
Evangelism 102: Lessons in Acts #8

“Even the Best of Friends”

Acts 15:36-41

Abbot & Costello. Laurel & Hardy. Rogers & Hammerstein. Hard to imagine one without the other, right? Like macaroni and cheese or peanut butter and jelly, the pairs roll off the tongue without effort. We’ve grown so accustomed to saying them together, it sounds strange to hear one by itself.

The same could be said about the powerhouse ministry team of Paul and Barnabas in the early church. This pair is almost without rival in Scripture. They worked alongside each other for years. Paul, the godly apostle of grace, and Barnabas, the godly servant of compassion. Two more dedicated men could not be found in the first century. Both were effective, both spiritually minded. Neither was selfish or immature.
 And yet when they could not see eye to eye, it caused such a rift in their relationship, the two permanently separated. As far as we know their paths never crossed again.

The event in question is recorded at the end of Acts chapter fifteen. It took place on the heels of the Jerusalem Council, which was certainly a win for Paul and Barnabas. We read in Acts 15:30-35,

The men were sent off and went down to Antioch, where they gathered the church together and delivered the letter. The people read it and were glad for its encouraging message. Judas and Silas, who themselves were prophets, said much to encourage and strengthen the brothers. After spending some time there, they were sent off by the brothers with the blessing of peace to return to those who had sent them. [Some manuscripts add [34] “but Silas decided to remain there.”] But Paul and Barnabas remained in Antioch, where they and many others taught and preached the word of the Lord. 
Everything seemed to be going just fine. Until….

The Cooperative Suggestion

The incident begins innocently enough with the cooperative suggestion in verse 36, “Some time later Paul said to Barnabas, ‘Let us go back and visit the brothers in all the towns where we preached the word of the Lord and see how they are doing.’”
It is probable that Barnabas and Paul spent the winter months in Antioch, teaching and preaching in the church. With the coming of spring, with the consequent opening up of travel routes by land and sea, Paul suggested they return to the churches they planted in their first missionary journey.

Armed with the letter from the Jerusalem Council, and probably concerned about these young Christians being swayed by the Judaizers into legalism (as evidenced by the passionately written letter to the Galatians), Paul wanted to return to where they had been and make sure these churches were continuing on the right path.

I’m sure it would have been easier and more comfortable for the missionaries to stay home where their ministry was growing. After all, their first encounters with these cities in Galatia were far from welcoming! Yet, as Warren Wiersbe writes, “For the Apostle Paul, the church at Antioch was not a parking lot: it was a launching pad. He could never settle down to a “comfortable ministry” anywhere as long as there were open doors for the preaching of the Gospel.”
 And so Paul proposes a second journey—not to pioneer lands that had yet to hear, but to fields already sown, insuring future growth.

The Contentious Separation

What comes out of this is the contentious separation. Barnabas did not disagree with Paul’s suggestion; the problem arose with the makeup of the team. Verses 37-39 read, “Barnabas wanted to take John, also called Mark, with them, but Paul did not think it wise to take him, because he had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not continued with them in the work. They had such a sharp disagreement that they parted company.”
I like how The Message renders these verses: “Barnabas wanted to take John along, the John nicknamed Mark. But Paul wouldn’t have him; he wasn’t about to take along a quitter who, as soon as the going got tough, had jumped ship on them in Pamphylia. Tempers flared, and they ended up going their separate ways…” 

In other words, these two got into quite a fight!

The paragraph begins, “Barnabas wanted to take John…” but that doesn’t really capture the force of the original language. It is better stated, “Barnabas was determined to take with them John called Mark.” The Greek for “determined” is from boúlomai, meaning, “to be minded with strong purpose.” This is the same root in Acts 2 for the immutable, irrevocable purpose of God. Barnabas was inflexible in his position.

Remember that John Mark had accompanied Paul and Barnabas on their first missionary journey. He was described as their “helper” in Acts 13:5. Who was this young man? He was given a Roman name (Mark, Marcus) and a Jewish name (John, Jonah). Acts 12:12 tells us that Mark’s home was in Jerusalem and, as his father is not mentioned, it is possible that at the time he was living in comfortable surroundings in a large house with his mother, Mary, and his cousin, Barnabas, who was also a man of means. It is believed that his family, perhaps upon his father’s death, had moved to Jerusalem from Cyrenaica, a Roman colony in North Africa. This would perhaps imply that Mark had a Roman father and certainly a Jewish mother. At the first mention of John Mark in Acts, he, as well as his mother Mary, are already believers. He may have been led to Christ by Peter who referred to him as his spiritual “son” in 1 Peter 5:13.

