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Read Acts 15:36-41

Two passionate believers; two guys who have traveled together, struggled together, worshiped together for the glory of God – these two guys just cannot come to an agreement. As a result they go their separate ways. 

What do we do with this? Aren’t Christians supposed to get along? Aren’t they supposed to work things out? Aren’t they supposed to forgive each other?

First, let me point this out: stories like this increase my confidence that the Bible is God’s revealed word for us.

The Bible is remarkable in that it does not candy-coat life. Scripture reveals real life – warts and all. There are accounts of all the foibles, failings, and problems we experience in real life. We understand arguments. Are the stories of revolutionary fervor during the first century all that different than what is happening in Iran at this very hour? The story of Jesus’ passion, suffering and crucifixion are vivid and disturbing – and, if God had chosen, could have happened the same way today. There are many places in the Bible where we cringe at what we are reading. Why do I mention this? Because one of the criticisms of Christians is that we do not live in the real world and that the Bible is somehow disconnected and not relevant to our lives today. Heh. 

To the world somehow “true” Christianity has come to mean that arguments should not happen in the church. We hear this all the time – when someone who is not part of the church is critical because people in the church do not live up to the world’s perception of what the church should be. “I don’t go to church because all those people are hypocrites. They want to be good and yet they do…” this, that or the other thing. The church should be a place above arguments, where holy decisions are reached via prayer and the power of the Holy Spirit. Disagreements are a sign of immaturity in faith, sin on the part of those involved, or some other failing. 

Scripture reveals a spot-on, un-distilled look at reality. If the Bible was intended to be plastic and sweet and presenting a myth for us to swallow, Luke never would have included this incident in his account of Acts. We never would have known. He could simply have begun to describe Paul’s solo journeys and we would have been none the wiser. 

Luke did report it and here we are. Unlike other stories here in Acts, we do not get the moral of the story. Luke is uncharacteristically sparse in detail. There are no speeches, no description of the crowd or other witnesses. There is only a summary statement of the end result. We are left with the impression that we are supposed to make some sort of decision, but it is difficult to know what.

It is like the story of two men who lived in a small village got into a terrible dispute that they could not resolve. So they decided to talk to the town sage. The first man went to the sage's home and told his version of what happened. When he finished, the sage said, "You're absolutely right." The next night, the second man called on the sage and told his side of the story. The sage responded, "You're absolutely right." Afterward, the sage's wife scolded her husband. "Those men told you two different stories and you told them they were absolutely right. That's impossible -- they can't both be absolutely right." The sage turned to his wife and said, "You're absolutely right."
Barnabas and Paul could not resolve their dispute. Is it possible that the sage had it correct and both were right?

In order to figure it out, we need to go back and look at the story again. What do we know? After the Jerusalem Council and the follow up letter, a period of time passed – we do not know how long – at which point Paul and Barnabas began thinking about going back out on the mission trail. They wanted to see how the churches that had been planted were faring. So far, so good. 

They started their preparations. Sandals? Check. Letter from Jerusalem Council? Check. Maps? Check. Passport? Check. Ok, who should we have on the team? Paul, ok. Barnabas, of course. Who else?


As they contemplate names, Barnabas said that he wanted to take John Mark. The phrase that is translated here “Barnabas wanted to take John Mark,” might be more literally translated, Barnabas took council with himself and declared that John Mark would be going.

Barnabas probably took this strong tact because he suspected how Paul might react. John Mark had been commissioned with them as Paul and Barnabas were set apart for their first missionary journey. Before they were half-way and after just a little bit of trouble, he left the mission and returned home. We do not know exactly why – there is a theory that he was upset when Paul became the focal point and leader in place of Barnabas. Other theories include he was homesick, afraid of getting sick, was afraid of danger, he was not prepared for the life and ministry or there had been some call from home. To Paul, the reason did not make a difference. The word translated as “deserted” is the same root as the word “apostacy” – which means deserting the faith. John Mark’s decision to leave the mission was a serious betrayal to Paul.

