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Acts 15:22-41……………………..……………………………………read vv 22-41

Through the centuries the church's leaders have met together to settle doctrinal issues.

Two of the most important councils were the Council of Nicea in 325 and the Council of

Chalcedon in 451.  They decided important doctrinal issues concerning Christ and the

trinity.  Erroneous teachings about the person and nature of our Lord were condemned, and

the biblical position carefully defined.

Acts chapter 15 describes an earlier and very important council which was called at

Jerusalem to deal with the issues surrounding whether a Gentile must become a Jew in order

to be saved.

The Gentiles were coming to Christ with no knowledge of Jewish practices.  They came

directly into Christianity without becoming Jews.  Up to this time every Christian was first a

Jew.  Now there were Jewish Christians who were saying, "Wait a minute, this Paul guy is

ok, but he isn't giving you the full message.  Paul says salvation is by grace alone through

faith alone in Jesus Christ.  That's ok as far as it goes, but they can't be saved unless they are

circumcised and become Jews."

The issue was threatening to split the church wide open.

The council, after careful consideration determined that there were three cultural issues

facing the Gentile converts.

They were to abstain from:

1. Immorality

2. Eating meat which had not been properly drained of blood

3. The worship of idols

If the Gentiles agreed to these three prohibitions they could become Christians without

becoming Jews.  The three prohibitions were chosen in order to minimize the offense to the

Jews and to minimize the requirements to the Gentiles.  Paul had not written "for by grace

are you saved through faith" yet, but that was the message he and Barnabas were preaching

throughout the Gentile world.

Paul and Barnabas were asked to take the Jerusalem message back to the church at
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Antioch.  To assist them and to insure that the brethren at Antioch would not think that

Paul and Barnabas were bringing a false report, two brethren, Judas and Silas, were chosen to

accompany them.

We pick up this morning's text in v 22.

We are told that the message of James in vv 12-21 pleased the apostles and elders and the

whole church.

This tells us that the church was governed in a democratic way with the vote of every

member being considered.

The oldest Greek mss have "the apostles and the elders, brethren," or it could be translated

"the apostles and elder brethren".

It seems there were two groups in leadership.  The "apostles" and "the elder brethren".

These, with the church, chose Judas and Silas to go back to Antioch with Paul and

Barnabas.  This joining of Jewish brethren from Jerusalem and Gentile brethren from

Antioch would tend to bring both groups together in unity.

It also would help to undo the bad impression that the judaizers had made at Antioch.

We are told that Judas and Silas were chief men among the brethren (the Jerusalem

Christians).  Some think that Judas Barsabbas may have been brother to Joseph Barsabbas

mentioned in chapter 1:22.  We cannot be sure of this.  The surname Barsabbas (son of the

Sabbath, meaning one born on the Sabbath) was very common.  In any event nothing else is

known about Judas.  Silas is different.  He was Paul's right-hand man on the second

missionary journey.  He is probably the Silvanus mentioned numerous places in Paul's

epistles.  Silvanus is the Latinized name for Silas.

The four men were given a letter from the Jerusalem brethren to be delivered to the

brethren at Antioch.

The letter was addressed only to the Gentile brethren.  Evidently it was assumed that the

Jewish believers would continue to observe the law.

The normal first-century order is observed.  The writers are identified, then the

recipients.  Then the word "greetings" is placed between the writers/recipients and the

message.

It is interesting to observe this order in the writings of James.

James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, to the twelve tribes scattered abroad,

greetings.  Peter, Paul and John change the word to grace.

Interesting to note in v 24 that the Jerusalem brethren are at pains to say that they had not

authorized the judaizing brethren.  They went out on their own without the authority of the
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body.

They pushed their own agenda.  They probably felt they were very right, but they were

very wrong in trying to impose their own personal convictions on other believers.  Quite a

good lesson for us.

We need to keep purely personal convictions personal.  They are not wrong in our own

lives, but it can be wrong to impose them on others.  The word subverting your souls (v 24)

is a very strong word.  It is used only here in the NT.  In classic Greek it meant "an entire

removal of goods".

The devastation wrought in the minds of the Gentile believers by the judaizers is

compared to an utter overthrow.  There was the danger that mental confusion might be

followed by spiritual death.

This damage was done by sincere brethren pushing their own agenda and personal

convictions on to others.

vv 25-26 show their spirit of unity and one accord.

The word beloved used to describe Banabas and Paul only occurs here in Acts.

Barnabas and Paul are further described as men that had hazarded their lives for the name

of our Lord Jesus Christ.

They had devoted their lives to Christ, and in doing so they had risked their lives on

behalf of His name.

Oh that that could be said of us.  Have you and I devoted our lives to Christ?

