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“Providential Conflict”   Text – Acts 15:36-41    OT Reading – Psalm 104    NT Readings – Various about John Mark

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
One of the most popular types of book that people read is biography.  
And biography, boys and girls, is a record of someone’s life.  
If you read the story of a missionary’s life and travels or about some famous person’s life, you have read biography.

And if the person writes about themselves, we call that autobiography – self-biography.  
If someone else writes about them, we call that biography. 

And the Book of Acts is, in a sense, biography.  It records at least a part of the life of two main persons, Peter and Paul.

Well, the more biographies you read the more likely you are to come across a certain type of biography called hagiography.

And hagiography means holy writing or saint writing.
It describes a certain type of biography that writes about someone as though they were a perfect saint who did only good and no wrong.

Sometimes, as boys and girls, when we write a report for school about Dad we might do this type of thing – My dad is the strongest man in the world and he can do anything.  And he is so clever and he can fix anything that is broken.  And he can play every sport and he is the best in the world.  And he can play the piano and the guitar.  And he can build tree-huts and …
But the truth is, even though dads like to keep reports like these in their bedside cabinets (I have five () while we Dads might be very capable, we know there is a lot of exaggeration in a report like this.  And while we might be very strong and able, we are very aware that we also have considerable faults and weaknesses and inabilities. 

Ultimately then, biography that falls into the category of hagiography can be really unhelpful because it leaves us feeling so inadequate and imperfect.

Well, the passage before us today reveals that while Acts might be biography it is not hagiography.  
Yes, Paul and Barnabas were wonderful servants of God who did incredible things in His service.  They were used powerfully to spread the gospel of Jesus across the world.  But they were ordinary humans; Spirit-filled, yes, but sinners, nevertheless.  
Part of what we see in these verses is a demonstration of the truth that every Christian walks with a limp.  Even P&B didn’t always get it right.
Doctor Luke, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, wants us to see these servants of Christ, warts and all.
And he does so for our encouragement and our education.  
He does so knowing that is not the first time and it will not be the last time that Christians differ.
But we need to see that Christ is not absent in such times but very present.

We need to see that God is a God of gracious providence.

So, we shall simply consider each of the verses of this short section and how they reveal these things.
Firstly then, in v36, we see Paul’s Proposal.

