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The Conflicts of Acts 1–8:3 in View of Recent 
Research on Religious Conflicts in Antiquity
Part Two: Enabling Conditions and Other Factors

Christoph Stenschke 

Résumé

La première partie de cet article (publiée dans le précé-
dent numéro) a présenté des théories récentes sur les 
conflits religieux dans l’Antiquité. Elle a abordé diverses 
questions relatives aux conflits religieux qui apparaissent 
en Actes 1.1-8.3 : l’héritage israélite, l’identité, le sort et 
le rôle de Jésus, le privilège et la responsabilité d’instruire 
le peuple de Dieu, l’autorité dans d’autres domaines spi-
rituels, la manière légitime de diriger le peuple de Dieu, 
l’honneur ou la reconnaissance publiques. La deuxième 

partie traite ici des facteurs politiques, sociaux, éco-
nomiques, culturels, psychologiques et transcendants 
intervenant des deux côtés de ces conflits et qui ont 
déterminé la tournure qu’ils ont pris et leur aboutisse-
ment. Elle considère aussi les traces de désamorçage et 
de résolution de ces conflits, ainsi que la manière dont 
les parties sont parvenues à une certaine coexistence 
et coopération, grâce à des transitions et assimilations. 
L’auteur termine par des réflexions concernant la perti-
nence des récits de conflits dans le livre des Actes pour 
l’Église d’aujourd’hui.

Zusammenfassung

Teil Eins dieses Aufsatzes (erschienen in der letzten 
Ausgabe dieser Zeitschrift) stellte jüngere Hypothesen zu 
religiösen Konflikten in der Antike vor. Er erforschte die 
strittigen Bereiche der religiösen Auseinandersetzungen 
in Apostelgeschichte 1 – 8,3, und zwar das Erbe Israels, 
Identität, Berufung und Bedeutung von Jesus, Vorrecht 
und Verpflichtung, das Volk Gottes zu lehren, Autorität 
in weiteren geistlichen Aufgabenbereichen, legitime 
Leitung im Volk Gottes sowie öffentliche Anerkennung/

Ehre. Teil Zwei untersucht nun die politischen, sozi-
alen, wirtschaftlichen, kulturellen, psychologischen 
und transzendenten Bedingungen auf beiden Seiten 
dieser Konflikte, welche deren Verlauf und Ausgang 
ermöglicht haben. Er erörtert ebenfalls Hinweise auf 
Deeskalation und Lösungsmöglichkeiten, Koexistenz 
und Kooperation sowie Entwicklung und Integration. 
Dieser Teil schließt mit Überlegungen zur Bedeutung der 
Konflikterzählungen in Apostelgeschichte 1 – 8,3 für die 
Kirche und Gemeinde von heute.

Summary

Part one of this essay (which appeared in the previ-
ous issue of this Journal) introduced recent theorising 
on religious conflict in antiquity. It examined the con-
tested domains in the religious conflicts of Acts 1–8:3, 
namely the heritage of Israel, the identity, fate and sig-
nificance of Jesus, the privilege and duty of instructing 
the people of God, authority in other spiritual matters, 

legitimate leadership of the people of God and public 
recognition/honour. Part two now examines the political, 
social, economic, cultural, psychological and transcend-
ent enabling conditions on both sides of these conflicts 
which made their course and outcome possible. It also 
discusses traces of de-escalation and resolution, co-exist-
ence and co-operation and transition and assimilation. It 
closes with reflections on the significance of the conflict 
accounts of Acts 1–8:3 for the church today. 

* * * * * * * *

* * * * * * * *

* * * * * * * *
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as well as transition and assimilation between 
the conflicting parties in Acts 1–8:3 in order to 
obtain a complete picture and to place these con-
flict accounts in a broader context. Mayer rightly 
cautions that the focus on religious conflict and 
violence must not detract from instances such as 
conflict de-escalation and conflict resolution, 
peaceful co-existence and co-operation, and tran-
sition and assimilation. Part two also relates the 
development in Acts to some insights from social 
identity and group theory. As ancient histori-
ography not only intends to inform the readers 
about the past, but also wants to provide instruc-
tive examples and guidance for the present and 
the future, Part two will close with some sugges-
tions of how the conflicts of Acts could relate to 
today’s religious conflicts. Both parts of this essay 
apply a number of the insights of recent theoris-
ing on religious conflict to Acts 1–8:3 in order to 
shed fresh light on the conflicts in Jerusalem. Acts 
1–8:3 offer a multifactorial and nuanced portrayal 
of religious conflict.

4. Enabling conditions in the conflicts of 
Acts 1–8:3

In examining the enabling conditions of the two 
rounds of conflict in Acts 1–8:3, we will employ 
Mayer’s distinction between political, social, 
economic, cultural and psychological enabling 
conditions.2 It will become clear that these five 
categories are helpful in recognising and under-
standing the resources on both sides of these con-
flicts which may not be noticed otherwise. These 
enabling conditions constitute decisive compo-
nents of these conflicts: without one or several 
enabling conditions, conflict is short-lived or even 
impossible.

However, these five categories are not sufficient 
for an account such as Acts, because its author 
leaves no doubt that there is a further condition 
involved, i.e., a transcendent condition, at least 
on the side of the apostles and of Stephen. While 
this condition cannot be identified on the side 
of their opponents, it is available to the apostles: 
they have been called and commissioned by Jesus, 
God’s supreme agent, to be his witnesses. They 
have been anointed with the Holy Spirit and are 
affirmed by their bold proclamation, their integ-
rity, popular esteem and the miracles which they 
perform in the name of Jesus. 

Stephen is part of the Christian community. In 
the short account regarding him, he is character-

3. Introduction to Part two
Like in Part one, we start with an observation by 
Wendy Mayer who points out that

religious conflict is best described as a more 
complex phenomenon that engages a combi-
nation of contested domains, including power, 
personality, space or place, and group iden-
tity. These contested domains should not be 
confused 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 
develops 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.1

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, eco-
nomic, cultural and psychological), 

the focus in Part one of this essay was on the sev-
eral contested domains between the parties of the 
conflicts in Acts 1–8:3. On the surface, the con-
tested issue is the identity and significance of Jesus 
of Nazareth – clearly a religious issue. However, 
we have seen that other contested issues are also 
involved which are closely linked to the differ-
ent evaluations of the identity and significance of 
Jesus. As these contested domains are often closely 
linked with the enabling conditions in conflicts – 
the contested domains are often also the enabling 
conditions, and the enabling conditions are (also) 
the contested domains – brief reference is made to 
them where appropriate. 

On this basis, Part two of this essay examines 
the enabling conditions in these conflicts and the 
traces of peaceful co-existence and co-operation 
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spond in a negative way to each other: a clear ena-
bling condition on the one side is often matched 
by its absence on the other side: what the religious 
leaders/Stephen’s opponents have, the apostles/
Stephen lack and vice versa.

4.1 Enabling conditions in the conflict of Acts 
1–5

4.1.1 Enabling conditions on the side of the 
religious leaders

In the portrayal of Acts, the leaders certainly 
have political enabling conditions on their side. 
They have their power base in Jerusalem. They 
are the established authority in religious matters 
and constitute a formidable group which includes 
the ‘high priestly family’ (4:5–6).7 Acts 5:21 lists 
the high priest, those who were with him and the 
council, ‘all the senate of the people of Israel’. 

The readers know from Luke’s Gospel that the 
leaders have direct access to the representatives of 
Rome in Jerusalem and have their own means of 
getting their way. Although they do not make use 
of their connections to the Roman overlords in 
this conflict (as they had done in the case of Jesus), 
this is an option always available to them, but not 
to others. Other than imposing a death sentence 
(Lk 23:1–25), their power is unlimited and not 
challenged either by the Roman overlords or the 
population of Jerusalem (at least in the early stages 
of the conflict). They are in charge of the temple 
premises and all activities there (see, however, Lk 
19:45–48).8 They have their own personnel, the 
captain of the temple and policing force and a 
public prison at their disposal. They can summon 
or arrest the apostles at any time and imprison 
them (4:3). They have the authority to warn, 
threaten and to command (4:17–18, 21). They 
can arrest the apostles again and put them into 
prison (5:18). Even after the counsel of Gamaliel, 
the apostles are beaten and charged again not to 
speak in the name of Jesus. The leaders are able 
and ready to assert their authority to the end, even 
though it becomes clear that they cannot enforce 
it over against the apostles, due to their popularity 
with the people and their transcendent enabling 
conditions.9 The leaders can enforce their deci-
sions up to 5:18; from 5:26 onwards they need 
to be careful as their authority is limited by the 
popular esteem of the apostles: ‘The captain with 
the officers went and brought them, but not by 
force, for they were afraid of being stoned by the 

ised repeatedly as ‘a man of good repute, full of 
the Spirit and of wisdom’ (6:3), ‘a man full of faith 
and the Holy Spirit’ (6:5, ‘they could not with-
stand the wisdom and the Spirit with which he was 
speaking’, 6:10), ‘full of grace and power’ (6:8, ‘his 
face was like the face of an angel’ 6:15) and also 
affirmed by the miracles which he performed (‘was 
doing great wonders and signs among the people’, 
6:8). A stronger recommendation is hardly possi-
ble. The message and function of this transcendent 
enabling condition is clear: God is fully on the side 
of the apostles and of Stephen,3 although this does 
not mean that they emerge unharmed or victorious 
from these conflicts.

