned to him because of his position

in the church. Also, he may have been a conservative Jewish Christian whose outlook had undergone change.

15:14-19 James referred to Peter by his Jewish name, Simeon. James called attention to Peter’s account of

how God had intervened to take from the Gentiles a people for His name. The Greek term translated

intervened means “to examine with the eyes” with the further idea of looking on (someone) to help, benefit,

or provide for the person. When Peter went to Cornelius’s house, God provided the Gentiles an opportunity

to receive the gospel. James quoted from the Hebrew prophets Amos and Isaiah to support his argument.

James announced his opinion, perhaps as a formal motion: Gentiles would not have to become Jewish

converts to become Christians.

15:20 James suggested a letter be sent to Gentile churches instructing believers to keep four ritual

requirements in deference to Jewish Christians. Some scholars think these may have been introduced as a

way for Jews and Gentiles within the church to have a common basis for contact. But it is more likely that

these were designed to elevate the moral standards of the Gentiles by prohibiting them from engaging in a

number of the practices that were associated with pagan temple rites such as animal sacrifice, sexual

immorality, and idolatry.

15:21-23 James’s reason for invoking Moses and the widespread proclamation of the law is not entirely clear.

He may have meant that Jewish people who spread throughout the world via the Diaspora had made Moses’

law known among Gentiles through their public reading of Scripture. Alternatively, he may have been saying

that the standards he demanded of Gentiles in verse 20 reflected universal moral laws that were enshrined in
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the law of Moses. Judas and Silas, both leading men among the brothers in Jerusalem, accompanied Paul and

Barnabas back to Antioch in order to vouch (personally and via hand-delivered letter) for the results of the

Jerusalem Council.

15:27-28 A letter in the ancient world was a substitute for the personal presence of the author. It was often

carried by a trusted person who would validate and expand upon its contents, which Judas and Silas as

emissaries of the leaders of the Jerusalem church would do. James names both the Holy Spirit and human

initiative (ours) as factors in the Council’s decision. Throughout the New Testament, there is interplay

between divine guidance and human actions that accomplish God’s purpose (e.g., Php 2:12-13).

15:30-31 When the believers in Antioch read the letter, they were glad for its encouraging message. They

rejoiced that their salvation in Christ was affirmed. They rejoiced that the gospel they had believed was

correct, that salvation is a result of grace alone, not grace plus works. Also, they no doubt were glad they did

not have to begin the process of becoming Jewish proselytes, which all Gentile believers would have if the

Judaizers’ position had been affirmed.

15:32-33 Judas and Silas, the official Jerusalem representatives, said much to encourage and strengthen the

brothers. These men were prophets. As such, they went beyond their assigned task of delivering the letter and

also delivered God’s word to the people. These men spent “some time” ministering in Antioch, after which

the church sent them back to Jerusalem with “the blessing of peace.”

15:36-38 Paul suggested to Barnabas that they go back and visit the believers in every town where they had

preached the message of the Lord. Paul cared about them and wanted to investigate their progress in the

Christian faith. He also may have wanted to encourage various elders they had appointed to lead these

churches (Acts 14:23). Barnabas, true to his name, wanted to take along his cousin John Mark (Colossians

4:10). However, Paul did not think it appropriate. After all, Paul probably reasoned in his heart, John Mark

had deserted them in Pamphylia early on in their first missionary journey—he had failed once and would

probably fail them again. However, Barnabas wanted to give John Mark a second chance. He was more

willing to forgive or at least to overlook John Mark’s earlier failure.

15:39-41 A sharp disagreement ensued between Paul and Barnabas, and they parted company. They came to

an impasse regarding the involvement of John Mark in their ministry and determined the best course of action

was to minister separately. This allowed Paul to press on without fear of a second failure by John Mark. It

also allowed Barnabas to continue to encourage this younger disciple. Barnabas took Mark with him and

sailed off to Cyprus, presumably to visit the work Barnabas and Paul had begun there earlier (Acts 13:4-12).

Paul, however, chose Silas, a prophet and leader from the Jerusalem church (Acts 15:22,27-32).

Reading Assignment for next week

    Acts 16:1-40, Acts 17:16-34
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