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Description:  K.E.Y. Bible Study introduces the essential biblical narratives, concepts, and themes, and teaches the student 
how to apply the message of the Bible to daily living.  Each teaching session is self-contained, which allows participants to join in 
the study at any time during the five years. 

 
Purpose: To teach the most significant events, passages, and doctrines of the Bible in a manner and using 

methods which encourages and empowers the student to: 
     Keep the faith that we have received 
     Be Equipped to serve the Body of Christ 
     Become Yoked, or connect, with others for the purpose of ministry  

 
 
 

January 13, 2016 
Acts 15:1-29 

How The Early Church Handled Doctrinal Conflict 
 
 
 

Background 
 
Either by intentional design or through misdirected policies, organizations eventually become known for 
their exclusivity or inclusiveness.  Remaining inclusive requires more effort than being exclusive.  Sinful 
human nature drives the passion for exclusivity:  we want to keep what we have or what we experience 
just for us and for the people we choose.  While the gospel of Jesus was intended for all people, some 
early Christian leaders wanted to restrict it to their nationality.  One of the major issues the first century 
church faced was whether or not the church would be limited only to Jews, who were trusting Jesus as 
Savior and Lord.  The Old Testament clearly promised that Gentiles would also be recipients of God’s 
promises (Genesis 22:18; Genesis 26:4; Genesis 28:14; Isaiah 49:6; Isaiah 55:5-7; Zephaniah 3:9-10; 
Zechariah 8:22).  However, how that would be implemented became a point of both organizational and 
doctrinal conflict. 
  
In Acts 11, the church leadership made a tentative decision; in Acts 15, Luke described how they 
reached a more permanent solution.  This conflict, as most church conflicts, involved politics and 
personalities, as well as doctrinal principles.  God uses strong personalities and principled compromise 
to bring unity within the body of Christ.  It is important to remember that Christians have sinful natures, 
and yet, they are also filled with the very Spirit of God.  This chapter describes how the church handled 
conflict in a way that glorified God. 
 

Who 
 
God is the primary character in the book of Acts.  In the book of Genesis, God is described as an active 
participant in the world, not just a passive power.  God, who is revealed fully in Jesus, the Christ, is 
described in Acts as reaching out to humanity through Holy Spirit-filled and directed Christians. 
 

When 
 
This event occurred in 48 A.D. - 49 A.D. (approximately 20 years after the death/resurrection of Jesus 
and the Day of Pentecost). 
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Where 
 
While this event occurred in Jerusalem, it is the result of God moving in Antioch.  Early church leaders 
considered the church in Jerusalem to be the mother church or ecclesiastical headquarters.  While the 
twelve disciples did not officially make this designation, it was the city that had been their religious 
home as Jews and also where the crucifixion, the resurrection, and the Day of Pentecost occurred.  We 
do not know the exact number of believers at the time when Acts 15 was written, but it was probably 
much less than during the first five years after the Day of Pentecost.  Many Christians had been forced 
out through persecution. 
 

What Happened 
 
Acts 15:1-4 
Controversy arose between Paul and Barnabas and the church leaders in Jerusalem. 
 
• Some Jewish Christians went from Jerusalem to Antioch teaching the new Gentile Christians that 

they had to experience ceremonial circumcision in order to be saved. 
• Those who believed that salvation required faith plus the Jewish law were known as “Judiazers.”  

Some were legalists by nature, but others were concerned that the Gentile Christians might lower 
their moral standards.  If the Gentile Christians were willing to be circumcised, it would have given 
these Christian leaders some assurance they would take seriously the moral requirements. 

• Paul and Barnabas, who were the church planters serving in Antioch, strongly disagreed with the 
leaders who came from Jerusalem. Paul and Barnabas had not required the new Gentile followers 
to be circumcised.  The Jewish Christians’ expressed primary concern was not that Gentiles were 
becoming Christians, but that they were not being required to be circumcised. 

• Paul and Barnabas take some believers from Antioch with them and traveled to Jerusalem to 
discuss this issue with the church leaders.  This was approximately 250 miles and would have 
taken 5-6 days by foot.  

• Paul and Barnabas apparently stopped and preached to local congregations.  They reported to 
these churches that Gentiles were becoming Christians.  These reports were received in Phoenicia 
and Samaria with joy.  Luke wanted the early readers to know that even though there were 
differences between Christians regarding the need for circumcision, there was no division. 

• Paul and Barnabas went to Jerusalem to seek unity rather than to attempt to win an argument.  
This was not an institutional crisis but a defining moment in the life of an indigenous movement. 

• The issue was not Gentiles becoming Christians.  The issue was whether or not they had to be 
circumcised and obey the Law of Moses in addition to having faith in Jesus. 

 
Acts 15:5 
Some Jewish Christians, who came from the tradition of the Pharisees, advocated that 
all Gentiles must be circumcised and obey the ceremonial law. 
 
Acts 15:6 
There was a lengthy discussion, which would have included many references to the 
Old Testament Law.  
 
Acts 15:7-11 
Peter addressed the group and framed the issue with an essential question:  Can a 
person earn the favor of God? 
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• If we were saved by deeds, then circumcision and ceremonial requirements of the Law would be 
essential.  However, if we are saved by grace through faith, then both circumcision and the 
ceremonial requirements of the law would be helpful but not essential.  Later, in the Book of 
Galatians, we will see that Peter had difficulty practicing what he preached on this matter (Paul 
confronted him in Galatia regarding the way he had excluded some of the Gentile Christians). 

• Peter concluded it was through God’s grace, not our deeds, that the Jewish Christian church 
leaders have been saved.  Therefore, how could they require something of the Gentiles that God 
had not required of them to be saved.  There is an important parallel for modern Christians on the 
subject of baptism. 

 
Acts 15:12 
Paul and Barnabas told the gathered assembly and the apostles about the redeeming 
acts God had done among the Gentiles, including the sign and wonders. 
 
• While Peter presented the theology, Paul and Barnabas told the missionary stories.  Faith involves 

both the rational and the experiential. 
• The point of Paul and Barnabas’ report was not that they had been successful in persuading 

Gentiles, but that God had taken a people for Himself from the Gentiles. 
 
Acts 15:13-21 
James, the half-brother of Jesus and a leader in the Jerusalem church, provided a 
solution that solved the issue but also built unity without compromising the gospel.  
 
• James was called “James the Just” because of his piety and his wisdom.  Probably most would 

have expected him to follow a “hardline” position and to disagree with Paul and Barnabas. 
• James reminded them that the Old Testament confirmed that Gentiles should be saved.  James 

referred to Peter’s statements, but he used Peter’s Hebrew name, Simon, indicating that he was 
loyal to his Hebrew culture. 

• James said Gentile Christians should be taught that there were four obligations that resulted from 
their faith:  1) abstain from eating food offered to idols; 2) avoid from sexual immorality; 3) abstain 
from eating non-kosher prepared meat; and 4) abstain from eating blood. 

• Please note that James began his statement with “It is my judgment”, not “thus says the Lord.”  Not 
all of the opinions of godly men are necessarily the final word from God. 

 
Acts 15:22-29 
The church leaders in Jerusalem sent messengers and a letter with Paul and Barnabas 
to Antioch informing them of the group’s decision.  The letter was worded to build unity 
rather than just to enforce a position. 
 

K.E.Y. Applications 
 
• God desires that all humanity be saved by grace through faith.  We are not to add any human 

requirement. 
 

• Christians can resolve differences without divisions. 
 