So what’s the problem? We read in Acts 13:13, “From Paphos, Paul and his companions sailed to Perga in Pamphylia, where John left them to return to Jerusalem.” Here’s the rub: John Mark deserted Paul and Barnabas when the going got tough. Some think he left because of the difficulties of the journey, particularly if Paul became very ill in Perga; others think he had doctrinal differences with Paul and did not like how Paul took the lead of the group from Barnabas. We’ll never know; to Paul it probably didn’t matter. In the apostle’s eyes, John Mark had a chance and blew it. End of story.

That Barnabas would champion John Mark is certainly no surprise. He and Mark were cousins according to Colossians 4:10, and the family ties would be strong. But even more, Barnabas was the kind of man who eagerly tried to help others, which is why the early church named him “son of encouragement.” He was ready to give John Mark an opportunity to prove himself. Barnabas “kept on insisting” (according to Greek scholar Kenneth Wuest) that they take Mark along. But Paul was just as adamant that they not take Mark! The ministry was too important, and the work too demanding, to enlist someone who might prove unreliable.

Leslie Flynn, in his book with the title Great Church Fights (don’t you love that?) imagines how the conversation might have sounded:

Paul: Mark? We can’t take him. He failed us last time. 

Barnabas: But that was last time. 

Paul: He’s likely to fail us again. He’s a deserter. 

Barnabas: He’s had time to think it over. We’ve got to give him another chance. He’s got the makings of a missionary. 

Paul: Tell me, Barnabas, isn’t it because he’s your cousin that you want to take him again?

Barnabas: That’s not fair. You know I’ve tried to help many people who aren’t my relatives. I’m convinced this lad needs understanding encouragement.

Paul: We need someone who can stand up to persecution, an angry mob, beatings, perhaps jail. Our team has to be close-knit, thoroughly reliable. How can we trust a lad who failed like Mark? No, Barnabas. Recall the words of the Master: “No man who puts his hand to the plow, and looks back, is fit for the kingdom of God.”

Barnabas: I’ve talked with him about his failure. I’m sure he won’t defect again. To refuse him might do spiritual damage at the moment of his repentance. It’d be like breaking a bruised reed, like quenching smoking flax.

Paul and Barnabas considered the same question: Should a man who abandoned the mission at the first sign of trouble get a second chance? Unfortunately, they came to mutually exclusive answers on the issue. Whereas Paul said the stakes were too high to gamble on a former deserter, Barnabas believed in giving John Mark a second chance.

Each had a strong argument. Paul thought the ministry to eternal souls would be jeopardized by softness to Mark. Barnabas deemed that the man, a potential disciple, would be endangered by severity. How often the same type of conflict surfaces in church life: the ministry versus the man, the work versus the worker, the principle versus the person.
 It is fair to say that Paul was led by his head, Barnabas by his heart.

In Acts 15:37-38, the phrases “wanted to take” and “kept insisting” both use imperfect tense verbs, which indicates ongoing or repetitive action. Barnabas wanted to take John Mark and wouldn’t let the issue go. Paul felt equally determined and refused to relent. Neither man would back down, which caused the argument to escalate to the point of “sharp disagreement” (paroxysmos). We derive our English word “paroxysm” from this Greek term. Classical Greek medical writers use the word to describe a sudden, violent spasm, such as a body-racking cough or an epileptic seizure. The air grew thick with passion as each man convulsed with fiery emotion in response to the other. Both were right. Each could support his position with Bible verses. Neither behaved like the pillars of the church they had become. They had reached a complete impasse.

These were good men. Godly men. But it is essential to remember they weren’t perfect men. It must have hit Paul across the chin to think Barnabas would include a proven defector. And Barnabas must have been deeply disappointed that Paul (of all people!) didn’t have enough grace to forgive John and allow him to travel with them. (How ironic! Several years earlier Barnabas had believed in Paul and represented him before the apostles in Jerusalem. Now we see Barnabas confronting Paul on behalf of John Mark.
) Dr. Bob Cook’s words are especially fitting here: “God reserves the right to use people who disagree with me.” We’re wise when we realize that there are others whom, though they don’t embrace our convictions, God still chooses to use.

Who was right? It really doesn’t make much difference. Perhaps both men were right on some things and wrong on other things.
 But if I had to make a choice, I would have to go with Barnabas—for he wanted to give John Mark another chance. If he had not, who knows what may have happened to this young man. John Mark may have become so discouraged that he may never have again attempted anything for God. But he did. In fact, the Holy Spirit chose him, along with Matthew, Luke, and John, to write one of the Gospels—the Gospel of Mark.
 Yes, I think Barnabas had it right here, wanting to encourage a young man who had failed miserably but was willing to try again. Aren’t you glad we serve a God of second chances?

Years later even Paul would have to admit in 2 Timothy 4:11, “Get Mark and bring him with you, because he is helpful to me in my ministry.” I believe that early in his ministry, Paul was passionate and impatient, as seen in the tone of the book of Galatians. In time he mellowed and matured, but at this point he was zealous…maybe too much.

