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The Conflicts of Acts 1-8:3 in View of Recent
Research on Religious Conflicts in Antiquity
Part One: Theoretical Issues and Contested Domains

Christoph Stenschke

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

In ihrem Bericht tber die Ausbreitung der frihchrist-
lichen Bewegung von Jerusalem nach Rom beinhal-
tet die Apostelgeschichte auch etliche Konflikte. Auf
den ersten Blick scheinen diese religioser Natur zu
sein, da ja die christliche Botschaft auf die Religionen
und Kulturen der judisch-hellenistischen rémischen
Welt trifft. Allerdings legen diese Konflikterzahlungen
nahe, dass auch andere Faktoren eine Rolle spielen.
So stofen wir in Apostelgeschichte 1-8:3 auf Themen

* * * *

RESUME

Dans son récit de I'essor du christianisme primitif de
Jérusalem & Rome, le_livre des Actes mentionne plu-
sieurs cas de conflits. A premiére vue, ces conflits sem-
blent avoir des motifs religieux, le message chrétien
rencontrant les religions et les cultures du monde juif et
du monde gréco-romain. Cependant, les récits de ces
conflits suggerent que d’autres facteurs étaient en cause.
En Actes 1.1-8.3 apparaissent des questions d’autorité,
d’influence et de contréle concernant l'identité juive.

* * * *

SUMMARY

In its account of the expansion of the early Christian
movement from Jerusalem to Rome, the Book of Acts
includes several instances of conflict. At first glance these
conflicts appear to be of a religious nature, as the Chris-
tian message encounters the religions and cultures of the
Jewish and Hellenistic Roman world. However, these
conflict narratives suggest that other factors were also
involved. In Acts 1-8:3 we encounter issues of author-

wie Autoritdt, Einfluss und Kontrolle tber Identitit. Der
vorliegende Aufsatz folgt einer Tendenz in der jingeren
Forschung, die anerkennt, dass ein als inter-religios
bezeichneter Konflikt oft im Grunde innerreligios ist und
dass die auftretende Gewalt in vielen Féllen auf nicht-
religiose Faktoren zurtickzufiihren ist. Nach einer kurzen
Vorstellung der jiingeren Ansdtze, vor allem der Position
von Wendy Mayer, bietet Teil Eins eine detaillierte
Analyse der strittigen Punkte zwischen den Parteien in
den beiden Konflikten von Apostelgeschichte 1-8:3, und
zwar in Apg. 1-5 und 6-7.

* * * *

Cet ouvrage suit la tendance dans la recherche récente a
considérer que ce qui se présente comme conflit inter-
religieux est souvent, au fond, un conflit interne a une
méme religion et que les actes de violence perpétrés
sont souvent dus a des facteurs non religieux. Aprés une
bréve présentation de la théorie récente, en particulier
les théses de Wendy Mayer, une premiére partie analyse
dans le détail les points de désaccord entre les parties
dans les deux conflits relatés au début des Actes, I'un en
Actes 1-5 et l'autre en Actes 6-7.

* * * *

ity, influence and control over identity. This essay follows
a trend in recent research to appreciate that conflict
expressed as inter-religious is often, at heart, intra-reli-
gious, and that the violence that occurs is often due to
non-religious factors. After a brief survey of recent theory,
in particular the views of Wendy Mayer, Part One offers a
detailed analysis of the contested domains between the
parties in the two conflicts of Acts 1-8:3, namely, Acts
1-5 and Acts 6-7.
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1. Introduction: recent study of religious
conflict in antiquity

1.1 Wendy Mayer

The Gospels describe conflicts of a varied nature
between Jesus and various groups in his world —
between his followers and between the Romans
and various Jews.! The portrayal of conflict
becomes even more prominent in the fifth narra-
tive account in the New Testament, the Book of
Acts. Many of its chapters contain all sorts of con-
flicts. Due to the purpose and focus of Acts, few of
these conflicts are, at first glance, ‘non-religious’.?
Acts offers a multifactorial portrayal of religious
conflict of different types. Before we analyse the
religious conflicts in Acts 1-8:3, several methodo-
logical issues require attention.

This essay is in two parts and is an exercise in
applying recent theorising on religious conflict
to the conflicts in Acts 1-8:3. What new aspects
emerge when this conflict account is read from
that perspective? For a number of reasons, most
of them sad and disturbing, religious conflict has
become a dominant theme in religious studies in
the past decade.® This quest for religious conflict
is part of a larger interdisciplinary interest in vio-
lence.*

To begin we turn for methodological clarifi-
cation to the survey of the current discussion of
religious conflict by Wendy Mayer in ‘Religious
Conflict: Definitions, Problems and Theoretical
Approaches’.’ Concerning the range of issues
involved, she argues that religious conflict

encompasses not just the physical domain (vio-
lent acts), but also the discursive (violent, i.e.,
hostile /hate-filled speech), raising questions
about the precise relationship between these
two forms, how each should be addressed, and
the degree to which each is harmful to society.
The motivation for such violence, moreover, is
often complex, leading to the conclusion, on
the one hand, that violent ‘religious’ conflicts
in late antiquity, for instance, were rarely purely
religiously motivated. On careful examination
they can be shown to owe as much, if not more,
to political considerations, local conditions, and
the personal motives of the chief protagonists.®

Mayer emphasises the need for a correct definition
of the concept of religious conflict” and she points
out that

religious conflict is best described as a more
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complex phenomenon that engages a combi-
nation of contested domains, including power,
personality, space or place, and group identity.
These contested domains should not be con-
fused with enabling factors or conditions, which

. can be political, social, economic, cultural,
and psychological. When both of these aspects
are taken into consideration, we should be
open to the possibility that, as a religion devel-
ops over time and/or as different enabling
conditions come into play, different contested
domains are accorded priority. A distinction
should also be drawn between the root cause /s
of the religious conflict (what is contested) and
the way in which the conflict is discursively or
narratively framed. That is, what a conflict is
said to be about may differ significantly from
what is actually being contested. We should
be similarly open to the possibility that what is
contested may be reframed retrospectively, just
as it is also possible that what is not a conflict
becomes viewed or framed as a conflict in hind-
sight and vice versa.®

Mayer goes on to note that competition between
religions in the same environment ‘turns into
conflict at the point when a particular domain/s
become/s contested’.’ The question of what
identifies a conflict as religions depends on the
definition of religion and determines how broadly
or narrowly the investigation is focused. Mayer
argues for a definition that is not restrictive. In this
understanding, a conflict is 7eligions when

. religion is also involved. This avoids ques-
tions of the nature: when is a conflict religious
and when is it political /ethnic, since it allows
that a conflict can be both. It also avoids ques-
tions about degree, that is, whether a conflict is
primarily religious or primarily political /ethnic,
since under this definition all conflicts are reli-
gious in which, whether in large degree or
small, religion is involved. ... for the purposes
of studying this phenomenon in as open a way
as possible religious conflict can be said to occur
when the following conditions are satisfied:

1. two or more collective agents are involved
and the agents derive, for example, from sep-
arate religions, separate factions within the
same religion, from within the same faction
in the same religion, and/or secular author-
ity;

2. a domain — e.g., ideology/morality, power,
personality, space/place, group identity — is
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contested, singly or in combination;

3. there are enabling conditions — e.g., political,
social, economic, cultural, and psychological;
and

4. religion is involved (the degree to which it is
involved is deemed irrelevant).!?

