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Agreeing on the Basics

1. Motivate

What is your favorite kind of pizza?
· pepperoni

· sausage

· veggie pizza

· deep dish

· crispy crust

· mushrooms and olives and cheese
2. Transition

We probably won’t agree on pizza options or favorite ice cream flavors or favorite car brand.   And for the most part our disagreements on these issues are of little consequence.
( Today we will look at a spiritual disagreement in the early church which did have significant consequence.     How did they handle it?   What was the outcome?
3. Bible Study

3.1 Acknowledge the Conflict
Listen for the basis of the disagreement or conflict in the early church.
Acts 15:1-5 (NIV)  Some men came down from Judea to Antioch and were teaching the brothers: "Unless you are circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved." [2] This brought Paul and Barnabas into sharp dispute and debate with them. So Paul and Barnabas were appointed, along with some other believers, to go up to Jerusalem to see the apostles and elders about this question. … [4] When they came to Jerusalem, they were welcomed by the church and the apostles and elders, to whom they reported everything God had done through them.   [5] Then some of the believers who belonged to the party of the Pharisees stood up and said, "The Gentiles must be circumcised and required to obey the law of Moses." 

The early Christian church was considered by many people (including the Roman government) to be a sub-group or sect within Judaism.  How was this demonstrated by the conflict recorded in this passage?

· new Christians had to become circumcised
· they were considered the same as Jewish proselytes 

· the party of Pharisees declared they must also be required to obey the law of Moses

How would you have felt about the Pharisee’s declaration if you were a Jewish person who had come to believe in Jesus as the Messiah who died for your sins?

· this seems reasonable 

· Jesus was a Jew, after all

· people who believe in Him should become Jews also

· belief in Christ doesn’t reject Judaism

· we had to be circumcised, we still observe the festivals, make the sacrifices

How would you have felt if you were one of the Gentile believers whose salvation experience was being challenged?

· this doesn’t sound like fun

· Paul said the issue was my sins and the fact that Jesus died for my sins 

· Christianity is more like a departure from Judaism than a continuation

· I’m not sure what circumcision has to do with confession, repentance, and receipt of salvation by faith

What was the role of Paul and Barnabas in this conflict?
· they disputed this teaching

· they debated with those who were requiring circumcision

· they were appointed to go to Jerusalem to confer with apostles and elders

· they went and reported everything God had done through them

Note the principles about disagreement on spiritual issues we see here …
· it is good to air everyone’s views

· you should be learn to disagree agreeably 

· it is possible that both sides of an issue appear to have scriptural support

· it is sometimes proper to take the disagreement to higher authorities or broader representations within the church

Why do you think some people might avoid acknowledging or solving conflicts within the church?

· they don’t want to hurt someone’s feelings

· they might believe disagreement or confrontation has no place in the church

· they might not know a good way to bring up the issue

· they don’t want to be involved

· they don’t want to make waves

Why do you think is it more important to acknowledge a conflict instead of ignoring it?

· it’s like the proverbial ostrich with his head in the sand

· the problem doesn’t go away just by ignoring it  
· (the only things that go away when you ignore them are your teeth (!)

· if left alone the conflict can get worse

· things need to be resolved, even if we only learn to disagree agreeably

· if it is a spiritual issue, people can become lead astray and falter spiritually

3.2 Evaluate in Light of Scripture
Listen for an argument based on the Old Testament.
Acts 15:12-15 (NIV) The whole assembly became silent as they listened to Barnabas and Paul telling about the miraculous signs and wonders God had done among the Gentiles through them. [13] When they finished, James spoke up: "Brothers, listen to me. [14] Simon has described to us how God at first showed his concern by taking from the Gentiles a people for himself. [15] The words of the prophets are in agreement with this

 What report was given by Paul and Barnabas?
· they described signs and wonders

· God had done this through their ministry

· God had worked these miracles in the lives of the Gentiles

Why was their report significant in trying to resolve the disagreement?

