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As we continue our journey through the book of Acts we are coming to Acts chapter 15 this morning.

If you were to give Acts chapter 15 a title, you might title it Conflict and still more conflict.”

The first part of Acts chapter 15, which we will be looking at this morning deals with conflict on a church level.

The last part of Acts 15, which we will be looking at next week, deals more with conflict on a personal level.

On any level conflict is difficult. But church conflict can be painful. 


It can leave scars. It is inevitable, but it doesn’t have to lead to destruction and division.
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Today, I want us to look at the great conflict of 49AD in the early church as a means to learn how to deal with conflict without dissolving into destructive division.

So if you would, please open your Bibles to Acts chapter 15.

Let’s get some context here first. 

Paul (aka Saul) and Barnabas has returned from their first missionary journey and they are sharing the good news of the growing church as large numbers of Gentiles are coming to saving faith in Jesus Christ all across Asia Minor. 

With each tale, Paul and Barnabas seem to grow in their excitement over the advancement of the Gospel. 

The church in Antioch hearing the good news is glowing with pride. 

“Our missionaries have been successful.”

Then someone stands up and says, “Paul, we’ve got some disturbing news for you. While you were gone some men came to us from the Jerusalem church and began to teach that you had to be circumcised to be saved.” 

Look at Acts 15:1 “But some men came down from Judea and were teaching the brothers, “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.” 

It’s not that they were saying that now that you are saved you should get circumcised and start to practice the Jewish traditions. 


No! You can’t get saved unless you first get circumcised.

I can just imagine Paul turning red in the face as his anger welled up from deep within him. The atmosphere of the entire gathering changed from celebration to somberness. 

Have you ever been in a meeting like that? 

Everything’s going great, exciting news is being shared, people are perched on their seats with eager expectation, and then suddenly someone says something and everything changes. 

That’s what happened in Antioch. After hearing the good news from Paul they heard the bad news, the disturbing news from Jerusalem.

Suddenly there is conflict. 

Look here are verse 2: “And after Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and debate with them, Paul and Barnabas and some of the others were appointed to go up to Jerusalem to the apostles and the elders about this question.” 

The Message paraphrase puts Acts 15:2 this way “Paul and Barnabas were up on their feet at once in fierce protest.”

When these men came in saying that you cannot be saved unless you are first circumcised Paul and Barnabas get into a major argument and debate with them.

This was a big deal to these two missionaries whom God had called, as we learned last week, to be “…a light for the Gentiles [and they were to] …bring salvation to the ends of the earth’” (Acts 13:47) 

This was no polite disagreement. 
Paul could get a little hot-tempered. He was known to call his theological opponents “dogs.” 

But why would this throw Paul into such a strong dispute. 

When Paul was confronted and converted by Christ on the road to Damascus he knew that it was his heart that had changed, not his body. 

Paul had come to see the law was powerless to effect change. In fact, it was a burden. There was no way to keep the law. 

All it did was lead to despair or a false sense of righteousness.

Paul felt so strongly about the burden of the law that he devoted an entire letter to the churches of Galatia on the issue of circumcision. 

He wrote in Gal 3:2: “O foolish Galatians! … 2 Let me ask you only this: Did you receive the Spirit by works of the law or by hearing with faith? 

Paul writes later in Galatians 5:2-3 (Message) “I am emphatic about this. The moment any one of you submits to circumcision or any other rule-keeping system, at that same moment Christ's hard-won gift of freedom is squandered. 3 I repeat my warning: The person who accepts the ways of circumcision trades all the advantages of the free life in Christ for the obligations of the slave life of the law.

That’s Paul side of the dispute. If you make circumcision, or any other effort on your part, as a prerequisite to salvation than you are not trusting in what Christ has done but in what you do.



If you are going claim some kind of merit with God based on your ability to keep some part of the law than you must keep the whole law, perfectly, in order to be saved. 

And we know that no one can do that.

But all disputes have two sides. And the church or the government, or any other institution will never resolve a dispute if they don’t listen to both sides of the argument. 

We all side with Paul today. But 2000 years ago, it wasn’t so clear. 

We need to be fair to these men who went to Antioch. We need to cut them a bit of slack. They were believers, followers of the Lord. 

But they had inherited a thousand year-long tradition. 

They were wired to believe a person couldn’t be a child of God unless he would uphold the Law of Moses and unless he was circumcised. 

This was a no-brainer to these men: If the Gentiles were going to come into the church and be a part of the movement of the people of God—and that was a bothersome thought in itself—they would have to do it just as the Jewish men did it. 

There will be no preferential treatment for anyone.

Wouldn’t Jesus be on their side? Jesus was. He was a Law-abiding Jew. 

Jesus even said, “I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law” (Mt 5:18). 


God’s people had been circumcised since the time of Abraham. 

They knew there Old Testament. They had read Exodus 12:48-49 where is says that: “If a stranger shall sojourn with you and would keep the Passover to the LORD, let all his males be circumcised. 

