
HANDLING CHANGE IN THE CHURCH 

Acts 15v.22-35 

 

We live in a rapidly changing world that often leaves us bewildered by the challenges that it brings. As 

someone has said, ‘constant change is here to stay’. However uncomfortable change makes us feel 

there is no getting away from it or the issues it raises. The church is not immune to the forces of 

change and must seek to respond in ways that are faithful to God and His mission in the world. Yet, 

we often find a deeply entrenched resistance to change in our own hearts and in our congregational 

life. Someone quipped that change is a rare phenomenon as far as the church is concerned, except 

when it comes to the collection - even there it tends to be fairly limited! 

 

Acts chapter 15 sees the early church faced with a major issue that calls for change in both attitude and 

action. The early part of the chapter (v.1-21), explains how a ‘special assembly’ was called in Jerusalem 

to seek to resolve what had become a contentious dispute of whether or not new Gentile followers of 

Jesus needed to be circumcised in accordance with the law of Moses. The assembly resolves the matter 

but still leaves the task of conveying its outcome to the Gentile believers in a sensitive and balanced 

way.  

 

In our church life we are often faced with handling the outcome of change and need the wisdom of God 

in dealing with the tensions it creates. What can we learn about how to do so from the actions of the 

apostles and elders in the latter part of the chapter? 

 

Relationship v.22 

 

In an age of digital and telecommunication it may be tempting to imagine that e-mail and other forms of 

speedy, but impersonal, media are an efficient way of conveying information. Speed, however, is not 

everything. Christianity, and the life of any church, is fundamentally relational. Following the Jerusalem 

assembly, the apostles and elders of the church, intentionally decide to convey the outcome to the 

Gentile believers at Antioch by sending Paul, Barnabas, Judas and Silas to meet with them face-to-face. 

No doubt these men were chosen because of their stature within the church, but that, at least in part, 

rested upon a relational base built up over a long period.  

 

We often shy away from face-to-face conversations that we know are going to be difficult. We need to 

learn that change is best managed when time has been taken to build trusting relationships and they are 

maintained as a structure which enables avoidance of misunderstanding. 

 

Clarity v.23-29  

 

While relationships are crucial to carrying change, they are not enough on their own. The apostles and 

elders send their team to Antioch with an accompanying letter. The letter bring a clarity of 



communication by providing something that the Gentile believers can look back to if any uncertainty 

about the issue arises again in the future. 

 

We do well to reflect on how clarity in communication is a crucial part of bringing people with us as we 

go through change. We need to be aware of the need to constantly inform people and repeat what is 

happening to avoid misconception, rumour and distrust. 

 

Encouragement v.30-32  

  

The tone of encouragement is set and echoed in how the letter was both presented by the four 

assembly representatives and received by the Antioch church. Verse 31 ‘The people read it and were 

glad for its encouraging message.’ Verse 32 ‘Judas and Silas... said much to encourage and strengthen 

the brothers.’ 

 

The process of change can be enormously frustrating for those who are seeking to lead it. Sometimes 

frustration creeps in and the mood is soured by a critical, rather than encouraging, atmosphere.  

 

We do well to guard our hearts from a critical spirit and seek to maintain healthy, positive and 

encouraging relationships with those who are finding change difficult. 

 

Time v.33&35 

 

It is noticeable that the four Jerusalem representatives took time to embed the deliverance of the 

assembly by spending time among the people in Antioch. Judas and Silas ‘spent some time there’, which 

cemented a relationship of peace and harmony (v.33). Paul and Barnabas remain for a longer period 

(v.35). 

 

Becoming aware of the need for change, understanding new directions and coming to terms with it 

takes time. Perhaps we need to be more patient with ourselves and others as we seek to embed new 

ways of being and doing within the culture of our congregational life. 

 

Preaching v.35   

 

The section ends with Paul and Barnabas teaching and preaching the word of the Lord. It is a big mistake 

to imagine that leadership and change in the church’s life can be divorced from the ongoing ministries of 

prayer and preaching. Both responsibilities need to be grounded in an ever expanding understanding of 

scripture as our only fully reliable guide for both what we believe and how we respond to the challenges 

of a changing world 

  

 



 


