
For 11 November 2018                                                                        Cornerstone Church Bible Class  
                                         

  

www.oldfaith.wordpress.com 1 

“HANDLING THEOLOGICAL CONTROVERSY” (Acts 15:22-41) 

There are three ways to view salvation and forgiveness of sins. It is either: 
 

(1) Salvation is by works alone – if this is true, then Jesus Christ is not the way of salvation 
and there was no need for Him to die on the Cross 

(2) Salvation is a joint effort of faith in Christ and our own works. So, salvation is the 
product of God and man. But if that is true, then how many works is enough? Why does 
Paul say in Ephesians 2:8-9 it is not by works? If it can be achieved by some works, then 
why can salvation not be achieved completely by our good works? 

(3) Salvation is by grace alone through faith alone in the work of Christ alone. It is God’s 
grace plus nothing. This gives all glory to God in salvation.  
 

Two very influential church leaders, Peter and James have now spoken on the point of 
controversy. Between them they reinforced the absolute truth that salvation is by grace alone in 
Christ alone, “But we believe that through the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ we shall be saved, even as they.” 
(Acts 15:11) They both accepted the Scriptural promise that the Gentiles were to be fully 
received into the NT Church. This was the work and plan of a sovereign God that must be 
respected, “Known unto God are all his works from the beginning of the world.” (Acts 15:18)  
 

 
 
The doctrinal issue is clearly solved but now the practical implementation of it had to be handled 
wisely in the NT Church. To avoid unnecessary further controversy, James proposed some rules 
for both Jew and Gentile to follow in church life. They included some dietary rules but notably 
didn’t include the need for Gentiles to be circumcised and become effectively Jewish. 
 

But that we write unto them, that they abstain from pollutions of idols, and from 
fornication, and from things strangled, and from blood.  For Moses of old time 
hath in every city them that preach him, being read in the synagogues every 
sabbath day. (Acts 15:20-21) 

 
The teachings set out by Simon Peter and James are clear and balanced. But how will 

these speeches by Peter and James be received by the Synod or Council of elders and apostles? 
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This is a tense moment for the church as it could have easily split into various factions. The only 
one who would have benefited from this would have been the devil.  

 
Then pleased it the apostles and elders with the whole church, to send chosen men of their own company to Antioch 

with Paul and Barnabas; namely, Judas surnamed Barsabas and Silas, chief men among the brethren: (v22) 
 
A great consensus united behind these biblical and balanced proposals. We are not told if they 
voted but it was a clear majority.  
 
And they wrote letters by them after this manner; The apostles and elders and brethren send greeting unto the 
brethren which are of the Gentiles in Antioch and Syria and Cilicia. Forasmuch as we have heard, that certain 
which went out from us have troubled you with words, subverting your souls, saying, Ye must be circumcised, and 
keep the law: to whom we gave no such commandment: (v23-24) 
 
The Synod at Jerusalem agreed on a common statement that was to instruct and bind all the 
other NT Churches. It is a bold statement, which demonstrates that they are fully united in their 
opposition to those who sought to overthrown justification by grace alone, through faith alone 
in Christ alone. For they accuse the Judaizers of teaching heresy and misrepresenting themselves 
as speaking on behalf of the NT Church, “that certain which went out from us have troubled you with 
words, subverting your souls, saying, Ye must be circumcised, and keep the law: to whom we gave no such 
commandment.” This word “subverting” means that which takes something that which was straight 
to twist or to turn it inside out.  They underline that these Judaizers had no authority to teach 
this, “to whom we gave no such commandment.” The Synod doesn’t sugarcoat the reality of this heresy 
or their opposition to those that propagated it. Truth was more important than saving face and 
keeping unity in such matters. 
 
It seemed good unto us, being assembled with one accord, to send chosen men unto you with our beloved Barnabas 

and Paul, Men that have hazarded their lives for the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. We have sent therefore 
Judas and Silas, who shall also tell you the same things by mouth. (v25-27) 

 
The Synod decree markedly contrasts Paul and Barnabas with the Judaizers. They are not seen as 
troublemakers but rather are explicitly named, “our beloved Barnabas and Paul, Men that have hazarded 
their lives for the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Both Paul and Barnabas are loved and respected for 
their labours and sacrifice. They are fully accepted by the leadership in Jerusalem. It was also wise 
to send two independent representatives from Jerusalem in Judas and Silas. This would ensure 
confidence in the members in Antioch the exact nature of the Synod’s decision.  
 

