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 Every now and then, I get a note in the mail or a small gift on my desk, 
and I don’t know who these cards and gifts come from.  All I know is that they 
are accompanied by a small business card that has a Christian fish and the 
name Barnabas on it.  Every time I am surprised with something from 
Barnabas, it makes me feel appreciated and encouraged, and I am quite 
sure that that is the point of these notes and gifts because the giver identifies 
himself or herself with the name Barnabas.  If the name Barnabas doesn’t 
mean anything to you that is why we are doing this sermon series.  We have 
been looking at stories about biblical characters who may be less familiar or 
even unknown to us because they don’t have the lead roles in 
Scripture.  Today is the last day in the series and Barnabas is the character 
who we are looking at.  He is related to those notes and gifts I mentioned 
because his name means “son of encouragement,” and in the book of Acts 
we see how he lived up to his name.   
 Barnabas is first mentioned in Acts 4:36 where he is referred to by his 
original name which was Joseph.  He was a Jew who was originally from 
Cyprus who appears to have been living in Jerusalem and who became a 
follower of Jesus either on the day of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit was 
poured out on the apostles or at some point in those early days just after 
Pentecost.  In Acts 4, we find out that he had sold a piece of property and he 
brought the money to the apostles to be used to take care of needs within 
the community.  Not long after that, persecution against the Christians broke 
out and Acts tells how a man named Saul was one of the most ruthless in 
persecuting Christians.  At that time, a lot of people who were part of the new 
church, scattered, but Barnabas stayed in Jerusalem during that time and 
seems to have developed a close relationship with apostles.  This is 
important because when Saul had a dramatic encounter with the risen Jesus 
on the road to Damascus and became a follower of Jesus himself, he went 
to Jerusalem to try to connect with the believers there, but they were scared 
of him and didn’t want to associate with him.  Fortunately, for Saul, the son 
of encouragement, Barnabas, went with him to the apostles who knew and 
trusted Barnabas and he vouched for Saul.  This is the first part of our 
Scripture reading this morning.  Let’s look at the reading from Acts 9:26-27. 



 26 When he 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, brought him to the 
apostles, and described for them how on the road he had seen the Lord, 
who had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had spoken boldly in 
the name of Jesus.  
 After this, the apostles and believers in Jerusalem trusted that Saul 
had truly been converted and he took up an active preaching ministry.  He 
was an effective preacher, but he also had critics who wanted to kill him, so 
the church in Jerusalem tried to protect him by sending him back to his 
hometown of Tarsus, but he and Barnabas would come back together a little 
later when Barnabas was called to go to Antioch.  Barnabas was called to 
Antioch because a large number of Gentiles had become believers and they 
needed someone to lead and encourage them.   Barnabas went and when 
he got there he asked Saul to come join him and together they led the 
believers and helped get the first Gentile church established in Antioch.  After 
this, the two men were set apart and commissioned by the church in Antioch 
to become missionaries and they traveled together around the 
Mediterranean preaching the gospel, making both converts and enemies as 
they went.  In these stories about Barnabas and Saul, Barnabas’s name 
always comes first which might be intentional as a way to show that 
Barnabas was the primary figure in the partnership at the beginning.  We do 
see him as the already established leader in the church who takes the new 
guy under his wing and brings him along with him, but when we get to Acts 
15 there is a change.  After Acts 15, Barnabas disappears from the narrative 
and we only hear about Paul and his ministry. This doesn’t mean that 
Barnabas suddenly disappeared from the Christian community or that he 
became insignificant to the church, but something happened that we’re told 
about in Acts 15 that put an end to the ministry partnership between 
Barnabas and Saul. Let’s listen to that part of the story now in Acts15:36-39. 

After some days Paul said to Barnabas, “Come, let us return and 
visit the believers in every city where we proclaimed the word of the 
Lord and see how they are doing.” 37 Barnabas wanted to take with 
them John called Mark. 38 But Paul decided not to take with them one 
who had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not accompanied them 
in the work. 39 The disagreement became so sharp that they parted 
company; Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus.  

Paul was thinking about all of those new believers and the new 
fellowships that had been formed on that first missionary journey that he and 
Barnabas took, and he wanted to go back to encourage them.  Naturally, he 



wanted Barnabas to go with him.  These people knew Barnabas, and 
Barnabas was a great encourager, but then this disagreement came up 
between Paul and Barnabas and neither man was ready to compromise on 
his convictions.  The question was whether they should bring Mark with 
them. He had accompanied them on a previous trip, but for some reason 
Mark hadn’t completed the mission with them.  We aren’t given any 
information about why he went home.  All we know is that Paul perceived it 
as a desertion so maybe it wasn’t for a very good reason, and now Paul did 
not think it was a good idea to bring Mark this second time.  Was it because 
Paul was a man of principle and on principle you shouldn’t depend on 
someone who has proven that they are unreliable?  Was it because he knew 
that they would likely encounter the enemies that they made during the first 
round, and he just didn’t think that Mark had what it took to stick it out?  Was 
it because he felt that Mark had been insubordinate and this character flaw 
disqualified him from the job?  Whatever he thought, he felt strongly about it, 
but Barnabas also felt strongly about his position.  Mark and Barnabas were 
cousins so maybe Barnabas felt he had to show loyalty to a family 
member.  The way I really imagine the argument going, though, is Barnabas 
saying to Paul, “Remember when you needed a second 
chance?  Remember when no one had any faith in you and I stood up for 
you?  I vouched for you and look how God has used you!  Why shouldn’t we 
do the same for Mark?  Why shouldn’t he have a second chance?  You of all 
people should be able to see that!”  The Bible says that the disagreement 
became “sharp,” which leads me to imagine that there were raised blood 
pressures and raised voices, and then the two men who had been friends 
and co-laborers for the gospel went their separate ways.  

It’s kind of a sad story, but it’s also a very human one.  As gifted and 
dynamic and faithful as these two men were, they were just men which 
means they weren’t perfect.   Like we all do, they had their blind spots and 
flaws and they were capable of being wrong.  Just because they loved Jesus, 
they weren’t immune to conflict, and, of course, neither are we.  We happen 
to live in a time when it seems like everyone disagrees about everything, 
even in the church, and it’s something that I think most of us find to be 
lamentable.  There is a longing for more peace and greater unity among 
people in general and certainly within the Body of Christ.   At first glance, it 
may seem that this particular story about Barnabas the Encourager isn’t very 
encouraging.  If these good men weren’t able to overcome their differences 
and stick together, how can we possibly hope for better or for more?  On the 
other hand, however, I think we do find some encouragement here after 
all.  The truth is that until Jesus comes back, we can expect that conflict and 



disagreements will be part of our lives.  And yes, of course we can work to 
try to reduce conflict and to try to see eye to eye on things, but since these 
things are bound to happen, it’s helpful to see this example and to learn from 
it.  We can be encouraged by Barnabas and Paul even in this time when they 
were not united and learn from them how to navigate those times when they 
come in our own lives.   

One hopeful and positive thing that we see is that in spite of their 
disagreement, each man maintained his integrity and maintained the 
credibility of their Christian witness, and they did this by resisting sin and 
staying in step with the Spirit.  You might say that I am reading into the text 
here because it really doesn’t give us details about what was said, but the 
fact that this is the last mention of the issue, and the fact that we don’t hear 
of either man being rebuked by other church leaders, and the fact that we 
never hear Paul disparaging Mark or Barnabas in his letters, these things 
seem to point to the fact that though the disagreement was sharp, the two 
men avoided giving in to the natural temptations that come up during sharp 
disagreements.  It seems instead that they managed to avoid making 
personal attacks on each other and avoided behaving in a way that would 
have caused people to call their character or the evidence of Christ at work 
in their lives into question.   

You have probably felt the temptations that Barnabas and Paul must 
have felt when you have had a sharp disagreement.   Pride tempts us to 
make an issue about ourselves - what I want, what I think is best, what I 
believe is right.  Fear tempts us to be controlling whether we’re trying to 
control people, or an outcome, or an image.  Anger tempts us to lash out at 
others, or to gossip and talk badly about others.  Giving in to these 
temptations tends to make a situation that is already difficult worse - not just 
for the people involved in the disagreement but also for those who are 
watching how the disagreement is handled.  When people outside of the 
church observe church people biting, and belittling, and mistreating one 
other, the message that Christ heals, and transforms, and gives us power to 
resist our sinful impulses doesn’t seem very credible. It looks like Christ 
doesn’t make much difference in our lives or in our community.  On the other 
hand, if we keep in step with the Spirit as we move through disagreements, 
it is possible to avoid giving in to the temptations that can end up causing 
harm to relationships, and communities, and to our witness.      

Barnabas and Paul’s example can encourage us to avoid sin in our 
disagreements, but there is still something more.  As I said, the sin of pride 
often lurks around the edges when we come into conflict with others.  I want 
to be right, I want you to know I’m right, and I want everyone else to know 



that I am right and my opponent is wrong.  To their credit, when Barnabas 
and Paul had their disagreement, neither man made it about himself.  They 
didn’t rally supporters for their sides creating a deeper and wider division in 
the church.  For Barnabas and Paul, the bigger issue at stake wasn’t who 
was right about whether Mark should go with them.  If the question of who 
was right had been the most important thing in their minds, it well might have 
turned into a contest to see who could get the most people on his side and 
who could eventually boast of having the most followers, but the debate 
didn’t go there because the more important issue for both men was doing 
the work of the gospel not being right.  It happens sometimes that the things 
we disagree about take on a life of their own.  They get blown up so big that 
we lose perspective, and we get consumed by our passion, and maybe our 
pride, and before we know it we have lost sight of the thing that is really most 
important which is making Jesus known and advancing the gospel. Paul and 
Barnabas did not allow their disagreement to take over and become the main 
thing.  Instead, they accepted that they were at an impasse and parted ways 
so that they could get on with the ministry to which they each felt called.   I 
think it is possible in more cases than we might expect to be able to maintain 
unity even in the midst of disagreement if we humble ourselves and listen to 
Jesus and rely on his Spirit to help us, but if the time comes when we feel 
that our ability to be obedient to Jesus is hindered over the point of 
disagreement, we are free to follow Jesus according to our conscience and 
we are free to let our opponent do the same.  We don’t have to try to force 
others to join us and we don’t have to fear what will happen if some follow 
our opponent.  We can trust God with the outcome, and that brings us to the 
most hopeful and encouraging element of all in this story.   

We can be encouraged by how Barnabas and Paul managed their 
conflict, but ultimately this story reveals that God is bigger than our human 
faults and failures and conflicts and struggles.  We want so much to be able 
to get along and to be able to see eye to eye on things - especially with our 
Christian brothers and sisters.   As desirable as that is, the good news that 
we can see in this story is that God is creative and powerful enough to further 
and accomplish His purposes in spite of our imperfections and the struggles 
that we face as we live in a still imperfect world. Barnabas and Paul had a 
sharp disagreement.  They ended up parting ways, but the book of Acts 
doesn’t come to an abrupt ending right there.  Their disagreement and 
separation didn’t signal the end of the movement that had begun on 
Pentecost.  After they went their separate ways, both men continued to 
preach, and lives continued to be changed, and the church continued to 
grow.  A difference between two men wasn’t enough to stop what God was 



doing.  The truth is that God chooses and wants to use us, and Jesus gives 
us opportunities to participate in what he is doing in this world, but the 
church’s success - our success - in producing fruit and advancing the 
kingdom doesn’t depend on our power.  It depends, instead, on God’s grace 
that empowers and sustains our human efforts.  It is discouraging and 
frustrating when we have conflicts and when things come up that we can’t 
see to resolve.  We would rather work as a united front, but if those times 
come when that perfect unity seems elusive, we don’t need to be afraid that 
God will not prevail.   

