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Bonding Through Diversity, Pt 5 
Handling Scripture Responsibly – When Decisions Have to be Made 
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Dr. Carlus Gupton 
 
Lee Acres Relational Commitment 
1. Allow the characteristics of love from 1 Cor. 13 to govern our dealings with each other.  
2. Always maintain open-minded communication. 
3. Focus on our faith foundations. 
4. Strive toward principled compromise in areas other than our foundational beliefs. 
5. Maintain the attitude of Christ by “emptying ourselves” into each other’s lives 
6. Let all of our dealings be governed by fervent prayer. 
7. Do not be fearful of individual thinking. 
8. Cooperate with our elders’ decisions and maintain a loyal relationship with our congregation.  
 
Big Idea for this lesson: The experience of the early church in the Jerusalem Conference 
(Acts 15) reveals the challenges of making decisions about complex matters, the importance of 
understanding and appreciating our differences, and the place of decision-making in our 
ongoing growth as God’s people. 
 
1. Acts 15 – A case study of complex decision making in the early church 
 

A. The issue arose, 15:1 (cf. 15:5).  
 
1. This was a foundational issue that was central to the faith, “Unless…you cannot be 

saved.” 
2. It was internal to the church, but had serious external missional implications. The 

issue was among people of faith over what one must do to become saved.  
3. The positions taken by the separate groups were mutually exclusive. Both could not 

be right. One of them was wrong. 
4. Participants in the conflict were emotionally invested in the outcome. Strong 

personalities on both sides believed their view was clear, was “the truth,” and that the 
only legitimate solution was for the other side to yield.  

5. Application: Most of the issues our churches raise questions over are not as serious 
as the one in Acts 15, but the path they followed is very helpful on lesser issues.  

 
B. There was open acknowledgement and discussion, 15:2a (cf. 15:6-7). 

 
1. They did not anxiously avoid the issue.  
2. As is typical when these kinds of issues arise, the emotions were high, thus there 

was “no small dissension and debate.” 
 

C. The group assumed a posture of discernment, seeking wise counsel based on the 
apostles’ teaching, 15:2b. 
 
1. The equivalent of this today would to push the pause button to stop dissension from 

escalating, and enter a thoughtful period of study and discernment.  
2. They sought to “shed the light and reduce the heat” by having reasonable dialogue 

on the meaning of scripture relative to a topic.  
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D. While deliberating, they kept the issue in perspective, 15:3-4.  
 
1. They refocused away from preoccupation with the issue and toward the progress of 

the gospel. 
2. They did not lose sight of what God was continuing to do in their midst, but 

celebrated it.  
3. They redeemed the occasion for kingdom expansion by preserving the clear 

missional implications, i.e. it was clear God was reaching the Gentiles (15:3, 
“describing in detail the conversion of the Gentiles” and 15:4, “declared all God had 
done among them”), even if was not clear among the people what this meant for the 
Gentiles once they were reached.  

 
E. They continued to discuss the issue, 15:6-7. 

 
1. The reasonable conclusion they eventually reached (15:13-21) suggests this was 

redemptive talk, not just persuasive speech from both sides where each became 
increasingly more entrenched in their positions.  

2. Redemptive speech is “pure, peaceable, gentle and open to reason” (James 3:17), it 
“looks not only to one’s own interests, but also the interests of others” (Philippians 
2:4), it “builds others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen” 
(Ephesians 4:29). This kind of dialogue allows each person to reflect upon the 
underlying heart motivations of their positions, humbly consider information they may 
have discounted or have never heard before, and arrive at convictions that are more 
purely biblical and Christ honoring. Redemptive speech is the fertile soil for truth 
seeking that is empowered by the Holy Spirit.   

3. Somehow, many have become convinced that when the discussion turns to doctrinal 
issues, it is always acceptable for the “gloves to come off.” The stories of our 
churches are replete with examples of brethren feeling perfectly justified in the 
defense of “doctrine” to engage in behavior that would not be tolerated or respected 
in any other setting. Church folks often excuse behavior in themselves that in a civil 
society is actually libelous, slanderous, character defaming, and privacy violating. 
This destroys our witness to the world (John 13:34-35; 17:20-21), and disobeys the 
biblical mandate of exemplary behavior before outsiders (1 Peter 2:11-12, 3:15-16; 1 
Timothy 2:2). It also violates the biblical code of non-quarrelsome, kind and gentle 
conduct when we correct others (2 Timothy 2:24-26). 

 
F. This environment of spiritual conversation allowed the light of God to shine, 

exposing the spiritual blindness that was clouding their judgment, 15:7-12. 
 
