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“After some days Paul said to Barnabas, ‘Let us 

return and visit the brethren in every city in which 

we proclaimed the word of the Lord, and see how 

they are.’ Barnabas wanted to take John, called 

Mark, along with them also. But Paul kept 

insisting that they should not take him along who 

had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not gone 

with them to the work. And there occurred such a 

sharp disagreement that they separated from one 

another, and Barnabas took Mark with him and 

sailed away to Cyprus. But Paul chose Silas and 

left, being committed by the brethren to the grace of 

the Lord. And he was traveling through Syria and 

Cilicia, strengthening the churches” (Acts 

15:36–41).

Have you ever noticed that after a great victory 

we’re most susceptible to defeat? Coaches know this. CEO’s 

know this. There seems to be no time when we’re more 

vulnerable than when we’re riding high from success. 

Perhaps that’s because the process of winning or becoming 

successful has taken so much out of us. We’re tired and we 

need a rest. Or perhaps it’s because with victory we have a 

tendency to let our guard down; the enemy sees the opening 

and exploits it. 

I wonder if this was the case with Paul and 

Barnabas as we come to the end of Acts 15. These two 

pioneers have just enjoyed several victories. They’d just 

returned from the first missionary journey. They’d set out 

from Antioch with bold plans to share the gospel with 

people who had never heard it. They journeyed through 

Cyprus and Asia Minor. They witnessed many people 

coming to Christ and planted fledgling churches in places 

like Iconium, Lystra and Derbe. God opened many doors and 

it was a great success!

But that’s not all. Paul and Barnabas had just 

successfully worked through a major theological crisis at 

the council at Jerusalem. There were some in Jerusalem who 

felt that circumcision was a requirement for salvation. It 

wasn’t enough to just put your faith in Christ; you had to 

keep Jewish laws as well. That was a threat to everything 

Paul and Barnabas stood for. So the two of them traveled 

up to Jerusalem to hash it out with the apostles. They told 

stories of how God invaded in the lives of Gentiles; how 

they too were clearly enjoying the fruits of salvation apart 

from keeping Jewish law. And the apostles bought it. This 

was another great victory!     

No wonder Paul and Barnabas return to Antioch 

with bold plans for the future. Paul says to Barnabas, 

“Hey, I wonder how all of our new friends are doing in 

Cyprus and Asia Minor? I wonder if they’re still walking 

with the Lord? I wonder what kind of challenges they’re 

facing. Let’s go back and see how they are.” Sounds like a 

good plan. 

But then something happens which threatens 

everything. Paul and Barnabas have an issue they can’t 

seem to work out. There’s something they don’t see eye to 

eye on. Luke calls it a “sharp disagreement.” That’s Greek 

for “a big fight.” All of a sudden, the afterglow of two great 

victories is overshadowed by a very personal disagreement. 

Have you ever thought, “The church would be such a 

wonderful place if it weren’t for all these people? I love 

the music. I love the messages. But the people are so 

annoying; so hard to get along with.”

I. Paul and Barnabas disagree over John Mark.

The issue centered around John Mark. John Mark 

was the son of a woman named Mary. She was a prominent 

member of the church at Jerusalem. She had a home there 

where the early church often met. She may have been a 

woman of some means since she had at least one servant girl 

and a house large enough to host a lot of people. John Mark 

was probably a young man during the time of our Lord’s life. 

He was close buddies with Peter. Together they later 

teamed up to write the Gospel of Mark. One other thing we 

learn from the book of Colossians is that John Mark was 

Barnabas’ cousin. So when Paul and Barnabas left for the 

first missionary journey they brought John Mark along with 

them as a helper. But he only stayed with them for a small 

part of the trip. When they got to Pamphylia John Mark 

left them and went home. Nobody really knows why. But 

that was a long time ago and now cousin Barnabas wants to 

give John Mark another chance.

But Paul isn’t buying it. I can imagine what Paul 

might say: “You’ve got to be kidding, Barnabas. This guy 

deserted us the first time around. How can we trust him 

willingness to humble himself and change his mind. Maybe 

through all of this and with the passing of time John Mark 

had learned a few things as well.

Just after I graduated from college, I was hired as an 

assistant varsity football coach at a local high school. 