Do be encouraged, then. Even though disagreements are a part of life 
now, they don’t have to be the things that completely derail our walk with 
Jesus.  Keep your eyes fixed on Jesus and trust in him.  Stay in step with his 
Spirt, and your life will bear the fruit of the Spirit even in difficult times.  Let 
your highest goal be the goal of representing Christ and doing his will and 
remember that God is bigger than our human disagreements and faithful to 
His mission and purposes when we are right and when we are 
wrong.  Amen.   
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that I am right and my opponent is wrong.  To their credit, when Barnabas 
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separation didn’t signal the end of the movement that had begun on 
Pentecost.  After they went their separate ways, both men continued to 
preach, and lives continued to be changed, and the church continued to 
grow.  A difference between two men wasn’t enough to stop what God was 
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come when that perfect unity seems elusive, we don’t need to be afraid that 
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follower of Jesus either on the day of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit was 
poured out on the apostles or at some point in those early days just after 
Pentecost.  In Acts 4, we find out that he had sold a piece of property and he 
brought the money to the apostles to be used to take care of needs within 
the community.  Not long after that, persecution against the Christians broke 
out and Acts tells how a man named Saul was one of the most ruthless in 
persecuting Christians.  At that time, a lot of people who were part of the new 
church, scattered, but Barnabas stayed in Jerusalem during that time and 
seems to have developed a close relationship with apostles.  This is 
important because when Saul had a dramatic encounter with the risen Jesus 
on the road to Damascus and became a follower of Jesus himself, he went 
to Jerusalem to try to connect with the believers there, but they were scared 
of him and didn’t want to associate with him.  Fortunately, for Saul, the son 
of encouragement, Barnabas, went with him to the apostles who knew and 
trusted Barnabas and he vouched for Saul.  This is the first part of our 
Scripture reading this morning.  Let’s look at the reading from Acts 9:26-27. 



 26 When he 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, brought him to the 
apostles, and described for them how on the road he had seen the Lord, 
who had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had spoken boldly in 
the name of Jesus.  
 After this, the apostles and believers in Jerusalem trusted that Saul 
had truly been converted and he took up an active preaching ministry.  He 
was an effective preacher, but he also had critics who wanted to kill him, so 
the church in Jerusalem tried to protect him by sending him back to his 
hometown of Tarsus, but he and Barnabas would come back together a little 
later when Barnabas was called to go to Antioch.  Barnabas was called to 
Antioch because a large number of Gentiles had become believers and they 
needed someone to lead and encourage them.   Barnabas went and when 
he got there he asked Saul to come join him and together they led the 
believers and helped get the first Gentile church established in Antioch.  After 
this, the two men were set apart and commissioned by the church in Antioch 
to become missionaries and they traveled together around the 
Mediterranean preaching the gospel, making both converts and enemies as 
they went.  In these stories about Barnabas and Saul, Barnabas’s name 
always comes first which might be intentional as a way to show that 
Barnabas was the primary figure in the partnership at the beginning.  We do 
see him as the already established leader in the church who takes the new 
guy under his wing and brings him along with him, but when we get to Acts 
15 there is a change.  After Acts 15, Barnabas disappears from the narrative 
and we only hear about Paul and his ministry. This doesn’t mean that 
Barnabas suddenly disappeared from the Christian community or that he 
became insignificant to the church, but something happened that we’re told 
about in Acts 15 that put an end to the ministry partnership between 
Barnabas and Saul. Let’s listen to that part of the story now in Acts15:36-39. 

After some days Paul said to Barnabas, “Come, let us return and 
visit the believers in every city where we proclaimed the word of the 
Lord and see how they are doing.” 37 Barnabas wanted to take with 
them John called Mark. 38 But Paul decided not to take with them one 
who had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not accompanied them 
in the work. 39 The disagreement became so sharp that they parted 
company; Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus.  

Paul was thinking about all of those new believers and the new 
fellowships that had been formed on that first missionary journey that he and 
Barnabas took, and he wanted to go back to encourage them.  Naturally, he 



wanted Barnabas to go with him.  These people knew Barnabas, and 
Barnabas was a great encourager, but then this disagreement came up 
between Paul and Barnabas and neither man was ready to compromise on 
his convictions.  The question was whether they should bring Mark with 
them. He had accompanied them on a previous trip, but for some reason 
Mark hadn’t completed the mission with them.  We aren’t given any 
information about why he went home.  All we know is that Paul perceived it 
as a desertion so maybe it wasn’t for a very good reason, and now Paul did 
not think it was a good idea to bring Mark this second time.  Was it because 
Paul was a man of principle and on principle you shouldn’t depend on 
someone who has proven that they are unreliable?  Was it because he knew 
that they would likely encounter the enemies that they made during the first 
round, and he just didn’t think that Mark had what it took to stick it out?  Was 
it because he felt that Mark had been insubordinate and this character flaw 
disqualified him from the job?  Whatever he thought, he felt strongly about it, 
but Barnabas also felt strongly about his position.  Mark and Barnabas were 
cousins so maybe Barnabas felt he had to show loyalty to a family 
member.  The way I really imagine the argument going, though, is Barnabas 
saying to Paul, “Remember when you needed a second 
chance?  Remember when no one had any faith in you and I stood up for 
you?  I vouched for you and look how God has used you!  Why shouldn’t we 
do the same for Mark?  Why shouldn’t he have a second chance?  You of all 
people should be able to see that!”  The Bible says that the disagreement 
became “sharp,” which leads me to imagine that there were raised blood 
pressures and raised voices, and then the two men who had been friends 
and co-laborers for the gospel went their separate ways.  

It’s kind of a sad story, but it’s also a very human one.  As gifted and 
dynamic and faithful as these two men were, they were just men which 
means they weren’t perfect.   Like we all do, they had their blind spots and 
flaws and they were capable of being wrong.  Just because they loved Jesus, 
they weren’t immune to conflict, and, of course, neither are we.  We happen 
to live in a time when it seems like everyone disagrees about everything, 
even in the church, and it’s something that I think most of us find to be 
lamentable.  There is a longing for more peace and greater unity among 
people in general and certainly within the Body of Christ.   At first glance, it 
may seem that this particular story about Barnabas the Encourager isn’t very 
encouraging.  If these good men weren’t able to overcome their differences 
and stick together, how can we possibly hope for better or for more?  On the 
other hand, however, I think we do find some encouragement here after 
all.  The truth is that until Jesus comes back, we can expect that conflict and 



disagreements will be part of our lives.  And yes, of course we can work to 
try to reduce conflict and to try to see eye to eye on things, but since these 
things are bound to happen, it’s helpful to see this example and to learn from 
it.  We can be encouraged by Barnabas and Paul even in this time when they 
were not united and learn from them how to navigate those times when they 
come in our own lives.   

One hopeful and positive thing that we see is that in spite of their 
disagreement, each man maintained his integrity and maintained the 
credibility of their Christian witness, and they did this by resisting sin and 
staying in step with the Spirit.  You might say that I am reading into the text 
here because it really doesn’t give us details about what was said, but the 
fact that this is the last mention of the issue, and the fact that we don’t hear 
of either man being rebuked by other church leaders, and the fact that we 
never hear Paul disparaging Mark or Barnabas in his letters, these things 
seem to point to the fact that though the disagreement was sharp, the two 
men avoided giving in to the natural temptations that come up during sharp 
disagreements.  It seems instead that they managed to avoid making 
personal attacks on each other and avoided behaving in a way that would 
have caused people to call their character or the evidence of Christ at work 
in their lives into question.   

You have probably felt the temptations that Barnabas and Paul must 
have felt when you have had a sharp disagreement.   Pride tempts us to 
make an issue about ourselves - what I want, what I think is best, what I 
believe is right.  Fear tempts us to be controlling whether we’re trying to 
control people, or an outcome, or an image.  Anger tempts us to lash out at 
others, or to gossip and talk badly about others.  Giving in to these 
temptations tends to make a situation that is already difficult worse - not just 
for the people involved in the disagreement but also for those who are 
watching how the disagreement is handled.  When people outside of the 
church observe church people biting, and belittling, and mistreating one 
other, the message that Christ heals, and transforms, and gives us power to 
resist our sinful impulses doesn’t seem very credible. It looks like Christ 
doesn’t make much difference in our lives or in our community.  On the other 
hand, if we keep in step with the Spirit as we move through disagreements, 
it is possible to avoid giving in to the temptations that can end up causing 
harm to relationships, and communities, and to our witness.      

Barnabas and Paul’s example can encourage us to avoid sin in our 
disagreements, but there is still something more.  As I said, the sin of pride 
often lurks around the edges when we come into conflict with others.  I want 
to be right, I want you to know I’m right, and I want everyone else to know 



that I am right and my opponent is wrong.  To their credit, when Barnabas 
and Paul had their disagreement, neither man made it about himself.  They 
didn’t rally supporters for their sides creating a deeper and wider division in 
the church.  For Barnabas and Paul, the bigger issue at stake wasn’t who 
was right about whether Mark should go with them.  If the question of who 
was right had been the most important thing in their minds, it well might have 
turned into a contest to see who could get the most people on his side and 
who could eventually boast of having the most followers, but the debate 
didn’t go there because the more important issue for both men was doing 
the work of the gospel not being right.  It happens sometimes that the things 
we disagree about take on a life of their own.  They get blown up so big that 
we lose perspective, and we get consumed by our passion, and maybe our 
pride, and before we know it we have lost sight of the thing that is really most 
important which is making Jesus known and advancing the gospel. Paul and 
Barnabas did not allow their disagreement to take over and become the main 
thing.  Instead, they accepted that they were at an impasse and parted ways 
so that they could get on with the ministry to which they each felt called.   I 
think it is possible in more cases than we might expect to be able to maintain 
unity even in the midst of disagreement if we humble ourselves and listen to 
Jesus and rely on his Spirit to help us, but if the time comes when we feel 
that our ability to be obedient to Jesus is hindered over the point of 
disagreement, we are free to follow Jesus according to our conscience and 
we are free to let our opponent do the same.  We don’t have to try to force 
others to join us and we don’t have to fear what will happen if some follow 
our opponent.  We can trust God with the outcome, and that brings us to the 
most hopeful and encouraging element of all in this story.   

We can be encouraged by how Barnabas and Paul managed their 
conflict, but ultimately this story reveals that God is bigger than our human 
faults and failures and conflicts and struggles.  We want so much to be able 
to get along and to be able to see eye to eye on things - especially with our 
Christian brothers and sisters.   As desirable as that is, the good news that 
we can see in this story is that God is creative and powerful enough to further 
and accomplish His purposes in spite of our imperfections and the struggles 
that we face as we live in a still imperfect world. Barnabas and Paul had a 
sharp disagreement.  They ended up parting ways, but the book of Acts 
doesn’t come to an abrupt ending right there.  Their disagreement and 
separation didn’t signal the end of the movement that had begun on 
Pentecost.  After they went their separate ways, both men continued to 
preach, and lives continued to be changed, and the church continued to 
grow.  A difference between two men wasn’t enough to stop what God was 



doing.  The truth is that God chooses and wants to use us, and Jesus gives 
us opportunities to participate in what he is doing in this world, but the 
church’s success - our success - in producing fruit and advancing the 
kingdom doesn’t depend on our power.  It depends, instead, on God’s grace 
that empowers and sustains our human efforts.  It is discouraging and 
frustrating when we have conflicts and when things come up that we can’t 
see to resolve.  We would rather work as a united front, but if those times 
come when that perfect unity seems elusive, we don’t need to be afraid that 
God will not prevail.   