For it seemed good to the Holy Ghost, and to us, to lay upon you no greater burden than these necessary things; 
That ye abstain from meats offered to idols, and from blood, and from things strangled, and from fornication: from 

which if ye keep yourselves, ye shall do well. Fare ye well. (v28-29) 
 
James had suggested four things that the Gentiles should observe to maintain the unity of these 
racially mixed NT churches scattered across the Empire. His balance and wisdom impressed all 
and they accepted his recommendations. These were more than James’ opinions because they 
make it clear, “For it seemed good to the Holy Ghost, and to us.” 
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This meeting ended well and was handled honourably. A united decision was reached. 
They did everything they could to make the Gentiles comfortable but using the Scriptures to 
guide their collective decisions so that the Gospel wasn’t compromised. If we compromise the 
gospel, we have given up the very essence of the Christian faith. As Bob Deffinbaugh stated, 
 

“There is great wisdom evident in the way the Jerusalem church dealt with this issue. 
They gave ample opportunity for discussion and debate. They made their decision on the 
basis of human and divine testimony, which was in accordance with the teachings of the 
Old Testament. And now, having reached their definition of the gospel, they decide on 
the implementation of their decision.” 
 

The Jerusalem Synod/Council did not decide that love and unity are more important than truth. 
The overall tone is warm and encouraging toward the Gentile believers, and supportive of Paul 
and Barnabas, whom they describe as “our beloved.” Now with the gospel clearly defined and the 
authority of Paul and Barnabas attested, the heresy was checked and the program of evangelising 
the Gentiles could go forward, with the support of the Jerusalem church. 

 
 

So when they were dismissed, they came to Antioch: and when they had gathered the multitude together, they 
delivered the epistle: Which when they had read, they rejoiced for the consolation. (v31) 

 
Paul and Barnabas must have made the long journey back to Antioch from Jerusalem with hearts 
that were full of thankfulness and joy. It wasn’t that they were merely vindicated but rather that 
the key doctrine of justification by faith alone was publicly endorsed as true by the leadership of 
the NT and the false doctrine of justification by works rejected. This maintained the unity of the 
church and its effectiveness. 
 The Gentile-dominated church at Antioch must have waited nervously and prayerfully 
for them to return from Jerusalem. There was great rejoicing when they heard that their faith in 
Christ alone was sufficient for saving their souls. Nothing further was needed to complete the 
work of salvation in their lives.  
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And Judas and Silas, being prophets also themselves, exhorted the brethren with many words, and confirmed 
them. And after they had tarried there a space, they were let go in peace from the brethren unto the apostles. 

Notwithstanding it pleased Silas to abide there still. Paul also and Barnabas continued in Antioch, teaching and 
preaching the word of the Lord, with many others also. (v32-35) 

 
The two representatives from Jerusalem, Judas and Silas now began to minister to the church at 
Antioch. They had prophetic gifts of preaching and teaching the Word of God. They used these 
to confirm or strengthen the Antioch church members for a time. After some effective ministry, 
Judas returned to Jerusalem in peace but Silas was led to remain behind and minister some more 
there. In Antioch, Silas co-laboured for a season ministering with Paul, Barnabas and others. 
There may well have been thousands of believers in this church.  
 
BRIEF BIOGRAPHY OF SILAS - Silas was a leader and prophet (Acts 15:22, 32), of the 
church in Jerusalem and a companion of Paul in his first missionary journey to Antioch, and also 
in Paul’s second missionary journey to Galatia. The name Silas is a Greek name for the Latin 
Silvanus. In the book of Acts he is called Silas whereas in Paul's letters and in 1Peter 5:12 he is 
always called “Silvanus”. He may have been a Roman citizen (Acts 16:37). Paul lists Silas as a co-
author or co-sender of First and Second Epistle to the Thessalonians although this was probably 
an honorary recognition. Later he served as Peter’s scribe (1 Pet. 5:12). Silas clearly had godly 
character and courage and Peter recognises him as a “faithful brother.”  

