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Memory Verse

“And God, who knows the heart, bore witness to them by giving them the Holy 
Spirit, just as he also did to us.”

– Acts 15:8, CSB

Session 13

Decisions 
Acts 15:1-11
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Session 1

Session

13
Decisions

THEOLOGICAL THEME: When men came to Antioch and 
taught a message that was contrary to the gospel, Paul and Barnabas 
stood against their false teaching. The matter was taken to the Jerusalem 
Council, where Peter reinforced that the truth of the gospel is for everyone 
and nothing else is needed for salvation.

In our world of advanced technology, it can be tough to spot a scam when it pops up 
on your phone or in your inbox. According to the Federal Trade Commission 2.8 
million people reported being victims of scams in 2021 and the losses totaled over 
$5.8 billion.1 We struggle to discern lies from truth, especially when the falsehoods 
are delivered in a deceiving manner.

There are times when people will present supposedly Biblical teachings that are not 
aligned with Scripture. If the people are passionate about what they are saying and 
teach with a persuasive style, even strong believers can be led astray. It is even more 
common for those who are new to the faith to be misled by false teachings. It is the 
responsibility of each Christian to know the truth and help others recognize it.

What are some things that make it difficult to recognize false 
teachings from the truth?

What can Christians do to strengthen their faith and keep 
themselves from falling prey to false teachings?
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Session Summary

There were some who taught a false message that could cause confusion among believers 
in the church at Antioch. Paul and Barnabas were not willing to allow the false teaching to 
continue and possibly interrupt the great work of God they experienced among both Jews 
and Gentiles. 

When the matter was presented the Jerusalem Council, Peter made it clear that all people 
are saved by trusting in Jesus alone. It was not acceptable for anyone to put additional 
requirements, like circumcision, onto the Gentiles who believed.

1. The Dispute (Acts 15:1)

Some men came down from Judea to influence the body of believers at Antioch. God had 
been doing a great work in both the Jews and Gentiles of the area. These men struggled to 
accept that Gentiles could receive salvation without following the law or Jewish traditions. 
The men who came to the church taught that Gentiles could only be saved if they first 
became Jews and submitted to Jewish traditions, including circumcision.

These men felt so strongly about their message that they came to Antioch from Judea to 
teach this message. In doing so, they cast doubt and confusion on all that God was doing 
in Antioch through the efforts of Paul and Barnabas. Their missionary trips resulted in 
churches being started without any attempt to bring the Gentiles under the law of Moses. 
The men from Judea said Paul and Barnabas were wrong in their approach of the Gentiles.

Why was the men’s teaching directly against all that Paul and 
Barnabas had been doing? Why was this more than a minor add-
on to Paul and Barnabas’s message?

Paul taught that everyone who believed in Jesus would be saved. The men form Judea 
disagreed and claimed the people could only be saved by both believing in Jesus and 
keeping the law of Moses. Paul taught that people could be right with God based solely on 
what Jesus did.
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Why is it sometimes hard for us to believe the gospel is all 
we need for salvation today? In what sense is it easier to try 
to do other things to earn our salvation?

This is no small issue; it is a core teaching and central to the gospel. Sometimes 
Christians get divided over things that are not a big deal, and they can agree to 
disagree. That was not the case in this situation—how a person receives salvation 
is not something believers should be divided about. There was no room for 
disagreement, and the matter needed to be addressed and resolved. 

The enemy pushes false doctrines and teachings to cause confusion and 
disagreements among believers. If he can get people arguing and focused on those 
kinds of things, they will not be focused on carrying out the Great Commission and 
reaching the lost world.

Application: What are ways we can seek to guard against 
believing false teachings?

2. The Response (Acts 15:2-5)

Paul and Barnabas demonstrated good principles of dealing with adversity and 
dissension. They were unwilling to stand by and let the false teaching have influence 
on the work that God was doing. They first tried to show the men from Judea the 
truth. Scripture tells us that this caused no small amount of dissension and dispute. 
In other words, the men from Judea were committed to their message and not 
willing to turn from it.

The approach of Paul and Barnabas gives a good first step in reconciling with others 
who teach and think differently on important matters. There are some issues that 
do not need to be addressed and can be let go because they are periphery topics of 
the faith. However, when the issue is a core salvation issue, it is good and right to 
stand up and confront falsehood with the truth. We see that Paul and Barnabas 
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attempted to discuss and explain the difference in the message of the gospel, but it 
did not work. There are times when we recognize a need to explain about the truth 
of salvation to someone who has been teaching a false gospel, but they may refuse to 
hear what we have to say.

When their first attempt failed to bring about the hoped-for results, it was time for 
the next step. This matter was important enough that those in Antioch determined 
to send Paul and Barnabas to Jerusalem to seek additional counsel and instruction. 
Paul and Barnabas showed the heart of true shepherds in that they were willing 
to do whatever was necessary to protect their flock and resolve the issue at hand. 
There was no ignoring the false doctrine that could hinder people from coming to 
salvation.

How do we determine which issues are of primary 
importance in the church and which are less important?

On their way to meet with the leaders in Jerusalem, Paul and Barnabas took every 
opportunity to share with other believers the great work of God through the 
conversion of Gentiles. Notice how these other believers responded. Verse three says 
hearing about the conversion of Gentiles “brought great joy to all the brothers and 
sisters.” 

How do you think it affected Paul and Barnabas to 
encounter joy and encouragement on their way to 
Jerusalem? Why might this have mattered?