About midway through the year I made a serious mistake in 

handling a disciplinary issue with one of the players. The 

fact is, although I wouldn’t admit then, I was in over my 

head. The head coach, who was a seasoned veteran of 

coaching, was really upset at me. I didn’t lose my job, but I 

did lose his trust. When the seasoned ended, so did my 

coaching career. Thirty years past and from time to time my 

mind would go back to all of that and I just felt so stupid. 

And then a couple of years ago I ran into that same coach at 

a local YMCA. We got caught up and somehow the subject of 

that ill-fated football season came up, and I just said to 

him, “You know, I see now that I didn’t handle that 

situation very well.” I told him how sorry I was. And he 

was just so kind and said, “Don’t even think about it. That 

was a long time ago and we all made mistakes.” I don’t 

know, maybe if he was still coaching, he would have 

offered me a job!

 There does seem to be something about time and age 

and experience that changes our perspective. Sometimes we 

can’t resolve an issue NOW, but we don’t have to make more 

of it than it is; we can still get on with the work to be done, 

and we can stay open to the possibility of change and 

healing in the future.

V. This story tells us something about the Gospel. 

The fourth gift from Barnabas and Paul's contention 

is that it tells us something about the gospel. It tells us 

people will become Christians because of Christ and the 

gospel, not because of the church. Up to this point in the 

Book of Acts, we may have said we wanted to become 

Christians because of the church, or because of what great 

guys Paul and Barnabas are. But now, after ch. 15, we can’t 

say that anymore. If anybody is going to become a Christian 

through the rest of Acts, it won't be because of Paul. He's 

tarnished. He’s a hardhead. It won't be because of John 

Mark. He’s a quitter. It won't be because of Barnabas. He’s a 

softy and he’s into nepotism. It will be because of Jesus 

Christ and the gospel. You're going to have to become a 

Christian in spite of the church from now on in the Book of 

Acts. And that’s a gift, because now, in spite of the weakness 

of Christians, we will find the gospel of God’s grace to be 

very good news.

There is an old saying that I have heard Christians 

say from time to time. It goes like this: “Your life may be 

the only Bible some people ever read.” It sounds good. 

Usually we mean that if we don’t get our act together then 

no one will ever want to become a Christian. There may be 

some truth in that. But I think we need to be careful. Acts 15 

reminds us that people then and now in the church are 

human and frail and selfish and sinful. If people are going 

to be drawn to the gospel of Jesus Christ, it will not be 

because our lives are unblemished, but because of the gospel. 

As a matter of fact, if our lives do anything they serve to 

show the NEED for the forgiveness and grace that the 

gospel offers.

CONCLUSION

So let this story be a reminder to you that the 

church is human. We as an institution, we as individual 

members, we as church leaders are weak and frail and sinful 

and tarnished. We hope that this isn’t all we are. We hope 

there will also be signs of new life, of goodness and justice 

and love and mercy here. But if you put your faith in us or in 

this church, we will eventually disappoint you. A much 

better way is to put your faith in the person and work of 

Jesus and join us as a company of sinners who are being 

transformed, ever so slowly, into his image.     
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now? I mean, the stakes are high, Barnabas. This is the 

gospel. Eternity hangs in the balance for these people. 

What kind of witness and example would it be if John Mark 

failed to stick it out again? We can’t afford that kind of 

failure. Not only that, John Mark can’t afford another 

failure. We’re in a battle here. You don’t put a rookie out 

there to fight seasoned veterans. He’ll get eaten alive! It’s 

not the best thing for him, Barnabas. He’s just not ready. 

Maybe he just doesn’t have the missionary calling. Not 

everyone does, you know. We’re not all called to the same 

thing. Maybe John Mark would be more useful just staying in 

Jerusalem. We could set him up to pastor a little house 

church. I’ll bet he would be great at that. And let’s be 

honest Barnabas, John Mark IS your cousin. He’s your flesh 

and blood. I’m not sure if you’re the right guy to make this 

decision. You’re not the most objective person here.”