Have we risked anything to follow Him?

Or do we fail to speak His name when He gives us the opportunity?

v 27 states that along with Paul and Barnabas the church has sent Judas and Silas to

confirm the message sent from Jerusalem.

vv 28-29 state the message and the four prohibitions we looked at earlier.

Idolatry

Eating blood or bloody meat

and immorality

no greater burden probably refers to the things necessary to avoid giving offense to the

Jewish brethren.  The Jews were giving up their longstanding prejudices against

fellowshipping with Gentiles, so the Gentiles should be careful not to offend the Jews.
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Fare ye well. at the end of v 29 is literally "Be strong" or "in good health".

The words when they were dismissed in v 30 could read, "when they were released to

go".

They came to Antioch and gathered the congregation and delivered the message.

v 31 tells us that the brethren at Antioch were glad to hear the message.

They were much relieved to learn that as Gentiles they would not be required to keep the

Jewish law.

Judas and Silas were prophets or "preachers", and they exhorted, encouraged and

confirmed the brethren.

The words literally mean "they made them stronger".

They helped to strengthen and confirm the church after its recent shaking and division

which had been caused by the judaizers.

v 33 - After ministering at Antioch for some time they were dismissed to go in peace back

to the Jerusalem council.

v 34 does not appear in the best Greek manuscripts.  Bruce explains, "The insertion, which

contradicts v 33 was no doubt intended to explain why Silas appears again at Antioch in v 40;

as however the plain sense of v 33 is that both Judas and Silas returned to Jerusalem, we must

infer that Silas later came back from Jerusalem to Antioch".

v 35 – Paul and Barnabas continued to teach and preach in Antioch.  The church was

indeed fortunate to enjoy the rich ministry of the missionary team of Paul and Barnabas.

In vv 36-41 we see the separation of Paul and Barnabas.

The phrase And some days after suggests a short period of time.

Paul suggested to Barnabas that they revisit and confirm the churches they had founded

on their first missionary journey.

The verb visit means to inspect, examine and then to visit.  Here it appears to carry the

idea of a visit for inspection.

Barnabas thought it was a great idea.  Then he suggested taking John Mark with them.

Paul hit the roof!

Literally, "Paul thought not good to take him with them".  "Paul thought it fit not to take

this one along with them".

He felt John Mark was either lazy or cowardly or both.  He may have also felt that John

Mark had erred doctrinally.

The work was too great to be hindered by someone who was not fully consecrated to the
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task.

Barnabas disagreed, believing that the younger man should be given another chance to

prove himself.

Two men of strong wills each believed he was right.  Neither man would give in.

v 39 the contention was so sharp between them is only two words in the Greek.

The words literally can be translated, "There arose a paroxysm".

The word occurs in Hebrews 10:24,  And let us consider one another to provoke unto

love and to good works1

Webster says, "a sudden convulsion or outburst, as of laughter, rage, etc."

The Beacon Bible Commentary comments,

Perhaps the best treatment of this problematical passage is that found in

Alexander.  He writes: "It is not to be magnified, however, into anything

beyond a sudden and a temporary irritation (sharpening, as the Greek words

primarily signify), sufficient to account for the effect here mentioned, and, we

may add, to carry out the divine purpose of multiplying labourers and even

missions be a painful but momentary alienation between Paul and Barnabas.

We know, as we mentioned several weeks ago, that the alienation was not permanent.

God used the disagreement to multiply the missionary activity by a factor of two.

Mark was restored to ministry with Paul.  In 2 Tim. 4:11 Paul writes, Take Mark, and

bring him with thee: for he is profitable to me for the ministry.2

v 39 says they departed asunder one from the other.  The separation was likely painful,

but God used it to double the missionary effort.

Barnabas and Mark sailed for Cyprus to work there.

Again The Beacon Bible Commentary says:

This was his old home territory.  Barnabas is never mentioned again in the

                                                          
1The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., Heb 10:24 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc.,
1995).
2The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., 2 Ti 4:11 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1995).
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Book of Acts.  Tradition has it that he stayed on Cyprus until his death.  It may

be that he was already getting along in years and that this was his last trip.

There is a possibility that he might not have been equal to the rigors of Paul's

extended journeys into Europe.  At any rate, Barnabas deserves the highest

commendation for his generous Christian spirit and for the tremendous

contribution he made to the life of the Early Church.  Except for his

magnanimous spirit, Paul might never have been accepted by the Jerusalem

church.  Also, it was Barnabas who rescued Paul from oblivion by bringing

him to Antioch, from which he set out on his missionary journeys.  More than

to any other human being, Paul owed the greatness of his career to Barnabas.