We will first examine these six conditions in the 
conflict of Acts 1–5 (4.1) and then in the conflict 
of Acts 6–8:3 (4.2). In both narratives we will 
first look at the enabling conditions available to 
the religious leaders and Stephen’s opponents and 
then at the conditions available to the apostles and 
Stephen.4 Three methodological reflections are 
necessary:
1) We will only address what is apparent from the 
text of Luke–Acts itself. Other historical informa-
tion about the authority, status, financial means, 
etc. of the religious leaders and the Diaspora Jews 
of Jerusalem, their assessment by the population 
and related aspects will not be included.5 For the 
apostles and Stephen we are limited to the account 
of Acts in any case. 
2) We concentrate on the enabling conditions as 
they appear in the text. For example, the religious 
leaders obviously also know the Scriptures and can 
quote from them, independent of the fact that 
they are not portrayed as doing so in Acts; the 
apostles probably also knew of the fate of Theudas 
and Judas the Galilean (5:36–37), although they 
do not refer to these or other historical events to 
support their case. The same applies to the oppo-
nents of Stephen. 
3) The six enabling conditions often overlap; a 
clear distinction is not possible. 

As is the case with the passion account of Luke’s 
Gospel with its focus on Jesus, the focus of Acts 
is on the Christian protagonists and community; 
the religious leaders remain relatively flat charac-
ters6 who appear only when and to the extent that 
it is necessary to understand the behaviour and 
responses of the Christians.

It will become clear that the enabling condi-
tions on the side of the religious leaders/Stephen’s 
opponents and of the apostles/Stephen corre-
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well trained and knowledgeable – in comparison 
to them, the apostles are uneducated, common 
men (Acts 4:13). Apart from the apostles, no 
one challenges their status directly. As members 
of the council and as office bearers in the temple 
of Jerusalem they have a significant function in 
Jerusalem and beyond. As priests/high priests 
they serve as mediators of divine forgiveness and 
other favours. As councillors they have far-reach-
ing powers in religious, legal and administrative 
matters. Some of the religious leaders can claim 
the authority of Scripture for their offices.

Yet in the account of Acts, the leaders are not 
portrayed as using the religious conditions avail-
able to them. In contrast to the apostles, they do 
not quote from the Scriptures, neither do they 
resort to prayer as the Christian community does 
(4:24–30). While they fail to recognise divine affir-
mation for Jesus in his resurrection or for the apos-
tles (through their miracles), they do not want to 
be found opposing God and agree with Gamaliel’s 
advice (5:39–40).

In his speech, Gamaliel refers to events from the 
past (Theudas and Judas the Galilean, 5:36–37).13 
He is aware of past events and their eventual out-
come and can presuppose this knowledge also on 
the side of his fellow leaders and draw conclusions 
from it. Gamaliel reckons with the possibility that 
this plan or undertaking (i.e. the apostles and their 
claims) may not be merely of human origin (5:38–
39). If it should be of God, then the opponents 
will not be able to overthrow the apostles and they 
might even be found opposing God (5:39). 

The category of psychological enabling condi-
tions is also a wide field and closely related to the 
previous enabling conditions. At least in the ini-
tial phases of this conflict, the leaders react orderly 
and composed. They know how to employ the 
enabling conditions available to them and do so 
calmly. There is no fear or helplessness on their 
side. Only later do they reach their wits’ end when 
their enabling conditions proof to be of no avail: 
They begin to react to the apostles, rather than 
acting on their own volition and pace. 

However, up to the end of the conflict they also 
have a person like Gamaliel among them who stays 
calm and presents his proposal once the apostles 
are put outside. He is able to analyse the situation 
and the options available to the leaders, convincing 
others in the group. Based on his sober analysis, 
he gives wise counsel. Gamaliel is the only person 
identified as a Pharisee among the opponents; only 
he is identified as a teacher of the law (5:34–39).14 

people’ (5:26; cf. 4:21). The people of Jerusalem 
side with the apostles.

This enabling condition is also limited by the 
fact that the angel of the Lord liberates the apos-
tles from the leaders’ own prison in a way that is 
not even noticed (5:19–26, esp. 23). 

The leaders’ authority is challenged and even-
tually rejected outright by the apostles. The lead-
ers must judge themselves whether it is right in 
the sight of God to listen to them rather than to 
God (4:19). Obviously, it would be wrong to do 
so. The apostles will obey God more than humans 
(5:29).

Social enabling conditions. The religious lead-
ers have high social status and are well networked. 
The council is a well-established body of influential 
people who can take decisions, have crucial means 
available to them and access to the representatives 
of the empire. However, their influence on the 
population is limited (Lk 19:48; 22:6; 23:27). The 
people of Jerusalem follow the apostles – as their 
adherents (see the large numbers of people join-
ing the apostles) or as benevolent observers – not 
the religious leaders who appear as acting in isola-
tion. The religious leaders do not have and do not 
need popular support for taking action against the 
apostles. They can call the council together and act 
whenever they wish. They have enough enabling 
conditions of their own. However, a Pharisee in 
the council named Gamaliel, a teacher of the law, 
is held in honour by all the people (5:34). He is 
exceptional among the group of the opponents.10

Economic enabling conditions.11 The religious 
leaders have the material resources to enforce their 
authority. They can fund their own police force 
and public prison. The priests among them receive 
their income from the temple; other income comes 
from dubious activities on the temple premises 
(Lk 19:45–46). They need not worry about their 
income (they can act at any time) or loss thereof. 
However, these superior material resources do not 
play a role in the conflict. The leaders do not try 
to pay a traitor or assassin(s) or gather together a 
larger force of mercenaries against the apostles and 
their sympathisers in Jerusalem. (See Josephus’ 
account of later conflicts in Jerusalem mentioned 
in Part one.) 

Cultural enabling conditions. ‘Cultural’ ena-
bling conditions are a wide field, for which Mayer 
does not offer a precise definition. I will treat 
under this heading references to religion and 
education/knowledge.12 The religious leaders are 
indeed the religious leaders of Jerusalem. They are 
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the proceeds for what was sold and lay it at the 
apostles’ feet, i.e. entrust it to them. The money 
is now at the apostles’ disposal. From there it is 
taken and distributed (4:25, 37). The authority of 
the apostles is even acknowledged by a Levite from 
Cyprus (4:36–37). Amid conflict, the Christian 
community ‘was altogether in Solomo’s Portico’ 
(5:12).

The very fact of a supportive divinely-initiated 
community and its exemplary unity (‘fellowship’, 
emphasised in 2:42–47, also expressed in the 
sharing of goods, described in detail in 4:32–37) 
are resources for the apostles. There is also the 
inner-community affirmation of their spokesman 
Peter through the death of Ananias and Sapphira 
in Acts 5:1–11 (‘And great fear came upon the 
whole church’, 5:11). Peter is able to uncover and 
confront hypocrisy. The Christian community is 
united through this experience. 

In contrast to the religious leaders, the apos-
tles also receive repeated public acknowledgement 
from the crowds.18 Acts describes their response 
in a number of statements (‘and awe came upon 
every soul’, 2:43; ‘and having favour with all the 
people’, 2:47; ‘And they were filled with wonder 
and amazement at what had happened to him’, 
3:10) and through their actions (5:16). The 
people of Jerusalem – in contrast to the leaders 
– respond to the apostles’ proclamation and join 
the Christian community in great numbers (2:37, 
41; 4:4). The apostles are portrayed as teaching 
the people (4:1–2). The leaders’ options (punish-
ment) are limited because of the people (4:21). 
Great fear comes on all who hear of the failure and 
fate of Ananias and Sapphira (5:11). The people of 
Jerusalem hold the Christian community in high 
esteem (5:13). Even the people from the towns 
around Jerusalem acknowledge the apostles’ 
miraculous powers and bring their sick in order to 
receive healing for them (5:16). This response of 
the people is an enabling condition on the apos-
tles’ side, which the opponents need to take into 
consideration and which limits their enabling con-
ditions. 