I can just see Barnabas listening, saying something 

like this: “But Paul, you’re putting the mission before the 

man. God cares about people. What is it we’re supposed to be 

all about here? We’re all about God’s grace. God doesn’t just 

give us second chances, but third and fourth and fifth 

chances. We can’t write John Mark off. We can’t write 

anyone off. He’s learned his lesson. And now he wants to get 

back in the fray. How can we deny him another chance? And 

Paul, I think he’s grown. I think this thing has caused him 

to be more humble and dependent on the Lord. I think he’ll 

be a better servant, having failed. Remember Peter? He 

denied our Lord three times, yet Lord restored him. Why 

can’t he do the same thing for John Mark? And Paul, are you 

forgetting? Are you forgetting how there were people who 

didn’t believe in you, a former persecutor of the church? But 

I believed in you, Paul. I didn’t write YOU off. And I won’t 

write John Mark off either.”    

We don’t know how long it went on for. I would 

imagine they went several rounds and argued late into the 

night. And finally, they realized they weren’t going to 

work this out. They decided to go their separate ways. 

Barnabas took John Mark and headed off to the island of 

Cyprus. Paul grabbed Silas, who had recently come to 

Antioch from Jerusalem and was a gifted preacher. The two 

of them sailed off for Syria and Cilicia.

It’s not exactly the best day the early church has 

had. Two leaders can’t get along; can’t work out their 

differences, and end up splitting. It’s not the last time 

something like this has happened. These things happen 

today. It’s why so many people leave church or never come 

at all. They say, “I tried it, but those people can’t get along 

any better than anyone else. Even their leaders are at odds. 

Why should I go there? They’re all hypocrites. I have 

enough conflict in my life.” You can’t blame them. Jesus said, 

“By this all men will know you are my disciples, if you love 

one another.” Where’s the love between Paul and 

Barnabas?

It’s kind of a black mark on the church. If I were 

Luke and I was writing a story about the early church I 

probably would have left this out. But I am glad Luke 

included this story for several reasons. As a matter of fact, I 

believe this story is a gift to us.

II. This story tells us something about the book of Acts.

First of all, it shows us that Luke was telling the  

truth; he was a credible historian. He could have left this 

out. Paul and Barnabas were heroes. Up until now they 

really haven’t done any wrong. But now Luke lays out for us 

a crisis between these two heroes. He puts it right out in the 

open. And I believe that's a gift to us. It helps us to upgrade 

in our own mind the importance of Luke as the historian. In 

other words, the book of Acts wasn’t just a piece of 

propaganda.

One of the problems with official documents that 

nations publish about their heroes is you wonder how 

truthful they are. You wonder if they’re propaganda. If you 

ever read an official brochure about Chairman Mao or about 

Lenin or even some American history books about George 

Washington, you wonder, is this all true, or are they just 

trying to make this guy look good? But Luke is writing a 

historical document in which he fairly and evenhandedly 

portrays even these black marks on the early church. That's 

good for us because it reminds us that we can trust Luke as a 

writer and a historian. He wasn’t doctoring this up. He was 

telling it like it was. And the importance of Luke as 

historian is very important for us as we continue to journey 

through this book.

III. This story tells us something about the church.

The second reason this story is a gift to us is because 

it reminds us that the church is full of real human beings. 

One thing is for sure, both Paul and Barnabas show they’re 

far from perfect. Up until now, we might have wondered. 

But now, someone could come along and accuse Barnabas of 

nepotism. Could he really be trusted to make an objective 

evaluation of his own cousin? Isn’t he a little biased? And 

how about Paul? Someone could come along and accuse Paul 

of being a hardhead. He could have crushed this young 

man’s spirit for good.

These men are so human. And as is so often the case, 

there were probably other underlying issues. We know from 

the book of Galatians that just prior to this something else 

had come up. In Gal. 2:11-13 Paul writes (read). I wonder if 

this issue with John Mark was really fueled by the mistrust 

that had developed earlier? That’s how we all operate, 

right? We carry baggage with us. A husband blows up at his 

wife over being late to an event, but it’s not really about 

that, it’s about the way she can’t seem to stop spending 

money. There were other issues going on between Paul and 

Barnabas. It’s all so human.

If you're idealistic about the church, this passage 

may bother you. You may decide not to read any further in 

the Book of Acts if you're a person looking for a perfect 

church. After all, the early church is so wonderful up to this 

point. They all seem to care about each other so much. They 

share everything. They seem to be so unselfish. But now 

they have a big fight over John Mark. On the one side it 

may be nepotism. On the other side you have a stubborn 

hardhead. We look at these two men and we say, "Is this 

the church that's supposed to be the bearer of the Good 

News for the world? I don't want anything to do with that." 