Then he may come near and keep it; he shall be as a native of the land. But no uncircumcised person shall eat of it. 

49 There shall be one law for the native and for the stranger who sojourns among you.”

If the Gentiles were going to be part of God’s people, they needed to go to the clinic and get ‘er done.

The church was at a crossroads. A crucial decision needed to be made. 


This issue had come up before but now was the time to settle it once and for all. 

So Paul, Barnabas, and some others were appointed and sent to the Jerusalem church to settle the matter. 

If the Jerusalem Council, failed to resolve this conflict it likely would have split the church.

The Jerusalem Council was made op of the elders of the Jerusalem Church. It included many of the apostles and disciples who had actually followed Jesus during His earthly ministry. 

They had heard first hand His teaching and witnessed His ministry.

The convening of the Council in Jerusalem is, to this day, the most important church meeting ever held. 


It would literally set the course for the church for the next 2000 years. 

Wouldn’t you like to have been there? There was Paul, the great apostle to the Gentiles. 

Over there was Peter, the disciple of whose faith Jesus said, he would build his church. 

In the front was James, the very brother of Jesus, who by this time had risen to the leadership of the Jerusalem church. 

Near Paul was Barnabas, the son of encouragement from Cyprus, who, next to Paul was the greatest missionary of the early church. 

No doubt other apostles who walked and listened to the stories of Jesus were at the Council also. 


These were the men who would deal with the greatest controversy the church had faced in its short life of less than 20 years.

So how did they address this great controversy? 

One word: Conversation. They had a conversation. 

We might expect something more spiritual. You know, something like they prayed and fasted for 4 days or read 37 Psalms or something like that. 

But the word “prayer” is found nowhere in the chapter. This is not to say they didn’t pray. Don’t misunderstand me. 

I merely want to make the point they focused on the hard work of having a conversation. 



This wasn’t Face time or Facebook. It was face to face, look me in the eye conversation.

Luke only records snippets and sound bites of what each leader said. But am sure that there was much discussion. 

The Council could have taken days. We don’t know. All we have are the position statements of the major players. 

They spoke. They listened. That’s more than half the battle when controversy erupts. 

All the key people need to be involved in the conversation. 

The speakers at Jerusalem were Peter, some unnamed leader of the Pharisee party, and James. 

Here are the voices:

The first to speak were those from the party of the Pharisees. 

Yes, there were Pharisee Christians by this time. These were people, like Paul, who had come from the Pharisee Party of Israel. 

Their entire lives had been centered in meticulous devotion to the Law of Moses. 

Now that Christ had entered their lives, they depended on his atoning death for their salvation. 

Still they believed the Gentiles needed to be circumcised and follow the Law of Moses as well. 

Their position was summed up in one sentence recorded in Acts 15:5, 
“It is necessary to circumcise them and to order them to keep the Law of Moses.” 

For the Pharisee Christians it was Jesus plus circumcision.

Then Peter speaks after much discussion. Peter stands up and addresses the council. 

He reminds the council that God had already made a choice among the church in Jerusalem to send Peter to the Gentiles. 

He preached to Cornelius who became the first Gentile convert. Peter confessed that the Holy Spirit was given to the Gentiles as well and that God made no distinction between Jew and Gentile. 

Then he asks a rhetorically in verse 10; “…why are you putting God to the test by placing a yoke on the neck of the disciples that neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear?”

But don’t miss what he goes on to say in verse 11: 
“But we believe that we will be saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will.” 

The bottom line of salvation is that it is a free gift offered, to those who do not deserve it, or who could ever earn it own their own.

Grace: God’s riches at Christ expense!

Without given any of the details Luke tells us that Barnabas and Paul gave a brief testimony about the miraculous things God was doing among the Gentiles.

Then finally James spoke.

James was the brother of Jesus, a man known to be ultra-orthodox. Of James it was said he had calluses on his knees because he prayed so fervently. 

By this time he had surpassed Peter as the pre-imminent apostle in Jerusalem. 
When James spoke, people listened. 

He offered commentary on Peter’s speech, quoted some Hebrew Scripture (Amos 9:11-12), and then in verse 19 said, “Therefore my judgment is that we should not trouble those of the Gentiles who turn to God…”

Don’t you appreciate the fact that he doesn’t try to manipulate the Council with pious language. 

He doesn’t say, “My friends, I have a word from God.” Or “Brothers, the Lord has revealed the truth to me.” 

This is what I think. This is my position. I offer to you my judgment.

I think we would benefit from a few more James’ today. 



One of the slickest, and often, lamest and laziest tactics Christians use today in the face of conflict is, “I’ve prayed about this and this is the right thing.” 

“I’ve prayed about this and let me tell you what God has said.” 

I can’t help but think of the guy at seminary who went up to this girl (true story) and said, “God has told me I’m supposed to marry you.” 

To which she wisely replied, “When He tells me I’m supposed to marry you, I’ll get back to you.”

James didn’t try to spiritualize the controversy. He simply offered his best judgment.

And what was that judgment? 

