
Communication
Unbreakable (Part 3)

Acts 15:1-11

“Don't use words too big for the subject. Don't say infinitely when you mean very; 
otherwise you'll have no word left when you want to talk about something really 

infinite.” 
― C.S. Lewis

How God Communicates with Us

Have you ever struggled to gain another person’s attention? Maybe a friend who 
has checked out, a half attentive spouse, a colleague on his/her smartphone, a 
toddler on a different mission than you? Ever tried to communicate to a family 
member in a crowd by using your arms to motion to them which aisle or seat they 
should take, what snacks you want at the stadium, what time to pick up from the 
concert? Lips moving, arms waving and sometimes, communication not 
happening.

It’s hard to get another person’s attention and if we happen to catch their eye or 
ear, it’s even more challenging to keep them engaged or help them understand our 
message. How many of you find this frustrating, irritating, exasperating? How 
many of us find ourselves saying, “Gosh, if only they understood what I meant? If 
only they got what I was trying to say!”

Think for a moment about God himself, he had to mass quite a list to get the 
attention of people like us. Reaching back across history and to the very beginning 
God used a myriad of ways to communicate love to us:

audible voice, God walking in the Garden with Adam and Eve, talking to them 
and they talking back, God telling Abram to leave Ur and “go to a land I will 
show you”
prophets, Elijah, Elisha, John the Baptist, Amos, Jeremiah, etc.
dreams (Joseph and Pharaoh in Genesis 40 and Daniel 2)
angels (Luke 1 when the angel appears to Mary and Zechariah)
other people (2 Samuel 12 - “The Lord sent Nathan to David)
a donkey talks to Balaam in Numbers 22
a pillarAs the Israelites travel on their escape from Egypt they follow God who 
leads them as fire by night and a cloud by day (Exodus 13)
God takes Moses to the top of Mt. Sinai and communicates to him in a cloud 
the 10 Commandments
Blindness. God knocks Paul to the ground and strikes him blind to 
communicate to him
Acts 9:10–18 when we are told that, “The Lord spoke to Ananias in a vision” 



and used him to help Saul/Paul regain his sight
Jesus walks on water to communicate to the disciples, he allows Peter to do 
the same to communicate to Peter how to hold tight in faith

He created natural world, the drama of high peaks and the grandeur of the 
seas to remind us that there is beauty in this world

And when none of that seemed to grab our attention he sent a flesh and 
blood human being to die a gruesome death before our very eyes to 
communicate forgiveness and love.

Holy Spirit

Bible/God’s Word

Prayer

One another

“My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me” (John 10:27)

God is still speaking! God has tried for aeons to grab our attention and 
communicate love to us and it has not been an easy task!

So, why are we so surprised when we struggle to communicate?

So why, then, is it such a surprise when we struggle to communicate with others? 
Why do we spend such little time working on our communication. If the God of 
the universe is relentlessly pursuing avenues of communication for us, why are we 
surprised when this does not come naturally to us? Why are we hesitant to spend 
the same time and energy working on it that God spends on it?

Why does it surprise us when some of the people who mean the most to us wring 
their hands and slam their fists in frustration because we cannot seem to 
understand one another?

“The single biggest problem in communication is the illusion that it has taken 
place.” 
― George Bernard Shaw

Rowan Williams once said, “Bad human communication leaves us less room to 
grow.” And, whether we like it or not, we are often surrounded by or are the 
purveyors of bad communication. 

Unbreakable Communities Communicate



These past few weeks we’ve embarked upon a series we are calling, “Unbreakable”. 
We’ve been asking ourselves what it takes to form unbreakable communities, 
groups of people who are a force for God’s good in this world, together. Why is 
good communication so important for healthy communities? Why should we 
model our lives together on God’s relentless pursuit of good communication?

We all know what miscommunication feels like:

AYSO soccer story and the clear miscommunication that took place at a meeting 
where I was told, “just stand on the field and help the ball stay in bounds. You 
don’t need to know a single thing about soccer, you just need to be a warm 
body.” 

Now, mind you, I’ve never ever ever once played a game of soccer. I know 
nothing about the rules and suddenly found myself in a 3 hour referee meeting 
holding a 90+ page FIFA rule book, holding a whistle, uniform, flags, told I 
needed a whistle and a back up whistle. Clearly, there had been a failure to 
communicate.

Sometimes we are standing on a field surrounded by people we do not understand 
in a uniform we never planned to wear. And we wonder how it is we got here, 
whose fault is it, etc.

After that meeting, I was all riled up. Many others who were at the meeting were 
upset as well. We stood outside and had the “meeting after the meeting” where I 
discovered I was not the only one who missed something along the way. And this 
is just first grade soccer! How much more do we feel this level of frustration or 
possibly pain and anger when the stakes are so much higher?

In our: 
•  home
• with our children
• friends, drama at school etc.
• education, misunderstandings at schools between parents, teachers, 

students, communities
• faith circles
• colleagues, supervisors etc.
• spouses and significant others

How many times have any of us said the following:

• But I thought you said
• I must have misunderstood
• Why didn’t you tell me?
• How come he said/she said?



And on it goes. 

And if we pan back just a bit, how many families and communities and even 
people groups and nations live tragic tales because of basic failures to 
communicate? Groups that have shied away from one another out of fear, too 
afraid to ask the questions that could make things better. Or acting out in violence 
because one group misunderstood the other or was absolutely unwilling to 
communicate with the other?