People can say that today. If you joined CPC because of all 

the wonderful people and the great things the church is 

doing, when you see the clay feet of the pastors and elders, 

you may want to throw in the towel and have nothing to do 

with this church.    

But the great thing about this story is that it 

reminds us that the church is full of sinners. If you know 

you’re a sinner, that’s good news. I’m not talking about 

making light of sin; sin is serious; sin hurts people; sin needs 

to be treated. Nor do I want to diminish the pain of division, 

because it does leave scars. That happens in a family fight. 

It happens in a church fight or a disagreement in a 

workplace. There can be scars. But the presence of human 

weakness and sin doesn’t discredit the church, but rather it 

verifies the very thing the church is all about!

Let me give you an example. What if someone came 

into a hospital and said, “There are so many sick people 

here. That really bothers me. This hospital must not be 

doing its job. This hospital must be a sham or a racket. The 

doctors here are useless. I will never come to this hospital 

again.” It sounds kind of crazy, doesn’t it? Why? Because we 

know that the very purpose of the hospital is to help sick 

people. Sick people don’t discredit the hospital; sick people 

verify the need for the hospital!

In the same way, the church isn't discredited by 

sinners within its walls, rather it’s verified by them. The 

very existence of sin proves how much we need forgiveness, 

and that's what the church has to offer the 

world—forgiveness through Jesus Christ. The church is like 

a hospital, and sick people are supposed to be here. If it 

doesn't have sick people in it, it's not the church. If the 

hospital isn’t discredited by sick people, neither is the 

church discredited by sinners. It just proves that we need the 

forgiveness the church's message is proclaiming

IV. This story tells us something about dealing with 

conflict.

The third reason this story is a gift is that it tells us 

something about conflict. The first thing everyone wants to 

know about this story is who was right, but Luke doesn’t tell 

us. We want to figure this thing out and say one was right 

and the other was wrong. Some people say Barnabas was 

right. They want a church full of Barnabas-like people: 

nice, warm hearted folks who accept everyone and always 

put people over programs. Others say Paul was right. They 

want a church full of Paul-like people: goal oriented, no 

nonsense folks of vision and conviction who refuse to 

compromise the church’s standards. If this were American 

Idol, Barnabas would be Paula Abdul, Mr. Nice. Paul would 

be Simon, Mr Tough Guy. I don’t know, maybe we need a 

Randy here!

It’s interesting that both sides could appeal to 

Scripture. Barnabas could quote Jesus who said we should 

forgive our brother seventy times seven. Paul could quote 

Jesus who said no man who puts his hand to the plow and 

looks back is fit for the kingdom of God. But Luke refuses to 

use Scripture to prove one right and the other wrong.

Perhaps we can learn from the church at Antioch. 

Luke never says that the church was divided over this. It 

didn’t become a church fight. I believe the church saw this 

for what it was: an honest disagreement about whether John 

Mark should join them on their second missionary journey. 

They didn’t enlarge the crisis beyond its true dimensions so 

that they become confused. They faced it for what it was, 

but they didn’t make more of it than it deserved. They 

didn't become involved in a power struggle over the 

Barnabas and the Pauline factions. Who's right, Barnabas 

or Paul? Well, maybe they're both right and they're both 

wrong. The church decides to leave it and to get on with 

their job.

 It's not always bad for a church or a family to have 

an argument. That doesn't do the harm. What does the 

harm is when the argument gets out of focus, and when you 

become distracted and confused because a simple argument is 

made more significant than it really is. Then you can’t 

really see it for what it is, now it’s become inflated and out 

of perspective. When that happens in a marriage or a 

church or in an office, then the harm takes place. We need 

to learn to keep minor things minor, let major things stay 

major, and know the difference between the two.

We can also learn from Paul. At the end Paul’s life, 

as he sat in a Roman prison, he wrote to Timothy and said, 

“Pick up Mark and bring him with you, for he is useful to me 

for service.” Barnabas’ faith in John Mark seemed to pay 

off. Perhaps as an old man, beaten and weathered by life’s 

storms, Paul had mellowed. And he demonstrates a 



now? I mean, the stakes are high, Barnabas. This is the 

gospel. Eternity hangs in the balance for these people. 