Mayer also observes that at the forefront of studies
of religious conflict there is

a natural preoccupation with its most visual,
newsworthy, and disruptive aspect — its expres-
sion in physical violence. Religious conflict
is a much larger phenomenon, however, than
religiously motivated violence, while even reli-
gious violence itself is not simple. The latter
encompasses not just the physical domain (vio-
lent acts), but also the discursive (violent, i.e.,
hostile /hate-filled speech), raising questions
about the precise relationship between these
two forms, how each should be addressed, and
the degree to which each is harmful to society.!!

Later she adds that the focus on violence (one
extreme form of religious conflict) often obscures
broader questions about what occurs before or
apart from violence, namely

the mechanisms at play in how conflict origi-
nates in the first instance, how it manifests in
its early stages, the phenomenon of splintering
into sub-groups (sectarianism) within a reli-
gion, and precisely what factors are operative in
conflict escalation and de-escalation.!?

We will include these broader questions and also
examine what occurs before or apart from violence
so that a comprehensive portrait of the conflicts of
Acts 1-8:3 emerges.!? Following Mayer’s observa-
tion, we will also examine verbal violence /conflict
in these chapters.

1.2 Further observations
Three further observations are in order.

a. The conflicts in Acts 1-8:3 consist of two
‘rounds’ with different protagonists on both sides.
The conflicts of Acts 1-5 involve the larger group
of apostles (with their representatives, Peter and
John) and the established Jewish aristocratic-
priestly leadership. The conflict between Stephen
and his fellow Diaspora Jewish Christians and
the Jerusalem Hellenists, narrated in Acts 6-7,
is located in the Diaspora Jewish community of
Jerusalem (6:9). It focuses almost exclusively on
Stephen and the leading people of a synagogue
or synagogues of Diaspora Jews."* The general

Christian community and the broader popula-
tion of Jerusalem are largely absent. Acts 6:8-8:3
is the most violent conflict account in the first
half of Acts.'s Like few other accounts in Acts, it
addresses the

broader questions about what occurs before or
apart from violence: the mechanisms at play in
how conflict originates in the first instance, how
it manifests in its early stages, the phenomenon
of splintering into sub-groups (sectarianism)
within a religion, and precisely what factors are
operative in conflict escalation.!

In what follows we will distinguish between these
rounds of conflict. Section A under each heading
analyses Acts 1-5 whereas section B refers to Acts
6-8:3 in order to allow for comparison.

b. We need to keep in mind that Acts is the
sequel to Luke’s Gospel. A number of the con-
flict accounts in Acts resemble those of the Gospel,
and build on and continue these earlier conflicts.
Acts presupposes that readers are familiar with the
conflicts between Jesus and the religious readers,
therefore brief references suffice. The parallels in
the portrayal of the conflicts caused, endured and
mastered by the main protagonists of Luke-Acts
contribute to the overall purpose of Acts.!”

c. We concentrate on the literary portrayalin Acts
and do not discuss the historical validity of this
portrayal or its contribution to the reconstruction
of early Christian history.'® Mayer rightly empha-
sises the usefulness of comparing literary sources
with archacological evidence,' but such a com-
parison is impossible for the conflict narrative of
Acts 1-8:3.2° At the most one could examine how
plausible the portrayal of Acts is in view of the his-
torical situation in Jerusalem in the 30s of the first
century AD. One can also compare the accounts
of Acts with the several other conflicts involving
the religious leaders in Jerusalem of that time,
which are mainly described by Flavius Josephus
in Bellum Judaicum, written between AD 75 and
79.21 However, Josephus has to be read with care,
as he clearly pursues his own agendas in his recon-
struction of the pre-history and the actual course
of the war.

Building on Mayer’s observation that ‘religious
conflict is a complex phenomenon that engages
a combination of contested domains (ideology/
morality, power, personality, space/place, and
group identity), in turn enabled by a range of
other conditions (political, social, economic, cul-
tural, and psychological)’,?> Part One of this essay
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focuses on the contested domains between the par-
ties of the conflicts in Acts 1-8:3. On the surface,
the contested issue is the identity and significance
of Jesus of Nazareth — clearly a religious issue.
However, other contested issues are also involved,
which are closely linked to the different evalua-
tions of the identity and significance of Jesus. As
these contested domains are often closely linked
with the enabling conditions in conflicts — the con-
tested domains are often also the enabling condi-
tions, and the enabling conditions are (also) the
contested domains — brief reference is made to
them where appropriate.

On this basis, Part Two will analyse the ena-
bling conditions in these conflicts in detail and
will examine the traces of peaceful co-existence and
co-operation as well as transition and assimilation
between the conflicting parties in Acts 1-8:3 in
order to achieve a complete picture and to place
these conflict accounts in a broader context.
Mayer rightly cautions that the focus on religious
conflict and violence must not detract from issues
such as conflict de-escalation and conflict resolu-
tion, peaceful co-existence and co-operation, and
transition and assimilation.?® Part Two also relates
Acts to some insights of social identity and group
theory. As ancient historiography not only intends
to inform the readers about the past, but also
wants to provide instructive examples and guid-
ance for the present and the future, Part Two
closes with some suggestions of how the conflicts
of Acts 1-8:3 could be related to today’s religious
conflicts.

2. ‘Contested domains’ in the conflict of
Acts 1-8:3

According to Acts 4:5-6, the rulers, elders and
scribes assemble in Jerusalem, along with Annas,
the high priest, Caiaphas, John, Alexander and
other members of the high priest’s family. The
earlier group, consisting of priests, the captain of
the temple and the Sadducees (4:1), is enlarged
to include the high priest and his clan.** They
question the apostles standing in their midst and
inquire directly what the origin and nature of their
authority is: ‘By what power (O0vaug) or by what
name did you do this?’ (4:7). In response, the
apostles explain and defend their own authority
and de-construct the authority of the leaders with
their charges and their behaviour. Almost all of the
contested domains in Acts 1-5 fall into the cat-
egory of authority. In what follows, for the sake of
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clarity, we separate closely related elements in the
narrative portrayal of this conflict.

2.1 The heritage of Israel

A. The heritage of Israel as a contested domain
concerns the ability and authority to claim this
heritage for one’s own cause and to interpret the
current events in view of the Scriptures. Those
who do so and can do so gain credibility and legit-
imacy as they act in accordance with the heritage
of Israel. In Acts 2 the apostles refute the slander
of some and claim the correct interpretation of
the publicly audible, Spirit-induced glossolalia of
the followers of Jesus.?® The event is a fulfilment
of the prophecy in Joel 2:28-32. The Holy Spirit
has come upon them and their followers. Large
sections of the speeches of Acts 2 and 3 consist
of direct quotations from the Old Testament in
order to prove that Jesus, his death and his res-
urrection are a fulfilment of the Scriptures. These
and other speeches also include allusions to the
Old Testament.?® When the apostles refer to the
Scriptures and claim their fulfilment, they follow
the example of Jesus and pass on to others what he
had taught them.