We first read of him when he was sent to Antioch, along with Paul and Barnabas, to 
convey resolutions adopted at the council of Jerusalem (Acts 15:22). He then joined up with Paul 
in his first missionary journey to Antioch after the split with Barnabas in Acts 15. Undoubtedly, 
the most famous incident with Paul was at Philippi (Acts 16:19-40) when they were arrested, 
beaten and imprisoned. After they had sang a hymn, an earthquake shook the prison and 
released them. Later in their journeys together they were joined by Timothy and Luke. After a 
reunion with Paul at Corinth (Acts 18:5), we read no more of Silas. He may have parted 
company with Paul to assist Peter. It is also possible as he was a gifted speaker (Acts 15:32) that 
Paul sent him to pioneer new works so that Paul could take the more inexperienced Timothy 
with him.   
 
And some days after Paul said unto Barnabas, Let us go again and visit our brethren in every city where we have 
preached the word of the Lord, and see how they do. And Barnabas determined to take with them John, whose 

surname was Mark.  But Paul thought not good to take him with them, who departed from them from 
Pamphylia, and went not with them to the work. And the contention was so sharp between them, that they 

departed asunder one from the other: and so Barnabas took Mark, and sailed unto Cyprus; (v36-39) 
 
After the great theological dispute between Paul and Barnabas and the Judaizers heresy was fully 
resolved, the church at Antioch was rejoicing and growing. There must have been a wonderful 
sense of unity between them all, particularly for Paul and Barnabas. Things were looking 
optimistic for the future. But a great blow was just around the corner.  

Paul by this time was the undisputed leader and Apostle of their group. He was stirred to 
go on the arduous journey to revisit the churches they had planted. Barnabas was clearly willing 
to go, but an issue arose from the past that now caused a split. We read, “And Barnabas determined 
to take with them John, whose surname was Mark.” The word “determined” has the idea in the original 
that his mind was set and would not be changed. Barnabas doesn’t appear to offer any 
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substantive reason to bring his cousin beyond the fact that John Mark was a relative. This was 
not an argument over a vital theological principle but over personnel.  
 The Apostle Paul was not persuaded that this was a wise thing to do because John Mark 
had left them previously near the beginning of the First Missionary Journey. This was a setback 
that Paul was wary of seeing repeated, “But Paul thought not good to take him with them, who departed 
from them from Pamphylia, and went not with them to the work.” Paul was not a man to give second 
chances on such a hazardous and sensitive mission again. It raises a number of unanswered 
questions: Did Barnabas put family before his work? Should Barnabas have submitted to the 
apostolic authority of Paul? Why did they not fast and pray and seek the counsel of the other 
leaders in Antioch? Alan Cairns observes, 
 

“They both dug their heels in; they were both adamant; tempers began to rise; strong and 
bitter words; out of control words; men saying things they ought not to have said; church 
stood back and looked on in disbelief; one of the saddest separations in the history of the 
work of God; they didn’t become enemies, but their partnership ended; those two lives 
were ever after impoverished; they both felt the loss deeply; looks like the church sided 
with Paul more than Barnabas.”  

 

 
 

This is the second major disagreement in this chapter and the more puzzling one after the 
glorious harmony at the end of the Jerusalem visit. Neither party was willing to concede or 
compromise. It is notable that we don’t see fasting and praying and calling upon the wisdom of 
the church to resolve this dispute. It led to a sharp and explosive argument for the word 
“contention” here is a very strong word in Greek from which we get the English word paroxysm, 
which means a violent disagreement. This explosive argument continued for a long time. Both 
were convinced that they were right. An inevitable split happened: “And the contention was so sharp 
between them, that they departed asunder one from the other: and so Barnabas took Mark, and sailed unto 
Cyprus.” The contention was so great that it seemed these men would work together again. The 
word for “departed asunder” is only used one other time in the NT in Rev 6:14 for an apocalyptic 
disaster. This suggests it was a bitter and explosive departure. There was not much love or 
wisdom there, “Only by pride cometh contention: but with the well advised is wisdom.” (Prov. 13:10) We all 
succumb so easily to the old saying, “Temper gets you into trouble. Pride keeps you there.” Even 