What kind of witness and example would it be if John Mark 

failed to stick it out again? We can’t afford that kind of 

failure. Not only that, John Mark can’t afford another 

failure. We’re in a battle here. You don’t put a rookie out 

there to fight seasoned veterans. He’ll get eaten alive! It’s 

not the best thing for him, Barnabas. He’s just not ready. 

Maybe he just doesn’t have the missionary calling. Not 

everyone does, you know. We’re not all called to the same 

thing. Maybe John Mark would be more useful just staying in 

Jerusalem. We could set him up to pastor a little house 

church. I’ll bet he would be great at that. And let’s be 

honest Barnabas, John Mark IS your cousin. He’s your flesh 

and blood. I’m not sure if you’re the right guy to make this 

decision. You’re not the most objective person here.”

I can just see Barnabas listening, saying something 

like this: “But Paul, you’re putting the mission before the 

man. God cares about people. What is it we’re supposed to be 

all about here? We’re all about God’s grace. God doesn’t just 

give us second chances, but third and fourth and fifth 

chances. We can’t write John Mark off. We can’t write 

anyone off. He’s learned his lesson. And now he wants to get 

back in the fray. How can we deny him another chance? And 

Paul, I think he’s grown. I think this thing has caused him 

to be more humble and dependent on the Lord. I think he’ll 

be a better servant, having failed. Remember Peter? He 

denied our Lord three times, yet Lord restored him. Why 

can’t he do the same thing for John Mark? And Paul, are you 

forgetting? Are you forgetting how there were people who 

didn’t believe in you, a former persecutor of the church? But 

I believed in you, Paul. I didn’t write YOU off. And I won’t 

write John Mark off either.”    

We don’t know how long it went on for. I would 

imagine they went several rounds and argued late into the 

night. And finally, they realized they weren’t going to 

work this out. They decided to go their separate ways. 

Barnabas took John Mark and headed off to the island of 

Cyprus. Paul grabbed Silas, who had recently come to 

Antioch from Jerusalem and was a gifted preacher. The two 

of them sailed off for Syria and Cilicia.

It’s not exactly the best day the early church has 

had. Two leaders can’t get along; can’t work out their 

differences, and end up splitting. It’s not the last time 

something like this has happened. These things happen 

today. It’s why so many people leave church or never come 

at all. They say, “I tried it, but those people can’t get along 

any better than anyone else. Even their leaders are at odds. 

Why should I go there? They’re all hypocrites. I have 

enough conflict in my life.” You can’t blame them. Jesus said, 

“By this all men will know you are my disciples, if you love 

one another.” Where’s the love between Paul and 

Barnabas?

It’s kind of a black mark on the church. If I were 

Luke and I was writing a story about the early church I 

probably would have left this out. But I am glad Luke 

included this story for several reasons. As a matter of fact, I 

believe this story is a gift to us.

II. This story tells us something about the book of Acts.

First of all, it shows us that Luke was telling the  

truth; he was a credible historian. He could have left this 

out. Paul and Barnabas were heroes. Up until now they 

really haven’t done any wrong. But now Luke lays out for us 

a crisis between these two heroes. He puts it right out in the 

open. And I believe that's a gift to us. It helps us to upgrade 

in our own mind the importance of Luke as the historian. In 

other words, the book of Acts wasn’t just a piece of 

propaganda.

One of the problems with official documents that 

nations publish about their heroes is you wonder how 

truthful they are. You wonder if they’re propaganda. If you 

ever read an official brochure about Chairman Mao or about 

Lenin or even some American history books about George 

Washington, you wonder, is this all true, or are they just 

trying to make this guy look good? But Luke is writing a 

historical document in which he fairly and evenhandedly 

portrays even these black marks on the early church. That's 

good for us because it reminds us that we can trust Luke as a 

writer and a historian. He wasn’t doctoring this up. He was 

telling it like it was. And the importance of Luke as 

historian is very important for us as we continue to journey 

through this book.

III. This story tells us something about the church.

The second reason this story is a gift to us is because 

it reminds us that the church is full of real human beings. 

One thing is for sure, both Paul and Barnabas show they’re 

far from perfect. Up until now, we might have wondered. 