The apostles’ economic enabling conditions 
are limited. They came to Jerusalem with limited 
resources, depended for a longer period on some 
generous women (Lk 8:1–3), have no means of 
production in Jerusalem and do not benefit from 
the religious set-up (e.g. the temple) in any way. 
However, due to the community of goods and the 
mutual sharing, emphasised in Acts 2:44–47 and 
4:32–37, the apostles suffer no immediate material 

In his references to Theudas and Judas, he does 
not equate the apostles with these insurrectionists 
against Roman rule; the point of comparison is the 
outcome of different movements. 

The psychological enabling means of the lead-
ers are limited by their characterisation as morally 
flawed: they are greatly annoyed because the apos-
tles were teaching the people (4:2), they are filled 
with jealousy regarding the success and public rec-
ognition of the apostles (5:17) and are enraged at 
the apostles’ response to their charge and want to 
kill them (5:33). They cannot control themselves.

With these five human conditions, the leaders 
are well equipped and likely to prevail. However, 
as noted above, there is a further element in these 
conflicts, namely transcendent enabling conditions. 
While the religious leaders are the official lead-
ers in political and religious matters, maintaining 
positions described and instituted by the Mosaic 
Law (priests, sacrifices, temple, etc.), they do not 
seek or receive any divine or popular affirmation 
for their status or their actions.

4.1.2 Enabling conditions on the side of the 
apostles

The enabling conditions on the side of the apos-
tles are rather different: while they score low on 
most of the five enabling conditions mentioned by 
Mayer, they score high on the transcendent ena-
bling conditions which their opponents lack. The 
enabling conditions on their side are also closely 
interrelated. 

The apostles have no political enabling condi-
tions available to them. They lack formal status or 
recognition. They have come from Galilee and are 
looked down upon as common and uneducated 
amateurs (4:13)15 without any means.

Social enabling conditions. While the apostles 
have no established social relations (kin, trade, 
etc.) in Jerusalem, they have the social enabling 
conditions of unity among themselves and of the 
loyal support of their own community. It stands 
behind them and prays with and for them (1:14). 
The Christian community is characterised as one 
of siblings (1:15: ‘among the brothers’) and 
Peter addresses his fellow Christians as brothers 
(1:16).16 The community adheres to the apostles’ 
teaching (2:42). Once released from prison, the 
apostles go to their community and find support 
in prayer there (4:23–31). In the midst of conflict, 
the believers are said to be of one heart and soul 
(4:32).17 The community acknowledges and trusts 
the apostles: those who sell land or houses bring 
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ties (5:29; see also 4:19).
The apostles rejoice that they were counted 

worthy to suffer dishonour for the name of Jesus 
(5:41). They deal in an exemplary manner with 
the suffering which their commission and ministry 
entails.23

Through the election of Matthias in the place 
of Judas, the number of the twelve is completed 
(1:15–26).24 As a group they represent Israel re-
gathered and restored and are concerned with 
Israel and her fate. 

Peter knows of the end of Judas and is able to 
give good advice on the basis of this knowledge 
(1:16–19). We have here a similarity to Gamaliel’s 
references to past events (5:34–39).

There are also some psychological enabling 
conditions: the apostles appear calm and fearless, 
despite the massive resistance which they face. 
However, this is not their natural state, but due to 
the reception of the Holy Spirit. They are aware of, 
request and count on divine support. Even when 
their opponents are enraged and at their wits’ end, 
the apostles remain calm. They are always able 
to answer boldly and know what to do despite 
being inferior in origin, social status and training. 
Whatever they lack in human qualifications is com-
pensated for by the following transcendent ena-
bling condition. 

Several transcendent enabling conditions are the 
main asset of the apostles in this conflict. They 
do have enabling human conditions, but their 
main enabling conditions are transcendent. Their 
strong convictions and boldness derive from their 
extended period of fellowship with Jesus (Lk 5:1–
24:53): they were called by him (Acts 1:2), were 
witnesses of his miracles and his resurrection, and 
received ‘many convincing proofs’ of Jesus’ resur-
rection (1:4) and his extended post-resurrection 
instructions (1:3). They were commissioned by 
Jesus to remain in Jerusalem (1:4) and were wit-
nesses of the ascension of Jesus and its explanation 
by angels (1:9–11). 

The readers know of the apostles’ commission 
by the risen Christ to be his witnesses.25 They obey 
Jesus’ instruction (1:12–14) and are character-
ised as obedient and faithful witnesses (2:32; see 
also 2:40). As Jesus’ witnesses, they cannot but 
speak of what they have seen and heard (4:20). 
Their ministry and its content are not negotiable. 
‘And with great power the apostles were giving 
their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord 
Jesus’ (4:33). This happens in direct contrast to 
what their opponents demand of them (4:17–18) 

need and can concentrate on their task of proclaim-
ing the Gospel as they had been commissioned by 
Jesus.19 Lack of material resource does not limit 
their activities, options or behaviour in this conflict 
in any way. The availability of more material means 
would not have made any difference. 

The apostles also score on cultural enabling 
conditions in the above sense of religious qualifica-
tion and knowledge. Although they do not have 
the formal status and training of their opponents, 
they are obedient to Jesus and devote themselves 
to prayer (1:12–14, 2:42, 46; 4:23–30). They are 
Jews; their Jewishness and right to be in Jerusalem 
and on the temple premises is not questioned. As 
pious Jews, they go to the temple to pray. In the 
initial stages of the conflict they do not question 
the authority of the established religious leaders 
as such. 

The apostles know the Scriptures of Israel, 
quote and interpret them repeatedly and in a crea-
tive way.20 ‘But this is what was uttered through the 
prophet Joel …’ (2:15–16). The speeches in Acts 
1:16–22; 2:14–36; 3:11–26; 4:8–12 and 5:29–32 
contain extensive quotations from the Scriptures 
and conclusions drawn from them for the present 
situation.21 The apostles also lay claim to the herit-
age of Israel: Jesus was raised from the dead by no 
other than the God of our fathers (5:30). 

When faced with a decision (two men fulfil the 
requirements listed in 1:21–22 to succeed Judas), 
the Christian community knows how to receive 
divine guidance by prayer and casting lots.22 This 
is not said of its opponents.

As exemplary Jews the apostles go to the temple 
at the hour of prayer (3:1). Together with their 
adherents, they devote themselves in the temple 
and praise God (2:46–47). They readily give 
honour and glory to God; they deny acting by 
their own power and piety (3:12–16). They affirm 
the priority of Israel in God’s purposes (3:26). 
The community responds with prayer to opposi-
tion (4:24–30). Their prayer quotes directly from 
the Old Testament (4:25–26) and is also other-
wise strongly coloured by it. The community as a 
whole receives great grace from God (4:33). 

The apostles obey divine instruction in exem-
plary manner: despite the danger it involves, they 
readily follow the angel’s instruction and continue 
their ministry on the temple premises at the earliest 
opportunity (at daybreak, 5:21). This is acknowl-
edged by their opponents (5:25). The apostles 
leave no doubt that they want to obey God, even if 
it means defying the orders of the human authori-
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detailed account of exemplary miracles (5:15–16). 
Through an angel of the Lord the apostles are lib-
erated from prison and receive direct instruction: 
they are to continue with the public proclamation 
(5:20).28

The communal prayer after the apostles’ 
release in Acts 4:24–30 receives divine affirma-
tion through an earthquake (4:31)29; later they 
are liberated from prison by an angel of the Lord 
(5:19–20). As divine confirmation of the apostles’ 
ministry, God himself adds people to their com-
munity (2:47; 5:14).30

Guided by the Spirit, the apostles offer an astute 
analysis of past failures and the current situation 
(2:38, 40); they know how to answer in spiritual 
matters and readily give the right instructions to 
the people (2:37: ‘Brothers, what shall we do? 
Repent and be baptised every one of you …’, 
2:37–38; 3:19) and their opponents (4:8–12). 

The prayers of the apostles and their commu-
nity are answered (1:26; 4:24–31). In this way, 
they appear as mediators of salvation (2:47). 

Amid conflict, Peter is also affirmed by his 
supernatural knowledge of Ananias and Sapphira’s 
secret scheme. He knows the intentions of people 
and confronts them boldly like an Old Testament 
prophet. The immediate divine judgement on 
Ananias and on Sapphira indicates that God cannot 
be fooled, but also affirms the apostles (5:1–11).31 

These generous transcendent enabling condi-
tions, unique to the apostles, outweigh all their 
human disadvantages in this conflict. Due to the 
transcendent conditions available to the apostles, 
the religious leaders cannot prevail despite their 
superior political, social, economic, cultural and 
psychological enabling conditions. The apos-
tles have on their side what the religious leaders 
lack and vice versa. While they contest the same 
domains (see Part one of this essay), there is little 
overlap between the political, social, economic, 
cultural and psychological enabling conditions on 
both sides. The main enabling condition on the 
side of the apostles, i.e. the transcendent enabling 
condition, is beyond their human availability. It 
is granted by God/Jesus, can only be requested 
in prayer and are limited to those who obey God. 
The apostles emphasise that they do not act by 
their own authority (3:12–16). 