1. The Jerusalem council has been recently completed.  Since then, P&B have spent some time back in Antioch teaching and preaching.
a. Now, when we looked at the events leading up to the council, we looked at the timing of the events recorded in Acts 15 alongside Galatians 2.  And we noted from Galatians 2 that even Barnabas had been affected by those who taught that the Gentiles must be circumcised in order to be saved.  Paul says, “In their hypocrisy, even Barnabas was led astray.”  
i. And at the time, I suggested to you that my best guess was that those events happened before the Jerusalem council.  But a good case can also be made for that happening around the time described here in Acts 15:35.  
A. But whatever the case maybe, either right now or in the recent past, Paul and Barnabas have been on opposing sides of a fairly major issue.  
B. So that too is part of the human background to what happens here in vv37-39. 
b. But as v36 opens, we see that P&B have been in Antioch for some time teaching and preaching the word of God.  And Paul approaches Barnabas, the man who accompanied him on that first missionary journey, remembering that at that time it was Barnabas and Paul, not Paul and Barnabas, with a proposal.  He says, “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.”
i. And congregation, what we see here is Paul expressing his deep love for the church of Jesus Christ.  
A. It is probably sometime between 6 months and two years since P&B returned from that first trip.  
B. We sense something of Paul’s fondness for the people of these churches in his words here.  
C. We see it also in the way he addresses the letters that he writes to the churches that we have in the NT.  
1) He always begins with a greeting of grace and peace to them.  
2) He assures them of his love for them and that he prays, regularly, for them.  
3) He often speaks of his longing to see them again.  
D. Paul loved the church of Jesus Christ as it existed in local congregations.  
1) Paul understood that Jesus Christ is the head and the church is His body; that Jesus Christ is the groom and the church His bride.  
2) Paul understood the love that Jesus Christ has for the church.  
a) When we looked at the pictures of the church in Ephesians, I described it in this way: Jesus Christ feels Himself to be incomplete as He eagerly awaits the day when He shall be fully joined to His bride.  
b)  Jesus Christ knows, intimately, every single person for whom He has died.  But He has not only died so that their sins might be forgiven, He has died so that they might become part of His body; His bride; the church.  Sinners are saved into the church.  
i) Paul knew this.  Paul preached this.  
ii) Paul did not see one Christian here and another Christian there, each going about the Christian life.  No, Paul saw the church – the body of Christ.  
iii) And Paul loved the church.  
ii. And so, knowing that He has a special calling as the Apostle to the Gentiles, Paul is eager to visit the saints again in order to see how they are doing, and obviously, to assist them in any way that he can.
iii. And we might very well ask ourselves if we too have this love for the church?  
A. Do we love these people here because Jesus Christ has died for them and joined us with them?  
B. Do we love our sister congregations and beyond that, the body of Christ across the world?  
1) Is that reflected in the specific things that we pray for?  
2) Is that reflected in acts of service and giving?  
3) Can your love for the church be seen and heard as it was with Paul?
Well, Barnabas clearly shared Paul’s love for the church of Jesus Christ.  His affirmative response is immediate but comes also with a suggestion, which we see in v37, “Barnabas wanted to take John, also called Mark, with them.”
1. Now, we have looked at the verses that speak about Mark or John Mark as he was known.  What we can say for sure, because the Bible says it, is that he was the cousin of Barnabas, that he accompanied P&B on their first missionary journey but left them before it was finished, which Paul describes as a desertion, and that later on, he once again became a close associate of Paul’s and one of his co-workers.  
a. Luke says very little about the details of this disagreement.  
i. Luke clearly loved each of these men very much and while he saw it as necessary to record this event, he had no desire to go into all of the gory details about motivations and accusations.  
ii. Thus, we too need to avoid speculating beyond what we can be certain of. 
2. So, before we look at Paul’s response to Barnabas’ suggestion, let’s just note one thing about Barnabas’ suggestion.  It is not the main point here, but it is worth briefly noting.  And it is this: John Mark was Barnabas’ cousin.  These two are family.  
a. Now, while that doesn’t automatically suggest that Barnabas was wrong to suggest this in relation to Mark, the history of the church is full of stories that remind us just how easily family allegiances can colour our opinions and impede, which means hinder, work in the church.  
i. Most of you will have heard that saying, “Blood is thicker than water.”  We use it today when we make the choice to go to a family wedding rather than on a road trip with some friends.  Family comes first is what we mean by it.  And family obligations are important.  
ii. The original meaning of that saying however, is somewhat the reverse of how it is used today.  It meant this, “The blood of the covenant is thicker than the water of the womb” or, “My relationship with those to whom I am joined in covenant is to be considered of more value than the relationship with a brother with whom I may have shared the womb.”
iii. Now, I am not suggesting that Barnabas let his family relationship with Mark colour his opinion of Mark.  But it is possible.  It does happen.  
A. Often times, when there is division in church of one sort or another, you find that whole families fall on one side or the other as family allegiances win the day.  
B. However, each of us does well to remember then that while our relationship with each other as brothers and sisters in Christ will continue in heaven there will no longer be any need for those family relationships we have now.  
C. And the implications of this are that the relationship of husband and wife or parent and child or between siblings or cousins or nephews and nieces should really be secondary, in importance, to our relationship as brothers and sisters in Christ.  
D. The most special link that we have with others, even family members, is life in Jesus Christ – being a sharer of eternal life, together – being sons and daughters of our Father in heaven through Christ our Lord.
1) One commentator recalled an office-bearer in his church warning him about one of the office-bearer’s own sons.  So deep was his love for the church, he was willing to speak plainly about his own son’s character failings.  But sadly, such overriding of family loyalties is rare.  
2) Our first allegiance, however, should always be to Jesus Christ and toward His people.
Well, thirdly then, we see Paul’s objection in v38, “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.”
1. Rightly or wrongly, Barnabas believes that Mark should come along.  And to say any more about Barnabas’s reasons for suggesting this is really just guesswork because Luke does not give any more explanation of reason or motivations.    
2. Paul, however, disagrees.  And Luke does give us a little explanation as to why Paul disagreed.  He says in v38, “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.”  
a. Paul believed that Mark had failed in ministry and that it was either not right or too soon to put him back to that work.  
b. Now, as we saw earlier, it is clear that later on Paul did very much value Mark’s person and work.  After whatever period of time passed, Mark did work alongside Paul again in a very God-glorifying and useful way.  
i. But at this moment, Paul thinks it unwise to restore Mark to the work of ministry.
And so, as we see in v39, “They had such a sharp disagreement that they parted company.”