But now, someone could come along and accuse Barnabas of 

nepotism. Could he really be trusted to make an objective 

evaluation of his own cousin? Isn’t he a little biased? And 

how about Paul? Someone could come along and accuse Paul 

of being a hardhead. He could have crushed this young 

man’s spirit for good.

These men are so human. And as is so often the case, 

there were probably other underlying issues. We know from 

the book of Galatians that just prior to this something else 

had come up. In Gal. 2:11-13 Paul writes (read). I wonder if 

this issue with John Mark was really fueled by the mistrust 

that had developed earlier? That’s how we all operate, 

right? We carry baggage with us. A husband blows up at his 

wife over being late to an event, but it’s not really about 

that, it’s about the way she can’t seem to stop spending 

money. There were other issues going on between Paul and 

Barnabas. It’s all so human.

If you're idealistic about the church, this passage 

may bother you. You may decide not to read any further in 

the Book of Acts if you're a person looking for a perfect 

church. After all, the early church is so wonderful up to this 

point. They all seem to care about each other so much. They 

share everything. They seem to be so unselfish. But now 

they have a big fight over John Mark. On the one side it 

may be nepotism. On the other side you have a stubborn 

hardhead. We look at these two men and we say, "Is this 

the church that's supposed to be the bearer of the Good 

News for the world? I don't want anything to do with that." 

People can say that today. If you joined CPC because of all 

the wonderful people and the great things the church is 

doing, when you see the clay feet of the pastors and elders, 

you may want to throw in the towel and have nothing to do 

with this church.    

But the great thing about this story is that it 

reminds us that the church is full of sinners. If you know 

you’re a sinner, that’s good news. I’m not talking about 

making light of sin; sin is serious; sin hurts people; sin needs 

to be treated. Nor do I want to diminish the pain of division, 

because it does leave scars. That happens in a family fight. 

It happens in a church fight or a disagreement in a 

workplace. There can be scars. But the presence of human 

weakness and sin doesn’t discredit the church, but rather it 

verifies the very thing the church is all about!

Let me give you an example. What if someone came 

into a hospital and said, “There are so many sick people 

here. That really bothers me. This hospital must not be 

doing its job. This hospital must be a sham or a racket. The 

doctors here are useless. I will never come to this hospital 

again.” It sounds kind of crazy, doesn’t it? Why? Because we 

know that the very purpose of the hospital is to help sick 

people. Sick people don’t discredit the hospital; sick people 

verify the need for the hospital!

In the same way, the church isn't discredited by 

sinners within its walls, rather it’s verified by them. The 

very existence of sin proves how much we need forgiveness, 

and that's what the church has to offer the 

world—forgiveness through Jesus Christ. The church is like 

a hospital, and sick people are supposed to be here. If it 

doesn't have sick people in it, it's not the church. If the 

hospital isn’t discredited by sick people, neither is the 

church discredited by sinners. It just proves that we need the 

forgiveness the church's message is proclaiming

IV. This story tells us something about dealing with 

conflict.

The third reason this story is a gift is that it tells us 

something about conflict. The first thing everyone wants to 

know about this story is who was right, but Luke doesn’t tell 

us. We want to figure this thing out and say one was right 

and the other was wrong. Some people say Barnabas was 

right. They want a church full of Barnabas-like people: 

nice, warm hearted folks who accept everyone and always 

put people over programs. Others say Paul was right. They 

want a church full of Paul-like people: goal oriented, no 

nonsense folks of vision and conviction who refuse to 

compromise the church’s standards. If this were American 

Idol, Barnabas would be Paula Abdul, Mr. Nice. Paul would 

be Simon, Mr Tough Guy. I don’t know, maybe we need a 

Randy here!

It’s interesting that both sides could appeal to 

Scripture. Barnabas could quote Jesus who said we should 

forgive our brother seventy times seven. Paul could quote 

Jesus who said no man who puts his hand to the plow and 

looks back is fit for the kingdom of God. But Luke refuses to 

use Scripture to prove one right and the other wrong.

Perhaps we can learn from the church at Antioch. 

Luke never says that the church was divided over this. It 

didn’t become a church fight. I believe the church saw this 

for what it was: an honest disagreement about whether John 

Mark should join them on their second missionary journey. 