Paul's life and labors are the finest memorial that this great soul could have

had.  His epitaph reads: "He was a good man, and full of the Holy Ghost and of

faith" (11:24).  Every generation of the Church needs more men like Barnabas.

Paul and Silas went through Syria and Cilicia confirming the churches.  This was Paul's

home territory around Tarsus.  It was also probably a prime area the judaizers had worked.

Now Paul and Silas likely shared the letter from the Jerusalem council and encouraged these

Gentile believers to enjoy their freedom in Christ.

Let's unpack some practical lessons from the verses.

1. There is wisdom in discussion, counsel and prayer with other believers when making

important doctrinal decisions.

Scripture says "iron sharpens iron" and "in the multitude of counselors there is wisdom".

We should never be lone rangers when deciding doctrinal issues.

The Jerusalem council met for prayer and serious consideration and discussion before

arriving at an answer.

We need to be reminded of the wisdom in the counsel of other brothers and sisters.

2. The exhortation to sexual purity is very current in this age of sexual looseness and

immorality.

A recent study claims that 56 percent of single "fundamentalists" engage in sex outside of

marriage.
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The pastor of a large evangelical church in North America said that about half the

members of his church who get married have already had sexual relations with each other.

Today many churches are so eager to increase attendance that they leave these issues to be

addressed some place else other than the pulpit.

A quote from one of the commentaries:

We must take a firm stand against immorality when it is manifested in the

church.  Loving sinners in a Christ like way involves the pain of                       

confrontation of sin, followed by faithful nursing during the time of healing.

We need to remember that in our sex-soaked culture there are dangerous areas we must

stay far away from.

Pornography in any form—printed, real or computer—must not be a part of the

Christian's life.  We need to be diligent in guarding our eyes and our minds as we go

throughout the world.

Scripture is always our only standard for faith and practice.  We must never toy with

sexual temptation or rationalize that it is not so bad if we engage in it.  One of the devil's

favorite tools is to make us think the practicing of pornography or sexual sins is somehow ok

in our lives.  God is not mocked.  His word is true.

Payday will come someday.

What we sow we will reap.  Some of us are clever enough to hide our sin from others, but

none of us can hide our sins from a holy God.  God still says,

The sexually immoral and the adulterers will not inherit the kingdom of God.

We need to do whatever it takes to get rid of sexual sin if we have opened ourselves up to

it.

3. We need to be careful that we do not try to impose our purely personal convictions

on others.

There are many personal convictions which are not clearly supported by God's Word.  All

of us are free to practice these convictions.  We cross the line when we attempt to make

others follow our convictions.
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4. We should be willing to make reasonable allowance to accommodate our

brother/sister's wishes and feelings.

The key is reasonable.  It is Christlike to not practice certain things if we know it will

offend a brother or sister.

It is not Christlike for us to demand our brothers and sisters take unreasonable steps to

satisfy us.

5. Barnabas was willing to give Mark a second chance.

He saw the potential in him.  He saw not what he was but what he could become.

He was an encourager.

He built up.

He did not tear down.

He was an uniter.  A peacemaker.

What an example for us.

How do we do?

Are we encouragers?

Are we peacemakers?

6. The judaizers did great harm to the new converts, because they pushed their own

agenda and were not submissive to the church.

How we need to heed that lesson.  What harm we can do by pushing our own agenda

without checking with God or the church.

7. Sometimes God uses pain in our lives to accomplish His will.

I would not be in a ministry I love without a very painful separation from a previous job.

I saw no good in that separation, but God was faithful and sovereignly used that very painful

experience for good.

Someone has said, "God seldom uses a man greatly till he hurts him deeply".

Take heart; be faithful; look for God's sovereign leading in the midst of your pain.
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8. God is the God of the second chance.

Failure does not need to be forever.

God can use cracked, broken pots.

Mark was restored to usefulness.  God can use us even though we have failed.

Come back to Him in repentance and get back on track in His service.

The story is told that…

The devil was going to put his tools up for sale.  On the date of the sale the tools were

placed for public inspection.

There were a lot of tools—hatred, envy, jealousy, doubt, lying, pride and so on.

Lying by itself was a harmless-looking tool, well-worn and priced very high.

When asked its name the devil answered, "Discouragement".  He was asked why it was

priced so high.

He answered, "It is more useful to me than the others.  I can pry open and get inside

people's hearts with that one when none of the others will work.

"Once I get inside I can make him do what I choose.  It's badly-worn because I use it on

almost everyone, since very few people know it belongs to me."

The devil's price for discouragement was so high he never sold it.  It's still his major tool,

and he still uses it on God's people today.

Paul, Barnabas and Mark faced discouragement and with God's help they conquered it.

May you and I do the same.
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