So Paul responded, “No.” “No, no, no.” “Nope, not now, not ever.” “No way, now how, not possible.” “Ain’t gonna happen; not gonna do it.” 

And here we go. These are two passionate guys, used to prevailing in arguments, and they are diametrically opposed.

Barnabas: Why not? What’s the big deal?

Paul: The big deal is that we tried it before and he abandoned ship at the first sign of trouble.

Barnabas: He’s a kid; give him a break. 


Paul: We can’t give him a break. He’s had his chance and blew it. 

Barnabas: Look, Paul, I stood up for you when people thought you were still persecuting the church; you should give John Mark that same chance, too. He’s grown up and changed. You’ll see.

Paul: I can’t take that chance. 

Barnabas: He’s my cousin. I will vouch for him. He will do better this time.


Paul: No. We have limited resources and we need to be sure that everyone is fully committed. And that’s final.

Barnabas: Final? Who says it is final? 

Who is right?

On the one hand, we sympathize with Barnabas. John Mark, he believed, deserved a second chance. Grace demands a second chance. God shows us his love in the unmerited gift of grace, giving us life when the wages of our sin deserve death. Surely Paul, of all people, should understand grace.

On the other hand, we can see Paul’s point, too. Mission and ministry were a big deal. It could be dangerous. It could be long. It was likely to be trying and difficult. Not everyone is cut out for every kind of ministry. 

(As an aside, this is almost the exact argument going on in the Presbyterian Church these days regarding ordination – if someone is eligible for membership, proclaiming Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, are they not also automatically qualified to serve as an elder, deacon or minister of Word and Sacrament? The answer is “no.” Not everyone is called, is spiritually mature, or equipped to lead. The offices of the church are not positions of honor for achievement or aspiration, the offices of the church are positions of call for service.)

Looking back, we know that John Mark went with Barnabas and was eventually reconciled with Paul about his participation in ministry, but at this point in their journey, Paul was not confident in John Mark’s spiritual qualifications. 

One of the questions that is left from Luke’s spare detail is why these guys did not go to prayer together to try to work it out. It is a good question; however, I do not believe it is safe to assume they did not. In fact, it seems more likely from their pattern of life and behavior that they did go to prayer together and still could not come to an agreement. 

And, let’s make sure we are clear on what was the argument: no one was disputing John Mark’s faith or salvation. The question was whether he was to be included on the mission trip. They were debating his qualifications to serve in ministry.

So, we are back to the question: who was right?

Luke does not say. Commentaries make a big deal out of silence, both ways. Some read into Luke’s focus on Paul’s mission and ministry, and the silence regarding Barnabas’, to be indicative of Luke’s disapproval of Barnabas’ position. Others read into this account to see Paul as being hard-headed, Barnabas was right, noting that John Mark and Paul were later reconciled and shared in ministry together. Still others argue the “third way”, finding Luke to be writing about how God intended to develop two different mission teams.

All three suggestions fall into the realm of conjecture. For me, there is a fourth possibility: Luke simply reported what happened. Sometimes the simplest explanation is the best explanation. There was an argument, they could not agree, and each pursued his call. Their pursuits just happened to be in separate ways. Luke included it because it happened, and because it revealed Paul and Barnabas were just like us. 

Disagreements happen between friends. 

Disagreements happen between believers. Just because you have received Jesus as Lord and Savior and I have received Jesus as Lord and Savior does not mean that you and I will agree on everything. We agree on the one thing that is essential, but there may be decisions about which will we disagree. There are all sorts of things that can be at the root of disagreement over decisions: upbringing, culture, background, experience, education, and vision. It does not mean that one is right or one is wrong – it means we are different and sometimes those differences manifest in not being able to agree. (Now, to be sure, there are other things that can be at the root of disagreement: pride, ego, selfishness, vanity, jealousy, etc.; and those kinds of disagreements can be destructive.) But, by all indications, the disagreement between Paul and Barnabas was over a legitimate issue: is John Mark called and qualified to go on this mission tour?