1. And the Greek word translated as “sharp disagreement” comes into English as ‘paroxysm.’  It means ‘A sudden attack or a violent expression of a particular emotion or activity.”  
a. If we talk about someone descending into a paroxysm of laughter, for instance, we do not mean that they quietly giggled.  We mean that very suddenly they burst out in a loud and almost uncontrollable fit of laughter!  
2. I am sure that it is with a sense of deep regret then Luke records the truth of this moment in the life of P&B.  Because of differing views on whether or not to take Mark along, there was a sudden and intense and heated disagreement between them, so much so, that they parted company; Barnabas went his way and Paul went his.  
a. Now, let’s deal with the speculation side of things first.  
i. Barnabas is described in Scripture as an encourager.  Luke consistently speaks of him in glowing terms.  And so, we can find ourselves naturally defending Barnabas.  Surely Barnabas was a kind man that just wanted to give Mark a second chance?  And maybe Paul was still a little put out that Barnabas had fallen for the circumcision view.  So, it is probably prickly old Paul just being stubborn here, isn’t it?  
ii. But on the other hand, we could say that Paul is the author of most of the NT!  He wrote the inerrant Word of God!  And Mark was Barnabas’s cousin, so maybe this is a case of family links influencing proper character judgment by Barnabas, isn’t it?
iii. But congregation, we are not told any of this.  Luke does not offer detailed explanations or judgments.  What we do see, instead, is that the even best of men are men at best.  
A. Both P&B were sinners.  
1) As one commentator puts it, “Even Christians of the caliber of Paul and Barnabas are capable of sharp disagreements in which neither is willing to concede to the opinion of the other but would rather separate and take a different course.”
b. Now, this is not to say that it is OK for Christians to have sharp disagreements and to go their own way.  Sadly, this happens all too often and all too easily in the church today.  
i. We are repeatedly called to live together in unity.  
A. Jesus is held before us the example par-excellence of meekness and humility and being prepared to suffer even injustice.  
1) And praise God that He did, for in that is our salvation!  
B. But we are also given step by step explanations of how to resolve issues that arise between brothers and sisters in Christ.  
1) There is the approach of Matthew 5:23-24, which calls us to leave our gift at the altar if we realize there is an outstanding matter between us and someone else in order to be reconciled before we worship.  
2) There is the approach of Matthew 18:15-19 which explains how we go to a brother who has sinned against us seeking to win him over.  
3) There is the Ephesians 4:26 instruction to not let the sun go down on our anger.  
4) We read earlier from Hebrews 12:14 where it says, “Make every effort to live in peace with all men.”

