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Unit Theme: The Church 

February 25, 2024 (Lesson 13) 

WORKING THROUGH CHURCH PROBLEMS 

1. Legalism and Prejudice (Acts 15:1-11, 22-29) 

2. Worldliness and Pride (Revelation 3:14-22; 1 Peter 5:5-7) 

3. Carnality and Immaturity (1 Corinthians 3:1-8) 

 

Central Truth:  Church problems can be solved by listening to the Holy Spirit and applying 

Biblical principles.  

Focus:  Examine problems that can plague churches and apply Biblical solutions. 

Evangelism Emphasis:  Reaching unsaved people is one of the church’s greatest challenges. 

Golden Text:  “For by one Spirit are we all baptized into one body, whether we be Jews or 

Gentiles, whether we be bond or free; and have been all made to drink into one Spirit”  

(1 Corinthians 12:13). 

 

 In any organization with two or more people representing different views, traditions, 

histories, ethnicities, and so on, there will be conflict. However, contrary to what many believe, 

conflict does not have to be negative. When conflict is handled effectively, it can be a catalyst 

for positive change. Often, unless the status quo (the way things have always been done) is 

challenged, there will be no change even when change is needed. New perspectives, new 

opportunities, and new people can stimulate much needed change. 

 As the early church grew and increasingly added Gentile believers, the largely Jewish church 

was forced to distinguish between practices and beliefs essential to faith in Christ, and practices 

that were nonessential to salvation. For some Jewish believers, the shift away from long-held 

religious customs ingrained in Jewish culture was a difficult transition. It took the Holy Spirit 

and the tenacious personality of Apostle Paul to help the church make the shift. 

 Early on, the Spirit prompted Simon Peter to reach out to a Roman centurion named 

Cornelius (Acts 10). Although Peter also had to overcome his own prejudice to go to the 

centurion’s home, a vision at Joppa helped Peter see things were changing. When Peter preached 
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and Cornelius and his household were filled with the Spirit, as evidenced by the manifestation of 

speaking in tongues, Peter was convinced the Gospel was also for the Gentiles, and he shared 

this conviction with the church leaders in Jerusalem (Acts 11). When they heard Peter’s 

testimony, “they became silent; and they glorified God, saying, ‘Then God has also granted to 

the Gentiles repentance to life’” (v. 18 NKJV). This insight prompted the church to begin to 

reach out to the Gentiles, which created the need for even more clarity for the church. 

1. LEGALISM AND PREJUDICE 

A. The Jerusalem Council (Acts 15:1-11) 

 1 And certain men which came down from Judaea taught the brethren, and said, 

Except ye be circumcised after the manner of Moses, ye cannot be saved. 2 When therefore 

Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and disputation with them, they determined 

that Paul and Barnabas, and certain other of them, should go up to Jerusalem unto the 

apostles and elders about this question. 

 7 And when there had been much disputing, Peter rose up, and said unto them, Men 

and brethren, ye know how that a good while ago God made choice among us, that the 

Gentiles by my mouth should hear the word of the gospel, and believe. 8 And God, which 

knoweth the hearts, bare them witness, giving them the Holy Ghost, even as he did unto us; 

9 And put no difference between us and them, purifying their hearts by faith. 10 Now 

therefore why tempt ye God, to put a yoke upon the neck of the disciples, which neither our 

fathers nor we were able to bear? 11 But we believe that through the grace of the Lord 

Jesus Christ we shall be saved, even as they. 

 As Paul and Barnabas began to see powerful evangelistic results among the Gentiles, there 

were Jewish believers still holding to the idea that Gentiles must embrace certain Jewish 
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religious practices before becoming believers. Paul understood this would be a hindrance to 

effectively reaching the Gentiles. He also understood the old works of the Law were no longer 

necessary under the new covenant. 

