
The purpose of  this leader’s guide is to be a tool for ABF and Life Group leaders to follow the 
sermon series with their group. Our hope is that this guide will give you a head start for your 
study and will allow your group to respond to what they’ve heard and apply it for life. 

Acts 15-16:5 
Context:  Conflict between believers is one of  the most difficult things we face.  There are those 
whose total outlook on Christianity has been drastically affected as the result of  a church split or 
Christian friends not speaking to each other.  Thankfully the bible is not silent on Conflict.  The 
early church still has problems in the midst of  rapid growth.  Acts 15 has much to offer on how to 
deal with conflict and differences in a godly way.  The overarching conflict was how the Gentile 
believers would be incorporated into the Jewish believing community.  A simple way to look at 
the conflict is that the council at Jerusalem were answering the question to “what must I do to be 
saved?”  They also wrote to the Gentile believers in Antioch, Syria, and Cilicia giving them 
requirements that would remove certain stumbling blocks for the Jewish believers. This conflict, 
left unaddressed, could have torn apart the young church.  There is a similar kind of  discussion 
today, and the council of  Jerusalem provides an excellent model for resolving our differences.   

Observing the text (Read 15:1-21): In these verses we learn that a conflict arises in the 
church because men from Judea were teaching that unless the Gentile believers were circumcised, 
they would not be saved.  After a large debate (no small discussion), Paul and Barnabas were 
appointed to join the Elders and Apostles in Jerusalem to discuss the matter. When they arrived 
the same debate continued and Peter stands up to clarify that all people’s hearts are made clean 
by faith and through the grace of  God. After Peter had the council’s attention, Paul and 
Barnabas and James gave testimony of  how God also has confirmed His working through the 
Gentiles. James leads the council to write a letter to the Gentiles and tells them to abstain from 
sexual immorality, things polluted by idols, and from what has ben strangled with blood.  He 
explains why he says this in verse 21 which will be addressed in the next observation section. 

Questions (vv. 1-21):  
1) Why were the group of  “some men” teaching that the Gentile converts of  Paul were not 
obeying the law of  Moses? Were they breaking a commandment?  

• These teachers insisted that all the new Gentile converts had to be circumcised and adopt 
the customs and law of  Moses. Surely Paul’s converts knew to obey the law so why would 
these teachers be so concerned? The teachers were not thinking so much about the moral 
principles of  the Old Testament, but rather the ceremonial regulations. These regulations 
made one “clean” and “acceptable” for God’s presence in the tabernacle. 

2) What three facts does Peter remind the Council of  in his argument (vv. 7-11)? 
• First, he notes that God had chosen to speak the gospel to the Gentiles through Peter (v.7). 

This is very clear in the story of  Cornelius. Peter’s story- including the vision, the 
messengers from Cornelius, and the voice from God were strong evidence that God wanted 
the Gentiles to hear the gospel. 

• Second, he notes that the Gentiles clearly had received the Holy Spirit (v.8). This means 
that the same grasp of  the gospel, the same experiences of  God’s presence, the same 
transformations of  character have all been observed in the Gentile converts. This is a 
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powerful point. Even without circumcision, the Holy Spirit very visibly was doing the work 
of  change and sanctification on the Gentiles. 

• Third, he notes that the Jews had never been able to live up to the ceremonial law of  
Moses. …a yoke that neither we nor our fathers have been able to bear (v.10). Here is a 
clear admission that the Jews themselves have never been able to live up to the standards of  
the Mosaic regulations. This point is powerful. He is saying, “how can you demand that 
they be saved through obeying these rules when neither we nor our ancestors were ever able 
to do it?” 

Observing the text (Read 15:22-35): In these verses we see the leaders shift from absolutely 
defending the gospel to strongly leading the church to keep unity.  Paul was resolutely unwilling 
to compromise the truth of  the gospel.  At the same time, he and the other leaders were anxious 
to maintain Jewish-Gentile solidarity in the one body of  Christ.  Once the theological principle 
that salvation is by grace alone was established and that circumcision was not required but 
neutral, they were prepared to adjust practical policies. The council almost accomplished a 
double victory for the church.  As Luther put it, Paul was strong in faith but soft in love.  He was 
a reed in non-essentials but an iron pillar in essentials.  This is a great lesson for the church to 
learn today.  