Both parties in the conflict have in common 
that they make full use of the enabling conditions 
at their disposal, only limited by the circumstances 
(such as the popular esteem of the apostles). The 
leaders only once resort to physical violence as an 

and it annoys the opponents (‘greatly annoyed 
because the apostles were … proclaiming in Jesus 
the resurrection from the dead’, 4:2). The oppo-
nents acknowledge that the apostles have filled 
Jerusalem with their teaching (5:28, cf. v. 32). 
Despite repeated warnings and the punishment of 
beating (5:40), the apostles continue faithfully the 
task to which they had been called: ‘And every day, 
in the temple and from house to house, they did 
not cease teaching and preaching that the Christ is 
Jesus’ (5:42). 

Their bold ministry within the community 
and in public is further enabled through the 
public coming of the Holy Spirit on all of them 
at Pentecost (announced in 1:4–5, 8; fulfilled in 
2:1–12; this is the origin of their proclamation 
of the mighty works of God, 2:11). When Peter 
responds to a group of formidable opponents, he 
is characterised as filled with the Holy Spirit (4:8). 
The apostles and their adherents receive a fur-
ther pneumatic experience in the midst of conflict 
(4:31, ‘they were all filled with the Holy Spirit’). 
Even their opponents recognise the boldness with 
which the apostles act and are astonished (4:13). 
Strengthened by the Spirit, the Christian com-
munity prays not for relief or deliverance, but for 
more boldness and continued miraculous affirma-
tion (4:29–30). The prayer is answered: they ‘con-
tinued to speak the word of God with boldness’ 
(4:31). The Spirit is given to those who obey God 
(5:32). Therefore, having the Spirit and acting 
in its authority and power is a clear sign that the 
apostles obey God.26

The apostles receive continued divine affirma-
tion before all the people through the miracle 
of Pentecost (they are the bearers of the escha-
tological Spirit) and their spectacular signs and 
wonders.27 The apostles work these miracles (‘and 
many wonders and signs were being done through 
the apostles’, 2:43; 3:1–10; 5:12–16; they never 
refuse to perform a miracle or fail in performing 
one; cf. Lk 9:40) and also experience miracles 
wrought by God on their behalf. One of their mir-
acles becomes the point of departure for the clash 
with the religious leaders in Acts 4–5. The mira-
cle is acknowledged by the opponents and silences 
them (4:14, 16–17: ‘For that a notable sign has 
been performed through them is evident to all the 
inhabitants of Jerusalem, and we cannot deny it.’). 
In the midst of the account of conflict appears the 
following summary note, ‘Now many signs and 
wonders were regularly done among the people 
by the hands of the apostles’ (5:12) and a more 
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of the exalted Jesus, the opponents rush at him, 
cast him out of the city and lynch him. In the 
account, a proper verdict of the council is lacking. 
Stephen is not brought to the Roman overlords 
which would have been necessary for obtaining a 
capital punishment (as was the case with Jesus, Lk 
23:1). Acts does not mention any response from 
the Romans to the murder of Stephen.

In Acts 8:3 Saul’s activities first appear as his 
own private initiative (‘But Saul was ravaging the 
church, and entering house after house …’).34 
The fact that he can arrest and imprison people 
indicates some formal authorisation by the coun-
cil to proceed against the followers of Jesus. This 
characterisation of Saul is supported in Acts 9:1–2 
where he has access to the high priest and receives 
official letters of authorisation to extend the perse-
cution to the synagogues of Damascus (9:2).

Social enabling conditions. The opponents are 
united among themselves and act with one accord. 
They are Jews with a Diaspora background, belong-
ing to the synagogue(s) of the Freedmen (6:9).35 
Acts 6:9 limits the activities against Stephen to 
‘some of those who belonged to the synagogue (s) 
…’. The response of other Jews belonging to this 
synagogue/these synagogues is not noted. 

Economic enabling conditions do not play a sig-
nificant role. The opponents can afford to enter 
into debates with Stephen and to proceed against 
him. Apparently this happened over an extended 
period of time.36 It is not indicated how inten-
sive these debates were. It is not clear whether 
the opponents’ activities presuppose material 
resources on their side. Whether their secret insti-
gation of men who falsely charge Stephen (6:11) 
involves a bribe is also not clear.

Cultural enabling conditions. The opponents 
cannot withstand the wisdom and the Spirit 
with which Stephen speaks (6:10). It is unclear 
what resources they drew on in their attempt to 
withstand him. As their political enabling con-
ditions are limited (see above) and as they have 
no cultural/religious enabling conditions to pre-
vail against Stephen, they resort to other means 
which also involve social and psychological skills 
and enabling conditions. They give these means a 
distinctly religious content: they secretly instigate 
people who raise against Stephen the false charges 
of speaking blasphemous words against Moses and 
God (6:11).37 They stir up the people, the elders 
and the scribes and seize Stephen and bring him 
to the council (6:12). Again through false wit-
ness, they charge him with continually speaking 

official punishment decreed by the council (5:40); 
Gamaliel’s intervention prevents the use of lethal 
violence. As they constitute the formal author-
ity, the leaders need not resort to false witnesses 
or instigation as is the case in Luke 23 or Acts 6. 
The apostles do not use their supernatural powers 
against the leaders (see, e.g., 2 Kgs 1; Lk 9:54), 
incite the crowds against them (see Acts 6:11–12) 
or try to harm them otherwise. The apostles do 
not budge either by withdrawing from Jerusalem, 
by limiting their ministry to the Christian commu-
nity or by following the leaders’ orders. 

4.2 Enabling conditions in the conflict of Acts 
6:1–8:3

The balance of power and the nature of enabling 
conditions are different in the second round of 
conflict in Acts 1–8:3, the Stephen episode and 
its aftermath (6:8–8:3).32 Initially, the conflict is 
not between the Christian protagonist(s) and 
the established leaders in Jerusalem, but within 
the community of Diaspora Jews to which both 
Stephen and his opponents belong. As Stephen’s 
opponents cannot prevail against him with the 
enabling conditions available to them (verbal dis-
pute, 6:9–10), they involve false witnesses, stir up 
the people and forcefully bring Stephen before the 
council (6:12) – which was already involved in the 
earlier conflict – and in this way involve this higher 
authority on their side. Acts does not note when 
or whether the whole council eventually sides with 
Stephen’s opponents. 

4.2.1 Enabling conditions on the side of Stephen’s 
opponents

Political enabling conditions. The opponents have 
no formal political authority. In contrast to the 
religious leaders in Acts 4–5, their enabling con-
ditions are limited: once they cannot prevail with 
their own enabling conditions (raising up and dis-
puting with Stephen, 6:9), they ‘transfer’ their case 
to the official council through false accusations 
and instigation. Eventually they seize Stephen and 
with popular support bring him before the council 
(in contrast to Acts 4:1–3; 5:18, 26). In this way 
they force the council to take up their case against 
him.33 The council initially follows proper legal 
proceedings: Stephen is given the opportunity to 
defend himself (7:1; recalling the previous pro-
ceedings against the apostles who were also given 
an opportunity to defend themselves). 

At the end of Stephen’s speech and his vision 



Christoph Stenschke

122 • EJT 26:2

conditions. They cannot withstand the wisdom and 
the Spirit in which Stephen is speaking.

4.2.2 Enabling conditions on Stephen’s side
Stephen does not have any political enabling condi-
tions on his side. In this conflict, Stephen appears 
as a singular figure. Although he belongs to the 
Christian community, is held in esteem there for 
his qualifications and is elected and appointed to 
an important office (6:1–6), neither the other six 
office bearers (mentioned in 6:5) nor the wider 
Christian community play a role in this conflict as 
was the case in the previous conflict. As they are 
not mentioned (which need not mean that they 
were not involved), these colleagues or the com-
munity as a whole do not appear as a social ena-
bling condition on Stephen’s side. Possibly some 
members of the community appear once Stephen 
is dead: devout men come to bury Stephen and 
lament him (8:2).38

Stephen is part of the Christian community 
with its sharing of goods. As a member in this 
community and in particular in his position as a 
servant of the tables (6:2), Stephen can draw on 
these resources as economic enabling conditions in 
this conflict. 