Do be encouraged, then. Even though disagreements are a part of life 
now, they don’t have to be the things that completely derail our walk with 
Jesus.  Keep your eyes fixed on Jesus and trust in him.  Stay in step with his 
Spirt, and your life will bear the fruit of the Spirit even in difficult times.  Let 
your highest goal be the goal of representing Christ and doing his will and 
remember that God is bigger than our human disagreements and faithful to 
His mission and purposes when we are right and when we are 
wrong.  Amen.   
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 Every now and then, I get a note in the mail or a small gift on my desk, 
and I don’t know who these cards and gifts come from.  All I know is that they 
are accompanied by a small business card that has a Christian fish and the 
name Barnabas on it.  Every time I am surprised with something from 
Barnabas, it makes me feel appreciated and encouraged, and I am quite 
sure that that is the point of these notes and gifts because the giver identifies 
himself or herself with the name Barnabas.  If the name Barnabas doesn’t 
mean anything to you that is why we are doing this sermon series.  We have 
been looking at stories about biblical characters who may be less familiar or 
even unknown to us because they don’t have the lead roles in 
Scripture.  Today is the last day in the series and Barnabas is the character 
who we are looking at.  He is related to those notes and gifts I mentioned 
because his name means “son of encouragement,” and in the book of Acts 
we see how he lived up to his name.   
 Barnabas is first mentioned in Acts 4:36 where he is referred to by his 
original name which was Joseph.  He was a Jew who was originally from 
Cyprus who appears to have been living in Jerusalem and who became a 
follower of Jesus either on the day of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit was 
poured out on the apostles or at some point in those early days just after 
Pentecost.  In Acts 4, we find out that he had sold a piece of property and he 
brought the money to the apostles to be used to take care of needs within 
the community.  Not long after that, persecution against the Christians broke 
out and Acts tells how a man named Saul was one of the most ruthless in 
persecuting Christians.  At that time, a lot of people who were part of the new 
church, scattered, but Barnabas stayed in Jerusalem during that time and 
seems to have developed a close relationship with apostles.  This is 
important because when Saul had a dramatic encounter with the risen Jesus 
on the road to Damascus and became a follower of Jesus himself, he went 
to Jerusalem to try to connect with the believers there, but they were scared 
of him and didn’t want to associate with him.  Fortunately, for Saul, the son 
of encouragement, Barnabas, went with him to the apostles who knew and 
trusted Barnabas and he vouched for Saul.  This is the first part of our 
Scripture reading this morning.  Let’s look at the reading from Acts 9:26-27. 



 26 When he 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, brought him to the 
apostles, and described for them how on the road he had seen the Lord, 
who had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had spoken boldly in 
the name of Jesus.  
 After this, the apostles and believers in Jerusalem trusted that Saul 
had truly been converted and he took up an active preaching ministry.  He 
was an effective preacher, but he also had critics who wanted to kill him, so 
the church in Jerusalem tried to protect him by sending him back to his 
hometown of Tarsus, but he and Barnabas would come back together a little 
later when Barnabas was called to go to Antioch.  Barnabas was called to 
Antioch because a large number of Gentiles had become believers and they 
needed someone to lead and encourage them.   Barnabas went and when 
he got there he asked Saul to come join him and together they led the 
believers and helped get the first Gentile church established in Antioch.  After 
this, the two men were set apart and commissioned by the church in Antioch 
to become missionaries and they traveled together around the 
Mediterranean preaching the gospel, making both converts and enemies as 
they went.  In these stories about Barnabas and Saul, Barnabas’s name 
always comes first which might be intentional as a way to show that 
Barnabas was the primary figure in the partnership at the beginning.  We do 
see him as the already established leader in the church who takes the new 
guy under his wing and brings him along with him, but when we get to Acts 
15 there is a change.  After Acts 15, Barnabas disappears from the narrative 
and we only hear about Paul and his ministry. This doesn’t mean that 
Barnabas suddenly disappeared from the Christian community or that he 
became insignificant to the church, but something happened that we’re told 
about in Acts 15 that put an end to the ministry partnership between 
Barnabas and Saul. Let’s listen to that part of the story now in Acts15:36-39. 

After some days Paul said to Barnabas, “Come, let us return and 
visit the believers in every city where we proclaimed the word of the 
Lord and see how they are doing.” 37 Barnabas wanted to take with 
them John called Mark. 38 But Paul decided not to take with them one 
who had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not accompanied them 
in the work. 39 The disagreement became so sharp that they parted 
company; Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus.  

Paul was thinking about all of those new believers and the new 
fellowships that had been formed on that first missionary journey that he and 
Barnabas took, and he wanted to go back to encourage them.  Naturally, he 



wanted Barnabas to go with him.  These people knew Barnabas, and 
Barnabas was a great encourager, but then this disagreement came up 
between Paul and Barnabas and neither man was ready to compromise on 
his convictions.  The question was whether they should bring Mark with 
them. He had accompanied them on a previous trip, but for some reason 
Mark hadn’t completed the mission with them.  We aren’t given any 
information about why he went home.  All we know is that Paul perceived it 
as a desertion so maybe it wasn’t for a very good reason, and now Paul did 
not think it was a good idea to bring Mark this second time.  Was it because 
Paul was a man of principle and on principle you shouldn’t depend on 
someone who has proven that they are unreliable?  Was it because he knew 
that they would likely encounter the enemies that they made during the first 
round, and he just didn’t think that Mark had what it took to stick it out?  Was 
it because he felt that Mark had been insubordinate and this character flaw 
disqualified him from the job?  Whatever he thought, he felt strongly about it, 
but Barnabas also felt strongly about his position.  Mark and Barnabas were 
cousins so maybe Barnabas felt he had to show loyalty to a family 
member.  The way I really imagine the argument going, though, is Barnabas 
saying to Paul, “Remember when you needed a second 
chance?  Remember when no one had any faith in you and I stood up for 
you?  I vouched for you and look how God has used you!  Why shouldn’t we 
do the same for Mark?  Why shouldn’t he have a second chance?  You of all 
people should be able to see that!”  The Bible says that the disagreement 
became “sharp,” which leads me to imagine that there were raised blood 
pressures and raised voices, and then the two men who had been friends 
and co-laborers for the gospel went their separate ways.  

It’s kind of a sad story, but it’s also a very human one.  As gifted and 
dynamic and faithful as these two men were, they were just men which 
means they weren’t perfect.   Like we all do, they had their blind spots and 
flaws and they were capable of being wrong.  Just because they loved Jesus, 
they weren’t immune to conflict, and, of course, neither are we.  We happen 
to live in a time when it seems like everyone disagrees about everything, 
even in the church, and it’s something that I think most of us find to be 
lamentable.  There is a longing for more peace and greater unity among 
people in general and certainly within the Body of Christ.   At first glance, it 
may seem that this particular story about Barnabas the Encourager isn’t very 
encouraging.  If these good men weren’t able to overcome their differences 
and stick together, how can we possibly hope for better or for more?  On the 
other hand, however, I think we do find some encouragement here after 
all.  The truth is that until Jesus comes back, we can expect that conflict and 



disagreements will be part of our lives.  And yes, of course we can work to 
try to reduce conflict and to try to see eye to eye on things, but since these 
things are bound to happen, it’s helpful to see this example and to learn from 
it.  We can be encouraged by Barnabas and Paul even in this time when they 
were not united and learn from them how to navigate those times when they 
come in our own lives.   

One hopeful and positive thing that we see is that in spite of their 
disagreement, each man maintained his integrity and maintained the 
credibility of their Christian witness, and they did this by resisting sin and 
staying in step with the Spirit.  You might say that I am reading into the text 
here because it really doesn’t give us details about what was said, but the 
fact that this is the last mention of the issue, and the fact that we don’t hear 
of either man being rebuked by other church leaders, and the fact that we 
never hear Paul disparaging Mark or Barnabas in his letters, these things 
seem to point to the fact that though the disagreement was sharp, the two 
men avoided giving in to the natural temptations that come up during sharp 
disagreements.  It seems instead that they managed to avoid making 
personal attacks on each other and avoided behaving in a way that would 
have caused people to call their character or the evidence of Christ at work 
in their lives into question.   

You have probably felt the temptations that Barnabas and Paul must 
have felt when you have had a sharp disagreement.   Pride tempts us to 
make an issue about ourselves - what I want, what I think is best, what I 
believe is right.  Fear tempts us to be controlling whether we’re trying to 
control people, or an outcome, or an image.  Anger tempts us to lash out at 
others, or to gossip and talk badly about others.  Giving in to these 
temptations tends to make a situation that is already difficult worse - not just 
for the people involved in the disagreement but also for those who are 
watching how the disagreement is handled.  When people outside of the 
church observe church people biting, and belittling, and mistreating one 
other, the message that Christ heals, and transforms, and gives us power to 
resist our sinful impulses doesn’t seem very credible. It looks like Christ 
doesn’t make much difference in our lives or in our community.  On the other 
hand, if we keep in step with the Spirit as we move through disagreements, 
it is possible to avoid giving in to the temptations that can end up causing 
harm to relationships, and communities, and to our witness.      

Barnabas and Paul’s example can encourage us to avoid sin in our 
disagreements, but there is still something more.  As I said, the sin of pride 
often lurks around the edges when we come into conflict with others.  I want 
to be right, I want you to know I’m right, and I want everyone else to know 



that I am right and my opponent is wrong.  To their credit, when Barnabas 
and Paul had their disagreement, neither man made it about himself.  They 
didn’t rally supporters for their sides creating a deeper and wider division in 
the church.  For Barnabas and Paul, the bigger issue at stake wasn’t who 
was right about whether Mark should go with them.  If the question of who 
was right had been the most important thing in their minds, it well might have 
turned into a contest to see who could get the most people on his side and 
who could eventually boast of having the most followers, but the debate 
didn’t go there because the more important issue for both men was doing 
the work of the gospel not being right.  It happens sometimes that the things 
we disagree about take on a life of their own.  They get blown up so big that 
we lose perspective, and we get consumed by our passion, and maybe our 
pride, and before we know it we have lost sight of the thing that is really most 
important which is making Jesus known and advancing the gospel. Paul and 
Barnabas did not allow their disagreement to take over and become the main 
thing.  Instead, they accepted that they were at an impasse and parted ways 
so that they could get on with the ministry to which they each felt called.   I 
think it is possible in more cases than we might expect to be able to maintain 
unity even in the midst of disagreement if we humble ourselves and listen to 
Jesus and rely on his Spirit to help us, but if the time comes when we feel 
that our ability to be obedient to Jesus is hindered over the point of 
disagreement, we are free to follow Jesus according to our conscience and 
we are free to let our opponent do the same.  We don’t have to try to force 
others to join us and we don’t have to fear what will happen if some follow 
our opponent.  We can trust God with the outcome, and that brings us to the 
most hopeful and encouraging element of all in this story.   

We can be encouraged by how Barnabas and Paul managed their 
conflict, but ultimately this story reveals that God is bigger than our human 
faults and failures and conflicts and struggles.  We want so much to be able 
to get along and to be able to see eye to eye on things - especially with our 
Christian brothers and sisters.   As desirable as that is, the good news that 
we can see in this story is that God is creative and powerful enough to further 
and accomplish His purposes in spite of our imperfections and the struggles 
that we face as we live in a still imperfect world. Barnabas and Paul had a 
sharp disagreement.  They ended up parting ways, but the book of Acts 
doesn’t come to an abrupt ending right there.  Their disagreement and 
separation didn’t signal the end of the movement that had begun on 
Pentecost.  After they went their separate ways, both men continued to 
preach, and lives continued to be changed, and the church continued to 
grow.  A difference between two men wasn’t enough to stop what God was 



doing.  The truth is that God chooses and wants to use us, and Jesus gives 
us opportunities to participate in what he is doing in this world, but the 
church’s success - our success - in producing fruit and advancing the 
kingdom doesn’t depend on our power.  It depends, instead, on God’s grace 
that empowers and sustains our human efforts.  It is discouraging and 
frustrating when we have conflicts and when things come up that we can’t 
see to resolve.  We would rather work as a united front, but if those times 
come when that perfect unity seems elusive, we don’t need to be afraid that 
God will not prevail.   