They didn’t enlarge the crisis beyond its true dimensions so 

that they become confused. They faced it for what it was, 

but they didn’t make more of it than it deserved. They 

didn't become involved in a power struggle over the 

Barnabas and the Pauline factions. Who's right, Barnabas 

or Paul? Well, maybe they're both right and they're both 

wrong. The church decides to leave it and to get on with 

their job.

 It's not always bad for a church or a family to have 

an argument. That doesn't do the harm. What does the 

harm is when the argument gets out of focus, and when you 

become distracted and confused because a simple argument is 

made more significant than it really is. Then you can’t 

really see it for what it is, now it’s become inflated and out 

of perspective. When that happens in a marriage or a 

church or in an office, then the harm takes place. We need 

to learn to keep minor things minor, let major things stay 

major, and know the difference between the two.

We can also learn from Paul. At the end Paul’s life, 

as he sat in a Roman prison, he wrote to Timothy and said, 

“Pick up Mark and bring him with you, for he is useful to me 

for service.” Barnabas’ faith in John Mark seemed to pay 

off. Perhaps as an old man, beaten and weathered by life’s 

storms, Paul had mellowed. And he demonstrates a 
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“After some days Paul said to Barnabas, ‘Let us 

return and visit the brethren in every city in which 

we proclaimed the word of the Lord, and see how 

they are.’ Barnabas wanted to take John, called 

Mark, along with them also. But Paul kept 

insisting that they should not take him along who 

had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not gone 

with them to the work. And there occurred such a 

sharp disagreement that they separated from one 

another, and Barnabas took Mark with him and 

sailed away to Cyprus. But Paul chose Silas and 

left, being committed by the brethren to the grace of 

the Lord. And he was traveling through Syria and 

Cilicia, strengthening the churches” (Acts 

15:36–41).

Have you ever noticed that after a great victory 

we’re most susceptible to defeat? Coaches know this. CEO’s 

know this. There seems to be no time when we’re more 

vulnerable than when we’re riding high from success. 

Perhaps that’s because the process of winning or becoming 

successful has taken so much out of us. We’re tired and we 

need a rest. Or perhaps it’s because with victory we have a 

tendency to let our guard down; the enemy sees the opening 

and exploits it. 

I wonder if this was the case with Paul and 

Barnabas as we come to the end of Acts 15. These two 

pioneers have just enjoyed several victories. They’d just 

returned from the first missionary journey. They’d set out 

from Antioch with bold plans to share the gospel with 

people who had never heard it. They journeyed through 

Cyprus and Asia Minor. They witnessed many people 

coming to Christ and planted fledgling churches in places 

like Iconium, Lystra and Derbe. God opened many doors and 

it was a great success!

But that’s not all. Paul and Barnabas had just 

successfully worked through a major theological crisis at 

the council at Jerusalem. There were some in Jerusalem who 

felt that circumcision was a requirement for salvation. It 

wasn’t enough to just put your faith in Christ; you had to 

keep Jewish laws as well. That was a threat to everything 

Paul and Barnabas stood for. So the two of them traveled 

up to Jerusalem to hash it out with the apostles. They told 

stories of how God invaded in the lives of Gentiles; how 

they too were clearly enjoying the fruits of salvation apart 

from keeping Jewish law. And the apostles bought it. This 

was another great victory!     

No wonder Paul and Barnabas return to Antioch 

with bold plans for the future. Paul says to Barnabas, 

“Hey, I wonder how all of our new friends are doing in 

Cyprus and Asia Minor? I wonder if they’re still walking 

with the Lord? I wonder what kind of challenges they’re 

facing. Let’s go back and see how they are.” Sounds like a 

good plan. 

But then something happens which threatens 

everything. Paul and Barnabas have an issue they can’t 

seem to work out. There’s something they don’t see eye to 

eye on. Luke calls it a “sharp disagreement.” That’s Greek 

for “a big fight.” All of a sudden, the afterglow of two great 

victories is overshadowed by a very personal disagreement. 

Have you ever thought, “The church would be such a 

wonderful place if it weren’t for all these people? I love 

the music. I love the messages. But the people are so 

annoying; so hard to get along with.”

