Pre:
Last week you had a little vacation from Acts with Bill Jordan, and today we will enter back into the story. The section of Acts that we are now coming into is largely concerned with the missionary journeys of the Apostle Paul. While the book began with Peter as the lead person and the movement of the Spirit largely among Jewish Christians, we now see the handing of the baton largely to Paul and the mission to the Gentiles. 

Today we are going to look at two very brief but meaningful passages which give us a glimpse of the beginning of Paul’s first missionary journey and then the beginning of the second. 


It all starts in Antioch, where they were first called “Christians” and which is the launching pad for the mission to the Gentiles. 


(Read first passage)


What a way to start a mission! With the assurance that God is guiding, and that the whole church is in support. Barnabas and Saul (soon to be called Paul, which is a Gentile version of the name) set sail for Cyprus and eventually travel to Pamphylia and Pisidia, Iconium, Lystra, Derbe—back to Antioch. They then go to Jerusalem for an important meeting which we will talk about next week—and again back to Antioch. Along the way they encounter faith, curiosity, resistance, and misunderstanding. Many fledgling churches are established along the way.   A key to today’s message is that a young man by the name of John Mark begins this missionary journey with Paul and Barnabas, but he only makes it as far as Pamphylia. At that point John Mark leaves the missionary expedition and goes home to Jerusalem (read 2nd passage.) 

Working Together


I’m going to list several names and I want you to tell me what they have in common:

Sonny and Cher, Charles and Diana, Brad and Jen, The Everly Brothers, The Beatles, Paul and Barnabas. 


What do these names, these partnerships have in common? They all broke up. 


We have grown accustomed, I think, to watching the coming together and breaking up of Hollywood couples and musical groups. We have seen, and perhaps experienced ourselves, a breakup or two. It’s never easy, and often painful, but I think there is a particular kind of pain that we feel when a break up happens in the church, in ministry, as it did with Paul and Barnabas. 


And because of that we need to really thank Luke for not glossing over what happened with Barnabas and Paul, because he certainly could have painted them with a kinder brush. But because Luke has told this story, that forces us to take a look at the tough reality of conflict in the church. 

My observation is that most people don’t think that there should be conflict in the church. People in the church ought to be nice and kind and agreeable all the time.  This is church, after all. If I wanted conflict I could go home. Plenty of conflict there! Or to my job. I can turn on my TV and watch the politicians have at it. Don’t give me conflict in the church too. This is God’s house. 

Which brings me to my favorite vignette about conflict in the church. Two stalwart church members are having a big row, arguing over (well, I don’t know what they were arguing over, doesn’t matter!), when one of them gets all huffy and says, “Fine. You do it your way and I’ll do it God’s way.” 


Excuse me? This is God’s house. It’s not about me. 


But here’s the thing. God’s house is filled with people. People who come from different places and perspectives and even different beliefs about God. 

And wherever two or three are gathered together, there’s conflict.

Conflict isn’t always a big deal. Conflict simply means that you and I look at things differently. We have different likes and dislikes; we have different opinions and different political leanings. We have different talents and abilities. 


Sometimes conflict emerges because of misunderstanding: I didn’t get what you said, I’m sorry. 


Sometimes conflict comes from having different goals or different ideas of what ought to be done, or how to get things done.  Let’s do it this way—no, it should be done that way. 

Conflict is simply a part of life.  And it has been a part of the church from the very beginning. If you try to pretend it’s not there, it will come up and bite you. But if you are willing to live in the real world, you can learn to live with it and manage it. 


What better place to do that than in the church, God’s house, where we have this wonderful sense of purpose and this belief that we are all God’s children and part of the same body of Christ? 


So let’s take a look at this conflict that emerged between Paul and Barnabas and see what we can learn from it. 


God started it, of course, by putting these two together. Which is an interesting point. God seems to like variety. Just look around you. Look outside. Look at your own family and the differences there. 


In the book Men are Clams, Women are Crowbars, the author says that the differences between men and women challenge us to do three things:  1.  depend on God, 2. develop complementary relationships and 3. establish a deep intimacy with someone who has numerous combinations of physical, emotional, and spiritual possibilities.   


Men are Clams, Women are Crowbars is a book about marriage, but there is a very similar principle in the body of Christ.  We are different people and those differences challenge us to work at developing loving relationships under God’s leadership, that are complementary and productive. 