Like the apostles, Stephen is a gifted public 
speaker and well versed in the Old Testament. He 
can recount and interpret the history of Israel in 
his spontaneous speech of defence (7:2–50) and 
draw conclusions from it for the present situation 
(7:51–53). His criticism of the temple is expressed 
in quotations from the Old Testament.39 This is a 
cultural/religious enabling condition on his side. 
While his opponents resort to dubious means, 
Stephen uses Scripture and powerful rhetoric.

Like the apostles, Stephen also identifies with 
Israel and leaves no doubt about his own belong-
ing and loyalty to the people of God: ‘The God 
of glory appeared to our father Abraham’ (7:2, 
so also v. 44–45, see however v. 51). A final and 
important characterisation of Stephen appears at 
the moment of his death. He prays to Jesus: ‘Lord 
Jesus, receive my spirit’ (7:59) and, falling on his 
knees (either in reverence for Jesus or due to the 
stoning which already affects him), he asks divine 
forgiveness for his opponents (7:60), just as Jesus 
had done (Lk 23:34). A greater commendation of 
his character is hardly possible. 

The references to Stephen’s spiritual qualifica-
tion in this short text overshadow any psychological 
enabling conditions which he brings to this conflict: 
that Stephen cannot be defeated in discussion, 

against the temple and the law (6:14–15, ‘for we 
have heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will 
destroy this place and will change the customs that 
Moses delivered to us’). They present themselves 
as pious Jews who are concerned with the main 
tenets of Judaism. Whether this is their true moti-
vation is not clear. In contrast to the earlier conflict 
(4:2: ‘greatly annoyed because the apostles were 
teaching the people and proclaiming in Jesus the 
resurrection from the dead’; 5:17: ‘and filled with 
jealousy’), no motivation is directly provided for 
the actions of Stephen’s opponents. The growth of 
the number of disciples (including many Christians 
with a Diaspora background, 6:1–7), the fact that 
many priests became obedient to the faith and 
Stephen’s great wonders and signs among the 
people (6:7–8) are motivations suggested by the 
context. We have discussed the several contested 
domains between Stephen and his opponents in 
Part one.

The psychological enabling conditions on the 
side of Stephen’s opponents are entirely negative. 
Once they cannot prevail against him in dispute 
(which is no surprise in view of Stephen’s char-
acterisation in Acts 6:3–4), they resort to secret 
instigation (6:11), stirring up of the people, the 
elders and the scribes (6:12) and setting up false 
witnesses (6:13). 

In response to Stephen’s speech, his opponents 
are enraged and grind their teeth at him (7:54). 
When Stephen shares his vision of heaven opened, 
they shout him down and refuse to listen (7:57), 
rush together at him, cast him out of the city 
and end up lynching him without mention of a 
proper verdict of the council. They cannot control 
themselves (see 5:33) and are portrayed as violent 
schemers.

In comparison to the religious leaders in the 
conflict of Acts 4–5, Stephen’s opponents appear 
entirely negative in their behaviour (6:10–14). 
They do not have a figure like Gamaliel among 
them nor can such a figure intervene to prevent 
the violent reaction at the end of Stephen’ speech. 
While it seems that the council initially takes up a 
proper trial against Stephen (the high priest opens 
the formal proceedings), the reaction at the end of 
Stephen’s speech is not limited to his initial oppo-
nents but appears as a joint action of these oppo-
nents and members of the council. None of the 
council members intervenes on Stephen’s behalf 
or calls the assembly to proper proceedings like in 
Acts 19:35–41. 

The opponents have no transcendent enabling 
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nal, to acknowledge his loyal witness (Lk 12:8) 
and to welcome Stephen to the heavenly realm.43 
A greater divine recognition is hardly thinkable. 
With these transcendent enabling conditions, 
Stephen is well equipped in this conflict, although 
he is defeated and eventually killed. 

What we observed for the conflict of Acts 1–5 
also applies to the second conflict which is narrated 
in less detail.44 Both parties have different enabling 
conditions on their side which correspond to each 
other. Stephen has generous transcendent ena-
bling conditions which his opponents lack. The 
means available to the council and initially used 
in the first conflict are not available to the oppo-
nents and therefore not employed (see below on 
de-escalation). As they do not have those enabling 
conditions (the authority to warn and threaten 
their opponents, a police force and a public prison 
at their disposal), they resort to questionable 
means to bring Stephen before the council which 
has those enabling conditions on its side. 

The conflict is portrayed as that of a sub-group 
within a sub-group (some of the group of Diaspora 
Jews in Jerusalem) and an individual. The commu-
nities to which the opponents and Stephen belong 
do not play a role in the conflict. Both Stephen 
and the opponents draw on the enabling condi-
tions available to them. When the opponents reach 
their limits, they do not give in (as eventually was 
the case in the first conflict), but resort to dubious 
means. Nothing comparable is said of Stephen: 
he does not use his miraculous powers against his 
opponents, discredit them directly or instigate or 
stir up resistance against them. Stephen does not 
withdraw from Jerusalem or cease his public min-
istry in word and deed.

4.3 Evaluation
Our analysis of the enabling conditions in both 
rounds of conflict has shown that Mayer’s five cat-
egories of political, social, economic, cultural and 
psychological enabling conditions are an excellent 
heuristic tool for analysing accounts of religious 
conflict. However, as Acts narrates a story which 
involves more than human means and enabling 
conditions, they had to be supplemented with the 
category of transcendent enabling conditions in 
order to do justice to the text. These transcend-
ent conditions have the function of affirming the 
apostles and Stephen in their faithful fulfilment of 
their commission. By emphasising this divine affir-
mation, Acts leaves no doubt that the Christian 
protagonists acted in the right way and that they 

that he stands calmly before the council, deliver-
ing the longest speech in Acts, is not ascribed to 
his human resources but to divine empowerment. 
The same also applies to his request for divine for-
giveness in Acts 7:60. 

What Stephen is lacking with regard to the pre-
vious five enabling conditions, he fully compen-
sates with the transcendent enabling conditions 
available to him. In only thirteen verses (6:3–15), 
he is characterised as a man of good repute, full 
of the Spirit and of wisdom (6:3), as a man full of 
faith and of the Holy Spirit (6:5), as receiving the 
recognition of the apostles (6:6), as full of grace 
and power (6:8), and as speaking with wisdom 
and with the Spirit. As he embarks on his speech 
of defence, his opponents can see that Stephen’s 
face was like that of an angel (6:15). Stephen is 
again characterised as full of the Spirit at the end of 
his speech: ‘But he, full of the Holy Spirit, gazed 
into heaven …’ (7:55). His provocative speech is 
bracketed by these references and surely carries 
divine approval. In this Spirit, Stephen can ask for 
divine forgiveness for his opponents (7:60). His 
spiritual qualifications are formidable. 

He also has the trust of the Christian commu-
nity and the apostles. He is appointed to take over 
a task which was previously administered by the 
apostles themselves. He bears an office in a com-
munity which is greatly increasing in numbers 
(6:1; see also 6:7: ‘and the number of the disci-
ples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem’) by divine 
intervention (2:47) and the continued increase 
of the word of God (6:7). This community now 
even includes many priests who become obedient 
to the faith (6:7). However, as noted above, the 
community does not play a role in the portrayal of 
the conflict between Stephen and his opponents. 
Whether and how precisely these events (great 
increase, obedience of priests) impacted on the 
conflict is not indicated.40

Like the apostles, Stephen is portrayed as a pow-
erful public miracle worker although no details are 
provided: ‘full of grace and power, was doing great 
wonders and signs among the people’ (6:8).41

At the end of his speech, Stephen receives hith-
erto unsurpassed divine affirmation (7:55–56). He 
gazes into heaven and sees the very glory of God 
and Jesus standing at the right hand of God (cf. 
1:9–11). To this experience he testifies with ref-
erence to the Old Testament: ‘Behold, I see the 
heavens opened, and the Son of Man standing at 
the right hand of God’ (7:56).42 Jesus stands to 
plead Stephen’s case before the heavenly tribu-
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•	A t an early stage, the political enabling condi-
tions are different for the opponents. The lead-
ers represent the established authority, while 
Stephen’s opponents form a minority group 
themselves. The apostles belong to a minor-
ity group and face the religious establishment; 
both Stephen and his opponents belong to a 
minority group. 

•	T he social enabling conditions are unevenly dis-
tributed. While the apostles are well equipped 
through the support of their community and 
the wider population, the leaders appear as iso-
lated. While the religious leaders do not have 
and do not need popular support in their oppo-
sition to the apostles, Stephen’s opponents 
cannot proceed against him without bringing 
their case before the council. However, even-
tually, both the apostles and Stephen face the 
council. The Christian community does not 
play a role in Acts 6:8–8:3.