B. The opponents of Stephen accuse him of iden-
tifying with and promoting the Jesus who is falsely
charged with literally intending to destroy the
temple and to change the customs of Moses. The
Mosaic customs indicate the contested domain of
interpreting and defining the heritage and identity
of Israel. Of this sacred heritage Stephen’s oppo-
nents claim to be the true guardians, who will resist
its destruction or modification. This concern gives
them credibility and adds weight to their cause.

In his apology, Stephen provides his own selec-
tive and nuanced version of the history of Israel
as one of failure and the rejection of God’s salvific
purposes for his people. His speech is an interest-
ing combination of claiming and appropriating
the heritage of Israel for his own cause on the one
hand, and of distancing himself from its problem-
atic aspects, which are clearly addressed, on the
other. Stephen claims the authority to interpret
the present events in view of the history of Israel
with its long established problematic patterns of
responding to God. Stephen’s speech is not an
exercise in history or rhetoric as he draws the
implications from this reading of the past for the
present audience (7:51-53): they better not repeat
the mistakes of the past, but repent and accept
God’s envoys.
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Recalling the reaction of the council in Acts
5:33, Stephen’s interpretation of the past and
present of Israel prompts a strong reaction: when
his opponents ‘heard these things they were
enraged, and they ground their teeth at him’
(7:54). They vigorously disagree with and reject
Stephen’s presentation and interpretation of the
contested domain of the heritage of Israel and
his application to the present audience in verses
51-53. However, the interruption of his speech
comes only after Stephen shares his vision.?”

In the portrayal of Acts, the opponents of the
apostles and of Stephen do not explicitly claim or
attempt to re-claim the heritage of Israel for their
cause. Their lack of concern or sheer inability to do
so legitimately and persuasively disqualifies them as
leaders. The one exception is the Pharisee Gamaliel
whose counsel for moderation ends the first round
of conflict (5:34-39). Like Stephen, Gamaliel
interprets the present conflict in view of the past
(the fate of Theudas and Judas the Galilean and
their followers allows for calmness in the present,
Acts 5:36-37). Stephen refers to biblical history up
to Solomon; Gamaliel to events of recent decades.
Both refer to leading figures of the past.

2.2 The identity, fate and significance of Jesus
of Nazareth

A. Contested authority also concerns the proper
interpretation of the contested domain of the
identity, fate and significance of Jesus and the
conclusions that should be drawn from it, that is,
repentance and faith.?® A brief summary must suf-
fice: according to the apostles, Jesus was attested
by God with deeds of power, wonders and signs,
which God did through him. When he was killed,
God raised him from the dead. To this the apostles
were witnesses. Jesus was exalted to the right hand
of God, received the Holy Spirit and bestowed the
Spirit on his followers. God made him both Lord
and Messiah (2:22-36). God glorified his Servant
Jesus and raised the author of life from the dead.
Jesus still works miracles, which is proof of his res-
urrection and exaltation. As the Messiah he had
to suffer. Now he is in heaven until the time of
universal restoration. He is zhe prophet foretold
by Moses. He was sent first to Israel to bless and
induce repentance. Those who reject him will be
cut off from the people of God (3:13-26). Jesus
is the Christ, whom God raised from the dead.
Salvation is to be found only in him (4:10-12).
God raised up Jesus and exalted him at his right
hand as Leader and Saviour that he might give

repentance to Israel and forgiveness of sin (5:31).
He is the ultimate leader. In the proper assessment
of Jesus, the interpretation of Scripture plays a cru-
cial role (see above).

Particularly contested is the resurrection of
Jesus and — closely related to it — the question of
whether there is a resurrection at all. According
to Acts 4:2, resistance arises from the religious
leaders because the apostles proclaim ‘in Jesus the
resurrection from the dead’. This ambiguous sum-
mary of the disputed content suggests that the res-
urrection per se is disputed, not necessarily or only
the resurrection of Jesus.? According to Schnabel,
Peter’s proclamation of the resurrection of the
dead ‘annoys the Sadducees, who denied a future
resurrection of the body. Moreover, Peter argues
that Jesus’ resurrection from the dead® took place
recently and thus before the day of general res-
urrection of the dead; as a result, the Pharisees
would have been annoyed also’.?! In Acts 1-8:3,
this is the only direct authorial reference to a spe-
cifically religious or doctrinal content of the con-
flicts. Peter ends with an exclusive claim for the
Jesus who was rejected but divinely affirmed by
his resurrection (4:12). The apostles’ miracles
are understood to be proof of the resurrection
of Jesus and his present authority and power and
claim to leadership and veneration (so already in
Acts 3:16)! The apostles are faithful witnesses to
Jesus and his significance as they had been com-
missioned (1:8).3 This faithfulness indicates their
credibility and loyalty.

There is diametric opposition between the
evaluation of Jesus by the leaders and by the apos-
tles; the apostles explicitly address and criticise the
leaders’ false assessment of Jesus. They not only
charge the people with the rejection and murder
of Jesus (second person plural in 3:13-16), but
also explicitly include ‘the rulers’ (3:17, although
ignorance is conceded) in this outrageous spiritual
failure. Their call to repent (3:19) and warning of
stern consequences of failing to do so also includes
the leaders (3:26; ‘by turning each of you from
your wicked ways’) and calls them to a radical revi-
sion of this assessment. Jesus is the Christ ‘wWhom
you crucified’, ‘the stone that was rejected by you,
the builders” (4:10-11). The leaders had killed
Jesus by hanging him on a tree (5:30). Schnabel
notes that the words of Peter and John imply ‘that
the Jewish authorities had made a serious mistake
and would have provoked the Jewish authorities,
irrespective of their theological orientation’.*®* The
leaders are discredited by their misjudgement and
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rejection of Jesus and their failure to revise this
false assessment and to believe in him in view of
God’s affirmation of Jesus.3*

The leaders neither interact with the claims of
the apostles regarding Jesus nor attempt to defend
their past actions. For them, Jesus was and con-
tinues to be merely ‘this man’ (5:28), whom they
rightly put to death and who is not worthy of par-
ticular attention or re-consideration. What annoys
them is the fact that the apostles proclaim that in
Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead (4:2).