The Continued Spread

Thankfully, though, this text ends on a positive note. We read of the continued spread of the Gospel in verses 39-41: “Barnabas took Mark and sailed for Cyprus, but Paul chose Silas and left, commended by the brothers to the grace of the Lord. He went through Syria and Cilicia, strengthening the churches.” Despite the contention, good came from it: the net result was two missionary expeditions instead of one.

In the end, the two men formed independent teams and headed off in different directions. Barnabas took John Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus. Either Barnabas departed for home, taking Mark with him, or he intended to follow the same itinerary as the first missionary journey (which would be consistent with the plans made before the split).
 

The New Testament does not follow Barnabas any longer. He went to Cyprus and we know from tradition that he had a great ministry there, and from Cyprus a great ministry was carried on in North Africa (perhaps by Mark).
 According to history, Barnabas was killed in his hometown of Salamis during his second mission to the island and was buried secretly outside the town by his kinsman and companion, Mark. Years later his relics, with a copy of Matthew’s Gospel in Barnabas’ handwriting, were discovered by the Archbishop of Cyprus.
 Barnabas’ death is dated ad 58,
 but not before Paul wrote of Barnabas in positive, present-tense terms in 1 Corinthians 9:6, suggesting that he continued to conduct a ministry well known enough for Paul to use him as an illustration with the Corinthian church.
 I would like to think that, while they did not work together again, these two eventually mended their fences and got along.

Paul chose Silas, whom he knew from the Jerusalem Council. Silas was one of the “leading men among the brethren” in Jerusalem according to Acts 15:22, a Hellenistic Jew before his conversion, and a Roman citizen like Paul. 

Paul wanted to follow up with the churches in Derbe, Lystra, Iconium, and Pisidian Antioch, especially after their scrape with the circumcision controversy. To get there, he traveled north through Syria and Cilicia to Tarsus, stopping to strengthen churches along the way.
 What churches were these? Perhaps congregations founded by Paul earlier, alluded to in Acts 9:30 and Galatians 1:21, 23. These apparently had some Gentile members, for they are specifically named at the head of the Jerusalem letter.
 This would become known as Paul’s second missionary journey, and he and Silas were to become inseparable partners reaching much of the Mediterranean world for Christ.

So what can we learn from this incident? I believe there are lessons to be drawn from this text. 

First of all, this proves that the characters of the Bible are not infallible. J. Vernon McGee comments, 

Well, I’m glad these two brethren had this little altercation because it teaches me that these men were human and that even the saints can disagree without being disagreeable. They didn’t break up anything. They did not split the church and form two different churches in Antioch. They just disagreed. It’s all right to disagree with some of the brethren.

That leads to a second point: From what we can tell, Paul and Barnabas did not part in anger but simply “agreed to disagree.”
 We all need to learn how to disagree without becoming disagreeable. In our culture where any disagreement is considered “hate speech,” this becomes even more important. When we disagree with a brother or sister, keep the discussion on the subject matter; don’t get personal and hurtful. There were no names called, no characters assassinated…just positions firmly held. There’s nothing wrong with a healthy discussion (as we saw in our last message) as long as we don’t get carried away emotionally and attack the other side personally.

Third, notice that God multiplied by dividing. Only He can do that. Check a map. Barnabas and Mark sail southwest, and Paul and Silas travel north on foot. Two teams, armed with the Gospel, pressed on. I find that extremely encouraging. Only God can take something that seemed so final, and transform it into a powerful force for good. That’s a lesson we all need to learn.
 But this example of God’s providence may not be used as an excuse for Christian quarrelling.

We can do so much damage to our evangelistic efforts when we as Christian brothers and sisters cannot get along. Jesus said in John 13:35, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” He didn’t say how often we went to church or how much of the Bible we had memorized, or even how much we love God. He said the world will know we are His when we love each other.

Years ago, during my freshman year of Bible college, Randy Stonehill recorded and released an album called Equator. One of the songs is entitled, “Even the Best of Friends,” and served as the inspiration for the title of this message. I’d like to close by reading the lyrics:

Even the best of friends give in sometimes to their darker side
Put up a wall of stubborn pride not willing to make amends
Even the best of friends betray your trust in a moment of anger
It’s so easy to point a finger and that’s how it all begins with even the best of friends
Even the best of friends don’t always see things eye to eye
Won’t always understand just why, but that’s when they should try to bend
Even the best of friends—they need to cling to their common ground
Before the hurt starts coming down and they can’t turn around again

Even the best of friends

Even the best of friends have to speak though the truth might sting
Though it’s hard it’s the loving thing, the only way wounds will mend
Even the best of friends—they have to learn to forgive each other
Take all the faults that true love covers and just let them go in the wind
Even the best of friends

Amen.
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