0903-01A


                        


CHURCH DISPUTES
(Acts 15:36-41)

TEXT:  
SUBJECT:  
F.C.F:  
PROPOSITION:  

INTRODUCTION:

A.  A Christian was stranded on a desert island, all alone for several years.  Then a passing ship noticed his signal fire and came to rescue him.  As he was collecting his few belongings, the rescuers saw that he had made three buildings.  “This was my house,” he said. pointing to one building, “and this is where I went to church,” he said, pointing to another.  


“So what is that third building?” the rescuers asked.  And the man replied, “Oh, that’s where I used to go to church.”  


Certainly one of the sad facts related to the history of the church in America is the large number of church splits and denominational fractures that have taken place.  According to David Barrett in the World Christian Encyclopedia, there are over 33,000 Christian denominations.  

B.  Last year at a Presbytery meeting we had a lengthy discussion about a conflict in one of our churches.  There was discord between the pastor and one of the ruling elders, and eventually the difficulty began to divide the congregation.  By the time of our meeting, the pastor had decided to resign.  Someone lamented the fact that this relationship could not be restored.  And someone else responded, “Haven’t you heard of what happened between Paul and Barnabas?” 


Indeed, what happened to Paul and Barnabas?  Calvin notes:  “Luke doth here set down that doleful disagreement which ought to make all the godly afraid….”  F.F. Bruce adds:  “The story of the disagreement between Paul and Barnabas is not one that makes pleasant reading, and the fact that he does not gloss over it may be taken as a token of Luke’s honesty….”  

 
C.  What seems to be at issue was Paul’s concern for the success of the mission as a whole on the one hand, and Barnabas’s concern for the individual believer on the other hand.  Mark had previously deserted them, and Paul apparently felt that they could not risk another failure.  Barnabas was apparently more concerned for Mark himself, for his growth and development as a Christian missionary.  I. Howard Marshall calls this “a classic example of the perpetual problem of whether to place the interests of the individual or the work as a whole first” and concludes, “there is no rule of thumb for dealing with it.”  

D. We should also note that in the book of Acts we often find mere description of what took place and not so much prescription of what should take place, and this is a good example of the distinction.  Luke merely notes that this took place, but does not necessarily lay this down as a rule for the later church to follow:  “when you cannot agree you must separate.”  Again, description does not necessarily imply prescription.  


First of all, our text tells us that 
I. WE MUST BE CONCERNED ABOUT THE BODY.


A.  We should remember the issue that gave rise to the controversy in the first place.  “36 And after some days Paul said to Barnabas, “Let us return and visit the brothers in every city where we proclaimed the word of the Lord, and see how they are.”

In Acts 13 and 14 we traced the steps of Paul and Barnabas as together they were called by the Holy Spirit and planted churches in Cyprus and Asia Minor.  After they had returned to Antioch, the controversy about the Gentiles and circumcision broke out resulting in the first General Assembly meeting in Jerusalem.  After this, Paul and Barnabas remained in Antioch to ensure that the controversy had been resolved.  But now Paul was greatly concerned about those young churches in Asia Minor and proposed to Barnabas that they check up on them.  John Calvin highlights the importance of such faithful care:  “Paul knew that amidst so great lightness and inconstancy of men, and as their nature is inclined to vice, if there be any thing well ordered among them, it doth seldom continue stable, and for any long time; and especially that churches do easily decay or grow out of kind, unless they be looked to continually.” 

B.  Calvin reminds us that there are few in whose lives the truth of God takes root deeply, and that even among those in whom it does there is often great turmoil, so that faith needs the continual strengthening of God’s Word.  Even more, Satan constantly assaults the church, seeking to tear it down or tear it apart.  So Paul was truly justified in his concern.  


And this led to the controversy about John Mark.  Barnabas proposed to take him along, perhaps to give him a second chance.  “37 Now Barnabas wanted to take with them John called Mark. 38 But Paul thought best not to take with them one who had withdrawn from them in Pamphylia and had not gone with them to the work.”

Paul’s concern, to which we should give heed, is that Mark has already proved himself unfit and unreliable.  In such important work as caring for these fledgling churches, they cannot take the risk of leaning on Mark once again, only to have him let them down once again.  Paul was placing the mission over the missionary.  The well-being of whole Body was more important than any individual believer like Mark.  


C.  Of course, Paul has a point.  Present-day missionary teams have been broken up and mission attempts have failed because of team members who could not endure the rigors of the missionary life.  Missionary teams are often sent out with minimal personnel, each one having assigned duties and responsibilities.  If one or more were to leave the work suddenly, the rest would be deprived of their help, and the greater work would suffer.  This was undoubtedly in Paul’s mind, and he reasoned that it was best not to risk giving Mark a second chance.  

And we are reminded that the Church is serious business, that there is a spiritual war taking place, and that it is only through vigilant and constant care that the church continues and grows.  Jesus gave his life for the church.  He has ordained that his people function as a body together, that each part is necessary to others.  God does not need you.  But we need you.  By his providence, God has brought you to this body, and we rely upon you to be all that he has called you and gifted you to be.  Paul is absolutely right:  We must be concerned about the Body as a whole.