a) And verses like these call believers to pursue reconciliation.
c. What these verse make plain, however, is that even among Christians, conflict is inevitable.  
i. Sometimes it will be because of outright sin, but at other times it will be, as it was here with P&B, not about something that is clearly right or wrong.  
A. It could be differences of values, goals, gifts, calling, priorities, expectations, interests, or opinions.  
B. It could be those misunderstandings that arise from poor communication, or competition over limited resources like time or money.  
C. Indeed, how often have you found yourself alongside a brother or sister whose personality just rubs you up the wrong way?  
1) But remember though, it takes two different personalities for there to be rubbing!  And while we think it is his or her personality that is the problem, that’s not what he or she will be thinking, is it!
ii. Ken Sande has a book called The Peacemaker.  In it, he addresses the whole matter of conflict between brothers and sisters.  He says this, “Since God has created us as unique individuals, human beings will often have different opinions, convictions, desires, perspectives, and priorities.  Many of these differences are not inherently right or wrong; they are simply the result of God-given diversity and personal preferences.  When handled properly, disagreements in these areas can stimulate productive dialogue, encourage creativity, promote helpful change, and generally make life more interesting.  Therefore, although we should seek unity in our relationships, we should not demand uniformity.  Instead of avoiding all conflicts or demanding that others always agree with us, we should rejoice in the diversity of God’s creation and learn to accept and work with people who simply see things differently than we do.”
iii. Conflict gives us an opportunity to glorify God, to serve others, and to grow more like Christ.  And it does so in these ways: 
A. In terms of glorifying God, conflict gives us the opportunity to demonstrate that we trust God as we choose to rely on His grace and timing and seek to apply the principles of His Word.  
1) We glorify God in conflict also as we obey His word and seek reconciliation His way.  
2) We glorify God as we imitate the meekness, humility, and willingness to suffer of our Saviour, Jesus.  
a) In Luke 6, Jesus said, “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you.  If someone strikes you on one cheek, turn to him the other also. If someone takes your cloak, do not stop him from taking your tunic.  Give to everyone who asks you, and if anyone takes what belongs to you, do not demand it back.  Do to others as you would have them do to you … love your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything back.  Then your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, because he is kind to the ungrateful and wicked.”  
B. And secondly, in terms of serving others, conflict gives us the opportunity to help our opponent find better solutions than they might have done alone.  
1) We may also carry their burdens by providing for their spiritual, emotional, or material needs.  
a) Perhaps the disagreement between the two of you is more about some unresolved problem in your opponent’s life that you can help with.  
2) We may serve others by helping them see where they are wrong or by encouraging them to put their trust in Christ.  
3) We serve others who are watching how we handle this situation and who will learn from our example.  
C. But thirdly, the chief opportunity that conflict affords is to grow to be more like Christ.  
1) We all love Romans 8:28, which talks about knowing that God works all things “for the good  of those who love Him.”  
a) Remember though, that “all things” means all things, including conflict!  
b) But Romans 8 also continues with God’s purpose in working good, “For those God foreknew He also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of His Son.”  
i) God’s purpose, also in conflict, is that you grow to be more like His Son, Jesus.  
A) And this happens when sinful attitudes and habits are revealed that can be replaced with Christ-like attitudes and habits, like patience, self-control, gentleness, forgiveness and love.
iv. But all of these things come only as we meditate on and look to and learn from the One who died on the cross for our sins while we were God-haters.  Only He can help us see the opportunities that conflict provides us to love God and neighbour, looking to Jesus.
3. Well, as we draw to a close, there is one more thing in these verse that we do well to note.  Paul and Barnabas should not have parted under these circumstances.  Whether it was pride, stubbornness, family loyalty, holding on to past hurts, blinding anger, or an unwillingness to be the one who gave in, whatever the sins were, they were sin, and sin drove P&B apart.
a. But look at the end result in v39-41, Barnabas and Mark went to Cyprus and Paul and Silas went to Syria and Cilicia.  Before their disagreement there was one missionary team, after it there were two!  
i. A couple of weeks ago we looked at the matter of God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility.  And we noted the example of Joseph and his brothers in this connection.  Joseph’s brothers made a sinful choice to sell Joseph into slavery.  The responsibility of that sin is theirs and theirs alone.  But Joseph was later able to say, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.”
ii. And that, brothers and sisters and young people and boys and girls gives us the best perspective on this last part of Acts 15.  
A. P&B have acted sinfully in this disagreement and separation.  And the responsibility for that sin is theirs and theirs alone.  
B. But the Holy Spirit wants us to see how God even makes use of conflict for the saving good of His people!  
b. What we have before us then is a good lesson about the Christ-like way that we should deal with conflict.  But above and beyond that, we see here a testimony of God’s sovereign and kind providence.  So be encouraged!  
i. The power of your God, in and through Christ Jesus, can rule and overrule even your feeble failings.  All glory be to God.  Amen.