Paul and Barnabas are very different people. Paul is somewhat of a firebrand, and Barnabas is a gentle nurturer. And you might remember, Barnabas, the son of encouragement, took the former church-hater Saul under his wing and helped him to become accepted by the church which was understandably terrified of Saul. And here in Antioch, Saul and Barnabas become a ministry team. What I want you to notice here is that they are not merely volunteers signing up for a job. These early Christians were a hard-praying bunch of people. They were fully invested in the work of the church. And they didn’t want to start any ministry without God’s backing. It was too dangerous. So they prayed, and in their prayers they got a strong sense of God’s leading that Barnabas and Saul were the ones to be launched on this missionary emphasis to the Gentiles. 


And off they went, with great power, and with them this young man named John Mark, who would be the undoing of their partnership. We don’t know the reasons or the motivations behind John Mark’s desertion. We only know that he left the missionary work shortly after it had begun. We are left to wonder whether he was homesick or felt inadequate or was afraid, or some other reason. But he left. 

Barnabas, always true to his name, wants to continue to encourage this young man. So when he and Paul begin to plan their second missionary journey, he wants to give John Mark a second chance. We need to forgive, to encourage, to nurture this promising young man, Barnabas says to Paul. Paul will have none of it. As far as he is concerned, Barnabas is going soft in the head. We don’t need any wimps on this journey. It’s not about forgiveness, it’s about dependability! And John Mark is not dependable! 


It’s interesting, isn’t it? You can kind of see both sides. There is truth in both perspectives. So what do you do? Both believe they are right. And both have a point. 

I read a story this week about two men who lived in a small village. They 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 had happened. When he finished, the sage responded, “You’re absolutely right.” The next night, the other man in the dispute went to the sage and told his side of the story. And the sage said to him, “You’re absolutely right.” The sage’s wife had overheard the whole thing. She said, “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.” 

Here’s something for you to take home and chew on: What if some of our disagreements exist, not to show who’s right, or who’s the hardest worker, or who’s the smartest bulb in the chandelier, or who’s the most astute—but to show us how important it is to love someone even though we disagree? 

What often happens is that instead of letting the differences be there, and learn from each other, we become competitive and argumentative. Church consultants have come up with something that they call a conflict intensity chart. If unresolved, conflict tends to move through five levels:

1. Problem to solve


2. Disagreement (personalities start to enter in)


3. Contest (dynamics of win/lose set in)


4. Fight/Flight (shifts from winning to getting rid of other persons)


5. Intractable (personality is now the real issue and the conflict is unmanageable) 

In the best conflict management scenarios, people try to keep the conflict open and honest, work at being assertive yet respectful of each other. And the goal is to keep the conflict down at the lowest level, so that the problem can genuinely be solved! 


What level do you think Paul and Barnabas were at? 


Luke says that the disagreement became so sharp that they parted company. The word “sharp” is the Greek word paroxysmos (paroxysm). In medical terms this word is used to describe a convulsion. In the context of our story it suggests loud shouting, red faces, highly charged emotions and words said that might have been better left unsaid. 
And these are two of the great saints of the church, Paul and Barnabas.

So, the son of encouragement takes John Mark and sails away to Cyprus. Paul chooses Silas and goes off to new missionary adventures. 

I suspect that this end note certainly sounds painfully familiar to many of you. It does to me. Because there have been some painful partings around here in recent months. Marriages ending, people leaving ministries or leaving the church because of disagreement. And every time this happens, there is a wound in the body of Christ. 

This is no way to end a story! Or a sermon. So let me remind you that while we are all thoroughly human and prone to making great mistakes, we are above all, Easter people. Resurrection is the primary theme of our life as Christians. And God is still in charge. No matter what. 

God can make good lemonade out of any old lemon, so now in the wake of the Paul and Barnabas breakup we have two missionary teams instead of one—doubling the spread of the Gospel.  And if you read the rest of the New Testament, you see that in time the relationships are mended as the church continues to do its work. Mark grows to be a dependable servant of the Lord, and the author of the gospel that bears his name. 
So if you are in a conflict, don’t despair. And don’t hide it under a rug either. As with everything else, entrust it to God, and allow God to change you as God also works to bring about what is best for us all. 
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