Do be encouraged, then. Even though disagreements are a part of life 
now, they don’t have to be the things that completely derail our walk with 
Jesus.  Keep your eyes fixed on Jesus and trust in him.  Stay in step with his 
Spirt, and your life will bear the fruit of the Spirit even in difficult times.  Let 
your highest goal be the goal of representing Christ and doing his will and 
remember that God is bigger than our human disagreements and faithful to 
His mission and purposes when we are right and when we are 
wrong.  Amen.   
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 Every now and then, I get a note in the mail or a small gift on my desk, 
and I don’t know who these cards and gifts come from.  All I know is that they 
are accompanied by a small business card that has a Christian fish and the 
name Barnabas on it.  Every time I am surprised with something from 
Barnabas, it makes me feel appreciated and encouraged, and I am quite 
sure that that is the point of these notes and gifts because the giver identifies 
himself or herself with the name Barnabas.  If the name Barnabas doesn’t 
mean anything to you that is why we are doing this sermon series.  We have 
been looking at stories about biblical characters who may be less familiar or 
even unknown to us because they don’t have the lead roles in 
Scripture.  Today is the last day in the series and Barnabas is the character 
who we are looking at.  He is related to those notes and gifts I mentioned 
because his name means “son of encouragement,” and in the book of Acts 
we see how he lived up to his name.   
 Barnabas is first mentioned in Acts 4:36 where he is referred to by his 
original name which was Joseph.  He was a Jew who was originally from 
Cyprus who appears to have been living in Jerusalem and who became a 
follower of Jesus either on the day of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit was 
poured out on the apostles or at some point in those early days just after 
Pentecost.  In Acts 4, we find out that he had sold a piece of property and he 
brought the money to the apostles to be used to take care of needs within 
the community.  Not long after that, persecution against the Christians broke 
out and Acts tells how a man named Saul was one of the most ruthless in 
persecuting Christians.  At that time, a lot of people who were part of the new 
church, scattered, but Barnabas stayed in Jerusalem during that time and 
seems to have developed a close relationship with apostles.  This is 
important because when Saul had a dramatic encounter with the risen Jesus 
on the road to Damascus and became a follower of Jesus himself, he went 
to Jerusalem to try to connect with the believers there, but they were scared 
of him and didn’t want to associate with him.  Fortunately, for Saul, the son 
of encouragement, Barnabas, went with him to the apostles who knew and 
trusted Barnabas and he vouched for Saul.  This is the first part of our 
Scripture reading this morning.  Let’s look at the reading from Acts 9:26-27. 



 26 When he 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, brought him to the 
apostles, and described for them how on the road he had seen the Lord, 
who had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had spoken boldly in 
the name of Jesus.  
 After this, the apostles and believers in Jerusalem trusted that Saul 
had truly been converted and he took up an active preaching ministry.  He 
was an effective preacher, but he also had critics who wanted to kill him, so 
the church in Jerusalem tried to protect him by sending him back to his 
hometown of Tarsus, but he and Barnabas would come back together a little 
later when Barnabas was called to go to Antioch.  Barnabas was called to 
Antioch because a large number of Gentiles had become believers and they 
needed someone to lead and encourage them.   Barnabas went and when 
he got there he asked Saul to come join him and together they led the 
believers and helped get the first Gentile church established in Antioch.  After 
this, the two men were set apart and commissioned by the church in Antioch 
to become missionaries and they traveled together around the 
Mediterranean preaching the gospel, making both converts and enemies as 
they went.  In these stories about Barnabas and Saul, Barnabas’s name 
always comes first which might be intentional as a way to show that 
Barnabas was the primary figure in the partnership at the beginning.  We do 
see him as the already established leader in the church who takes the new 
guy under his wing and brings him along with him, but when we get to Acts 
15 there is a change.  After Acts 15, Barnabas disappears from the narrative 
and we only hear about Paul and his ministry. This doesn’t mean that 
Barnabas suddenly disappeared from the Christian community or that he 
became insignificant to the church, but something happened that we’re told 
about in Acts 15 that put an end to the ministry partnership between 
Barnabas and Saul. Let’s listen to that part of the story now in Acts15:36-39. 

After some days Paul said to Barnabas, “Come, let us return and 
visit the believers in every city where we proclaimed the word of the 
Lord and see how they are doing.” 37 Barnabas wanted to take with 
them John called Mark. 38 But Paul decided not to take with them one 
who had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not accompanied them 
in the work. 39 The disagreement became so sharp that they parted 
company; Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus.  

Paul was thinking about all of those new believers and the new 
fellowships that had been formed on that first missionary journey that he and 
Barnabas took, and he wanted to go back to encourage them.  Naturally, he 



wanted Barnabas to go with him.  These people knew Barnabas, and 
Barnabas was a great encourager, but then this disagreement came up 
between Paul and Barnabas and neither man was ready to compromise on 
his convictions.  The question was whether they should bring Mark with 
them. He had accompanied them on a previous trip, but for some reason 
Mark hadn’t completed the mission with them.  We aren’t given any 
information about why he went home.  All we know is that Paul perceived it 
as a desertion so maybe it wasn’t for a very good reason, and now Paul did 
not think it was a good idea to bring Mark this second time.  Was it because 
Paul was a man of principle and on principle you shouldn’t depend on 
someone who has proven that they are unreliable?  Was it because he knew 
that they would likely encounter the enemies that they made during the first 
round, and he just didn’t think that Mark had what it took to stick it out?  Was 
it because he felt that Mark had been insubordinate and this character flaw 
disqualified him from the job?  Whatever he thought, he felt strongly about it, 
but Barnabas also felt strongly about his position.  Mark and Barnabas were 
cousins so maybe Barnabas felt he had to show loyalty to a family 
member.  The way I really imagine the argument going, though, is Barnabas 
saying to Paul, “Remember when you needed a second 
chance?  Remember when no one had any faith in you and I stood up for 
you?  I vouched for you and look how God has used you!  Why shouldn’t we 
do the same for Mark?  Why shouldn’t he have a second chance?  You of all 
people should be able to see that!”  The Bible says that the disagreement 
became “sharp,” which leads me to imagine that there were raised blood 
pressures and raised voices, and then the two men who had been friends 
and co-laborers for the gospel went their separate ways.  

It’s kind of a sad story, but it’s also a very human one.  As gifted and 
dynamic and faithful as these two men were, they were just men which 
means they weren’t perfect.   Like we all do, they had their blind spots and 
flaws and they were capable of being wrong.  Just because they loved Jesus, 
they weren’t immune to conflict, and, of course, neither are we.  We happen 
to live in a time when it seems like everyone disagrees about everything, 
even in the church, and it’s something that I think most of us find to be 
lamentable.  There is a longing for more peace and greater unity among 
people in general and certainly within the Body of Christ.   At first glance, it 
may seem that this particular story about Barnabas the Encourager isn’t very 
encouraging.  If these good men weren’t able to overcome their differences 
and stick together, how can we possibly hope for better or for more?  On the 
other hand, however, I think we do find some encouragement here after 
all.  The truth is that until Jesus comes back, we can expect that conflict and 



disagreements will be part of our lives.  And yes, of course we can work to 
try to reduce conflict and to try to see eye to eye on things, but since these 
things are bound to happen, it’s helpful to see this example and to learn from 
it.  We can be encouraged by Barnabas and Paul even in this time when they 
were not united and learn from them how to navigate those times when they 
come in our own lives.   

One hopeful and positive thing that we see is that in spite of their 
disagreement, each man maintained his integrity and maintained the 
credibility of their Christian witness, and they did this by resisting sin and 
staying in step with the Spirit.  You might say that I am reading into the text 
here because it really doesn’t give us details about what was said, but the 
fact that this is the last mention of the issue, and the fact that we don’t hear 
of either man being rebuked by other church leaders, and the fact that we 
never hear Paul disparaging Mark or Barnabas in his letters, these things 
seem to point to the fact that though the disagreement was sharp, the two 
men avoided giving in to the natural temptations that come up during sharp 
disagreements.  It seems instead that they managed to avoid making 
personal attacks on each other and avoided behaving in a way that would 
have caused people to call their character or the evidence of Christ at work 
in their lives into question.   

You have probably felt the temptations that Barnabas and Paul must 
have felt when you have had a sharp disagreement.   Pride tempts us to 
make an issue about ourselves - what I want, what I think is best, what I 
believe is right.  Fear tempts us to be controlling whether we’re trying to 
control people, or an outcome, or an image.  Anger tempts us to lash out at 
others, or to gossip and talk badly about others.  Giving in to these 
temptations tends to make a situation that is already difficult worse - not just 
for the people involved in the disagreement but also for those who are 
watching how the disagreement is handled.  When people outside of the 
church observe church people biting, and belittling, and mistreating one 
other, the message that Christ heals, and transforms, and gives us power to 
resist our sinful impulses doesn’t seem very credible. It looks like Christ 
doesn’t make much difference in our lives or in our community.  On the other 
hand, if we keep in step with the Spirit as we move through disagreements, 
it is possible to avoid giving in to the temptations that can end up causing 
harm to relationships, and communities, and to our witness.      

Barnabas and Paul’s example can encourage us to avoid sin in our 
disagreements, but there is still something more.  As I said, the sin of pride 
often lurks around the edges when we come into conflict with others.  I want 
to be right, I want you to know I’m right, and I want everyone else to know 



that I am right and my opponent is wrong.  To their credit, when Barnabas 
and Paul had their disagreement, neither man made it about himself.  They 
didn’t rally supporters for their sides creating a deeper and wider division in 
the church.  For Barnabas and Paul, the bigger issue at stake wasn’t who 
was right about whether Mark should go with them.  If the question of who 
was right had been the most important thing in their minds, it well might have 
turned into a contest to see who could get the most people on his side and 
who could eventually boast of having the most followers, but the debate 
didn’t go there because the more important issue for both men was doing 
the work of the gospel not being right.  It happens sometimes that the things 
we disagree about take on a life of their own.  They get blown up so big that 
we lose perspective, and we get consumed by our passion, and maybe our 
pride, and before we know it we have lost sight of the thing that is really most 
important which is making Jesus known and advancing the gospel. Paul and 
Barnabas did not allow their disagreement to take over and become the main 
thing.  Instead, they accepted that they were at an impasse and parted ways 
so that they could get on with the ministry to which they each felt called.   I 
think it is possible in more cases than we might expect to be able to maintain 
unity even in the midst of disagreement if we humble ourselves and listen to 
Jesus and rely on his Spirit to help us, but if the time comes when we feel 
that our ability to be obedient to Jesus is hindered over the point of 
disagreement, we are free to follow Jesus according to our conscience and 
we are free to let our opponent do the same.  We don’t have to try to force 
others to join us and we don’t have to fear what will happen if some follow 
our opponent.  We can trust God with the outcome, and that brings us to the 
most hopeful and encouraging element of all in this story.   

We can be encouraged by how Barnabas and Paul managed their 
conflict, but ultimately this story reveals that God is bigger than our human 
faults and failures and conflicts and struggles.  We want so much to be able 
to get along and to be able to see eye to eye on things - especially with our 
Christian brothers and sisters.   As desirable as that is, the good news that 
we can see in this story is that God is creative and powerful enough to further 
and accomplish His purposes in spite of our imperfections and the struggles 
that we face as we live in a still imperfect world. Barnabas and Paul had a 
sharp disagreement.  They ended up parting ways, but the book of Acts 
doesn’t come to an abrupt ending right there.  Their disagreement and 
separation didn’t signal the end of the movement that had begun on 
Pentecost.  After they went their separate ways, both men continued to 
preach, and lives continued to be changed, and the church continued to 
grow.  A difference between two men wasn’t enough to stop what God was 



doing.  The truth is that God chooses and wants to use us, and Jesus gives 
us opportunities to participate in what he is doing in this world, but the 
church’s success - our success - in producing fruit and advancing the 
kingdom doesn’t depend on our power.  It depends, instead, on God’s grace 
that empowers and sustains our human efforts.  It is discouraging and 
frustrating when we have conflicts and when things come up that we can’t 
see to resolve.  We would rather work as a united front, but if those times 
come when that perfect unity seems elusive, we don’t need to be afraid that 
God will not prevail.   