But Barnabas also has a point:  

II. WE MUST BE CONCERNED ABOUT THE BELIEVER.  


A.  The Body of Christ is composed of individual members.  The health and growth of each member determines the overall vitality of the body.  Barnabas was thinking of the well-being of his cousin, John Mark.   Here was a young man who could be a valuable asset to the church.  He was a native of Judea.  He had been an eyewitness to many of the events of Jesus’ life and could give first-hand testimony to these events.  Mark’s mother had risked her reputation and her future:  her home served as a secret headquarters for the believer in Jerusalem during dark days of persecution.  What’s more, Barnabas recognized the need for the church of the future, to be training and grooming new leaders to take the reigns after the apostles had served their purpose.  Mark had great potential, and Barnabas wanted to give him another chance to develop it.  


B.  That’s the kind of person Barnabas was.  His real name was Joseph, but the apostles gave him the nickname which eventually stuck, “Barnabas” which means “son of encouragement” (Acts 4:36).  In fact, it was the same Barnabas who gave Paul the necessary welcome when he first came to Jerusalem after his conversion.  “26 And when he [Saul or Paul] had come to Jerusalem, he attempted to join the disciples. And they were all afraid of him, for they did not believe that he was a disciple. 27 But Barnabas took him and brought him to the apostles and declared to them how on the road he had seen the Lord, who spoke to him, and how at Damascus he had preached boldly in the name of Jesus. 28 So he went in and out among them at Jerusalem, preaching boldly in the name of the Lord.”  (Acts 9)       

It was the same Barnabas who came to the new church in Antioch, recognized the need for solid teachers and went to fetch Paul from Tarsus.  Barnabas cared about people.  He was willing to take the risk to see that God’s people have the chance to serve him to the best of their ability.  So, when Paul invited him to go and strengthen the churches, he proposed to take John Mark, to give him the opportunity to prove himself.  The church needed more experienced leaders, and Barnabas hoped that John Mark would become one through this on-the-job-training.  


Paul said, “We cannot afford to take him along.”  Barnabas said, “We cannot afford NOT to take him along.”  You can see why this led to conflict.  “39 And there arose a sharp disagreement, so that they separated from each other.” 

So who was right and who was wrong?  

C.  John Calvin laments the division and sees fault on both sides:


“The society of Paul and Barnabas was consecrated by the heavenly oracle. They had long time labored, being of one mind, under this yoke whereunto the Lord had tied them; they had, by many experiences, tried [felt] the excellent favor of God, yea, that wonderful success mentioned heretofore by Luke was a manifest blessing of God. Though they had been almost drowned so often in so many tempests of persecution, and were set upon so sore by infinite enemies, though domestical sedition were everywhere kindled against them, yet they were so far from being pulled in sunder, that their agreement was then most of all proved. But now, for a light matter, and which might easily have been ended, they break that holy bond of God’s calling…. 


“What great pride was it for Barnabas, who had no more honorable thing than to be Paul’s companion, that he might behave himself like a son towards his father, so stubbornly to refuse his counsel? [A]lso, some might think that Paul was not very courteous in that he did not forgive a faithful helper this fault.”  


But then Calvin draws the application:   “Therefore, we be admonished by this example, that unless the servants of Christ take great heed, there be many chinks through which Satan will creep in, to disturb that concord which is among them.”   

F.F. Bruce warns against our trying to sort out the issue and find fault:  “Especially in view of Luke’s restraint, it is idle for us to try to apportion the blame for the dispute.”  I wish I could put a happy face on all of this and easily resolve it.  But when it comes to the great importance of establishing and strengthening the Body of Christ, there are bound to be differences of opinion on the details, yet we must all agree that this is a matter of utmost importance.  Sometimes those differences cannot be resolved.  Perhaps Paul had this incident in mind when he wrote under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit in Romans 12:18:  “If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.”  

CONCLUSION  

We can draw some conclusions, however.  


1.  First, under the providence of the Holy Spirit, we note that TWO teams of missionaries went forth as a result.  “39  And there arose a sharp disagreement, so that they separated from each other. Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus, 40  but Paul chose Silas and departed, having been commended by the brothers to the grace of the Lord. 41  And he went through Syria and Cilicia, strengthening the churches.”

There is nothing said about Barnabas and Mark being “commended by the brothers.”  I’m not sure how much to make of that.  But Silas had already proved himself, and Paul selected him.  He had either returned from Jerusalem, or Paul sent for him.  

2.  We should also note that this concern was not personal or punitive with the Apostle Paul.  He bore no particular grudge against Mark.  He did not move to excommunicate him, merely to exclude him from this sensitive work.  In truth, Paul came to recognize and recommend Mark.  Over ten years later, Paul would write in Colossians 4:10:  “Aristarchus my fellow prisoner greets you, and Mark the cousin of Barnabas (concerning whom you have received instructions—if he comes to you, welcome him)….”   Later still, when Paul was languishing in a dank prison in Rome, a short time before his death, he would write these instructions to Timothy:  “Luke alone is with me. Get Mark and bring him with you, for he is very useful to me for ministry.” (2 Tim. 4:11)

3.  And we should also note that Mark’s personal story has a happy ending.  The Apostle Peter referred to him affectionately as “Mark, my son.” (1 Peter 5:12).  And to Mark God gave the privilege of becoming one of the four “evangelists,” the author of the Gospel that bears his name.  


God uses people who sometimes flinch and fail.  We must be willing to forgive and to give second chances.


4.  The larger application is that we must do everything we can to resolve our small run-ins and differences in the Body of Christ and be at peace with one another.


Is there somebody to whom you need to reconcile?  Next week we celebrate the Lord’s Supper.  We eat together in fellowship with the Lord and with each other.  In anticipation of the Lord’s Supper, it is especially important that we reconcile with one another.    

Romans 12:18:  “If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.”
(
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