 Paul and Barnabas had embarked on a missionary trip from Antioch to various largely 

Gentile regions where they established local congregations and ordained elders. When they 

returned to the church in Antioch, they reported God “had [indeed] opened the door of faith to 

the Gentiles” (Acts 14:27). However, certain Jewish men (apparently identifying as believers) 

were unwilling to accept Gentiles into the faith unless they also embraced certain Jewish 

practices that were part of the old covenant (15:1). One critical point of contention was the 

insistence that Gentile men be circumcised. Paul and Barnabas fervently disagreed, and it was 

decided they would go to Jerusalem to seek the counsel of the apostles and elders (v. 2). 

 Upon arriving in Jerusalem, Paul and Barnabas testified to the great things God was doing 

among the Gentiles. Overall, it seems their report was well received (v. 4). However, some 

believers (formerly Pharisees) were not ready to receive Gentiles straight into the fellowship of 

faith unless they were willing to embrace specific Jewish practices. They insisted on 

circumcision and keeping the Law of Moses (v. 5). This was a critical point in the history of 

Christianity. Would the church recognize the sufficiency of the sacrifice of Jesus for salvation, or 

would various elements of the Law still be required for everyone? 

 Up to this point, it seems the largely Jewish members of the church had continued to observe 

most of the Law, with the exception of the sacrifices, since Jesus is “the Lamb of God who takes 

away the sin of the world” (John 1:29 NKJV). However, the conflict was about to create an 

opportunity for positive change as the apostles and elders came together to consider this matter. 

Peter stood up and cautioned the church against adding works of the Law to the grace of God. 
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Instead, as Peter argued, salvation comes through faith in “the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ” for 

both Jews and Gentiles (Acts 15:11). 

$  Name a religious “yoke” (v. 10), or “heavy burden” (CEV), a local church might impose 

on members. According to verse 11, how should believers respond to such a demand? 

B. Letter to the Gentile Believers (Acts 15:22-29) 

 22  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: 23 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. 

 28 For it seemed good to the Holy Ghost, and to us, to lay upon you no greater burden 

than these necessary things; 29 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.  

 After Peter’s comments, Paul and Barnabas testified God had been working miracles and 

wonders among the Gentiles. Next, James—the half-brother of Jesus who had become a 

prominent leader of the church in Jerusalem—appealed to Scripture (vv. 16-17; Amos 9:11-12) 

to make the case that the Gentiles do not need to embrace Old Testament laws to become 

believers (Acts 15:19). 

 The apostles and elders agreed, along with the rest of the church, and they sent men from the 

church of Jerusalem with Paul and Barnabas to go back to Antioch with a letter expressing the 

church’s decision. The letter essentially began, “We know some men claiming to come from us 

tried to get the Gentiles to be circumcised and keep the Law, but that was not from us.” The 
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letter then praised the work of Paul and Barnabas among the Gentiles, highlighting how the 

matter was discussed by the apostles and elders, who had no desire to hinder the advance of the 

Gospel among the Gentiles (vv. 12, 25-27). Led by the Holy Spirit in their deliberations, they 

asked only that the Gentile believers do three things: (1) Abstain from meats offered to idols; (2) 

abstain from blood; (3) abstain from fornication (vv. 28-29). These three things were associated 

with pagan worship, and were particularly offensive to Jewish sensibilities. While fornication 

was a sin, the other two requirements appear to have been for the expressed purpose of 

facilitating fellowship between Jewish and Gentile believers. 

 Later, in his first epistle to the Corinthians, Paul said there was nothing expressly wrong with 

eating meat offered to idols because the false gods are nothing and cannot imbue the meat with 

special qualities (8:4-6). Meat offered to idols was cheaper, which made it an attractive purchase; 

however, immature Gentile believers who previously ate this meat, believing it possessed 

spiritual qualities, might find it offensive if other believers ate it (vv. 7-12). So, for the sake of 

the conscience of these believers, and so as not to offend, Paul said he would not eat this meat (v. 

13). The point being, there was nothing inherently sinful about eating the meat, but to help 

former pagan Gentiles break away from their previous religious practices, the Jerusalem Council 

wisely encouraged them not to eat meat offered to idols (Acts 15:29a). 