Do be encouraged, then. Even though disagreements are a part of life 
now, they don’t have to be the things that completely derail our walk with 
Jesus.  Keep your eyes fixed on Jesus and trust in him.  Stay in step with his 
Spirt, and your life will bear the fruit of the Spirit even in difficult times.  Let 
your highest goal be the goal of representing Christ and doing his will and 
remember that God is bigger than our human disagreements and faithful to 
His mission and purposes when we are right and when we are 
wrong.  Amen.   
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 Every now and then, I get a note in the mail or a small gift on my desk, 
and I don’t know who these cards and gifts come from.  All I know is that they 
are accompanied by a small business card that has a Christian fish and the 
name Barnabas on it.  Every time I am surprised with something from 
Barnabas, it makes me feel appreciated and encouraged, and I am quite 
sure that that is the point of these notes and gifts because the giver identifies 
himself or herself with the name Barnabas.  If the name Barnabas doesn’t 
mean anything to you that is why we are doing this sermon series.  We have 
been looking at stories about biblical characters who may be less familiar or 
even unknown to us because they don’t have the lead roles in 
Scripture.  Today is the last day in the series and Barnabas is the character 
who we are looking at.  He is related to those notes and gifts I mentioned 
because his name means “son of encouragement,” and in the book of Acts 
we see how he lived up to his name.   
 Barnabas is first mentioned in Acts 4:36 where he is referred to by his 
original name which was Joseph.  He was a Jew who was originally from 
Cyprus who appears to have been living in Jerusalem and who became a 
follower of Jesus either on the day of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit was 
poured out on the apostles or at some point in those early days just after 
Pentecost.  In Acts 4, we find out that he had sold a piece of property and he 
brought the money to the apostles to be used to take care of needs within 
the community.  Not long after that, persecution against the Christians broke 
out and Acts tells how a man named Saul was one of the most ruthless in 
persecuting Christians.  At that time, a lot of people who were part of the new 
church, scattered, but Barnabas stayed in Jerusalem during that time and 
seems to have developed a close relationship with apostles.  This is 
important because when Saul had a dramatic encounter with the risen Jesus 
on the road to Damascus and became a follower of Jesus himself, he went 
to Jerusalem to try to connect with the believers there, but they were scared 
of him and didn’t want to associate with him.  Fortunately, for Saul, the son 
of encouragement, Barnabas, went with him to the apostles who knew and 
trusted Barnabas and he vouched for Saul.  This is the first part of our 
Scripture reading this morning.  Let’s look at the reading from Acts 9:26-27. 



 26 When he 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, brought him to the 
apostles, and described for them how on the road he had seen the Lord, 
who had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had spoken boldly in 
the name of Jesus.  
 After this, the apostles and believers in Jerusalem trusted that Saul 
had truly been converted and he took up an active preaching ministry.  He 
was an effective preacher, but he also had critics who wanted to kill him, so 
the church in Jerusalem tried to protect him by sending him back to his 
hometown of Tarsus, but he and Barnabas would come back together a little 
later when Barnabas was called to go to Antioch.  Barnabas was called to 
Antioch because a large number of Gentiles had become believers and they 
needed someone to lead and encourage them.   Barnabas went and when 
he got there he asked Saul to come join him and together they led the 
believers and helped get the first Gentile church established in Antioch.  After 
this, the two men were set apart and commissioned by the church in Antioch 
to become missionaries and they traveled together around the 
Mediterranean preaching the gospel, making both converts and enemies as 
they went.  In these stories about Barnabas and Saul, Barnabas’s name 
always comes first which might be intentional as a way to show that 
Barnabas was the primary figure in the partnership at the beginning.  We do 
see him as the already established leader in the church who takes the new 
guy under his wing and brings him along with him, but when we get to Acts 
15 there is a change.  After Acts 15, Barnabas disappears from the narrative 
and we only hear about Paul and his ministry. This doesn’t mean that 
Barnabas suddenly disappeared from the Christian community or that he 
became insignificant to the church, but something happened that we’re told 
about in Acts 15 that put an end to the ministry partnership between 
Barnabas and Saul. Let’s listen to that part of the story now in Acts15:36-39. 

After some days Paul said to Barnabas, “Come, let us return and 
visit the believers in every city where we proclaimed the word of the 
Lord and see how they are doing.” 37 Barnabas wanted to take with 
them John called Mark. 38 But Paul decided not to take with them one 
who had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not accompanied them 
in the work. 39 The disagreement became so sharp that they parted 
company; Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus.  

Paul was thinking about all of those new believers and the new 
fellowships that had been formed on that first missionary journey that he and 
Barnabas took, and he wanted to go back to encourage them.  Naturally, he 



wanted Barnabas to go with him.  These people knew Barnabas, and 
Barnabas was a great encourager, but then this disagreement came up 
between Paul and Barnabas and neither man was ready to compromise on 
his convictions.  The question was whether they should bring Mark with 
them. He had accompanied them on a previous trip, but for some reason 
Mark hadn’t completed the mission with them.  We aren’t given any 
information about why he went home.  All we know is that Paul perceived it 
as a desertion so maybe it wasn’t for a very good reason, and now Paul did 
not think it was a good idea to bring Mark this second time.  Was it because 
Paul was a man of principle and on principle you shouldn’t depend on 
someone who has proven that they are unreliable?  Was it because he knew 
that they would likely encounter the enemies that they made during the first 
round, and he just didn’t think that Mark had what it took to stick it out?  Was 
it because he felt that Mark had been insubordinate and this character flaw 
disqualified him from the job?  Whatever he thought, he felt strongly about it, 
but Barnabas also felt strongly about his position.  Mark and Barnabas were 
cousins so maybe Barnabas felt he had to show loyalty to a family 
member.  The way I really imagine the argument going, though, is Barnabas 
saying to Paul, “Remember when you needed a second 
chance?  Remember when no one had any faith in you and I stood up for 
you?  I vouched for you and look how God has used you!  Why shouldn’t we 
do the same for Mark?  Why shouldn’t he have a second chance?  You of all 
people should be able to see that!”  The Bible says that the disagreement 
became “sharp,” which leads me to imagine that there were raised blood 
pressures and raised voices, and then the two men who had been friends 
and co-laborers for the gospel went their separate ways.  

It’s kind of a sad story, but it’s also a very human one.  As gifted and 
dynamic and faithful as these two men were, they were just men which 
means they weren’t perfect.   Like we all do, they had their blind spots and 
flaws and they were capable of being wrong.  Just because they loved Jesus, 
they weren’t immune to conflict, and, of course, neither are we.  We happen 
to live in a time when it seems like everyone disagrees about everything, 
even in the church, and it’s something that I think most of us find to be 
lamentable.  There is a longing for more peace and greater unity among 
people in general and certainly within the Body of Christ.   At first glance, it 
may seem that this particular story about Barnabas the Encourager isn’t very 
encouraging.  If these good men weren’t able to overcome their differences 
and stick together, how can we possibly hope for better or for more?  On the 
other hand, however, I think we do find some encouragement here after 
all.  The truth is that until Jesus comes back, we can expect that conflict and 



disagreements will be part of our lives.  And yes, of course we can work to 
try to reduce conflict and to try to see eye to eye on things, but since these 
things are bound to happen, it’s helpful to see this example and to learn from 
it.  We can be encouraged by Barnabas and Paul even in this time when they 
were not united and learn from them how to navigate those times when they 
come in our own lives.   

One hopeful and positive thing that we see is that in spite of their 
disagreement, each man maintained his integrity and maintained the 
credibility of their Christian witness, and they did this by resisting sin and 
staying in step with the Spirit.  You might say that I am reading into the text 
here because it really doesn’t give us details about what was said, but the 
fact that this is the last mention of the issue, and the fact that we don’t hear 
of either man being rebuked by other church leaders, and the fact that we 
never hear Paul disparaging Mark or Barnabas in his letters, these things 
seem to point to the fact that though the disagreement was sharp, the two 
men avoided giving in to the natural temptations that come up during sharp 
disagreements.  It seems instead that they managed to avoid making 
personal attacks on each other and avoided behaving in a way that would 
have caused people to call their character or the evidence of Christ at work 
in their lives into question.   

You have probably felt the temptations that Barnabas and Paul must 
have felt when you have had a sharp disagreement.   Pride tempts us to 
make an issue about ourselves - what I want, what I think is best, what I 
believe is right.  Fear tempts us to be controlling whether we’re trying to 
control people, or an outcome, or an image.  Anger tempts us to lash out at 
others, or to gossip and talk badly about others.  Giving in to these 
temptations tends to make a situation that is already difficult worse - not just 
for the people involved in the disagreement but also for those who are 
watching how the disagreement is handled.  When people outside of the 
church observe church people biting, and belittling, and mistreating one 
other, the message that Christ heals, and transforms, and gives us power to 
resist our sinful impulses doesn’t seem very credible. It looks like Christ 
doesn’t make much difference in our lives or in our community.  On the other 
hand, if we keep in step with the Spirit as we move through disagreements, 
it is possible to avoid giving in to the temptations that can end up causing 
harm to relationships, and communities, and to our witness.      

Barnabas and Paul’s example can encourage us to avoid sin in our 
disagreements, but there is still something more.  As I said, the sin of pride 
often lurks around the edges when we come into conflict with others.  I want 
to be right, I want you to know I’m right, and I want everyone else to know 



that I am right and my opponent is wrong.  To their credit, when Barnabas 
and Paul had their disagreement, neither man made it about himself.  They 
didn’t rally supporters for their sides creating a deeper and wider division in 
the church.  For Barnabas and Paul, the bigger issue at stake wasn’t who 
was right about whether Mark should go with them.  If the question of who 
was right had been the most important thing in their minds, it well might have 
turned into a contest to see who could get the most people on his side and 
who could eventually boast of having the most followers, but the debate 
didn’t go there because the more important issue for both men was doing 
the work of the gospel not being right.  It happens sometimes that the things 
we disagree about take on a life of their own.  They get blown up so big that 
we lose perspective, and we get consumed by our passion, and maybe our 
pride, and before we know it we have lost sight of the thing that is really most 
important which is making Jesus known and advancing the gospel. Paul and 
Barnabas did not allow their disagreement to take over and become the main 
thing.  Instead, they accepted that they were at an impasse and parted ways 
so that they could get on with the ministry to which they each felt called.   I 
think it is possible in more cases than we might expect to be able to maintain 
unity even in the midst of disagreement if we humble ourselves and listen to 
Jesus and rely on his Spirit to help us, but if the time comes when we feel 
that our ability to be obedient to Jesus is hindered over the point of 
disagreement, we are free to follow Jesus according to our conscience and 
we are free to let our opponent do the same.  We don’t have to try to force 
others to join us and we don’t have to fear what will happen if some follow 
our opponent.  We can trust God with the outcome, and that brings us to the 
most hopeful and encouraging element of all in this story.   

We can be encouraged by how Barnabas and Paul managed their 
conflict, but ultimately this story reveals that God is bigger than our human 
faults and failures and conflicts and struggles.  We want so much to be able 
to get along and to be able to see eye to eye on things - especially with our 
Christian brothers and sisters.   As desirable as that is, the good news that 
we can see in this story is that God is creative and powerful enough to further 
and accomplish His purposes in spite of our imperfections and the struggles 
that we face as we live in a still imperfect world. Barnabas and Paul had a 
sharp disagreement.  They ended up parting ways, but the book of Acts 
doesn’t come to an abrupt ending right there.  Their disagreement and 
separation didn’t signal the end of the movement that had begun on 
Pentecost.  After they went their separate ways, both men continued to 
preach, and lives continued to be changed, and the church continued to 
grow.  A difference between two men wasn’t enough to stop what God was 



doing.  The truth is that God chooses and wants to use us, and Jesus gives 
us opportunities to participate in what he is doing in this world, but the 
church’s success - our success - in producing fruit and advancing the 
kingdom doesn’t depend on our power.  It depends, instead, on God’s grace 
that empowers and sustains our human efforts.  It is discouraging and 
frustrating when we have conflicts and when things come up that we can’t 
see to resolve.  We would rather work as a united front, but if those times 
come when that perfect unity seems elusive, we don’t need to be afraid that 
God will not prevail.   