For 11 November 2018                                                                        Cornerstone Church Bible Class  
                                         

  

www.oldfaith.wordpress.com 6 

the best of Christian leaders do not always see eye to eye. There is no happy ending here. A. T. 
Robertson notes,  

 
“This ‘son of consolation’ loses his temper in a dispute over his cousin and Paul uses 
sharp words towards his benefactor and friend. It is often so that the little irritations of 
life give occasion to violent explosions. If the incident in Gal. 2:11-21 had already taken 
place, there was a sore place already that could be easily rubbed. And if Mark also joined 
with Peter and Barnabas on that occasion, Paul had fresh ground for irritation about him 
… Paul and Barnabas parted in anger and both in sorrow. Paul owed more to Barnabas 
than to any other man. Barnabas was leaving the greatest spirit of the time and of all 
times. 
 

Barnabas took Mark, and went to his home in Cyprus (tradition says he ministered there in 
relative obscurity). Paul to Silas, and went in the opposite direction. They parted ways, which was 
the right thing to do as Paul was going to face real dangers. Silas was the right man to stand up to 
these. Barnabas was a great encourager and John Mark probably needed Barnabas’ gift of 
encouragement more than Paul did. Was Paul convinced you that young people could not be 
used? We will see that this was not true in the next chapter with Timothy. In one sense, it is 
comforting to know that even the godliest of men had relationship problems. However, we 
should note Paul did not cut Mark off permanently (cf. Col. 4:10; 2 Tim. 4:11). Time is often a 
vital factor in reconciliation. We need to give God time to soften hearts. However, God 
providentially used the circumstances. For now, the early church has two great missionary teams 
instead of one. 
 

And Paul chose Silas, and departed, being recommended by the brethren unto the grace of God. And he went 
through Syria and Cilicia, confirming the churches. (v40-41) 

 
It is interesting to note that Barnabas and John Mark don’t appear to have left with the blessing 
of the Antioch Church. They seem to have simply gotten up and stormed out. It also must be 
noted that there is no evidence that his future ministry was particularly effective when he left 
Paul, whereas the Apostle Paul went from strength to strength These facts may be an indication 
there that Barnabas was acting in the flesh. For we read that Paul and Silas “departed, being 
recommended by the brethren unto the grace of God.” It is always important in any spiritual activities such 
as mission trips to be recommended by your church leadership as an indication of the leading of 
the Holy Spirit, who set up these structures. Barnabas, I believe, should have let such a 
contentious matter be resolved by the Holy Spirit leading through the leadership of the Antioch 
church.  
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APPENDIX ONE - CHURCH GOVERNANCE 
 
The way the theological disagreement in Jerusalem was resolved is a model for all of us to follow. 
By contrast, the personal disagreement between Paul and Barnabas over personnel is not the 
right one to follow. We see the following characteristics in the Jerusalem synod: 
 
(1) PLURALITY OF LEADERS – there was no infallible authority deciding for everyone. But 
rather we read, “And the apostles and elders came together for to consider of this matter.” After the 
deliberations, the decision was reached by consensus, “Then pleased it the apostles and elders with the 
whole church, to send chosen men of their own company to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas…..And they wrote 
letters by them after this manner.” All decisions and actions are reached as a plural group. We must 
note the emphasis on this point in verses 4, 6, 22, and 23, where we read of “apostles and elders” 
together making these decisions. The same pattern is seen in other major decisions (the reception 
of the Samaritan church (Acts 8:14), Peter’s mission to Cornelius (Acts 11:1), and Paul’s ministry 
to the Gentiles (Gal. 2:9).  

This seems to be a biblical model for NT Church, “in the multitude of counsellors there is 
safety.” (Proverbs 11:14) All the leaders are accountable. Many mistakes were made and people 
were hurt by poor decisions and lack of process in churches with no accountability. Despite the 
power of God in their ministries and the powerful apostolic office that Paul and Peter held, they 
weren’t able to force their way on this issue. Both had to be accountable to their brethren. 
Throughout Paul’s ministry, even in this chapter, he sought at all times to demonstrate this 
accountability by reporting to the Church leadership on his work and seeking their approval of 
his mission plans.  
 