Any time people are called to take a step of faith, disagreement is likely. For example, how much risk is good stewardship? Come to a budget meeting sometime. Anytime resources are scarce and decisions need to be made about what to prioritize, there will be disagreement. Sometimes it can be resolved, sometimes it cannot. Yet the disagreement does not need to define the relationship.

Although George Whitefield disagreed with John Wesley on some theological matters, he was careful not to create problems in public that could be used to hinder the preaching of the gospel. When someone asked Whitefield if he thought he would see Wesley in heaven, Whitefield replied, "I fear not, for he will be so near the eternal throne and we at such a distance, we shall hardly get sight of him." (http://www.sermonillustrations.com/a-z/d/disagreement.htm)

Paul and Barnabas had been friends and co-workers for a long time. They both felt called to proclaim the gospel to the Gentile world. And even though both of these things were true, it was not a mandate or guarantee that they always would be called to the same ministry going forward forever. We get lost in the expectation things will not change – that how things once work is how they will always work. 

Though the disagreement was sharp, there is no indication that the friendship was broken. Yes, they went different ways. Yes, the strategies were different. They did not shy away from the issue or pretend it did not matter. Luke thought it was important enough to include. Bt it is wrong to conclude that their brotherhood was destroyed, that their friendship was over. Disagreements happen between friends. The disagreement caused them to look at the assumption that they were being called to go out on the mission field together. 

Disagreements are not necessarily bad. Disagreement does not necessarily mean we have failed.

Often the result of unresolved disagreement is two experiments – like Paul and Barnabas going out on their own. Barnabas started back through his home country, Cyprus – following the route that they had taken together on the first missionary journey. Paul headed back towards Syria and Cilicia, to whom the letter of the Jerusalem Council was addressed; back to Paul’s home region. In other words, both went back to their own starting points and began building anew.  

Going back to the basics and foundation are really important. When we stop thinking about what we are building and what we are achieving, we begin to remember that all of the things for which we are taking credit are the work of God. We are entirely dependent upon God – his grace, his love, his sovereignty.

Paul and Barnabas went their separate ways, faithfully. Barnabas was the person through whom God demonstrated grace towards his cousin John Mark, granting John Mark the opportunity to participate in ministry and – as best we know – to later become Peter’s right hand man and the author of the Gospel of Mark. Paul proceeded to the mission field with Silas and set out on this second missionary journey. The churches they started looked different even though the message was the same.

I mentioned this last week, but it bears repeating: the churches here in Chula Vista look different even though the message is the same. Our disagreements over theology (generally regarding the mystery of the Lord’s Supper and baptism) and our differences in polity (how we are ordered and governed) do not diminish the fellowship we have in Christ. 

Our differences began as disagreements, but God has used them to his glory: the variety of expressions of the same truth. God is glorified when the gospel is proclaimed in the sanctuary, in the Family Life Center, in the park or school, movie theater, retreat center, by the bonfire or in a cathedral. God is glorified when the gospel is proclaimed in Greek, Hebrew, Latin, English, Spanish, in a thousand other dialects or by text message. God is glorified when the gospel is proclaimed by a minister, a missionary, or by a neighbor’s testimony. God is glorified when the gospel is proclaimed by a choir, by a congregation led by an organ, guitar, band, or simply by voices. Our differences began as disagreements, but God has used them to his glory.

Conclusion:

So, who was right? 

God was right. Regardless of whether Paul was correct in not counting on John Mark or whether Barnabas was correct in extending grace, God was right because the outcome revealed God’s glory. 

As we go through life, disagreements with other believers are inevitable. It is ok to disagree. It is ok to be passionate in our disagreement. The important thing is to recognize that disagreements are opportunities to go back to the basics, go back to the foundation of grace upon which we stand, and to recognize how God is sovereign. If we can resolve things by the power of the Holy Spirit – praise God. If we cannot resolve things and have to trust God to sort things out – praise God. In either case and in every case, praise God.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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