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Decision Making 
Detailed Outline 

Part 2 of 4 

III. Handling Disagreements 

How we handle disagreements depends on what’s at issue. Different issues, as we discovered in the 

last session, need to be handled differently. So also the way we handle disagreements varies from 

issue to issue. Let’s take a look at some of these things: 

A. Serious doctrinal issues 

1. In the disagreement of Acts 15, Paul was not about to amicably part company with the 

other apostles in Jerusalem. 

2. The question was whether there was another gospel beside the one he preached. Pretty 

serious! 

3. We get some clues as to what was going on in this dispute in the book of Galatia ns.  

4. I believe this letter was written about the time of Acts 15, and refers to the same 

controversy. Paul was pretty staunch and unbending:  

But we did not yield in subjection to them for even an hour, so that the truth of the gospel 

would remain with you. (Gal. 2:5 NASB)  

5. With Peter also he was quite terse: 

But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he stood condemned. 

(Gal. 2:11)  

6. Peter was supporting false doctrine by his actions; he was compelling the Gentile believers 

in Antioch to keep the law and circumcision. When the men who claimed they were from 

James arrived, Peter withdrew from fellowshipping with Gentiles.  

7. Paul later warned the Ephesian elders:  

“Be on guard for yourselves and for all the flock . . . I know that after my departure savage 

wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock; and from among your own selves men 

will arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away the disciples after them.”  (Acts 20:28–30)  

8. If Peter could have supported false teaching, then false teaching could come from any 

direction, even “from among your own selves,” Paul says to the Ephesian elders. 

9. I pray for the wisdom to know when false teaching is truly at issue, and when it is not. And 

then to stand firm which the gospel is in any way compromised. 

B. Petty Issues 

1. These are small or narrowly focused things that don’t rise to the level of serious theology .  
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2. Some people thrive on theological argumentation, to engage doctrinal debates. It’s a hobby 

or a way of life for them.  

3. Certain sects of the Amish or old-order Mennonite in North American divide over whether 

clothes can have buttons and buttonholes, versus clothes with hooks and clasps.  

4. We may smile at that, but in our churches sometimes we succumb to giving a lot of 

discussion to small things.  

5. I think of Paul’s letter to Timothy, where he wrote: 

Instruct certain men not to teach strange doctrines, nor to pay attention to myths and 

endless genealogies, which give rise to mere speculation rather than furthering the 

administration of God which is by faith. (1 Tim. 1:3–4)  

6. Elders must be able to recognize such things and put a halt to them. They are time wasters 

and depress the spiritual life of the church: 

7. Paul writes to the Colossians, to avoid exotic, fantastical experiences: 

Let no one keep defrauding you of your prize by delighting in self-abasement and the worship 

of the angels, taking his stand on visions he has seen, inflated without cause by his fleshly 

mind . . . (Col. 2:18)  

For there are many rebellious men, empty talkers and deceivers, especially those of the 

circumcision, who must be silenced because they are upsetting whole families, teaching 

things they should not teach for the sake of sordid gain. (Titus 1:10–11)  

There may be a place for discussing with them their concerns, but there comes a time of 

cutting off discussion. When it is wasting time and when the elders determine it is counter-

productive to the well-being of the church, that is the time to say, “Enough is enough.” 

8. Elders must make the decision of which issues rise to a level of importance that merits 

discussion, and which issues are simply nonsense or nonessential. 

C. Differing Perspectives 

1. While leaders can be of the same mind in important things of doctrine, as Phil . 2:2 speaks  

Make my joy complete by being of the same mind, maintaining the same love, united in spirit, 

intent on one purpose. (Phil. 2:2)  

2. Sometimes leaders might not be of the same mind in specifics of how to do things.  

3. Sometimes godly men simply disagree. 

4. The supreme example is Paul and Barnabas, their disagreement over whether to include 

John Mark again in their second mission tour around the eastern Mediterranean.   

5. This wasn’t about doctrine, but a difference in mission strategy:  

And there occurred such a sharp disagreement that they separated from one another, and 

Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus. But Paul chose Silas and left, being 

committed by the brethren to the grace of the Lord. (Acts 15:39–40)  
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a) Notice it was a “sharp disagreement.” 

b) There are no textual clues as to whether God took sides on this. 

c) There is no indication who was right or wrong. The incident is simply recorded.  

d) Paul was certainly adamant, for verse 38 says he kept insisting.  

e) Lest we think Paul only was stubborn, Barnabas was not willing to give in either.  

f) Many things might be and have been suggested about finding fault.  

g) But, the fact of the matter is that God did not find fault in either.  

6. Sometimes, decisions cannot be resolved to everyone’s liking.  

a) There is a time for two parties to separate and go their own way in serving the Lord.  

b) That is difficult in a church setting.  

7. Illustration: I know of a brother who came to our fellowship for a number of years and was 

fully involved. But his heart was working with children in the inner city. No one else in our 

fellowship had that same burden, which was disconcerting to him. He finally decided to 

join a church that had that same burden. He left with no animosity, and he fully explained 

his reasoning.  It was a difference in whom to reach. 

D. Fear 

I think of the twelve spies who set out for Canaan. Ten of them feared the giants in the land. 

They were able to persuade the Israelites to decide against God’s mandate to take the land.   

1. Fear of conflict 

a) Unwillingness to engage disagreement, to deal with it  

b) Some people want to keep the peace at any cost. 

c) This is a mistaken understanding of what Jesus prayed in the upper room:  

“ . . . That they may all be one; even as You, Father, are in Me and I in You, that they also 

may be in Us, so that the world may believe that You sent Me.” (John 17:21)  

d) The goal is unity and harmony—yes.  

e) We need to air our differences, so we can  

(1) Work through them, and  

(2) Have a much better chance of gaining that unity Jesus desired for us.  

f) It was only by airing all sides of the doctrinal controversy in Acts 15, that the church 

was able to arrive at the conclusion that: 

“. . . It seemed good to us, having become of one mind . . .” (Acts 15:25)  

g) “For it seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us . . .” (Acts 15:28) It took them time to 

come to the “one mind.” It came first by discussing differences. 
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h) When we don’t confront our disagreements: 

(1) The church begins to stagnant, disagreements increase, with no resolution 

(2) Suppressed anger and bitterness can fester  

(3) Churches split or die 

i) Illustration: I know of a church that has as one of its values for its small group 

ministry to teach believers how to handle disagreement in a healthy way. 

j) Elders must lead the way, learn how to disagree, work through differences in love. 

2. Fear of what others may think—being a people pleaser 

a) Try to make everyone happy. 

b) Elders are not politicians trying to get elected. 

c) We are men accountable to God, and it is him we are trying to please. 

d) And sometimes that means we will make decisions some people won’t like . 

3. Fear of failure 

a) Don’t let fear of making mistakes cripple your decision making.  

b) One brother told me, “Get used to it. You will make mistakes.” 

c) Keeping to the tried and true things is safe—we know they work, if only marginally.  

d) Illustration: I remember once the young families in our church argued for making the 

Sunday evening service earlier so they could get their children in bed earlier, ready 

for school. The older folks thought that would cut into their Sunday evening meal 

time. We reasoned with the older folks, that the younger ones need growing in their 

faith, and had many family responsibilities. Young families didn’t come out to the 

new hour. Some of the older folks stopped attending, because of their dinner time.  

That decision didn’t work out so well.  

e) So we changed back. 

f) Yes, there is always a risk in making a decision, especially when change is involved. 

What about when elders disagree among themselves?  Next we will look at a policy one church 

used that helped guide them through disagreements.  