B. The contested domain of the identity and sig-
nificance of Jesus is not prominent in the Stephen
episode. On the surface, the contested domain
comprises the great wonders and signs of Stephen
among the people and (presumably) their implica-
tions for his status in the Diaspora Jewish com-
munity (see below). The readers will assume that
— similar to the apostles — Stephen’s miracles are
closely linked to Jesus and that Stephen would
make this link as the apostles do either in the actual
miracle or in its explanation (Acts 3:6, 11-16).
Acts 6:9 does not mention that the dispute is
because of the contested domain of Jesus. When
his opponents from the synagogue(s) of Diaspora
Jews (6:10) cannot prevail against Stephen’s
wisdom and the Spirit in which he was speaking
(these qualities only become manifest in the con-
troversy), they instigate false witnesses who charge
Stephen with speaking against Moses, God, the
temple and the law. In contrast to the earlier con-
flict, the initial charges levelled against him (6:11)
have nothing to do with Jesus or Stephen’s testi-
mony to him. Only when the people, the elders
and the scribes accuse Stephen before the coun-
cil, is Jesus mentioned directly: ‘... for we heard
him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy
this place and will change the customs that Moses
delivered to us’ (6:14, both clear misunderstand-
ings of the real intentions of Jesus). This — at best
—neutral and probably derogatory way of referring
to Jesus (“this Jesus’) indicates that the speakers do
not share the high regard of Jesus of the Christian
community, which refers to him differently. Jesus
is charged not only with claiming, but also intend-
ing to destroy the domain of space/place (the
temple), which was hitherto uncontested (see
below). With this charge (and that of changing
the law), the opponents present themselves as the
legitimate guardians of the heritage of Israel. They
do so when it suits their own agenda and rhetori-
cal needs.
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At the end of his speech, Stephen briefly refers
to Jesus as ‘the Righteous One’ (7:52). In doing
so he repeats the earlier accusation by the apos-
tles: the leaders (the council is addressed) have
betrayed and murdered this 7ighteous person (see
3:14; this way of referring to Jesus indicates conti-
nuity between Stephen and the apostles, as do his
miracles). The leaders not only failed to adminis-
ter justice to an innocent person (although right-
cous here means more than innocent®), but also
completely misjudged Jesus as a further envoy of
God to his people. In this way, they once more
resisted the Holy Spirit (7:51). Through this mis-
judgement and its consequences (culminating in
the betrayal and murder of Jesus) the leaders stand
in the long tradition of resistance to God’s pur-
poses for his people and Israel’s rejection of the
envoys of God, including the apostles and other
Christians. Because of their failure and their refusal
to repent, they relinquish their legitimacy as lead-
ers. Stephen’s vision of heaven opened testifies
that Jesus is risen and exalted to the highest con-
ceivable position of honour, ‘standing at the right
hand of God’ (7:55).3¢ This vision in the fullness
of the Holy Spirit proves the contested resurrec-
tion. The story of Jesus — and of his followers — is
far from over.

Stephen is able to properly assess and testify
to the identity and real intentions of Jesus, not
his opponents. He can genuinely relate Jesus to
Israel’s past, its sacred tradition and to God’s pur-
poses for his people.

2.3 The privilege and duty of instructing the
people of God

A. Closely related to the contested domain of
Jesus is the contested authority to instruct the
people. The spectacular healing of Acts 3:7-9 is
followed by Peter’s speech ‘to the people’ (mog
Tov Aadv, 3:12; the speech in 3:12-26) and by
‘Peter and John speaking to the people’ (pog TOV
haov, 4:1). Aadg is a general word for a people or
a crowd of people, but —in particular in Luke-Acts
— it is the technical term for the people of God.?”
Addressing this people in spiritual and other mat-
ters and explaining authoritatively current events is
the duty and privilege of the religious leaders, not
of unlearned lay-people from Galilee. Schnabel
writes: “The followers of Jesus are teaching the
people in Solomon’s Portico complex without
authorisation.’™

Later an angel commands the apostles: ‘Go,
stand in the temple and tell the people the whole
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message about this life’ (5:20). As publicly as
they were imprisoned before, they are now to re-
enter the temple precincts and do the opposite
of what they had been instructed to do by the
leaders (4:18). This divine order leaves no room
for a change in behaviour, location, audience or
message, and thus no room for compromise or a
de-escalation of this mounting conflict. The apos-
tles obey promptly (‘When they heard this, they
entered the temple at daybreak and went on with
their teaching’, 5:21) and the conflict escalates.®
While there are attempts at de-escalation on the
part of the leaders (4:18, 21; 5:39-40), the apos-
tles are unwilling and unable to budge. Their
behaviour is presented as exemplary.

The apostles take this course of action because
they were commissioned by Jesus to be his wit-
nesses (1:8). They obediently fulfil this com-
mission, regardless of human authority and of
consequences. When ordered not to teach at all in
the name of Jesus (4:17-18), they declare that they
will listen to God rather than to the leaders. With
this distinction they declare that they do not con-
sider the leaders as divinely appointed and are in
concord with the will of God (4:19-20). They fun-
damentally question the leaders’ authority. They
cannot be prevented from speaking about what
they have seen and heard (4:20) and will continue
as they were commissioned (5:20).

The people listen to the apostles and many
repent and join the Christian community. Those
responsible for the temple and for instructing
the people intervene because they were ‘much
annoyed because they were teaching the people’
(4:2). Not only is the content of the proclama-
tion offensive (resurrection), but also the very fact
that zhey ‘are teaching the people’, thus claiming
for themselves the prerogatives and duties of the
religious establishment.*® This reference to emo-
tions (dtorovéouan) and their occasion opens the
account of the clash between the apostles and the
leaders in Acts 4-5. When the leaders are later
informed that the men whom they imprisoned are
standing in the temple and teaching the people
(5:25), immediate intervention follows: the apos-
tles are once again brought before the leaders, who
repeatedly try to silence the apostles so that the
news of the miracle — which affirms their authority
and calls the authority of the religious leaders into
question*! — and the proclamation regarding Jesus
does not spread further among the people (4:17;
however, others also spread the news; see also
5:28-29). The ‘enabling conditions’ on the side of

the leaders (warning, orders, arrest and imprison-
ment) are of no avail.

B. In Stephen’s case, the privilege and duty of
instruction is not a contested domain between
the parties to this conflict. Stephen is portrayed as
an office-bearer within the Christian community
(chosen to serve at the tables) and not as instruct-
ing others. The disputes with his opponents
arise due to his great wonders and signs among
the people (emphasising their public nature), not
due to public instruction of the people. It does
not become clear whether and to what extent
these miracles are related to instruction (see
below). In these disputes Stephen is superior to
his opponents due to his wisdom and the Spirit in
which he was speaking (6:3, 10). The opponents
charge him before the council not with his mira-
cles (cf. the charge against Jesus of co-operating
with Beelzebul; Luke 11:14-23), but with speak-
iny blasphemously (6:11; ‘we had heard him say
., v 14). It is difficult to assess whether this
false charge refers to the allegedly blasphemous
content only or also extends to the mere fact of
speaking. Stephen’s speech of defence is addressed
to the council (7:1), not the people at large. It is
not clear from Acts 6:15 (‘all who sat in the coun-
cil’) and 7:1 whether the accusers of Stephen and
the people whom they succeed in instigating (‘the
people and the elders and the scribes’; including
the false witnesses, 7:12-13) are among the audi-
ence of Stephen’s apology.

2.4 Authority in other spiritual matters

A. Also contested is authority in other spiritual
matters. The miracle of Pentecost, the reception of
the eschatological divine Spirit, indicates the iden-
tity of the true people of God.** The Holy Spirit is
given to those who obey God (5:32). The apostles
can claim the Spirit for themselves and their fol-
lowers.