 The injunction to abstain from blood and fornication (v. 29b) further emphasized the need for 

Gentile believers to make a break from their former pagan past, both of which were often 

associated with pagan worship. They were not required to observe the Law of Moses, but they 

were required to make a clean and complete break from all pagan practices and pursue unity with 

fellow Jewish believers. 

That Inner Voice 
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 God speaks to us through our conscience. This may be a “still small voice” that will not let us 

go until we do what we know is right. . . . We must never silence that inner voice—[but] check 

what we think it is saying against the Scriptures.—Billy Graham 

2. WORLDLINESS AND PRIDE 

A. Strong but Loving Rebuke (Revelation 3:14-22) 

 16 So then because thou art lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will spue thee out of 

my mouth. 17 Because thou sayest, I am rich, and increased with goods, and have need of 

nothing; and knowest not that thou art wretched, and miserable, and poor, and blind, and 

naked: 18 I counsel thee to buy of me gold tried in the fire, that thou mayest be rich; and 

white raiment, that thou mayest be clothed, and that the shame of thy nakedness do not 

appear; and anoint thine eyes with eyesalve, that thou mayest see. 19 As many as I love, I 

rebuke and chasten: be zealous therefore, and repent. 

 In America there are many megachurches with multimillion-dollar complexes engendering 

pride from members. One would hope the pride would be exceeded by humility as members 

recognize,  “Unless the Lord builds the house, they labor in vain who build it” (Ps. 127:1a 

NKJV). 

 The church at Laodicea received a strong rebuke from the Lord, primarily for the sin of pride. 

There is no record of heresy, so it seems their only sin was arrogance. Their wealth had 

decreased their dependency on God, which led to a state of spiritual lukewarmness. They were 

neither on fire for God, nor were they like a refreshing cold drink on a hot day. Instead, they 

were like a lukewarm drink that neither satisfies nor refreshes, so Jesus said He would spit them 

out of His mouth (Rev. 3:16).  
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 The Laodicean believers were rich and had many possessions, making them feel self-

sufficient (v. 17a). This deterred them from looking to God as their source. Whether a church has 

an abundance of funds and resources or has little property and a sparse budget, members should 

always, and in all ways, depend on God for their daily bread. 

 In contrast to how this church saw itself, God’s view of them was quite different. Jesus said 

they were willfully ignorant of their true spiritual condition, which was “wretched, and 

miserable, and poor, and blind, and naked” (v. 17b). They saw their material worth as the 

measure of success, but Jesus looked beneath the surface and saw spiritual poverty. 

 Christ counseled the church to return to Him to obtain things of true value (v. 18). He offered 

them spiritual wealth. For example, “gold tried in the fire” may be a reference to faith, which 

“being much more precious than of gold that perisheth, though it be tried with fire, might be 

found unto praise and honor and glory at the appearing of Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 1:7). Likewise, 

“white raiment” signifies purity, and “eyesalve” would heal their spiritual blindness. Their 

wealth had diminished their faith, corrupted their lifestyles, and blinded their eyes to the truth. 

 When God said “buy of me” (Rev. 3:18), He was not suggesting spiritual wealth can be 

purchased with perishable things like silver and gold, but rather they should be willing to 

exchange their prideful self-sufficiency for daily dependency on Him. Their wealth was not the 

problem; their assessment of themselves based on their wealth was the problem. Even in their 

arrogance, Christ loved them and called them to repent and return to a holy and humble 

relationship with Him (v. 19). He urged them to hear His voice and open the door to let Him in 

as their honored guest (v. 20). 

$  In Revelation 3:21, what does Jesus promise to those who overcome by His grace? 

B. Call to Humility (1 Peter 5:5-7) 
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 5 Likewise, ye younger, submit yourselves unto the elder. Yea, all of you be subject one 

to another, and be clothed with humility: for God resisteth the proud, and giveth grace to 

the humble. 6 Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God, that he may 

exalt you in due time: 7 Casting all your care upon him; for he careth for you. 