Compromise! 

Eewwh, that sounds like a bad word in church, doesn’t it? 

We’re not supposed to be people of compromise. We’re supposed to be people of conviction. 

We are people of principle. 

And yes we do not and will not compromise on the clear teaching of God’s word nor will the compromise on the essentials of the Gospel message.

Here is the Grand Compromise that came from the First Ecumenical Council of the Church: The Gentiles did not have to be circumcised, but they should avoid practices that would offend their Jewish brothers and sisters in Christ. 

Keep in mind you find three categories of law in the Old Testament. 


There were civil laws that dealt with society and governing of the people of Israel. A good example of this would be the commands that told where each tribe was to camp around the tabernacle.

Then there were the ceremonial laws. These had to do with the temple, and offering of sacrifices, washing and purification laws.

Circumcision would have fallen under this category.

And then there are God’s moral laws. The most obvious are the 10 Commandments. Don’t lie, kill, or steel. 

James said the Gentiles didn’t have to be circumcised (ceremonial law), but they should refrain from 3 things:
- They should eat no food offered to idols (do go back to your old ways of worship)


- They should abstain from sexual immorality. The word that is used here would include fornication or pre-marital sex, bestiality, homosexual behavior, and adultery. (Representing God’s moral standards)

- Third, they should abstain from eating meat from strangled animals. Eating the blood of an animal was offensive to Jews. 

(This command was given to Noah after the flood and they were given permission to eat meat. So this predates the Law of Mosses.)

While each of these three prohibitions can point to the moral law the main issue was unity. 

The Grand Compromise put forth by James was a combination of theological conviction -- Christianity would not be burdened by the requirement of circumcision and adherence to the letter of Mosaic law – and practical sensitivity – Gentiles weren’t to rub their freedom into the noses of the Jewish Christians.

That bold act of compromise saved the church from becoming merely a sect of Judaism. 

It cleared the way for Paul to expand his missionary enterprise to the Gentiles. 

It provided a means for you and me to become part of the people of God. 

It also demonstrated that compromise isn’t a bad word for the Christian community.

One study discovered that the “best’ arguers are those who don’t point their fingers. According to the study, the person who says “we” the most during an argument suggests the best solutions.


Researchers from the University of Pennsylvania and the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill used statistical analysis to study 59 couples. 

Spouses who used second-person pronouns (you) tended toward negativity in interactions. Those making use of first-person plural pronouns (we) provided positive solutions to problems.

The study concluded: “‘We’ users may have a sense of shared interest that sparks compromise and other ideas pleasing to both partners. 

‘You’-sayers, on the contrary, tend to criticize, disagree, justify, and otherwise team with negativity.”

What the psychological community has learned in the 21st century was practiced in the first century by James. 


Compromise for the sake of the whole community can be a God-ordained action.

Well, after the apostles and elders agreed with James regarding this compromise they had to determine how to communicate it to the church in Antioch. 

This was a crucial message so they wrote a formal letter to the church in Antioch and they sent it by way of two messengers from the Antioch church – Barnabas and Paul – and two messengers from the church in Jerusalem – Judas and Silas. 

This was a fair and balanced team. 

They would take the two week journey to Antioch and read the letter in person to the church.

This is another key reason the Great Compromise was well received. 

It was communicated by key leaders in face to face fashion. 

Computers are great. Text messages are nice. But when we are dealing with conflict and controversy we need to have face to face meetings. 

That way we can answer questions. Address misunderstandings. Convey love and concern with words, touch, and other physical expressions.

When you are receiving life-altering news, you’d much prefer to hear from a person than some letter, email, or text-message, regardless of how well it’s written.

Conclusion

The result of this inevitable conflict wasn’t a church-wide schism. 


The result was an encouraged church and an energized missionary force. 

Antioch would become the center of the Christian church for the next 200 years. 

The greatest explosion of religious conversions in world history would take place during this period, unaided by the sword or other coercive measures.

And of lesser importance, but important nonetheless, is a model the Jerusalem Council gave for the church to handle conflict. 

It begins with conversation, giving all sides a fair hearing and a real effort on the part of everyone to listen. 

It included a wise compromise. The compromise maintained the integrity of a law-free Gospel. 

It would be Jesus, plus nothing. 
However, there was a personal and sensitive effort to consider the traditions, cultures, and backgrounds of all parties. 

There were some voluntary requests made and heeded. 

And finally, it was communicated in person, by men of conviction and compassion, men appointed by the church.

Praise God, we are in no such crisis at this point in the life of our church. 

But because we’re human beings in the church of Jesus Christ, we will face conflict at some time in the future. 

I don’t relish it. But it is inevitable, despite the solid foundation upon which we worship, serve, and love one another. 

When that time comes, let’s remember the Jerusalem Council. 
It served the church well for a long period. It will do the same for our church, and our personal relationships at home, school and work.

Conflict is inevitable, but destruction and division are not. 

Think again about what Peter said  in verse 11: “But we believe that we will be saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will.” 

*
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