The miracles of the apostles are in themselves a
strong claim to authority and to divine authentica-
tion and affirmation. Peter argues that Jesus was
‘attested to you by God with deeds of power, won-
ders and signs that God did through him among
you’ (2:22).** The same attestation is given to
the apostles by Jesus, the highest authority next
to God in Luke-Acts, who works through them
(3:16). The apostles perform many wonders and
signs (2:43). They heal a man lame from birth in
the temple precinct (3:2-7). Many further public
miracles, some of them spectacular (5:15-16), not
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limited to the community of the followers of Jesus,
affirm the divine commission of the apostles. (Cf.
5:12: ‘many signs and wonders ... done among the
people’, again allowing the apostles to lay claim to
the people.) The people benefit from the apostles,
not the established leaders.

The conflict also gains momentum as more
and more people join the Christian community,
thereby increasing the status and influence of the
apostles as leaders of this community at the expense
of the established leaders. More than human rec-
ognition of the apostolic leaders is involved: ‘Yet
more than ever believers were added by the Lord,
great numbers of both men and women’ (5:14).
According to Acts, God himself works on behalf of
this community and adds people to it, not to other
groups (‘day by day the Lord added’, 2:47).** The
growth of the community is presented as divine
affirmation and approval, and as authorisation of
its leaders.

Empowered by the Holy Spirit and by the mira-
cles in the name of Jesus, the apostles challenge
the religious leaders who cannot claim audible
possession of the Spirit or any miracles for them-
selves: for many years they were unable to help
the lame man in the temple precinct (3:2). The
people and the direct beneficiaries are impressed,
bring sick and possessed people to the apostles
(5:15-16), and understand the miracles as affirma-
tion (3:8-11; 5:11, 13). The leaders cannot but
acknowledge the miracles of the apostles: ‘they
had nothing to say in opposition’ (4:14). That a
notable sign has been done through the apostles
(not through the established leaders) is obvious to
‘all who live in Jerusalem’ and who observe this
show-down (4:16, 21). The established leaders’
attempt to keep the news of the miracle of Acts 3
from spreading is futile (4:17, 21).

B. Stephen is portrayed as a public miracle worker
equal to the apostles. No details regarding the
nature of his ‘great wonders and signs among the
people’ (6:8) are given (as e.g. in Acts 3 or 5:12-
16).#* These miracles bring his opponents onto
the scene. The context does not indicate why such
miracles constitute a contested domain. According
to Acts 2:22, the performance of mighty works,
wonders and signs constitutes divine attestation:
‘Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by God
with mighty works and wonders and signs that
God did through him in your midst ...” (see also
4:14: ‘But seeing the man who was healed stand-
ing beside them, they had nothing to say in oppo-
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sition’, also v. 21-22). Did Stephen’s miracles
affirm the validity of his own proclamation and
that of his community? Did these miracles lead to
a position in the Diaspora Jewish community of
Jerusalem (and perhaps beyond?) which his oppo-
nents were unwilling to concede to him? Was he
seen as a competitor?

Stephen’s interaction with his opponents is
characterised by wisdom and guidance by the
Holy Spirit (6:3, 10). These qualities, both Old
Testament motifs, further affirm him and enhance
his authority in spiritual matters, including his
interpretation of Israel’s past and present failures.
His opponents cannot withstand these qualities.

Divine approval of Stephen for all to perceive
becomes apparent in two details that frame his
speech: as he stands on trial and is falsely accused,
his face is like the face of an angel (6:15), recalling
the shining face of Moses who plays a significant
role in the speech (Ex 34:29-35; 2 Cor 3). This
appearance is noted by ‘all who sat in the council’,
but not challenged.

At the end of his speech, Stephen, full of the
Holy Spirit, is granted a vision of heaven and of the
glory of God: ‘Behold, I see the heavens opened,
and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of
God’ (7:56). This declaration is highly contested
and meets with immediate fierce resistance: ‘But
they cried out with a loud voice [so that Stephen
could not continue] and stopped their ears [so
that they would not hear his words] and rushed
together at him [so that he could not continue
to speak]’ (7:57). His opponents forcefully reject
Stephen’s claim and the divine approval that he
receives for his ministry, his interpretation of the
history of Israel, and his scathing analysis of the
audience: somebody like him will definitely not see
heavens opened, and will not see the Son of Man
and most certainly not God. This is so obvious to
them that no further explanation is needed. For his
opponents, Stephen’s claim is blasphemy. They do
not engage in an objective and factual dispute or
attempt to refute his presentation and analysis of
the past and present situation. Unable to oppose
him, they immediately resort to violence.

2.5 Contested leadership of the people of God

A. All of these contested domains are related to
legitimate leadership. Through their obedience to
the commission of Jesus, their faithful ministry
and the divine affirmation and legitimisation that
they receive repeatedly, the apostles are inaugu-
rated and affirmed as the new and legitimate lead-
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ers of the people of God.* This applies not only
to the Christian community as the people of God
restored through the ministry of Jesus and of the
apostles, but also to other Jews whom the apostles
address, teach, call to repentance, heal, initiate and
include in the community. The apostles claim the
contested domain of defining the identity of the
people of God and its embodiment in their com-
munity.

While the apostles act (teaching, leading, per-
forming miracles) with authority and claim lead-
ership, they deny that they do so on their own
authority and readily acknowledge their depend-
ence on God and Jesus: it was not their authority
that healed the man, but the name/authority of
Jesus of Nazareth, the Christ (3:16; 4:10). Peter
claims for himself (and the apostles) the authority
of Israel’s Christ to address not only the leaders,
but also a/l the people of Israel: ‘let it be known to
all of you and to all the people of Israel. Although
Peter formally acknowledges the authority of the
leaders (‘Rulers of the people and elders’, 4:8),
the apostles refuse to follow their orders. Through
their proclamation, the apostles subvert the author-
ity of the leaders who had disqualified themselves
by crucitying Jesus, God’s Messiah (3:17; 4:10).
They had rejected the stone that has become the
corner stone by divine appointment although God
undid their murder by raising Jesus from the dead
(4:10). As they refuse to repent, the leaders are
under condemnation and await divine judgement
(see the different reaction in Acts 2:36-37).

The apostles refuse to be silenced by the lead-
ers’ explicit charge (4:18) and leave no doubt
about their rejection of the leaders’ authority
(4:19; 5:29: “We must obey God rather than any
human authority’).

The apostles as legitimate leaders receive recog-
nition and the support of their own community.
The Christian community embodies the identity
and ethics of the people of God (2:41-47, 4:32—
5:11). Acts 4:23-31 describes the inner-commu-
nity response to this conflict: there is unity, prayer,
an attempt to understand the present events in
light of Scripture, prayer for continued boldness
in view of opposition (not for delivery, 4:29) and
for further divine affirmation through signs and
wonders (4:30). In response, there is the assurance
of God’s presence and approval through an earth-
quake and a renewed filling with the Holy Spirit
(4:31). Strengthened in this way, the apostles are
ready to face further conflict. All these characteris-
tics and events reflect positively on the apostles as

leaders of this community.