•	T he result differs: while the apostles are eventu-
ally tolerated in Jerusalem, Stephen is murdered. 
The leaders in Acts 1–5 follow proper legal pro-
cedures, but Stephen’s opponents appear as vil-
lains who know how to succeed through false 
accusations and instigation. In this way, despite 
the wide acceptance of the Gospel in the city,47 
the closing scene for the witness to the Gospel 
in Jerusalem in Acts is negative. Having been 
presented to the Jews of Jerusalem with a mixed 
response,48 the gospel now ventures beyond the 
confines of Jerusalem. 

5. Other factors involved in the conflicts

5.1 De-escalation and resolution, co-existence 
and co-operation, transition and assimilation

Acts offers a vivid description of at times fierce reli-
gious conflict between different groups in differ-
ent constellations. However, in its direct reports 
of conflict or elsewhere, Acts also contains other 
elements that must be noted to gain a compre-
hensive understanding of the conflicts. Mayer 
rightly emphasises that the focus on religious 
conflict should not distract from the ‘prevalence 
of evidence for actual religious co-existence and 
co-operation, as well as … transition and assimila-
tion’.49 Acts 1–8:3 also contain some indications 
of co-existence and co-operation, as well as tran-
sition and assimilation, although more implicitly 
than explicitly. As the ‘mechanisms involved in 
the resolution of religious conflict and the role of 

did so with divine approval.45 God is on their side, 
their opponents are opposing God (5:39). 

In comparing both rounds of conflict, we need 
to remember that some of what is said explicitly 
and in more detail in Acts 1–5 might be presup-
posed for the shorter conflict account of Acts 
6–8:3. The enabling conditions in both rounds 
are unevenly distributed; often they are in direct 
opposition: what is available to one side is lacking 
on the other. Several enabling conditions appear in 
both rounds of conflict:
•	T he Christian protagonists lack the political 

enabling conditions on which their opponents, 
as the established leadership, can draw by right 
or by dubious means.

•	E conomic factors do not play a significant role. 
In contrast to popular assumptions regarding 
religious conflict, these conflicts are not ‘all 
about money’ and material interests, although 
the outcome might have financial implications.

•	T he apostles and Stephen are portrayed as 
devout Jews who know and practise their reli-
gion. In their recourse to the Old Testament 
(as the established authority), to prayer and in 
their suffering, they are exemplary. They live 
and minister in the very centre of Judaism and 
refrain from withdrawing from it. 

•	T he Christian protagonists have superior psy-
chological enabling conditions on their side. 
They remain calm and composed, without 
resorting to questionable means or violence. 
The leaders and opponents are portrayed as 
morally inferior: annoyed, jealous, raging, insti-
gating false witness and stirring up the crowds. 
They do not resort to Scripture for guidance 
and do not pray.

•	T he Christian protagonists in both rounds 
have generous transcendent enabling condi-
tions on their side. The opponents do not have 
these enabling conditions and do not recog-
nise the divine affirmation and authentication 
of the Christian protagonists or refuse to do 
so. They fail to recognise that God is on the 
Christians’ side.46 While miracles are reported 
for both the apostles and for Stephen and have 
an important function, neither of them directly 
use miraculous powers in the conflict with their 
opponents. The punitive miracle with regard to 
Ananias and Sapphira concerns deviant members 
of the Christian community, not its opponents 
(see Acts 8:20–24; 13:9–11). 

There are also a number of differences between 
both rounds of conflicts: 
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would mean obeying human authority rather than 
God, and the apostles sail straight into the storm. 
Like Jesus, they do not use the opportunities to 
leave Jerusalem. For the apostles, the only means 
to resolve this conflict would be for the leaders to 
at least tolerate them with their provocative behav-
iour or, ideally, to accept their witness to Jesus, 
repent accordingly, join the Christian community 
and submit to the apostles as the legitimate lead-
ers. (This is the reaction of the priests mentioned 
in 6:7.) 

Gamaliel’s advice of Acts 5:33–39 and its 
acceptance by the enraged opponents is the most 
prominent example of conflict de-escalation in 
Acts 1–8:3. It entails a compromise on the part 
of the leaders (a new order and physical punish-
ment, 5:40, but abstaining from further action if 
their order is not followed, 5:42) and it opens the 
way for co-existence (see below). In this attempt at 
de-escalation or resolution by the religious leaders, 
the enabling conditions on the side of the apos-
tles play a major role. The resolution proposed by 
Gamaliel acknowledges that with the means avail-
able to the leaders, the conflict cannot be resolved 
otherwise.

However, the apostles also offer a road to 
conflict resolution. The portrayal of Jesus in the 
speech-sections in the narrative of Acts 4–5 is two-
fold: On the one hand, the developing conflict is 
intensified by the apostles’ claims for the identity 
and significance of Jesus51 and the serious charges 
levelled against those who rejected him (2:23, 
40; 3:13–15, 26; 4:10; 5:28, 31). On the other 
hand, their proclamation also contains aspects 
which potentially de-escalate the conflict. While 
they maintain their claims for the identity and sig-
nificance of Jesus, the apostles take account of the 
ignorance of the people and the leaders in reject-
ing Jesus (3:17) and of the plan of God which 
was fulfilled in this way (3:18; without detracting 
from the human responsibility). In addition, if 
people repent and turn to God, even horrendous 
sins such as rejecting God’s Messiah can be for-
given and times of refreshing are announced for all 
(3:19–20). Jesus is still ready to ‘give repentance 
to Israel and forgiveness of sins’ (5:31). This is the 
resolution offered by the apostles.

The leaders never refer to past events as they 
relate to Jesus. They do not discuss the iden-
tity and significance of Jesus or the legitimacy of 
their rejection of him with the apostles. Neither 
do they engage or challenge the apostolic proc-
lamation regarding the resurrection of Jesus. In 

religion in reconciliation, for instance, prevalent 
in studies of contemporary religious conflict, are 
aspects rarely addressed …’50, we want to include 
the contribution of Acts 1–8:3 in this regard.

5.2 De-escalation and resolution of conflict
Despite heated conflict, there are also instances 
of what could be described as de-escalation and 
resolution of conflict. At the beginning of the 
conflict in Acts 4–5 the religious leaders proceed 
relatively moderately against the apostles. No 
violence is threatened or used. They start their 
proceedings with a questioning and close with 
an order. However, the apostles openly refuse to 
follow the order ‘not to speak or teach at all in 
the name of Jesus’ (4:18–19). Later they are called 
to account accordingly: ‘We gave you strict orders 
not to teach in this name, yet you have filled 
Jerusalem with your teaching’ (5:28). The lead-
ers are annoyed that the apostles preach that in 
Jesus there is a resurrection of the dead (4:2), yet 
the apostles continue to do precisely this in public 
(4:33). In addition, the apostles are charged with 
being determined ‘to bring this man’s blood upon 
us’, by charging the leaders for the death of Jesus. 
In doing to, the apostles also discredit the leaders’ 
spiritual qualification. 

The apostles openly declare why they refuse to 
follow these orders: ‘Whether it is right in God’s 
sight to listen to you rather than to God, you 
must judge; for we cannot keep from speaking 
about what we have seen and heard’ (4:19–20). 
‘We must obey God rather than human author-
ity’ (5:29; this human authority is in opposition 
to God). In addition, they uphold their charge 
of ‘bringing this man’s blood’ upon the leaders 
(5:30) and claim exclusive possession of the divine 
Spirit (5:32). The apostles’ refusal to obey ‘men’ 
and their insistence to remain in Jerusalem and 
continue their ministry (including the assump-
tion of leadership roles in competition with the 
established leaders) makes the leaders’ efforts inef-
fective and eventually leads to the harsh reaction 
reported in Acts 5:33. By their repeated refusal to 
follow orders or compromise in other ways, the 
apostles do not contribute to a de-escalation of the 
conflict, but rather cause its escalation.

In their insistence on their proclamation regard-
ing Jesus and the failure of the religious leaders, the 
apostles see themselves bound by the commission 
of Jesus (1:8) and God (4:19–20; 5:29) and they 
are affirmed by an angel (5:20). Under these cir-
cumstances, compromise becomes impossible as it 
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dence for any co-existence and co-operation. The 
account makes it clear, however, that it initially 
only involves Stephen (not yet a large part of the 
Christian community as later in Acts 8:1) and some 
from the Diaspora synagogue(s), not all mem-
bers. In the wake of this conflict, the persecution 
extends to all Christians (presumably those with 
a Diaspora-background), while the apostles can 
remain in Jerusalem (8:1).53 The duration of this 
conflict is not indicated. Possibly and probably a 
longer period of co-existence preceded the escala-
tion of the conflict (from 6:10 onwards).