Do be encouraged, then. Even though disagreements are a part of life 
now, they don’t have to be the things that completely derail our walk with 
Jesus.  Keep your eyes fixed on Jesus and trust in him.  Stay in step with his 
Spirt, and your life will bear the fruit of the Spirit even in difficult times.  Let 
your highest goal be the goal of representing Christ and doing his will and 
remember that God is bigger than our human disagreements and faithful to 
His mission and purposes when we are right and when we are 
wrong.  Amen.   
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 Every now and then, I get a note in the mail or a small gift on my desk, 
and I don’t know who these cards and gifts come from.  All I know is that they 
are accompanied by a small business card that has a Christian fish and the 
name Barnabas on it.  Every time I am surprised with something from 
Barnabas, it makes me feel appreciated and encouraged, and I am quite 
sure that that is the point of these notes and gifts because the giver identifies 
himself or herself with the name Barnabas.  If the name Barnabas doesn’t 
mean anything to you that is why we are doing this sermon series.  We have 
been looking at stories about biblical characters who may be less familiar or 
even unknown to us because they don’t have the lead roles in 
Scripture.  Today is the last day in the series and Barnabas is the character 
who we are looking at.  He is related to those notes and gifts I mentioned 
because his name means “son of encouragement,” and in the book of Acts 
we see how he lived up to his name.   
 Barnabas is first mentioned in Acts 4:36 where he is referred to by his 
original name which was Joseph.  He was a Jew who was originally from 
Cyprus who appears to have been living in Jerusalem and who became a 
follower of Jesus either on the day of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit was 
poured out on the apostles or at some point in those early days just after 
Pentecost.  In Acts 4, we find out that he had sold a piece of property and he 
brought the money to the apostles to be used to take care of needs within 
the community.  Not long after that, persecution against the Christians broke 
out and Acts tells how a man named Saul was one of the most ruthless in 
persecuting Christians.  At that time, a lot of people who were part of the new 
church, scattered, but Barnabas stayed in Jerusalem during that time and 
seems to have developed a close relationship with apostles.  This is 
important because when Saul had a dramatic encounter with the risen Jesus 
on the road to Damascus and became a follower of Jesus himself, he went 
to Jerusalem to try to connect with the believers there, but they were scared 
of him and didn’t want to associate with him.  Fortunately, for Saul, the son 
of encouragement, Barnabas, went with him to the apostles who knew and 
trusted Barnabas and he vouched for Saul.  This is the first part of our 
Scripture reading this morning.  Let’s look at the reading from Acts 9:26-27. 



 26 When he 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, brought him to the 
apostles, and described for them how on the road he had seen the Lord, 
who had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had spoken boldly in 
the name of Jesus.  
 After this, the apostles and believers in Jerusalem trusted that Saul 
had truly been converted and he took up an active preaching ministry.  He 
was an effective preacher, but he also had critics who wanted to kill him, so 
the church in Jerusalem tried to protect him by sending him back to his 
hometown of Tarsus, but he and Barnabas would come back together a little 
later when Barnabas was called to go to Antioch.  Barnabas was called to 
Antioch because a large number of Gentiles had become believers and they 
needed someone to lead and encourage them.   Barnabas went and when 
he got there he asked Saul to come join him and together they led the 
believers and helped get the first Gentile church established in Antioch.  After 
this, the two men were set apart and commissioned by the church in Antioch 
to become missionaries and they traveled together around the 
Mediterranean preaching the gospel, making both converts and enemies as 
they went.  In these stories about Barnabas and Saul, Barnabas’s name 
always comes first which might be intentional as a way to show that 
Barnabas was the primary figure in the partnership at the beginning.  We do 
see him as the already established leader in the church who takes the new 
guy under his wing and brings him along with him, but when we get to Acts 
15 there is a change.  After Acts 15, Barnabas disappears from the narrative 
and we only hear about Paul and his ministry. This doesn’t mean that 
Barnabas suddenly disappeared from the Christian community or that he 
became insignificant to the church, but something happened that we’re told 
about in Acts 15 that put an end to the ministry partnership between 
Barnabas and Saul. Let’s listen to that part of the story now in Acts15:36-39. 

After some days Paul said to Barnabas, “Come, let us return and 
visit the believers in every city where we proclaimed the word of the 
Lord and see how they are doing.” 37 Barnabas wanted to take with 
them John called Mark. 38 But Paul decided not to take with them one 
who had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not accompanied them 
in the work. 39 The disagreement became so sharp that they parted 
company; Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus.  

Paul was thinking about all of those new believers and the new 
fellowships that had been formed on that first missionary journey that he and 
Barnabas took, and he wanted to go back to encourage them.  Naturally, he 



wanted Barnabas to go with him.  These people knew Barnabas, and 
Barnabas was a great encourager, but then this disagreement came up 
between Paul and Barnabas and neither man was ready to compromise on 
his convictions.  The question was whether they should bring Mark with 
them. He had accompanied them on a previous trip, but for some reason 
Mark hadn’t completed the mission with them.  We aren’t given any 
information about why he went home.  All we know is that Paul perceived it 
as a desertion so maybe it wasn’t for a very good reason, and now Paul did 
not think it was a good idea to bring Mark this second time.  Was it because 
Paul was a man of principle and on principle you shouldn’t depend on 
someone who has proven that they are unreliable?  Was it because he knew 
that they would likely encounter the enemies that they made during the first 
round, and he just didn’t think that Mark had what it took to stick it out?  Was 
it because he felt that Mark had been insubordinate and this character flaw 
disqualified him from the job?  Whatever he thought, he felt strongly about it, 
but Barnabas also felt strongly about his position.  Mark and Barnabas were 
cousins so maybe Barnabas felt he had to show loyalty to a family 
member.  The way I really imagine the argument going, though, is Barnabas 
saying to Paul, “Remember when you needed a second 
chance?  Remember when no one had any faith in you and I stood up for 
you?  I vouched for you and look how God has used you!  Why shouldn’t we 
do the same for Mark?  Why shouldn’t he have a second chance?  You of all 
people should be able to see that!”  The Bible says that the disagreement 
became “sharp,” which leads me to imagine that there were raised blood 
pressures and raised voices, and then the two men who had been friends 
and co-laborers for the gospel went their separate ways.  

It’s kind of a sad story, but it’s also a very human one.  As gifted and 
dynamic and faithful as these two men were, they were just men which 
means they weren’t perfect.   Like we all do, they had their blind spots and 
flaws and they were capable of being wrong.  Just because they loved Jesus, 
they weren’t immune to conflict, and, of course, neither are we.  We happen 
to live in a time when it seems like everyone disagrees about everything, 
even in the church, and it’s something that I think most of us find to be 
lamentable.  There is a longing for more peace and greater unity among 
people in general and certainly within the Body of Christ.   At first glance, it 
may seem that this particular story about Barnabas the Encourager isn’t very 
encouraging.  If these good men weren’t able to overcome their differences 
and stick together, how can we possibly hope for better or for more?  On the 
other hand, however, I think we do find some encouragement here after 
all.  The truth is that until Jesus comes back, we can expect that conflict and 



disagreements will be part of our lives.  And yes, of course we can work to 
try to reduce conflict and to try to see eye to eye on things, but since these 
things are bound to happen, it’s helpful to see this example and to learn from 
it.  We can be encouraged by Barnabas and Paul even in this time when they 
were not united and learn from them how to navigate those times when they 
come in our own lives.   

One hopeful and positive thing that we see is that in spite of their 
disagreement, each man maintained his integrity and maintained the 
credibility of their Christian witness, and they did this by resisting sin and 
staying in step with the Spirit.  You might say that I am reading into the text 
here because it really doesn’t give us details about what was said, but the 
fact that this is the last mention of the issue, and the fact that we don’t hear 
of either man being rebuked by other church leaders, and the fact that we 
never hear Paul disparaging Mark or Barnabas in his letters, these things 
seem to point to the fact that though the disagreement was sharp, the two 
men avoided giving in to the natural temptations that come up during sharp 
disagreements.  It seems instead that they managed to avoid making 
personal attacks on each other and avoided behaving in a way that would 
have caused people to call their character or the evidence of Christ at work 
in their lives into question.   

You have probably felt the temptations that Barnabas and Paul must 
have felt when you have had a sharp disagreement.   Pride tempts us to 
make an issue about ourselves - what I want, what I think is best, what I 
believe is right.  Fear tempts us to be controlling whether we’re trying to 
control people, or an outcome, or an image.  Anger tempts us to lash out at 
others, or to gossip and talk badly about others.  Giving in to these 
temptations tends to make a situation that is already difficult worse - not just 
for the people involved in the disagreement but also for those who are 
watching how the disagreement is handled.  When people outside of the 
church observe church people biting, and belittling, and mistreating one 
other, the message that Christ heals, and transforms, and gives us power to 
resist our sinful impulses doesn’t seem very credible. It looks like Christ 
doesn’t make much difference in our lives or in our community.  On the other 
hand, if we keep in step with the Spirit as we move through disagreements, 
it is possible to avoid giving in to the temptations that can end up causing 
harm to relationships, and communities, and to our witness.      

Barnabas and Paul’s example can encourage us to avoid sin in our 
disagreements, but there is still something more.  As I said, the sin of pride 
often lurks around the edges when we come into conflict with others.  I want 
to be right, I want you to know I’m right, and I want everyone else to know 



that I am right and my opponent is wrong.  To their credit, when Barnabas 
and Paul had their disagreement, neither man made it about himself.  They 
didn’t rally supporters for their sides creating a deeper and wider division in 
the church.  For Barnabas and Paul, the bigger issue at stake wasn’t who 
was right about whether Mark should go with them.  If the question of who 
was right had been the most important thing in their minds, it well might have 
turned into a contest to see who could get the most people on his side and 
who could eventually boast of having the most followers, but the debate 
didn’t go there because the more important issue for both men was doing 
the work of the gospel not being right.  It happens sometimes that the things 
we disagree about take on a life of their own.  They get blown up so big that 
we lose perspective, and we get consumed by our passion, and maybe our 
pride, and before we know it we have lost sight of the thing that is really most 
important which is making Jesus known and advancing the gospel. Paul and 
Barnabas did not allow their disagreement to take over and become the main 
thing.  Instead, they accepted that they were at an impasse and parted ways 
so that they could get on with the ministry to which they each felt called.   I 
think it is possible in more cases than we might expect to be able to maintain 
unity even in the midst of disagreement if we humble ourselves and listen to 
Jesus and rely on his Spirit to help us, but if the time comes when we feel 
that our ability to be obedient to Jesus is hindered over the point of 
disagreement, we are free to follow Jesus according to our conscience and 
we are free to let our opponent do the same.  We don’t have to try to force 
others to join us and we don’t have to fear what will happen if some follow 
our opponent.  We can trust God with the outcome, and that brings us to the 
most hopeful and encouraging element of all in this story.   

We can be encouraged by how Barnabas and Paul managed their 
conflict, but ultimately this story reveals that God is bigger than our human 
faults and failures and conflicts and struggles.  We want so much to be able 
to get along and to be able to see eye to eye on things - especially with our 
Christian brothers and sisters.   As desirable as that is, the good news that 
we can see in this story is that God is creative and powerful enough to further 
and accomplish His purposes in spite of our imperfections and the struggles 
that we face as we live in a still imperfect world. Barnabas and Paul had a 
sharp disagreement.  They ended up parting ways, but the book of Acts 
doesn’t come to an abrupt ending right there.  Their disagreement and 
separation didn’t signal the end of the movement that had begun on 
Pentecost.  After they went their separate ways, both men continued to 
preach, and lives continued to be changed, and the church continued to 
grow.  A difference between two men wasn’t enough to stop what God was 



doing.  The truth is that God chooses and wants to use us, and Jesus gives 
us opportunities to participate in what he is doing in this world, but the 
church’s success - our success - in producing fruit and advancing the 
kingdom doesn’t depend on our power.  It depends, instead, on God’s grace 
that empowers and sustains our human efforts.  It is discouraging and 
frustrating when we have conflicts and when things come up that we can’t 
see to resolve.  We would rather work as a united front, but if those times 
come when that perfect unity seems elusive, we don’t need to be afraid that 
God will not prevail.   