In addition, impressive miraculous powers in
healing and in judgement are available to them.
They are miraculously liberated from the strong-
hold of their opponents (5:18-19). Even the
temple police become reluctant to use violence
against the apostles (5:26; intertextually recalling
the Elijah episode in 2 Kings 1:9-15).%

The people of Jerusalem outside the Christian
community join it in great numbers (2:47; 4:4;
5:14; but also see 5:13) and /or hold the commu-
nity and the apostles in high esteem (2:43; 5:13).

The priests, the captain of the temple and the
Sadducees arrest Peter and John (4:3).*® The reli-
gious leaders acknowledge the apostles’ boldness,
realise that they are only ‘uneducated and ordinary
men’, are amazed and recognise that they were
companions of Jesus (4:13).* They cannot deny
the miracles performed by the apostles. They react
with jealousy: ‘Then the high priest took action;
he and all who were with him (that is, the sect
of the Sadducees),’® being filled with jealousy’
regarding the authority, miraculous powers and
popular esteem of the apostles (5:17). This is the
only instance in Acts 1-8:3 where a non-religious
motive behind what is a religious conflict on the
front stage is directly revealed.

Acts 5:17-42 traces the conflict over authority
between the leaders and the apostles. As a dem-
onstration of the power of the leaders and of their
ability and determination to enforce their orders,
the unruly apostles are arrested once more and are
put in a public prison (5:18, &v tnofoel dnpooia)
and thus humiliated. Acts 5:21-26 describe the
leaders’ lack of power and authority: the apostles
are no longer in prison; there is all evidence of a
miraculous escape and public defiance of the lead-
ers’ orders: the apostles do the opposite of what
they had been ordered to do by the leaders (5:25).
They enjoy such popular support that the cap-
tain and the temple police (the executive power
of the leaders) are afraid of being stoned by the
people (5:26). Their choice of options on their
own premises becomes restricted: using violence is
no longer feasible. The account stresses the public
nature of this conflict (so already in Acts 4:16: that
a notable sign has been done through the apostles,
not through the established leaders, is obvious to
‘all who live in Jerusalem’).

The authority of the religious leaders is pro-
foundly challenged and eventually destroyed:
again they reject the men who act in God’s name
and receive his affirmation (miraculous liberation
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and angelic commission). The apostles are again
brought before the authorities. The high priest’s
brief summary of the development is sobering
(5:28): “We gave you strict orders not to teach in
this name, yet you have filled Jerusalem with your
teaching and are determined to bring this man’s
blood on us.” The leaders are forced to acknowl-
edge the achievements and determination of the
apostles. They have no means left to enforce their
orders.

In response, the apostles reject the authority of
the leaders outright: to obey them would mean to
disobey God, which is not an option (5:29). The
ignominious actions of the leaders against Jesus,
God’s anointed saviour, in contrast with God’s
unique affirmation of him (5:30) fully discredit
their spiritual qualification and discredit them as
leaders of God’s people.”® However, repentance
and forgiveness can still be expected from this
rejected Jesus (5:31, an indirect critique of remis-
sion of sins through the temple cult and those
working there?). The apostles have the Holy Spirit
(5:32), which is given only to those who obey
God; the religious leaders are not in this category.
The apostles’ critique of their opponents is devas-
tating.

The conflict escalates further and threatens to
become physically violent again: ‘And when the
leaders heard this, they were enraged and wanted
to kill them’ (5:33). Further action and the
intended execution of the apostles are prevented
only by Gamaliel’s intervention.** He is described
as a Pharisee in the council, a teacher of the law
and respected by all the people (he is the only leader
of whom this is said).>® He cools down tempers,
pleads for caution (5:35) and refers to two con-
flicts of the past. In view of the outcomes of these
events, Gamaliel recommends keeping away from
the apostles, as their movement will fail if merely
of human origin or cannot be stopped anyway, and
the leaders might find themselves fighting against
God (5:39). As only time will tell, there is no need
to proceed further against these men.

Gamaliel’s counsel reveals wisdom and toler-
ance, but also a measure of frustration: none of
the means available to the leaders — the ‘enabling
conditions’ on their side in this conflict (other
than killing without involving the Romans) —
can be and has been employed successfully so
far. Following Gamaliel’s speech the apostles are
flogged (a means still available to the leaders, at
least when not done in public) and then again
ordered not to speak in the name of Jesus (5:40
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— the contested domain of instruction). The flog-
ging is a demonstration of the power of the lead-
ers, punishment for repeatedly defying the leaders’
authority and an act of humiliation. This decision
and action brings the ‘first round’ of religious
conflict in Acts to an end. Although they suffered
verbal and physical violence, the apostles continue
undisturbed with what they have been commis-
sioned to do: ‘And every day in the temple and at
home [i.e. throughout the city] they did not cease
to teach and proclaim Jesus as the Messiah’ (5:42).
The conflict ends in a stalemate: neither side is able
to persuade or prevail against the other.

Padilla observes regarding the characterisation
of the leaders in Acts 5:

Indirect presentation of the Jewish authorities
occurs through speech (vv. 24, 28), action (vv.
17-18, 40), environment (v. 27), and com-
parison/contrast (v. 26). In v. 24 we encoun-
ter indirect speech by the leaders, where they
express bewilderment as to what to do in light
of the apostles’ unexplained prison escape. In
v. 28 the affirmation of the high priest, once
seen in the light of what has transpired, emits
an echo of powerlessness: ‘Did we not sternly
command you to stop teaching in this name?’
With respect to action, the deeds of the author-
ities are pregnant with meaning. Thus in vv.
17-18 they imprisoned the apostles because of
their jealousy and their inability to stop them
without using force. In v. 40 their anger is vis-
ible as they beat the apostles prior to releasing
them. Another means of indirect presentation
is the spatial environment of the Jerusalem
leaders. The final trait of the authorities to be
gleaned from this event is that of cowardice.
Through the technique of comparison/con-
trast, Luke mentions in v. 26 that the authori-
ties were afraid of the people. The apostles, in
contrast, exhibited no fear even towards the
highest authorities of Isracl.*

Without success, the religious leaders attempt to
defend and regain their position of leadership.
They appear separated from the majority of people
who side with the apostles. While they directly
confront the apostles with the means available to
them, in the account of Acts they do not attempt
to address the people and refute the apostles and
their proclamation, for example by defending their
decision regarding Jesus, by denying his resurrec-
tion or by referring to the apostles’ questionable
origin (Galileans), lack of proper training (4:13) or



* THE CoNFLIcTs OF AcTs 1-8:3 IN VIEw OF RECENT RESEARCH ON RELIGIOUS CONFLICTS IN ANTIQUITY ®

stubbornness. While the leaders do not seriously
defend other contested domains in this conflict,
they are determined to defend their leadership
role. They come across as more concerned with
regaining and maintaining their power than with
the contents of this role or of the claims of the
apostles.

B. At first glance, leadership is not a contested
domain in the Stephen episode. Stephen is por-
trayed as an office-bearer within the Christian
community (serving at the tables) and not in a
position of leadership for the fraction of Diaspora
Jewish Christians, for the whole Christian com-
munity or for the general populace of Jerusalem.
Resistance arises due to Stephen’s miracles, not
due to his prominence or claims to leadership.
His opponents charge him before the council not
for claiming leadership, but for speaking blasphe-
mously (6:11, 14). Acts does not mention follow-
ers of Stephen or public recognition.