I. Paul and Barnabas disagree over John Mark.

The issue centered around John Mark. John Mark 

was the son of a woman named Mary. She was a prominent 

member of the church at Jerusalem. She had a home there 

where the early church often met. She may have been a 

woman of some means since she had at least one servant girl 

and a house large enough to host a lot of people. John Mark 

was probably a young man during the time of our Lord’s life. 

He was close buddies with Peter. Together they later 

teamed up to write the Gospel of Mark. One other thing we 

learn from the book of Colossians is that John Mark was 

Barnabas’ cousin. So when Paul and Barnabas left for the 

first missionary journey they brought John Mark along with 

them as a helper. But he only stayed with them for a small 

part of the trip. When they got to Pamphylia John Mark 

left them and went home. Nobody really knows why. But 

that was a long time ago and now cousin Barnabas wants to 

give John Mark another chance.

But Paul isn’t buying it. I can imagine what Paul 

might say: “You’ve got to be kidding, Barnabas. This guy 

deserted us the first time around. How can we trust him 

willingness to humble himself and change his mind. Maybe 

through all of this and with the passing of time John Mark 

had learned a few things as well.

Just after I graduated from college, I was hired as an 

assistant varsity football coach at a local high school. 

About midway through the year I made a serious mistake in 

handling a disciplinary issue with one of the players. The 

fact is, although I wouldn’t admit then, I was in over my 

head. The head coach, who was a seasoned veteran of 

coaching, was really upset at me. I didn’t lose my job, but I 

did lose his trust. When the seasoned ended, so did my 

coaching career. Thirty years past and from time to time my 

mind would go back to all of that and I just felt so stupid. 

And then a couple of years ago I ran into that same coach at 

a local YMCA. We got caught up and somehow the subject of 

that ill-fated football season came up, and I just said to 

him, “You know, I see now that I didn’t handle that 

situation very well.” I told him how sorry I was. And he 

was just so kind and said, “Don’t even think about it. That 

was a long time ago and we all made mistakes.” I don’t 

know, maybe if he was still coaching, he would have 

offered me a job!

 There does seem to be something about time and age 

and experience that changes our perspective. Sometimes we 

can’t resolve an issue NOW, but we don’t have to make more 

of it than it is; we can still get on with the work to be done, 

and we can stay open to the possibility of change and 

healing in the future.

V. This story tells us something about the Gospel. 

The fourth gift from Barnabas and Paul's contention 

is that it tells us something about the gospel. It tells us 

people will become Christians because of Christ and the 

gospel, not because of the church. Up to this point in the 

Book of Acts, we may have said we wanted to become 

Christians because of the church, or because of what great 

guys Paul and Barnabas are. But now, after ch. 15, we can’t 

say that anymore. If anybody is going to become a Christian 

through the rest of Acts, it won't be because of Paul. He's 

tarnished. He’s a hardhead. It won't be because of John 

Mark. He’s a quitter. It won't be because of Barnabas. He’s a 

softy and he’s into nepotism. It will be because of Jesus 

Christ and the gospel. You're going to have to become a 

Christian in spite of the church from now on in the Book of 

Acts. And that’s a gift, because now, in spite of the weakness 

of Christians, we will find the gospel of God’s grace to be 

very good news.

There is an old saying that I have heard Christians 

say from time to time. It goes like this: “Your life may be 

the only Bible some people ever read.” It sounds good. 

Usually we mean that if we don’t get our act together then 

no one will ever want to become a Christian. There may be 

some truth in that. But I think we need to be careful. Acts 15 

reminds us that people then and now in the church are 

human and frail and selfish and sinful. If people are going 

to be drawn to the gospel of Jesus Christ, it will not be 

because our lives are unblemished, but because of the gospel. 

As a matter of fact, if our lives do anything they serve to 

show the NEED for the forgiveness and grace that the 

gospel offers.

CONCLUSION

So let this story be a reminder to you that the 

church is human. We as an institution, we as individual 

members, we as church leaders are weak and frail and sinful 

and tarnished. We hope that this isn’t all we are. We hope 

there will also be signs of new life, of goodness and justice 

and love and mercy here. But if you put your faith in us or in 

this church, we will eventually disappoint you. A much 

better way is to put your faith in the person and work of 

Jesus and join us as a company of sinners who are being 

transformed, ever so slowly, into his image.     
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