5.4 Transition and assimilation
The hints of some relatively peaceful co-existence 
after Acts 5:42, the limitation of religious conflict 
to the leaders of both camps, the respect for the 
followers of Jesus, the benefits of the movement 
for the wider populace (3:1–10; 5:12–16) and 
the large numbers of converts suggest a meas-
ure of transition and assimilation from the estab-
lished varieties of early Judaism to the new Jewish 
Christian movement or its acceptance by and 
among other Jewish groups.

It is noteworthy that while the people of 
Jerusalem are called to repent of their misjudge-
ment regarding Jesus (2:37–39; 3:26, etc.), they 
are never called to convert or understand them-
selves to be changing over to another distinct reli-
gion. As the legitimate descendants of the prophets 
and heirs of the covenant and first addressees of 
the risen servant Jesus (3:25–26), they are now 
called to join the restored people of God who are 
obedient to the plan and purposes of God. Those 
who will not believe in the prophet like Moses and 
listen to whatever that prophet tells them will be 
rooted out of the people (3:22–23). The emphasis 
is on continuity. 

There are no direct traces of transition and 
assimilation in the Stephen episode. If arguments 
from silence carry weight, it is noteworthy that the 
conflict only involves Stephen (other Christians 
apparently were tolerated by the Jewish Diaspora 
community in Jerusalem) and that only some of 
this group resist Stephen and dispute with him. 
Others in this group remain neutral or possibly 
even join the Christian movement. (The ‘devout 
men’ who bury Stephen and lament his death pos-
sibly belong to this group, 8:2.) 

the portrayal of Acts they seem more concerned 
with the consequences of the apostolic procla-
mation for their status (5:28). Through this lack 
of engagement with the claims of apostles and 
their repeated refusal to repent (in contrast to the 
people of Jerusalem, 2:37–42, and later even some 
priests, 6:7), the leaders do not contribute to a de-
escalation. 

There is little that could lead to de-escalation or 
conflict resolution in the Stephen- episode on either 
side. Stephen does not leave Jerusalem or stop his 
spectacular ministry among the people in the face 
of mounting opposition. The opponents do not 
back off once it becomes clear that they cannot 
withstand Stephen (‘the wisdom and the Spirit 
with which he as speaking’, 6:10) or recognise that 
their own enabling conditions (other than taking 
recourse to dubious means which discredit them) 
are insufficient. Their actions deliberately escalate 
the conflict and their resolution is to draw on the 
greater enabling conditions of the council. They 
do not wait for an official verdict of the council 
but immediately lynch Stephen. The weight of the 
initial false accusations against Stephen suggests 
that they took account of such an end to this con-
flict. It is not clear how long the conflict developed 
before the opponents intervened in this way.

5.3 Co-existence and co-operation?
The intense conflict in Acts 1–5 is limited to some 
representatives of early Judaism and some follow-
ers of Jesus; it does not involve all the Jews and all 
the Christians, if this distinction means anything 
at this stage. Except for the clashes between the 
leaders of each group, there is co-existence. The 
common use of the temple precincts and the city 
suggests co-existence between the Christian and 
the wider Jewish community. It is difficult to assess 
the time covered by the account of Acts 1–5: it was 
probably too short to include multiple periods of 
co-existence between the religious leaders and the 
apostles. Following the de-escalation of the con-
flict in Acts 4–5, there seems to have been a period 
of co-existence (5:42; 6:1). This is suggested by 
the summary of Acts 6:7. Acts also notes that the 
wider public benefits from the miraculous powers 
of the apostles: the people expect that the apostles 
will heal their sick and they are not disappointed 
(5:15–16).52 Acts mentions both the high esteem 
in which the apostles are held by the people of 
Jerusalem and the awed distance maintained by 
other Jews (5:13).

The Stephen-episode contains no direct evi-
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ing The Parting(s) of the Ways.56 Research into this 
phenomenon is based on the realisation that the 
separation between Judaism and Christianity was 
gradual, happened at different rates in different 
places, and was influenced by a variety of factors. 
There is disagreement as to precisely what caused 
the rift, and estimates vary with regard to the date. 
According to this discussion, in the first century 
the concern was to determine who was Christian 
and who was or was not Jewish. Later develop-
ments were characterised by a move from concern 
with Christian self-definition to defining and shap-
ing the church as a distinct entity over and against 
nascent Rabbinic Judaism.

To what extent and how Acts contributes to 
these quests depends on when it was written. 
While the author narrates events in the early years 
of the community, he does so at a later stage. The 
narrative takes its readers up to the early sixties 
of the first century. Even with an early dating of 
Acts, that is, soon after the events described up to 
Acts 28,57 the course of the development of early 
Christianity and its relation to early Judaism will 
have coloured the way in which the relationship 
between both groups is reflected. The later Acts is 
dated, the more such influence should be assumed, 
as the author not only refers to past events but 
also deals with issues current at the time. The con-
tribution of Acts to these quests also depends on 
the assessment of the genre and nature of Acts: 
is it by and large a historically reliable account or 
is it more of a theological construct?58 These two 
options are not necessarily mutually exclusive, 
however, as both could be the case.59

A brief summary of the contributions of Acts 
1–8:3 to this nuanced discussion must suffice. 
According to Acts 1–8:3, the ways of the Jewish 
apostles and the Jewish religious leaders parted 
early on. This was caused by the leaders’ refusal 
to either tolerate or believe the apostles’ claims 
regarding Jesus and to repent. They did not relin-
quish their claim to their leadership role. This was 
not the fault of the apostles who are portrayed as 
faithfully fulfilling their commission. Acts does not 
indicate that the apostles were mistaken in doing 
so or could or should have acted otherwise. There 
is no trace of self-criticism or a hindsight reflection 
that the developments could or should have been 
different.

In their proceedings against the apostles, the 
religious leaders act in isolation and in contrast to 
the Jewish people in general, who become believ-
ers or hold the apostles in high esteem. Like the 

6. Further observations on the conflicts in 
Acts 1–8:3

6.1 Intra-religious conflict and the ‘parting of 
the ways’

According to Acts, this conflict is not a conflict 
between the Jews and the Christians. Rather, it is a 
conflict between the Jerusalem religious establish-
ment (with exceptions, see Lk 23:50 and Gamaliel) 
and the apostles who challenge this establishment 
not only by their claims regarding Jesus (including 
the charges levelled against the leaders) but also by 
their uncompromising behaviour. The rank-and-
file Christians (such as the 120 people mentioned 
in Acts 1:15 who had come with Jesus from Galilee 
and their numerous recent converts in Jerusalem) 
do not feature in this conflict. The population of 
Jerusalem is neutral or even in favour of the apos-
tles.54 As the conflict heightens, many come to 
faith in the Jesus whom the leaders reject.

All conflicts in Acts 1–8:3 are intra-religious. 
They occur within the various strands of early 
Judaism, including early Christianity, and are por-
trayed as conflicts between the Jewish followers 
of the Jewish Messiah Jesus and the Jewish reli-
gious leaders. This is to be expected in this part of 
Acts which focuses on the witness to the Gospel 
in Jerusalem. This observation is in accord with 
Mayer who notes that there is 

an increasing recognition that religious conflict 
that self-identifies – and was thus previously 
viewed – as inter-religious is now proving on 
careful analysis to be primarily intra-religious, 
dissolving the formerly pervasive oppositional 
dichotomies Christians and Jews, and Christians 
and pagans.55

While this picture changes in Acts 13–28 when 
the Christian message reaches the Greco-Roman 
world, even there most religious conflicts are 
within early Judaism. Acts 1–8:3 can be read as 
the beginning of an intra-religious conflict narra-
tive which traces the painful and at times violent 
‘parting of the ways’ between various forms and 
representatives of early Judaism, including the 
nascent Christian movement. In view of the often 
tense relationships between other groups in early 
Judaism (also reflected in Acts, see 23:6–10), it is 
not surprising that this is an account of conflicts.