“What we have here is a failure to communicate” [Cool Hand Luke (Paul Newman) 
right before he is shot at the end of the movie]

Acts 15:1-11 (NLT) 

Our passage for today takes a look at the early church community and one of the 
places where they struggled to make sense of things, where they disagreed and 
worked to communicate better.

I don’t know about you but I often fall into a false illusion where I assume that 
everyone in the early church got along wonderfully and rarely disagreed. I read 
Acts 2 where all the believers were together in one place and sharing what they 
had and where God added to their numbers and I assume that it was all roses and 
sunshine. That rainbows and happy thoughts filled the room and every believer 
gathered there got along famously.

And then I get to Acts 15 and I see this is not the case:

Paul and Barnabas are two church leaders who are away teaching. The church is 
carrying on with their business while these two key leaders are away. While they 
are gone some other men arrive and begin teaching doctrine and practice that is 
different than what many of them were currently practicing. Specifically, they 
taught that unless you are circumcised (which is the Jewish ritual many of them 
came from) you cannot be saved. You cannot follow Jesus. You cannot be a 
Christian.

Paul and Barnabas disagreed sharply with this teaching. They believed that faith 
alone brought you to the Cross of Christ. And that circumcision was not required 
(you can hear all the men of that time taking a collective sigh of relief at this 
point).

The basic question they sought to answer was, HOW JEWISH WILL WE BE?

You can imagine the tension, this was church doctrine. We still argue over this 
today, don’t we? Today, according to a study out of Gordon-Conwell Theological 
Seminary there are over 41,000 Christian denominations and organizations 



worldwide.

• do we baptize babies or adults
• do we dunk or sprinkle
• how liturgical will we be? do we do Lent? Advent?
• are pastors ordained?
• do women preach and teach?
• what sort of music will we hear?
• and most importantly, do we serve donuts and coffee?

So, there was a lot to discuss.

Scripture tells us that they met for a long time. This was not a 45 minute 
informational meeting, this was a debate. And they players, they were not 
compliant and easy-going people. They had traveled a long way to get there, they 
were tired, fired up, anxious, probably hungry and exhausted. People filed in to 
state their opinions, it was a big pile of people together for what was called the 
Jerusalem Council.

Paul. An opinionated man, forceful and strong, not easily swayed. This is the man 
who before his conversion to Christianity was out murdering people.

Peter. Impulsive Peter. Deny Christ, chop the ear off a guard, act before you 
speak Peter was involved in this discussion.

Barnabas. Known as a person who was more calm, an encourager, a figure who 
shows up in support of others and yet, a man who disagreed so sharply with Paul 
just a few verses later that they parted ways.

James. the half brother of Jesus and likely the chairing the meeting.

Mary. the mother of Jesus. Many scholars believe she was rarely far from the 
center of the scene. Perhaps she tossed in her thoughts, “I knew him best, I know 
what he would want . . . .”

The Early Church. And a pile of people who are there, trying hard to work their 
way through the life of this early church. They do not have hundreds of years of 
hymnals, cathedrals, seminaries, books, ideas, elder and trustee meetings and the 
like to draw upon.



Notice what they did not do:

• Paul and Barnabas could have avoided it
• They could have hurled slurs from far away (or anonymously posted 

scathing words on a blog)
• They could have slammed them all over social media
• They could have belittled or degraded
• split the church in two and start another denomination (we are told that 

“they resolved the issue”)

What did they do? And what should we do?

• This is inconvenient. My husband and I struggle with this, we have moments 
in our marriage, in our lives where we need to slow down, we need to call 
of the hounds of our calendars and we need to sacrifice whatever it takes to 
communicate with one another.

• Families must do this, ruthlessly, relentlessly!
• Friends must do this, at some point, a text will no longer cut it, you have to 

call, visit or stop by.
• Are you willing to stop your life and do what is necessary to communicate 

well?
• Paul and Barnabas did this, they stopped their trip and returned to 

Jerusalem to sort all of this out.

• Do you really see people? Are you actually, really, truly listening?
• Lilly and my kids playing the, “guess who mommy is” game a few years ago.
• And have you looked at their context? Setting? Can you really try to get a 

sense of who they are and why what you are discussing is important to 
them? Peter understood Jewish life, he understood the context of the 
conversation and I dare say he saw them, he listened well.

• Drop your own agenda. Is your reason for communicating to convey your 
point and your own agenda? Probably! This is why many of us come to 
conversations but what if we flipped that? What if the reason we were with 
another person was to understand more of them and their life?

• the Latin root for communicate conveys a sense of togetherness, a mutual 
exchange of ideas or goods and means to “make common” and is linked 
also to the word, community. When we get communication right our life 
together is improved. Which, is what God is after for us.

• God communicates with us to teach us and guide us be he also 
communicates with us for the sheer joy of being in communion with his 
people. Do you delight in the presence of other people?

Scroll down to Acts 15:36 and see, this was not the last moment of disagreement! 
Just a few verses later Paul and Barnabas get ready to sail off and Barnabas wants 
to bring John Mark along. Paul says no, he does not want to be with John Mark 



because he feels as thought John Mark deserted him on an earlier journey. Paul 
and Silas cannot come to an agreement here so they part ways. Barnabas and John 
Mark go one way and Paul grabs Silas and goes in another direction.

Now, lest you wonder if this was ever resolved, along the way some level of 
communication and respect took place to the point that as Paul is in his last days 
he calls for John Mark when he needs comfort. 