(2) DISTINCTION BETWEEN OFFICES – There are two distinct groups in this 
Synod/Council at Jerusalem – the pastors (apostles and others) who are the teaching elders and 
the non-pastors who are the ruling elders. All elders, both ruling and teaching, are equal as to 
their rights and powers in the church decisions. The Apostles didn’t simply meet in private to 
decide this doctrinal question but permitted all the ruling elders to sit with them on the 
deliberations and decisions. The ruling elders (word is “presbyters” in Greek) functioned 
alongside and together with the teaching elders of the apostles in the leadership of the church. 

The Bible makes clear that not all elders have the same function in every area of the 
ministry. There are those that rule only (known as ruling elders) and those that teach and rule 
(known as teaching elders or ministers). That is why you commonly find in Presbyterian 
churches the spiritual leadership called a Board of Elders. This distinction within the office in 
terms of function is clearly set forth in NT, “Let the elders that rule well be counted worthy of double 
honour, especially they who labour in the word and doctrine” (1 Tim. 5:17). Paul distinguishes between 
elders who rule only and those who rule and preach God’s word. There is obviously a class of 
elders that did not primarily labour in preaching and teaching. So, we can simply understand that 
pastors must preach and rule whereas elders must rule. 

 
(3) INTER-DEPENDENCY OF THE LOCAL NT CHURCHES – The issue in the 
church at Antioch in Acts 15:1-2 could have been decided by the leadership of the Church there. 
After all, Paul and Barnabas, with others, made up the leadership of Antioch. But it is interesting 
to note that they referred the matter to a council or Synod in Jerusalem, which comprised of all 
the leaders of the NT Church. Antioch did not see themselves as independent of Jerusalem. 
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Nowhere in the New Testament do we find an example of an independent church for every church 
in the New Testament is subject to the worldwide governing authority of the apostles. The 
church is one, spiritually and as an organization. Hence today some sort of denominational 
authority over local churches is still appropriate. 
 A further fact of this interdependence was that the decisions reached by the Jerusalem 
synod was not mere opinion that the other NT churches, including Antioch, could accept or 
reject. Rather, we are explicitly told that they must obey the decisions of this Higher Body, “And 
as they went through the cities, they delivered them the decrees for to keep, that were ordained of the apostles and 
elders which were at Jerusalem.” (Acts 16:4) Barnes points out the word “decrees” (ta dogmata) has a 
strong connotation: 
 

“The decrees in regard to the four things specified in Acts 15:20, Acts 15:29. The word 
translated “decrees” occurs in Luke 2:1, “A decree from Caesar Augustus”; in Acts 17:7 
“The decrees of Caesar”; in Eph 2:15; and in Col 2:14. It properly means a law or edict 
of a king or legislature. In this instance, it was the decision of the council in a case 
submitted to it, and implied an obligation on the Christians to submit to that decision, 
since they had submitted the matter to them. The same principles, also, would be 
applicable everywhere, and the decision, therefore, at Jerusalem became conclusive.” 

 

 
From the pattern established in this incident, Presbyterians believe that the Scriptural picture is 
not one of a great number of totally independent churches, but ecclesiastical authority is vested 
in a council or presbytery made up of elders (teaching elders or pastors and ruling elders) from 
the constituent congregations. Each local church is governed by a body of elected elders (usually 
called the session from the Latin sessio from sedere “to sit”) and is subordinate to a higher 
assembly of elders known as the presbytery. These presbyteries are sometimes grouped into a 
synod, and synods nationwide often join together in a general assembly.  

Ministers may be considered equal in status with the other elders, but they have a distinct 
ordination and distinct function so there is a distinction between the two classes of elders, 
teaching and ruling. Authority ultimately flows both from the top down (as higher assemblies 
exercise authority over local congregations) and from the bottom up (as all local church offices 
ultimately owe their elections to individual church members).  
 