1. This as a powerful moment in the Jerusalem Council, enough that “all the assembly 

fell silent…and listened” (15:12). 
2. Peter, Barnabas, and Paul revealed truth that the people who were so caught up in 

the issue had forgotten. Everything they said lined up with what the Old Testament 
Scriptures had said hundreds of years before. Just like some of Jesus’ opponents 
had “searched the scriptures” but had failed to see that they testified of him (John 
5:39), so some in the Jerusalem Council had allowed their sense of superior 
identification with the truth to blind them to their own misunderstandings. “Spiritual 
blindness is a metaphor to describe a condition that renders a person unable to 
discern spiritual truth.” A spiritually blind person can “see” some truth extremely well, 
but be completely blind to other aspects of God’s revelation. We can mask this 
blindness in many ways, but “real discernment comes as masks are revealed and 
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removed through the sanctifying work of God that frees us from the disability of 
spiritual blindness.”1 In the case of the council in Acts 15, the blindness was in those 
who were regarded as understanding the scriptures better than anyone else in the 
room, the Pharisees. The same can happen to us.   

 
G. The leaders among them spoke with wisdom to put forth a solution that upheld 

the central core of the gospel, but which also reflected sensitivity to the 
adjustments others were making in living out the gospel in their contexts, 15:13-
21.  
1. Affirmed the central core of the gospel, or what we might call foundational 

affirmations that are important to a given issues. 
2. Sensitive to the adjustments that are often necessary as we come to terms with truth.  
3. Appropriate for the context.  

 
H. The apostles and elders (i.e. the leadership) with the whole church (15:22) trusted 

that the Holy Spirit had spoken (15:28) through the process of dialogue and wise 
council, and “came to one accord” (15:25, 28) around the decision, 15:22-35. 
 

2. How might these principles apply to situations today where we must make decisions? 
 

A. Example – Characteristics of Elders, “Husband of one wife” (1 Timothy 3:1-7; 
Titus 1:5-9) 

 
1. Elder appointment, or a significant change in the decision-making structure of a 

church, is among the top five challenging issues for a congregation. 
2. There are several characteristics which pose special difficulty in appointing elders 

a. “Above reproach” or “well thought of by outsiders”  
b. “Husband of one wife” 
c. “Not given to much wine” (KJV) or “no drunkard” (NIV) 
d. “Believing children”  

 
B. One of the most difficult items is “husband of one wife.” 

 
1. Genre – ethical lists defining the character of the person. 
2. Literally, “one-woman-man,” and is identical to 1 Timothy 5.9, “one-man-woman.” 

Same phrase construction, same context, same author.  
3. What does this scripture mean? 

 
a. Prohibition of polygamy?  

1. Polygamy was not practiced among Greeks and Romans 
2. No record of the church ever having a problem with polygamy. 

 
b. Prohibition of remarried widowers? 

1. Romans 7:1-3 seems remarriage of widow(er)s was appropriate. 
2. 1 Timothy 5:9, same language structure, but Paul admonished younger 

widows to remarry (1 Tim. 5:14) which seems odd that he would allow them 
to do something that would make them ineligible for support later.  
 

                                                           
1Tara Klena Barthel and David B. Edling, Redeeming Church Conflicts: Turning Crisis Into Compassion and Care (Baker Books, 
2012), 107-112. 
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c. Exclusion of unmarried overseers, or those who have no children? 
 
1. There are other characteristics which seem to suggest a married father (1 

Timothy 5:4). But would we require the same for widows (5:10), refusing them 
help if they had never had children? Could it mean that if they indeed have 
children, they must be well managed, without requiring that they must have 
had them? 

2. How would we square this with Paul’s instructions in 1 Corinthians 7:8-9 that 
it is good for the unmarried to “remain even as I”? Would we say that Paul 
was not qualified to elder? 
 

d. Prohibition of an elder who has been divorced? 
 
1. This view has considerable merit, but raises the question of why Paul would 

have said it with these words. 
2. If he had wanted to exclude a divorced or remarried elder, there were much 

clearer choices of words Paul could have chosen. Instead, rather than giving 
a negation, e.g. “no divorce,” he expresses the quality in a positive manner, 
perhaps pointing to an even higher qualification for spiritual leadership than 
would be revealed by a census of wives during one’s lifetime.  
 

e. Prohibiting a womanizer? 
 

1. By this understanding, an elder must be a “one-woman-kind-of-man.”  
2. The words can mean either “man/woman” or “husband/wife” depending on 

context. 
3. There is no definite article (i.e. “the”) in front of either word, which 

emphasizes character or nature.  
4. This would point to a man who is singularly devoted to his wife, faithful to her 

in every respect, a person who did not frequent prostitutes or courtesans as 
was so common in Greco-Roman culture.  

 
3. How might one practice spiritual wisdom and discernment on this issue in 

one’s context? A few examples. 
 

 