Questions (vv. 22-35): 
1) What does this entire debate and event teach us about what to do when Christians differ? 

• First, we learn that church councils — meetings of  church leaders — do have the right and 
authority to regulate belief  and behavior. The letter they send is not just advice, but a 
judgment.  

• Second, we learn that we need to give in on some issues, namely those issues that are 
“cultural”. We must not elevate customs and traditions that are not Biblical to the level of  
being absolute. 

• Third, we learn that we are not to give in on the gospel. Underneath this controversy, the 
gospel of  grace was at stake. On that concept there cannot be any compromise. 

• Fourth, we see that the Holy Spirit does not just lead through miraculous revelations. The 
council clearly prayed, studied the Bible, and debated. Then they wrote, “it seemed good to 
the Holy Spirit and to us” (v.28)! They saw the Holy Spirit guiding them through the 
conversation, debating, discussing. 

Observing the text (Read 15:36-16:5): Before setting out on his second missionary journey, 
Paul asked Barnabas to accompany him.  A sharp disagreement arose between them over 
whether to take Mark, which resulted in Barnabas taking Mark on a separate mission and Paul 
choosing Silas as his companion.  We also see that Timothy joined Paul and Silas on their 
journey.  Because Timothy’s mother was Jewish, Paul had him circumcised.  Timothy having a 
Greek father was the reason he most likely was not circumcised.  Paul recognized the importance 
of  not fighting the non-essentials and asked the “stronger” brother to perform this non-essential 



act for the sake of  the gospel.  They continued on their way, revisiting the churches from the first 
mission.   

Questions (vv. 36-5): 
1) How did Paul and Barnabas deal with their sharp disagreement about whether or not to take 
John Mark with them on their next missionary journey? 

• They had a sharp disagreement but but decided it was best to go their separate ways.  We 
do not fully get this in the passage, but there must have been a sense of  trusting that God 
would somehow use this dispute for His glory.  They were commended by the brothers to 
the grace of  the Lord (trust).  In God’s sovereignty, out of  this disagreement came a 
doubling of  their labor, for Barnabas went to strengthen the churches in Cyprus and Paul 
went to the churches in that he had visited on his first journey in reverse order. In addition, 
both of  their assistants (Mark and Silas) went on to have significant ministries themselves. 

2) What key factors do you see in the last few chapters of  Acts that helped strengthen the church 
even in the middle of  disputes and disagreements? 

• The local church exists to help settle disputes and keep unity among believers.  Leaders to 
step up and defend the essential truth of  the gospel.  They also stepped up and led well to 
settle the non-essential disputes.  Mostly they were led by the Holy Spirit which allowed 
them to keep overall unity. Because of  the Spirit’s lead and the obedience of  the people, the 
gospel continued to transform lives in the midst of  man’s deep traditions, disputes, and 
sinful nature.  The early church was learning what it means to truly live for Christ and live 
for others and at the same time set aside their own personal desires or traditions. 

General Reflection:  
1) What does this passage teach us about God? 
2) What does this passage teach us about mankind? 
3) What is a command to obey in this passage?  What has God revealed in your life that needs 
changing? 

Personal Reflection/Application  
4) What can the church today learn from how the early church resolved conflict or disputes? 
5) In what ways do you need to care more about the growth and spiritual health of  others more 
than being “right” about a non-essential subject? 
6) How can you know when it is time to stand up for truth and when you need to compromise for 
the benefit of  the “weaker” believer? 

Prayer 
Praise God that we as Christians have the message of  reconciliation.  Ask Him to soften you 
heart and help you to live out this message not only by word but by how we love others.   
  

*Various observations and questions in this study guide are quoted from resources on Acts (John 
Stott, Tim Keller, ESV study bible, and Crossway). 