James Dunn and other scholars of early Judaism 
and early/ancient Christianity and their interrela-
tionship have referred to a number of historical, 
theological and social phenomena under the head-
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but if it is of God, you will not be able to over-
throw them – in that case you may even be found 
fighting against God’ (5:39). Resistance against 
the plan of God is understood as fighting against 
God (5:39): to the leaders, Jesus is a mere human 
(5:28; they reject all super-human claims for him) 
and his adherents have no particular qualification 
for their provocative claims and behaviour. While 
not atheistic when it comes to their own convic-
tions and position, the leaders reject Jesus as God’s 
Messiah and question the commission of the apos-
tles by him. In the conflicts of Acts 1–8:3, divine 
agency itself is among the contested domains or 
perhaps even the contested domain behind all 
others. It is noteworthy that the opponents in Acts 
1–8:3 are not associated with the devil by the nar-
rator or the Christian protagonists (see Lk 22:3; 
Acts 5:3).61

This deeper dimension of the conflict also 
becomes apparent in that in their course of action, 
the apostles do not act of their own initiative and 
launch a mere human challenge to the religious 
leaders. Appointed by Jesus, they follow his com-
mission and angelic instruction. Thus they must 
stay in Jerusalem, go and stand in the temple and 
tell the people the whole message about this life 
(5:20). Acts characterises the apostles as exem-
plary, faithful and obedient in contrast to their 
opponents. In addition, they continually receive 
divine affirmation for their identity, commission 
and proclamation through various sorts of mira-
cles. In view of this divine instruction, empow-
erment and affirmation, compromise with the 
leaders or negotiation of any sort – which would 
allow for de-escalation and resolution of the con-
flict – is not an option. The apostles cannot and 
must not leave Jerusalem, avoid the temple pre-
cincts, modify their message or limit their ministry 
to their adherents (5:20). Their situation is pre-
sented as requiring a choice between obeying God 
and obeying human authority (5:29). The claim to 
obey God, and in turn the honour which this gen-
erates from God and/or humans becomes a fur-
ther contested domain. Once conflicts are framed 
in this way by one (or more) of the parties involved 
or are portrayed as such in the discourse(s) about 
them, compromise, de-escalation or resolution of 
conflict become difficult or almost impossible.

6.3 The prevalence of conflict in Acts 1–8:3
What is the purpose of the detailed account of con-
flict in the first chapters of Acts? How does it con-
tribute to the purpose of Acts? Its early chapters 

rejection of Jesus, the early parting of the ways is 
the fault of the Jewish leaders of Jerusalem, not of 
the Jewish people as a whole.

Although they lead a community of their own 
with distinctive convictions and practices and 
behave in ways unusual for their social status, 
the apostles are portrayed as Jews acting within 
Judaism. While the leaders consider and treat them 
as heretics who must be disciplined, they never 
question their Jewish identity or their belong-
ing to the people of God. In contrast, the apos-
tles indicate that belonging to the people of God 
depends on the stance taken vis-à-vis Jesus: those 
who refuse to listen to him will be rooted out from 
the people (3:23).

The portrait of the Jewish leadership is not 
entirely negative. While they refused to repent 
and believe in Jesus, guided by a variety of motives 
(due to the popularity of the apostles, none of the 
means available to them proved to be efficient) 
they try to de-escalate the conflict and eventually 
resolve it by giving in and not taking further meas-
ures against the apostles. 

Acts indicates that more than the evaluation of 
Jesus is contested. Closely related to this domain, 
a number of other domains are directly or indi-
rectly, deliberately or by chance, affected by this 
estimate and contested in this conflict. According 
to Acts, the beginning of the parting of the ways 
was a complex issue.

6.2 Inter-personal and divine–human conflict
This conflict is more than a conflict between two 
or more collective human agents deriving, for 
example, from separate religions, separate fac-
tions within the same religion, or from within the 
same faction in the same religion and/or secular 
authority.60 In rejecting Jesus, the leaders do not 
reject a mere human and his devotees, but God’s 
specially anointed and affirmed Christ and saviour. 
To reject him is to incur divine judgement (3:23). 
This conflict transcends human collective agents: 
it is interpreted by the apostles in light of Psalm 
2:1–2: ‘For in this city, in fact, both Herod and 
Pontius Pilate, with the Gentiles and the peoples 
of Israel, gathered together against your holy serv-
ant Jesus, whom you anointed, to do whatever 
your hand and plan had predestined to take place’ 
(4:23–33). Even the opponent who most exten-
sively comments on the events, Gamaliel, is por-
trayed as deeming it possible that the events reflect 
the plan and purposes of God: ‘because if this plan 
or this undertaking is of human origin, it will fail; 
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internal bonding, nor do they employ or deliber-
ately prolong it for any purpose. The same applies 
to Stephen. Greater group cohesion was an out-
come of these conflicts, but it was not their pur-
pose. Christians who initiate and employ conflicts 
in this way cannot refer to Acts for justification. 
While the community has boundaries and a clearly 
defined in-group identity, it not only remains open 
to others but also actively invites them.

To a lesser extent this phenomenon applies to 
the religious leaders as a group of their own. While 
they gather together and act unanimously (4:5–6), 
they lose their legitimacy and command over the 
people who either become Christians, or while not 
joining the Christian community, are positively 
inclined towards it. Neither Jesus nor the apostles 
are perceived as a threat by the people.

7. Evaluation
Our examination in both parts of this essay has 
shown that the religious conflicts of Acts 1–8:3 
are highly complex. Although the author of Acts 
has other intentions for Luke–Acts and does not 
intend to tell a tale of conflicts, his account still 
offers valuable insights into these conflicts and 
religious conflict in general. The conflicts of Acts 
involve several contested domains and politi-
cal, social, economic, cultural, psychological and 
transcendent enabling conditions on both sides. 
While they become increasingly fierce and include 
verbal and physical violence, there are also traces 
of de-escalation and resolution, co-existence and 
co-operation and transition and assimilation. The 
conflicts of Acts illuminate the complexities of 
intra-religious conflict (including the potential 
consequences of a ‘parting of the ways’) and the 
relationship between inter-personal and divine–
human conflict. The conflict accounts in Acts 
1–8:3 contribute to the overall purpose of Acts in 
their own way.

8. Present-day significance
Wendy Mayer has drawn attention to the relation-
ship between the religious conflicts of today and 
those of antiquity. The study of today’s religious 
conflicts (more accessible and better documented) 
has shed light and provided methodology and the-
oretical frameworks for studying religious conflicts 
in antiquity. However, the contribution of the 
study of religious conflict in antiquity – in particu-
lar when it comes to a contribution that modern 

describe how the apostles tried to fulfil their com-
mission to the people of Israel despite fierce resist-
ance from the religious leaders. In all of this, they 
remained faithful to their commission by Jesus and 
were divinely affirmed in different ways. Through 
their efforts Israel and its leaders had a chance to 
respond to the offer of salvation in Jesus. Many 
Jews indeed responded positively to the Christian 
proclamation: the re-gathering and restoration of 
Israel had indeed taken place in Jerusalem, before 
the gospel went out to the Gentiles. Now Gentiles 
as Gentiles can and should join this restored people 
(Acts 15:14–18). Resistance came not from the 
Jewish people but from the leaders.

Another answer to this question lies in the 
often-observed parallels between Peter and Paul 
in Acts. Acts is written primarily as an apology for 
the controversial Paul and for his disputed law-
free mission that did not require Gentiles first to 
become Jews in order to participate in God’s salva-
tion in the Messiah Jesus for his people, Israel. The 
second half of Acts explains the origin and course 
of the conflicts in which Paul was involved as a 
faithful witness to Jesus. He was even charged with 
sedition. According to Acts, in each case it was not 
Paul who is to be blamed. Against the backdrop 
of the later portrayal of Paul, the early chapters 
of Acts indicate that conflicts did not start when 
Paul entered the scene, but were there from the 
beginning – before Paul joined the movement and 
apart from him. Paul’s experiences correspond to 
those of the apostles in Jerusalem. According to 
Acts, faithful witness to Jesus will lead not only 
to conversions and growth of the Christian com-
munity, but also to resistance and fierce conflicts 
which cannot and must not be avoided.

6.4 Conflict and community building
Acts 4:23–37 shows that the opposition it faced 
bound the Christian community even closer 
together internally (cf. the first description of its 
life in 2:42–47). This is a classic function of con-
flict which has been analysed and described by 
social psychologists and sociologists. They suggest 
that whether a threat genuinely exists or not, by 
promoting discourse that constructs the commu-
nity as threatened by an external group, its leaders 
strengthen the in-group’s identity.62

In the case of Acts the threat is presented as 
real. Other than faithfully continuing with their 
commission by Jesus against all human orders to 
the contrary (4:18–20; 5:29–33), the apostles do 
not initiate the conflict in order to achieve closer 
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rative (in this case the Christians) that is crucial 
in generating, escalating or otherwise affecting 
conflict. If we assume that religious conflict is a 
purely human phenomenon, the divine cannot 
be an agent proper, but is attributed by humans 
as a cause. However, religious conflicts by defini-
tion involve not only humans but have their roots 
in what is perceived to be human resistance to 
divine purposes. They can be influenced in their 
course by what is perceived to be divine interven-
tion which must be followed without compromise. 
In such cases human practices and experiences of 
mediation and conflict resolution, as desirable as 
they are, will prove to be of limited use. All people 
involved in understanding, addressing and solving 
such conflicts need to be aware of this dimension. 
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