· this was not just opinion

· this was specific events

· they were witnesses to observable events accomplished by God

· if God has accomplished these things in the lives of Gentile believers, how can we argue against God

· this also fit Jewish custom of multiple witnesses to a given situation
Note: the James that is quoted here is believed to have been a half brother of Jesus … 

· apparently a skeptic during Jesus’ ministry 

· but a believer after the resurrection

· he became a leader of the church in Jerusalem

What summary did James give after the report from Paul and Barnabas

· we first heard from Peter (Simeon) of God’s working in the lives of the Gentiles

· God wants to have a people for His name from among Gentiles

· this all agrees with what the prophets have said

Why was it important to make a reference to the Old Testament prophets?

· people would respect what God had to say

· this was an additional piece of evidence from a different source to help the group come to a conclusion on what to do

What does this tell us about using scripture to help us in guiding our decisions and resolving our disagreements?

· Scripture should be a basis for all kinds of decisions and conflict resolution

· we need to know what God has to say about the issue
· scripture either speaks directly to an issue … or …

· scripture establishes principles by which to act and live

Note that the anecdotal experiences we may share when making decisions are less important than scriptural principles …

· God intends that we live according to scripture and the principles it establishes

· when people follow scriptural teachings there will be observable results in people’s lives and in surrounding events
· personal experiences that do not align with scripture cannot be used in support of any position for an issue in question

Consider then the importance of knowing what the Bible teaches!
· you will have a reference for your decisions
· you will not be fooled or blindsided by someone with a false teaching

3.3 Identify the Nonnegotiable Truths
Listen for the four main points of the decision made by the council at Jerusalem.
Acts 15:23-29 (NIV)  With them they sent the following letter:   The apostles and elders, your brothers,   To the Gentile believers in Antioch, Syria and Cilicia:   Greetings.   [24]   We have heard that some went out from us without our authorization and disturbed you, troubling your minds by what they said. [25] So we all agreed to choose some men and send them to you with our dear friends Barnabas and Paul-- [26] men who have risked their lives for the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. [27] Therefore we are sending Judas and Silas to confirm by word of mouth what we are writing. [28] It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us not to burden you with anything beyond the following requirements: [29] You are to abstain from food sacrificed to idols, from blood, from the meat of strangled animals and from sexual immorality. You will do well to avoid these things.   Farewell.  

Who was sent carrying the letter with the decision by the council?
· Barnabas and Paul

· Judas and Silas

Why was it important to send multiple messengers?

· the recipients of the message would have verification

· this was not just the opinion of Paul and Silas

· they had separate witnesses of the decision of the church leaders in Jerusalem

· they could share further details of what the letter said and how the decision had come about

Basic Truth of the Christian faith would include …
· God’s love for all peoples

· each person’s separation from Christ due to sin

· Jesus’ redemptive work through His death, resurrection which must be received by faith

· salvation is by faith, not by works (  this was what was in question by the men who came from Judea
What were the four recommendations made by the Jerusalem council?

· abstain from food offered to idols

· do not drink blood

· don’t eat of animals killed by strangling (they would still contain blood)

· keep from sexual immorality

Note that these things do not relate directly to the basic elements of Christian faith …

· however they speak in some respects to how new believers should submit to God’s Lordship of a holy life

· they also speak to elements of pagan Gentile culture which were especially abhorrent to Jewish culture – the two groups were now to have fellowship within the church

· the Gentile customs might also have had significant connections to the pagan religions from which they had been saved

The results show a momentous compromise which was scripturally sound and workable. 
4. Application
4.1 Consider that certain Truth is Biblical and therefore nonnegotiable

· We may come to a conflict with someone over one of these issues

· do not be afraid to stand up for Truth

4.2 Other disagreements may have as their basis cultural, age, or personal preference.

Examples:

· worship styles

· formality of a worship service

· observance of the sanctity of the Lord’s Day (Sunday)

· what kinds of entertainment is proper for believers

( We can still have fellowship and show respect for one another

4.3 Communication is a key to successful problem solving

· Know what God has communicated to you through His Word

· Be aware of specific commands and principles by which we are to live and fellowship

· keep communication lines open with one another when issues become confused or conflicts come up within a church

· pray for God’s guidance
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