However, there are some links. Stephen’s great
signs and wonders among the people (not only
within the Christian community) affirm him, indi-
cate divine approval of him (see above) and qualify
him as a leader. His opponents in the Diaspora
synagogues of Jerusalem were probably less con-
cerned with his miracles as such (see 4:14-22)
than with the status which accrued to him and
perhaps other Diaspora Jewish Christians because
of them. That status implied a leadership role in
the Diaspora Jewish community. Not sharing the
experiences of the leaders in the first round of con-
flict and not bound to the earlier decision reached
by the council at the end of chapter 5, this per-
ceived claim to status is what they confront. In his
apology, Stephen appears as a person fully cogni-
sant of the heritage of Israel and able to interpret
the present in the light of it. He would be able
to give guidance as to the proper reaction in the
present.

That Stephen was not lonesome but rather a
prominent figure in the Christian community is
also implied by the measures taken after his death.
The conflict is extended to all Christians except
the apostles in Acts 8:1: all suffer under a great
persecution and are scattered.®® Those who try to
remain behind end up in prison. His opponents
cast Stephen out of the city and stone him (7:58);
devout men come and bury his body and lament
over him (8:2).

2.6 Public recognition/honour

A. There are no leaders without followers. Hand in
hand with the contested domain of leadership goes
public recognition/honour as a final contested
domain. The apostles are recognised as leaders
within their own community and by the broader
public, which holds them in high esteem or openly
sides with them. They can claim a large and ever
increasing following. Because of their miracles and
the popular support they receive (4:21, ‘finding
no way to punish them because of the people, for all
of them ...”), the conflict does not escalate at this
point. The people realise that the apostles — rather
than their opponents — are divinely appointed,
affirmed and working on God’s behalf. Despite
officially holding positions of power, the religious
leaders lack public support in their assessment of
the apostles and for their interventions against the
apostles. Their choice of means becomes limited
as they need to consider the public view (5:26).5

The apostles continue to receive recognition
by their adherents and the broader public (‘the
people held them in high esteem’, not the estab-
lished leaders!, 5:13) in Jerusalem and also from
the surrounding areas (5:16). Even there, their
authority and supernatural abilities are recognised.
There is even a ‘holy fear’ of them (5:13, a famil-
iar reaction in Old Testament and early Jewish
accounts of encounters with the divine).

The community led by the apostles even
receives affirmation through an earthquake. In this
way God indicates that he hears their prayer and is
on their side (4:31). The resolution of the inner-
community conflict of Acts 5:1-11 (the super-
natural death of Ananias and Sapphira) becomes
publicly known and contributes to the reputation
of the apostles. They receive further affirmation
as a result of their miraculous liberation from the
public stronghold of their opponents by an angel
from the Lord who intervenes on their behalf, not
on the side of their opponents (5:19). The apostles
have their own way of coping with the dishonour
which they experience (5:41).

With the exception of the Pharisee Gamaliel,
who is described as ‘held in honour by all the
people’ (5:34) and who calls for moderation, the
opponents do not receive human or divine rec-
ognition/honour. According to Padilla, the main
‘cultural script’ influencing the narrative is that of
honour/shame. He argues that the social setting
plays an important part in the developing conflict
between the apostles and the leaders:
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The council, having authority to judge the
Judean population in religious matters, finds
itself in a position of honour. The apostles, on
the other hand, sit very low on the social pyra-
mid of Israel. Not only are they followers of a
crucified man, but they are also Galileans, who
are seen as OvOowmoL Ayodippatol eiowv ral
udton (Acts 4:13). Further, they have already
violated the honour of the leadership by refus-
ing to obey their previous command (4:18). It
should not be surprising, therefore, that upon
their further defiance the Jerusalem authorities
wanted to murder them (5:29-32). It is only by
the intervention of another character who was
held in great honour, Gamaliel, that the apos-
tles escaped death.®”

B. Although Stephen was of great renown in
the Christian community (6:3-6), Acts does not
mention followers of Stephen or public recogni-
tion/honour. His great wonders and signs amongy
the people will have led to such recognition. His
opponents challenge his miracles and/or the
status (claims) arising from them. Unable to win
the dispute, they resort to secret instigation and
false charges, bringing him before the council.
Stephen’s miracles amony the people stand in con-
trast to the secret instigation of his opponents.

While in the previous episode the people are
without wavering on the side of the apostles (an
enabling condition on their side which limits the
options available to the religious leaders), the
people (or at least some of the people, possibly the
or some of the Diaspora Jewish community of
Jerusalem) follow Stephen’s opponents who ‘stir
up the people and the elders and the scribes and
they [including the people?] came upon Stephen
and seized him and brought him before the coun-
cil’ (6:12). The instigation of the opponents and/
or concern for the allegedly threatened space/
place of the temple and the law (domains which
were not contested earlier on) outweigh admi-
ration and gratitude for Stephen’s miracles. In
Stephen’s death popular recognition is no limiting
factor that his opponents have to take into consid-
eration.®

Up to his martyrdom, Stephen appears as a soli-
tary figure, yet the great persecution against the
church which arises after his death (8:1) suggests
that he was well grounded in the Christian com-
munity (this is clear from 6:1-7) and seen as its
representative, not as an exceptional figure. That
the apostles can stay behind in Jerusalem (8:1)
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suggests that the primary focus of the persecu-
tion were the Diaspora Jewish members of the
Christian community. The ‘devout men’ who
buried Stephen (8:2) are not explicitly identified
as belonging to the Christian community. If they
did, the Christian community fully identifies with
Stephen and honours him with a proper burial.
If not, the note indicates that not all the people
approved of Stephen’s death.

2.7 Evaluation

How do these contested domains relate to the
five domains in religious conflicts listed by Mayer,
namely ideology/morality, power, personality,
space/place and group identity? While the con-
tested domains of ideology/morality, power and
group identity are amply reflected in the above
discussion, it is noteworthy that — due to the liter-
ary character of Acts — personality does not play a
role in Acts 1-8:3. The absence of the contested
domain of personality is due to the portrayal of
this conflict as a conflict between groups (with the
exception of Stephen) even though groups in nar-
ratives can display a nuanced character.® In addi-
tion, the protagonists of the narrative are so-called
“flat characters’.%° Flat characters in narratives have
few traits and their behaviour is predictable. “They
are “types” and “caricatures” that are constructed
around a single trait or idea ... The test of a round
character is whether it is capable of surprising in
a convincing way.”®! With his surprising and con-
vincing counsel in Acts 5:35-39, Gamaliel comes
close to being a ‘round’ character. Due to the
focus on Stephen in Acts 67, some aspects of his
personality emerge. He also ‘surprises’ to some
extent: elected and ordained to serve at the tables
in Acts 6:1-7, he emerges in the remainder of the
episode as a miracle worker, an expert in the his-
tory of Israel and a bold preacher. No details are
given of his ministry ‘at the tables’. The relation-
ship between the apostles” and the religious lead-
ers” words and deeds and their personality is not
addressed and does not play a role.