 In contrast to the attitude of the Laodiceans, Peter called on believers to exercise humility 

and submission. Specifically, he called on younger Christians to respect the spiritual maturity of 

older Christians and spiritual leaders in the church (v. 5a). Indeed, he said Christians should be 

willing to lay aside their rights in a humble desire to serve one another. In a church where every 

member is committed to serving one another, everyone will be served and ministry will be 

multiplied. 

 Instead of trying to parade or validate wealth or status by the car we drive, the house we live 

in, or the clothes we wear, Peter called on believers to be “clothed with humility” (v. 5b). This 

means when people see us, they should see genuine care and concern for one another as we 

extend ourselves in acts of compassion and kindness, which is especially important since “God 

opposes the proud but favors the humble” (v. 5c NLT). 

 Rather than putting confidence in our flesh or in material wealth, we should humble 

ourselves and trust God to exalt us, to promote us, and bring abundance into our lives the right 

way at the right time (v. 6). In this way, we will overcome all our fears and cares, knowing God 

cares for us and will provide our needs as His children. We should “give all [our] worries and 

cares to God” (v. 7 NLT), and not allow the weight of our burdens, needs, and concerns to hold 

us back from our joy, success, or victory. 

Unexpected Cash 
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 At his pastorate in Hendersonville, Tennessee, John Colbaugh found the church heavily 

indebted. He planned to make a special appeal, letting them know if they were not able to raise 

the funds, they would have to sell the property. Johnny Cash was in the congregation that 

Sunday, and was so moved that he provided the funds, asking not to be acknowledged for his 

gift. We can indeed cast all our cares upon the Lord! 

3. CARNALITY AND IMMATURITY 

A. Acting Like Unbelievers (1 Corinthians 3:1-4) 

 1 And I, brethren, could not speak unto you as unto spiritual, but as unto carnal, even 

as unto babes in Christ. 2 I have fed you with milk, and not with meat: for hitherto ye were 

not able to bear it, neither yet now are ye able. 3 For ye are yet carnal: for whereas there is 

among you envying, and strife, and divisions, are ye not carnal, and walk as men? 4 For 

while one saith, I am of Paul; and another, I am of Apollos; are ye not carnal? 

 In addition to legalism, prejudice, worldliness, and pride, carnality and immaturity can 

infiltrate a church. Carnality is when Christians act like and look like the world; immaturity is 

when Christians refuse to grow in grace and the knowledge of Jesus Christ (2 Peter 3:18). 

 Immature Christians are like babies in the faith, meaning they still do or say things contrary 

to the faith they espouse. In contrast to carnal and immature Christians, spiritually mature 

Christians should be able to teach others to walk in the faith. This maturity does not refer to 

chronological age, but to our commitment to spiritual growth and a genuine desire to please the 

Lord in word and deed. 

 Paul desired to have a “grown-up” conversation with the Corinthian believers, but instead he 

found himself needing to correct them—even to scold them for tolerating misbehavior among 

their members. He wanted to take them deeper and to go beyond the elementary aspects of faith 
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to the meat of the Gospel that would empower them to be teachers rather than still needing 

teachers (see also Heb. 5:12). 

 Paul described the attributes that exposed their spiritual immaturity—envy, strife, division, 

cliques (1 Cor. 3:3-4). Envy, from the Greek zelos, also means “jealousy.” When members are 

jealous of the success of others rather than celebrating that success, they are carnal. The words 

strife and division are from the Greek word eris, meaning “contention, quarrels.” A church in 

constant strife is a church with carnal and immature Christians. Finally, Paul had to address 

cliques which had emerged in the church. These cliques revolved around various leaders in the 

church; however, the leaders probably did not encourage this division (certainly Paul did not). 

Yet, the people were drawn to one person over another and then claimed the person they 

followed was superior to the others. Paul said anyone who did this was “carnal,” immature—a 

baby not ready for deeper truths but instead needing remedial teaching in truth and Christian 

character. 