Do be encouraged, then. Even though disagreements are a part of life 
now, they don’t have to be the things that completely derail our walk with 
Jesus.  Keep your eyes fixed on Jesus and trust in him.  Stay in step with his 
Spirt, and your life will bear the fruit of the Spirit even in difficult times.  Let 
your highest goal be the goal of representing Christ and doing his will and 
remember that God is bigger than our human disagreements and faithful to 
His mission and purposes when we are right and when we are 
wrong.  Amen.   
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 Every now and then, I get a note in the mail or a small gift on my desk, 
and I don’t know who these cards and gifts come from.  All I know is that they 
are accompanied by a small business card that has a Christian fish and the 
name Barnabas on it.  Every time I am surprised with something from 
Barnabas, it makes me feel appreciated and encouraged, and I am quite 
sure that that is the point of these notes and gifts because the giver identifies 
himself or herself with the name Barnabas.  If the name Barnabas doesn’t 
mean anything to you that is why we are doing this sermon series.  We have 
been looking at stories about biblical characters who may be less familiar or 
even unknown to us because they don’t have the lead roles in 
Scripture.  Today is the last day in the series and Barnabas is the character 
who we are looking at.  He is related to those notes and gifts I mentioned 
because his name means “son of encouragement,” and in the book of Acts 
we see how he lived up to his name.   
 Barnabas is first mentioned in Acts 4:36 where he is referred to by his 
original name which was Joseph.  He was a Jew who was originally from 
Cyprus who appears to have been living in Jerusalem and who became a 
follower of Jesus either on the day of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit was 
poured out on the apostles or at some point in those early days just after 
Pentecost.  In Acts 4, we find out that he had sold a piece of property and he 
brought the money to the apostles to be used to take care of needs within 
the community.  Not long after that, persecution against the Christians broke 
out and Acts tells how a man named Saul was one of the most ruthless in 
persecuting Christians.  At that time, a lot of people who were part of the new 
church, scattered, but Barnabas stayed in Jerusalem during that time and 
seems to have developed a close relationship with apostles.  This is 
important because when Saul had a dramatic encounter with the risen Jesus 
on the road to Damascus and became a follower of Jesus himself, he went 
to Jerusalem to try to connect with the believers there, but they were scared 
of him and didn’t want to associate with him.  Fortunately, for Saul, the son 
of encouragement, Barnabas, went with him to the apostles who knew and 
trusted Barnabas and he vouched for Saul.  This is the first part of our 
Scripture reading this morning.  Let’s look at the reading from Acts 9:26-27. 



 26 When he 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, brought him to the 
apostles, and described for them how on the road he had seen the Lord, 
who had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had spoken boldly in 
the name of Jesus.  
 After this, the apostles and believers in Jerusalem trusted that Saul 
had truly been converted and he took up an active preaching ministry.  He 
was an effective preacher, but he also had critics who wanted to kill him, so 
the church in Jerusalem tried to protect him by sending him back to his 
hometown of Tarsus, but he and Barnabas would come back together a little 
later when Barnabas was called to go to Antioch.  Barnabas was called to 
Antioch because a large number of Gentiles had become believers and they 
needed someone to lead and encourage them.   Barnabas went and when 
he got there he asked Saul to come join him and together they led the 
believers and helped get the first Gentile church established in Antioch.  After 
this, the two men were set apart and commissioned by the church in Antioch 
to become missionaries and they traveled together around the 
Mediterranean preaching the gospel, making both converts and enemies as 
they went.  In these stories about Barnabas and Saul, Barnabas’s name 
always comes first which might be intentional as a way to show that 
Barnabas was the primary figure in the partnership at the beginning.  We do 
see him as the already established leader in the church who takes the new 
guy under his wing and brings him along with him, but when we get to Acts 
15 there is a change.  After Acts 15, Barnabas disappears from the narrative 
and we only hear about Paul and his ministry. This doesn’t mean that 
Barnabas suddenly disappeared from the Christian community or that he 
became insignificant to the church, but something happened that we’re told 
about in Acts 15 that put an end to the ministry partnership between 
Barnabas and Saul. Let’s listen to that part of the story now in Acts15:36-39. 

After some days Paul said to Barnabas, “Come, let us return and 
visit the believers in every city where we proclaimed the word of the 
Lord and see how they are doing.” 37 Barnabas wanted to take with 
them John called Mark. 38 But Paul decided not to take with them one 
who had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not accompanied them 
in the work. 39 The disagreement became so sharp that they parted 
company; Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus.  

Paul was thinking about all of those new believers and the new 
fellowships that had been formed on that first missionary journey that he and 
Barnabas took, and he wanted to go back to encourage them.  Naturally, he 



wanted Barnabas to go with him.  These people knew Barnabas, and 
Barnabas was a great encourager, but then this disagreement came up 
between Paul and Barnabas and neither man was ready to compromise on 
his convictions.  The question was whether they should bring Mark with 
them. He had accompanied them on a previous trip, but for some reason 
Mark hadn’t completed the mission with them.  We aren’t given any 
information about why he went home.  All we know is that Paul perceived it 
as a desertion so maybe it wasn’t for a very good reason, and now Paul did 
not think it was a good idea to bring Mark this second time.  Was it because 
Paul was a man of principle and on principle you shouldn’t depend on 
someone who has proven that they are unreliable?  Was it because he knew 
that they would likely encounter the enemies that they made during the first 
round, and he just didn’t think that Mark had what it took to stick it out?  Was 
it because he felt that Mark had been insubordinate and this character flaw 
disqualified him from the job?  Whatever he thought, he felt strongly about it, 
but Barnabas also felt strongly about his position.  Mark and Barnabas were 
cousins so maybe Barnabas felt he had to show loyalty to a family 
member.  The way I really imagine the argument going, though, is Barnabas 
saying to Paul, “Remember when you needed a second 
chance?  Remember when no one had any faith in you and I stood up for 
you?  I vouched for you and look how God has used you!  Why shouldn’t we 
do the same for Mark?  Why shouldn’t he have a second chance?  You of all 
people should be able to see that!”  The Bible says that the disagreement 
became “sharp,” which leads me to imagine that there were raised blood 
pressures and raised voices, and then the two men who had been friends 
and co-laborers for the gospel went their separate ways.  

It’s kind of a sad story, but it’s also a very human one.  As gifted and 
dynamic and faithful as these two men were, they were just men which 
means they weren’t perfect.   Like we all do, they had their blind spots and 
flaws and they were capable of being wrong.  Just because they loved Jesus, 
they weren’t immune to conflict, and, of course, neither are we.  We happen 
to live in a time when it seems like everyone disagrees about everything, 
even in the church, and it’s something that I think most of us find to be 
lamentable.  There is a longing for more peace and greater unity among 
people in general and certainly within the Body of Christ.   At first glance, it 
may seem that this particular story about Barnabas the Encourager isn’t very 
encouraging.  If these good men weren’t able to overcome their differences 
and stick together, how can we possibly hope for better or for more?  On the 
other hand, however, I think we do find some encouragement here after 
all.  The truth is that until Jesus comes back, we can expect that conflict and 



disagreements will be part of our lives.  And yes, of course we can work to 
try to reduce conflict and to try to see eye to eye on things, but since these 
things are bound to happen, it’s helpful to see this example and to learn from 
it.  We can be encouraged by Barnabas and Paul even in this time when they 
were not united and learn from them how to navigate those times when they 
come in our own lives.   

One hopeful and positive thing that we see is that in spite of their 
disagreement, each man maintained his integrity and maintained the 
credibility of their Christian witness, and they did this by resisting sin and 
staying in step with the Spirit.  You might say that I am reading into the text 
here because it really doesn’t give us details about what was said, but the 
fact that this is the last mention of the issue, and the fact that we don’t hear 
of either man being rebuked by other church leaders, and the fact that we 
never hear Paul disparaging Mark or Barnabas in his letters, these things 
seem to point to the fact that though the disagreement was sharp, the two 
men avoided giving in to the natural temptations that come up during sharp 
disagreements.  It seems instead that they managed to avoid making 
personal attacks on each other and avoided behaving in a way that would 
have caused people to call their character or the evidence of Christ at work 
in their lives into question.   

You have probably felt the temptations that Barnabas and Paul must 
have felt when you have had a sharp disagreement.   Pride tempts us to 
make an issue about ourselves - what I want, what I think is best, what I 
believe is right.  Fear tempts us to be controlling whether we’re trying to 
control people, or an outcome, or an image.  Anger tempts us to lash out at 
others, or to gossip and talk badly about others.  Giving in to these 
temptations tends to make a situation that is already difficult worse - not just 
for the people involved in the disagreement but also for those who are 
watching how the disagreement is handled.  When people outside of the 
church observe church people biting, and belittling, and mistreating one 
other, the message that Christ heals, and transforms, and gives us power to 
resist our sinful impulses doesn’t seem very credible. It looks like Christ 
doesn’t make much difference in our lives or in our community.  On the other 
hand, if we keep in step with the Spirit as we move through disagreements, 
it is possible to avoid giving in to the temptations that can end up causing 
harm to relationships, and communities, and to our witness.      

Barnabas and Paul’s example can encourage us to avoid sin in our 
disagreements, but there is still something more.  As I said, the sin of pride 
often lurks around the edges when we come into conflict with others.  I want 
to be right, I want you to know I’m right, and I want everyone else to know 



that I am right and my opponent is wrong.  To their credit, when Barnabas 
and Paul had their disagreement, neither man made it about himself.  They 
didn’t rally supporters for their sides creating a deeper and wider division in 
the church.  For Barnabas and Paul, the bigger issue at stake wasn’t who 
was right about whether Mark should go with them.  If the question of who 
was right had been the most important thing in their minds, it well might have 
turned into a contest to see who could get the most people on his side and 
who could eventually boast of having the most followers, but the debate 
didn’t go there because the more important issue for both men was doing 
the work of the gospel not being right.  It happens sometimes that the things 
we disagree about take on a life of their own.  They get blown up so big that 
we lose perspective, and we get consumed by our passion, and maybe our 
pride, and before we know it we have lost sight of the thing that is really most 
important which is making Jesus known and advancing the gospel. Paul and 
Barnabas did not allow their disagreement to take over and become the main 
thing.  Instead, they accepted that they were at an impasse and parted ways 
so that they could get on with the ministry to which they each felt called.   I 
think it is possible in more cases than we might expect to be able to maintain 
unity even in the midst of disagreement if we humble ourselves and listen to 
Jesus and rely on his Spirit to help us, but if the time comes when we feel 
that our ability to be obedient to Jesus is hindered over the point of 
disagreement, we are free to follow Jesus according to our conscience and 
we are free to let our opponent do the same.  We don’t have to try to force 
others to join us and we don’t have to fear what will happen if some follow 
our opponent.  We can trust God with the outcome, and that brings us to the 
most hopeful and encouraging element of all in this story.   

We can be encouraged by how Barnabas and Paul managed their 
conflict, but ultimately this story reveals that God is bigger than our human 
faults and failures and conflicts and struggles.  We want so much to be able 
to get along and to be able to see eye to eye on things - especially with our 
Christian brothers and sisters.   As desirable as that is, the good news that 
we can see in this story is that God is creative and powerful enough to further 
and accomplish His purposes in spite of our imperfections and the struggles 
that we face as we live in a still imperfect world. Barnabas and Paul had a 
sharp disagreement.  They ended up parting ways, but the book of Acts 
doesn’t come to an abrupt ending right there.  Their disagreement and 
separation didn’t signal the end of the movement that had begun on 
Pentecost.  After they went their separate ways, both men continued to 
preach, and lives continued to be changed, and the church continued to 
grow.  A difference between two men wasn’t enough to stop what God was 



doing.  The truth is that God chooses and wants to use us, and Jesus gives 
us opportunities to participate in what he is doing in this world, but the 
church’s success - our success - in producing fruit and advancing the 
kingdom doesn’t depend on our power.  It depends, instead, on God’s grace 
that empowers and sustains our human efforts.  It is discouraging and 
frustrating when we have conflicts and when things come up that we can’t 
see to resolve.  We would rather work as a united front, but if those times 
come when that perfect unity seems elusive, we don’t need to be afraid that 
God will not prevail.   