The contested domains of space/place play a role
both in Acts 1-5 and in Acts 6-7, but to a varying
extent. The city of Jerusalem and, in particular, the
temple precinct in themselves are zot among the
contested domains in Acts 1-5, because the apos-
tles as Jews have every right to be in Jerusalem and
to access the temple precincts. Like other Jews, the
apostles go there to pray (3:1) and this right is
not questioned by their opponents. The leaders do
not order the apostles to leave Jerusalem, scatter
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them or deport them from there. (This may be
due to their popularity or a lack of power on the
side of the leaders.) However, what is contested is
the exercise of authority there, as the temple pre-
cincts are the very territory of the religious leaders.
Acting there with authority (e.g., by public teach-
ing or performing miracles) poses a direct chal-
lenge to the leaders.

Whereas the Christian community gathers there
and the apostles teach the people (a task and privi-
lege of the leaders) and perform miracles, they do
not claim the priestly prerogatives and duties of
the religious leaders, that is, they do not cleanse
the temple as Jesus did (Luke 19:45-48) or inter-
fere with the cult, for example by entering the
court of the priests. Neither do the apostles claim
direct political power over the established Jewish
leadership, as was the case with various zealots
during the first Jewish war of AD 66-73.

The opponents of Stephen falsely charge him
with speaking against the temple. They link this
charge with Jesus’ announcement of the destruc-
tion of the temple. When understood literally (as
the charge implies),% such an intention consti-
tutes an extreme position regarding the sanctu-
ary. They associate Stephen with the intentions
of Jesus: Stephen not only refers to the words of
Jesus but apparently favours such intentions him-
self and offers verbal support: ‘This man never
ceases to speak words against this holy place’
(6:14). By making this space/place (together
with God, Moses and the Law) the contested
domain between Stephen (and other followers
of Jesus who then have to be and are persecuted
and removed) on one side and themselves and the
broader population of Jerusalem on the other,
his opponents manage to rally popular support
against him. Stephen addresses the significance,
legitimacy, proper use and limits of the temple in
his apology. The apostles were not commanded to
leave Jerusalem or driven out by their opponents,
but after Stephen’s death, the right of Christians
to the temple and the city is violently repudiated
by their opponents (the active agents behind this
passive verb form): ‘and they were all scattered
throughout the regions Judea and Samaria’. Acts
9 indicates that this persecution extends beyond
the Jewish heartland to the Diaspora. The apostles
are no longer seen as a threat and can stay behind
in Jerusalem.

This is not the place for a detailed comparison
between the two ‘rounds’ of conflict in Acts 1-8:3.
Any comparison needs to take into account that

the author of Acts may not repeat in later chapters
what was said earlier, but will simply presuppose
the same concerns and contents for other people
and places. For example, the typical life of the
Christian community is described in Acts 2:42-47;
what is said there may be assumed for other places.
Or, as Paul’s speech in the synagogue of Antioch
in Pisidia is presented in detail (13:16-41), short
summaries suffice regarding his synagogue preach-
ing at other places (e.g., 17:1-3; 18:4). At least
some of what is said about the apostles and their
ministry in Jerusalem will also apply to Stephen
and other Christians in Jerusalem.

Here our focus is on the contested domains.
There are different ways of claiming the heritage
of Israel by the Christian protagonists; both the
apostles and Stephen do so in detail. Their oppo-
nents neither present nor defend their claims.
Only when they cannot prevail against Stephen in
dispute, they falsely charge him with threatening
the position of God, Moses and the temple. The
proper interpretation of the identity and signifi-
cance of Jesus is a major contested domain in Acts
1-5; it is less so in Acts 6—7. What is contested
there are the alleged intentions of Jesus regard-
ing the temple and the Mosaic Law. Stephen does
not directly address these charges. Other than this
false charge, the opponents in both rounds do not
present or defend their understanding of Jesus.
The privilege and duty of instructing the people is
contested by the apostles and the religious leaders.
It does not directly appear in the Stephen episode;
neither he nor his opponents are explicitly por-
trayed as instructing the people or intending to do
so. The domain of other spiritual qualifications is
disputed in both rounds. While the qualifications
of the Christian protagonists are lavishly described
and divinely affirmed, the opponents lack wisdom,
the Holy Spirit and the ability to perform miracles,
and they reject the apostles and Stephen. They
have to resort to other means (false charges). The
claims to leadership of God’s people and public
recognition/honour play a major role in Acts 1-5
and are virtually absent from Acts 6-7.

The above brief comparison of the contested
domains in both rounds of conflict indicates that
in religious conflicts, even at the same place and
involving people/representatives from the same
communities, different domains can be contested.
The overtly and distinctive religions element is the
conflicting assessment of Jesus, mainly his resur-
rection. Otherwise and closely related to it, the
conflicts of Acts 1-8:3 concern various aspects of
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authority over the people of God. In addition to
their message, the behaviour of the apostles is pro-
vocative: as ‘uneducated and ordinary men’ (4:13)
of Galilean origin, with no human status or power
base in Jerusalem, they speak and teach pub-
licly in the very centre of Judaism, perform signs
and wonders, take over leadership functions and
receive popular recognition and divine affirma-
tion. They refuse to submit to the authority of the
religious leaders. In Luke’s portrayal of this con-
flict the religious leaders increasingly de-construct
themselves and become the negative backdrop for
the apostles, who emerge as the divinely affirmed
new leaders of Israel. At least some of what is said
here regarding the first ‘round’ also applies to the
Stephen episode.

In the portrayal of Acts, the actual content of
Christian identity and proclamation is only one of
several factors. Acts 1-8:3 paints a nuanced pic-
ture of religious conflict, indicating directly and
indirectly that in these conflicts non-religious fac-
tors play a significant role and cannot be separated
from religious factors. Even in the one instance
where a religious motivation for conflicts is directly
mentioned, other motives appear in the immediate
context (4:2): not only the content of the apostles’
proclamation was offensive, but also the mere fact
that they ‘were teaching the people’, thus claim-
ing for themselves the prerogatives of the leaders.
In the context of this conflict, Luke also mentions
jealousy as a motive on the part of the leaders
(4:17).

Our survey of contested domains supports
Mayer’s conclusion:

The motivation for such violence, moreover, is
often complex, leading to the conclusion, on
the one hand, that violent ‘religious’ conflicts
in late antiquity, for instance, were rarely purely
religiously motivated. On careful examination
they can be shown to owe as much, if not more,
to political considerations, local conditions, and
the personal motives of the chief protagonists.®*

Other aspects of the conflicts of Acts 1-8:3 will
be examined in Part Two of this essay. For a com-
prehensive portrayal and a proper assessment of
religious conflict in the Book of Acts, the other
conflicts in Acts — several of them extended con-
flicts — would also need to be considered. While
there is continuity in Acts 8-28, other domains
also become contested as the parties and places of
conflict change.
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in Jerusalem does not include teaching, ‘Priests’ in
Collins & Harlow, Dictionary of Early Judaism,
(1096-1099) 1098-1099. However, he notes: ‘In
their towns and villages, they probably served as
teachers, Torah interpreters, scribes, magistrates,
and judges.’
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burying the dead (young men come and bury the
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