 While Paul scolded the believers at Corinth for refusing to grow up, every church will have 

believers in various stages of spiritual maturity. The problem comes when members take no 

responsibility for their own spiritual growth and remain perpetual babies in Christ needing 

constant attention and nurturing, when they themselves should be ministering to others. 

Teamwork 

 While the quarterback on a football team generally gets the lion’s share of accolades, any 

quarterback will tell you their success depends on the play of the team around him. If the line 

doesn’t block, he gets tackled. If the receivers don’t catch the ball, no receptions are recorded. 

The crowd may not always know how important the other players are, but the coach and 

quarterback always know it takes a team to win. 
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B. Planting, Watering, and Trusting God (1 Corinthians 3:5-8) 

 5 Who then is Paul, and who is Apollos, but ministers by whom ye believed, even as the 

Lord gave to every man? 6 I have planted, Apollos watered; but God gave the increase. 7 

So then neither is he that planteth any thing, neither he that watereth; but God that giveth 

the increase. 8 Now he that planteth and he that watereth are one: and every man shall 

receive his own reward according to his own labour. 

 With respect to the cliques that emerged at Corinth, Paul pointed out both he and Apollos 

were merely the ministers who preached the Word, bringing the Corinthians to faith in Jesus 

Christ (v. 5). Paul was a masterful theologian who had the ability to find the message of Jesus 

Christ throughout the Old Testament, and the Spirit affirmed his ministry through signs and 

wonders (2:4). However, Paul may not have been the most dynamic preacher (2 Cor. 10:10), and 

he may have had a tendency to be long-winded (Acts 20:9). Apollos, on the other hand, seems to 

have been a gifted speaker (18:24), but he did not have the level training or theological depth 

Paul had, and he benefited from the instruction of Priscilla and Aquila (v. 26). 

 Each of them had a role in the process—whether it was the initial proclamation of the 

Gospel, which was the seed for the faith of the Corinthians; or the continuing ministry of the 

Word that helped the seed to germinate (1 Cor. 3:6a). Ultimately, “God gave the increase” (v. 

6b), meaning salvation comes from God alone. Therefore, all the glory should have gone to God, 

not to Paul or Apollos, and it would be inconsistent with the faith the Corinthians espoused to be 

divided by whose preaching they preferred. The message, not the man, has the power to save. 

 The one who plants the seed and the one who waters the seed are working toward the same 

goal; namely, the salvation of souls through the gospel of Jesus Christ. Ministers of the Gospel 

are not rewarded by who likes them the most, but by how faithful they have been to their 
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ministry role, whatever that is (v. 8). Ministry is not a popularity contest; it is a battle for souls, 

and it takes everyone working together to achieve the greatest success for the glory of God and 

the growth of the church. 

$  How is the Gospel “planted” in people’s hearts? How is it “watered”? What role does 

God play? 

 

MUTUAL ENCOURAGEMENT 

 Sometimes we imagine there was a golden age for the church when everyone got along; there 

was no conflict; no immature Christians; no pride, prejudice, or legalism—but from the 

beginning the church has had to deal with and overcome these challenges. Instead of bemoaning 

the fact the church is composed of imperfect people, we should all work together to help one 

another grow in faith, and to provoke one another toward “love and . . . good works” (Heb. 

10:24). 

 This does not mean we excuse our failures or accept our limitations as fatal flaws from which 

there is no recovery. Instead, each of us should press toward the mark, reach higher, and grow 

deeper in our commitment to God and one another. In this way the church becomes “a city on a 

hilltop” (Matt. 5:14 NLT) drawing broken humanity to a place of grace and restoration. 

 

Daily Devotions  

M.  Humbled by Pride (2 Chronicles 26:11-21) 

T.  Condemned for Injustice (Jeremiah 22:11-17) 

W.  Judged for Harlotry (Ezekiel 16:14-19, 27-30) 

T.  Worldly Wisdom Is Futile (1 Corinthians 3:18-23) 

F.  Legalism Cannot Tame the Flesh (Colossians 2:20-23) 
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S.  Favoritism Is Sinful (James 2:1-9) 