This must have been further confirmation and encouragement for Paul and 
Barnabas as others joined them in praising God for His work among the Gentiles. 
When they arrived in Jerusalem to meet with the apostles and elders, Paul and 
Barnabas explained what had been happening at the church in Antioch, and they 
found many other believers who were excited about the work of the Lord. But they 
also were faced with additional opposition from some Pharisees. 
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These were people who had been raised and trained to believe and uphold the law above 
all else. They held similar opinions to the men of Judea who had come to Antioch. 
Because of their history with the law, these men argued that any person who wanted to 
come to faith in Christ must first be initiated into Judaism by circumcision, then they 
must live under the law of Moses. This was a sign that this issue needed to be resolved 
everywhere, not just in Antioch. Any place where Gentiles were reached with the gospel 
was a place where this topic needed to be answered so that it would not cause continued 
problems.

Application: What can you learn from the way Paul and 
Barnabas dealt with conflict? How might their approach be 
instructive when you face threats to the gospel message?

3. The Jerusalem Council (Acts 15:6-11)

The leaders of the early church gathered to address the situation at hand. This council 
consisted of apostles and elders who were committed to encouraging and guiding the 
early church. The ultimate question of this matter was: Is the work of Jesus on the cross 
enough to save completely or does a believer also need to add to the work that Jesus did? 
Is it Christ alone or a combination of faith in Christ and obedience to the law?

People who were passionate about each side presented their arguments and were heard 
through much debate. While it is good for Christians to be passionate enough about 
their faith to stand and argue publicly for their beliefs, it is imperative to be certain that 
what you are arguing is grounded in the Word of God. Our passion should come from a 
commitment to the Scriptures and not just our own thoughts or preferences.

Proverbs 9:10 tells us “the fear of the LORD is the beginning of 
wisdom.” How do we show this wisdom when we seek to root 
our convictions in the truth of the Bible?
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After much dispute, Peter stood up. Peter was one of the most influential leaders in 
that day, and when he spoke it was likely that everyone stopped to listen. Notice how 
Peter addressed the topic. He started with a history lesson and made it clear that he 
knew what he was talking about since he was directly involved and an eyewitness 
to the events he described. God made it clear to Peter that there is no distinction 
between clean and unclean (see Acts 10). This was an important moment in the 
discussion over this matter. 

Look back at Acts 10. How has Peter’s own mind and heart 
been changed on this matter? How did this make him a 
credible and influential contributor to the discussion?

Peter proclaimed that God made no distinction between Jew and Gentile, so it made 
no sense for the church to do any differently. God purified the hearts of those who 
believed, Jew or Gentile, by faith and not by keeping the law. Peter’s words aligned 
with what Paul and Barnabas had claimed about the Gentiles. 

Finally, Peter addressed the outsiders who were testing God by adding to His 
requirements for salvation. He used the illustration of a heavy yoke being placed on 
the necks of new believers. The yoke of the law could only be carried by Jesus, and 
He had already done this perfectly to secure salvation for all who come to Him. 
Why would they expect something from new converts that no one else had been 
able to manage? Peter reminded them they had each been saved by grace through 
faith and nothing else. This was God’s plan that Jesus carried out and it applied to 
both Jews and Gentiles.

Application: Where do you need to take a stand for your 
faith and share with others how they can be saved by grace 
through faith?
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Conclusion

When God is at work, there will be opposition against that work. The enemy will 
work to distract and destroy what God is doing. The church at Antioch was growing 
and flourishing as they reached Gentiles in that area. The men who came to teach a 
false doctrine were committed to their beliefs and would not listen to the truth when 
confronted by Paul and Barnabas. 

There are times to let matters of dispute go because they are not core salvation 
issues. There are also times when we must be committed to take a stand against 
false teaching. In this, we show that we care more about the health of the church 
and reaching lost people than avoiding conflict. False doctrine is dangerous and 
destructive. The best way to see it is to know the truth so well that you recognize the 
difference. When our convictions are rooted in Scripture, we don’t have to shy away 
from difficult conversations over important matters. We can and should also ask for 
wise counsel from other believers. Paul and Barnabas took their issue to Jerusalem. 
You also have people and places you can go for guidance. Use the biblical counsel 
God has given to equip you in reaching the lost people around you.

What are common forms of false doctrine today? How do 
these threaten to influence those in the church?

Who is someone you can go to for encouragement and wise 
counsel when faced with false teaching on an important 
matter?

Who is God putting on your heart to have a gospel 
conversation with this week? How will you pursue them with 
the truth?
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Here’s How to Become a Christ-Follower:
Read the following verses and ask after each one: “What does this say to me?”

• All have sinned: Romans 3:23 & 1 John 1:8
• The wages of sin: Romans 6:23 & John 3:18
• But while we were sinners, salvation was provided: Romans 5:8
• Become a Christ-follower: Romans 10:9-10 Confess and Believe

Accepting Christ is Just the Beginning:
Next Steps:
• Publicly profess your faith by being baptized (Matthew 10:32-33; 

Luke 3:21; Romans 6:4).
• Join a church which follows the Bible, where you can grow in your faith 

through prayer, Bible study and fellowship with other Christians. 
• Get involved in groups for encouragement and accountability.
• Begin a daily personal worship experience with God where you study 

the Bible and pray.
• Share with others what Jesus has done for you. Tell your story 

(Romans 10:14; Matthew 28:19-20).
• Begin to live for God (Romans 12:1-2, 9-18; James 1:19-27).
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Guidance

Main Passages

 - Acts 16:6-10

Session Outline

1. Stopped by the Spirit (Acts 16:6-8)
2. Clear Direction (Acts 16:9-10)
3. Knowing His Voice (Proverbs 16:1-3)

Memorize 

“And God, who knows the heart, bore witness to them by giving them the 
Holy Spirit, just as he also did to us.” 
- Acts 15:8, CSB
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