Do be encouraged, then. Even though disagreements are a part of life 
now, they don’t have to be the things that completely derail our walk with 
Jesus.  Keep your eyes fixed on Jesus and trust in him.  Stay in step with his 
Spirt, and your life will bear the fruit of the Spirit even in difficult times.  Let 
your highest goal be the goal of representing Christ and doing his will and 
remember that God is bigger than our human disagreements and faithful to 
His mission and purposes when we are right and when we are 
wrong.  Amen.   
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 Every now and then, I get a note in the mail or a small gift on my desk, 
and I don’t know who these cards and gifts come from.  All I know is that they 
are accompanied by a small business card that has a Christian fish and the 
name Barnabas on it.  Every time I am surprised with something from 
Barnabas, it makes me feel appreciated and encouraged, and I am quite 
sure that that is the point of these notes and gifts because the giver identifies 
himself or herself with the name Barnabas.  If the name Barnabas doesn’t 
mean anything to you that is why we are doing this sermon series.  We have 
been looking at stories about biblical characters who may be less familiar or 
even unknown to us because they don’t have the lead roles in 
Scripture.  Today is the last day in the series and Barnabas is the character 
who we are looking at.  He is related to those notes and gifts I mentioned 
because his name means “son of encouragement,” and in the book of Acts 
we see how he lived up to his name.   
 Barnabas is first mentioned in Acts 4:36 where he is referred to by his 
original name which was Joseph.  He was a Jew who was originally from 
Cyprus who appears to have been living in Jerusalem and who became a 
follower of Jesus either on the day of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit was 
poured out on the apostles or at some point in those early days just after 
Pentecost.  In Acts 4, we find out that he had sold a piece of property and he 
brought the money to the apostles to be used to take care of needs within 
the community.  Not long after that, persecution against the Christians broke 
out and Acts tells how a man named Saul was one of the most ruthless in 
persecuting Christians.  At that time, a lot of people who were part of the new 
church, scattered, but Barnabas stayed in Jerusalem during that time and 
seems to have developed a close relationship with apostles.  This is 
important because when Saul had a dramatic encounter with the risen Jesus 
on the road to Damascus and became a follower of Jesus himself, he went 
to Jerusalem to try to connect with the believers there, but they were scared 
of him and didn’t want to associate with him.  Fortunately, for Saul, the son 
of encouragement, Barnabas, went with him to the apostles who knew and 
trusted Barnabas and he vouched for Saul.  This is the first part of our 
Scripture reading this morning.  Let’s look at the reading from Acts 9:26-27. 



 26 When he 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, brought him to the 
apostles, and described for them how on the road he had seen the Lord, 
who had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had spoken boldly in 
the name of Jesus.  
 After this, the apostles and believers in Jerusalem trusted that Saul 
had truly been converted and he took up an active preaching ministry.  He 
was an effective preacher, but he also had critics who wanted to kill him, so 
the church in Jerusalem tried to protect him by sending him back to his 
hometown of Tarsus, but he and Barnabas would come back together a little 
later when Barnabas was called to go to Antioch.  Barnabas was called to 
Antioch because a large number of Gentiles had become believers and they 
needed someone to lead and encourage them.   Barnabas went and when 
he got there he asked Saul to come join him and together they led the 
believers and helped get the first Gentile church established in Antioch.  After 
this, the two men were set apart and commissioned by the church in Antioch 
to become missionaries and they traveled together around the 
Mediterranean preaching the gospel, making both converts and enemies as 
they went.  In these stories about Barnabas and Saul, Barnabas’s name 
always comes first which might be intentional as a way to show that 
Barnabas was the primary figure in the partnership at the beginning.  We do 
see him as the already established leader in the church who takes the new 
guy under his wing and brings him along with him, but when we get to Acts 
15 there is a change.  After Acts 15, Barnabas disappears from the narrative 
and we only hear about Paul and his ministry. This doesn’t mean that 
Barnabas suddenly disappeared from the Christian community or that he 
became insignificant to the church, but something happened that we’re told 
about in Acts 15 that put an end to the ministry partnership between 
Barnabas and Saul. Let’s listen to that part of the story now in Acts15:36-39. 

After some days Paul said to Barnabas, “Come, let us return and 
visit the believers in every city where we proclaimed the word of the 
Lord and see how they are doing.” 37 Barnabas wanted to take with 
them John called Mark. 38 But Paul decided not to take with them one 
who had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not accompanied them 
in the work. 39 The disagreement became so sharp that they parted 
company; Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus.  

Paul was thinking about all of those new believers and the new 
fellowships that had been formed on that first missionary journey that he and 
Barnabas took, and he wanted to go back to encourage them.  Naturally, he 



wanted Barnabas to go with him.  These people knew Barnabas, and 
Barnabas was a great encourager, but then this disagreement came up 
between Paul and Barnabas and neither man was ready to compromise on 
his convictions.  The question was whether they should bring Mark with 
them. He had accompanied them on a previous trip, but for some reason 
Mark hadn’t completed the mission with them.  We aren’t given any 
information about why he went home.  All we know is that Paul perceived it 
as a desertion so maybe it wasn’t for a very good reason, and now Paul did 
not think it was a good idea to bring Mark this second time.  Was it because 
Paul was a man of principle and on principle you shouldn’t depend on 
someone who has proven that they are unreliable?  Was it because he knew 
that they would likely encounter the enemies that they made during the first 
round, and he just didn’t think that Mark had what it took to stick it out?  Was 
it because he felt that Mark had been insubordinate and this character flaw 
disqualified him from the job?  Whatever he thought, he felt strongly about it, 
but Barnabas also felt strongly about his position.  Mark and Barnabas were 
cousins so maybe Barnabas felt he had to show loyalty to a family 
member.  The way I really imagine the argument going, though, is Barnabas 
saying to Paul, “Remember when you needed a second 
chance?  Remember when no one had any faith in you and I stood up for 
you?  I vouched for you and look how God has used you!  Why shouldn’t we 
do the same for Mark?  Why shouldn’t he have a second chance?  You of all 
people should be able to see that!”  The Bible says that the disagreement 
became “sharp,” which leads me to imagine that there were raised blood 
pressures and raised voices, and then the two men who had been friends 
and co-laborers for the gospel went their separate ways.  

It’s kind of a sad story, but it’s also a very human one.  As gifted and 
dynamic and faithful as these two men were, they were just men which 
means they weren’t perfect.   Like we all do, they had their blind spots and 
flaws and they were capable of being wrong.  Just because they loved Jesus, 
they weren’t immune to conflict, and, of course, neither are we.  We happen 
to live in a time when it seems like everyone disagrees about everything, 
even in the church, and it’s something that I think most of us find to be 
lamentable.  There is a longing for more peace and greater unity among 
people in general and certainly within the Body of Christ.   At first glance, it 
may seem that this particular story about Barnabas the Encourager isn’t very 
encouraging.  If these good men weren’t able to overcome their differences 
and stick together, how can we possibly hope for better or for more?  On the 
other hand, however, I think we do find some encouragement here after 
all.  The truth is that until Jesus comes back, we can expect that conflict and 



disagreements will be part of our lives.  And yes, of course we can work to 
try to reduce conflict and to try to see eye to eye on things, but since these 
things are bound to happen, it’s helpful to see this example and to learn from 
it.  We can be encouraged by Barnabas and Paul even in this time when they 
were not united and learn from them how to navigate those times when they 
come in our own lives.   

One hopeful and positive thing that we see is that in spite of their 
disagreement, each man maintained his integrity and maintained the 
credibility of their Christian witness, and they did this by resisting sin and 
staying in step with the Spirit.  You might say that I am reading into the text 
here because it really doesn’t give us details about what was said, but the 
fact that this is the last mention of the issue, and the fact that we don’t hear 
of either man being rebuked by other church leaders, and the fact that we 
never hear Paul disparaging Mark or Barnabas in his letters, these things 
seem to point to the fact that though the disagreement was sharp, the two 
men avoided giving in to the natural temptations that come up during sharp 
disagreements.  It seems instead that they managed to avoid making 
personal attacks on each other and avoided behaving in a way that would 
have caused people to call their character or the evidence of Christ at work 
in their lives into question.   

You have probably felt the temptations that Barnabas and Paul must 
have felt when you have had a sharp disagreement.   Pride tempts us to 
make an issue about ourselves - what I want, what I think is best, what I 
believe is right.  Fear tempts us to be controlling whether we’re trying to 
control people, or an outcome, or an image.  Anger tempts us to lash out at 
others, or to gossip and talk badly about others.  Giving in to these 
temptations tends to make a situation that is already difficult worse - not just 
for the people involved in the disagreement but also for those who are 
watching how the disagreement is handled.  When people outside of the 
church observe church people biting, and belittling, and mistreating one 
other, the message that Christ heals, and transforms, and gives us power to 
resist our sinful impulses doesn’t seem very credible. It looks like Christ 
doesn’t make much difference in our lives or in our community.  On the other 
hand, if we keep in step with the Spirit as we move through disagreements, 
it is possible to avoid giving in to the temptations that can end up causing 
harm to relationships, and communities, and to our witness.      

Barnabas and Paul’s example can encourage us to avoid sin in our 
disagreements, but there is still something more.  As I said, the sin of pride 
often lurks around the edges when we come into conflict with others.  I want 
to be right, I want you to know I’m right, and I want everyone else to know 



that I am right and my opponent is wrong.  To their credit, when Barnabas 
and Paul had their disagreement, neither man made it about himself.  They 
didn’t rally supporters for their sides creating a deeper and wider division in 
the church.  For Barnabas and Paul, the bigger issue at stake wasn’t who 
was right about whether Mark should go with them.  If the question of who 
was right had been the most important thing in their minds, it well might have 
turned into a contest to see who could get the most people on his side and 
who could eventually boast of having the most followers, but the debate 
didn’t go there because the more important issue for both men was doing 
the work of the gospel not being right.  It happens sometimes that the things 
we disagree about take on a life of their own.  They get blown up so big that 
we lose perspective, and we get consumed by our passion, and maybe our 
pride, and before we know it we have lost sight of the thing that is really most 
important which is making Jesus known and advancing the gospel. Paul and 
Barnabas did not allow their disagreement to take over and become the main 
thing.  Instead, they accepted that they were at an impasse and parted ways 
so that they could get on with the ministry to which they each felt called.   I 
think it is possible in more cases than we might expect to be able to maintain 
unity even in the midst of disagreement if we humble ourselves and listen to 
Jesus and rely on his Spirit to help us, but if the time comes when we feel 
that our ability to be obedient to Jesus is hindered over the point of 
disagreement, we are free to follow Jesus according to our conscience and 
we are free to let our opponent do the same.  We don’t have to try to force 
others to join us and we don’t have to fear what will happen if some follow 
our opponent.  We can trust God with the outcome, and that brings us to the 
most hopeful and encouraging element of all in this story.   

We can be encouraged by how Barnabas and Paul managed their 
conflict, but ultimately this story reveals that God is bigger than our human 
faults and failures and conflicts and struggles.  We want so much to be able 
to get along and to be able to see eye to eye on things - especially with our 
Christian brothers and sisters.   As desirable as that is, the good news that 
we can see in this story is that God is creative and powerful enough to further 
and accomplish His purposes in spite of our imperfections and the struggles 
that we face as we live in a still imperfect world. Barnabas and Paul had a 
sharp disagreement.  They ended up parting ways, but the book of Acts 
doesn’t come to an abrupt ending right there.  Their disagreement and 
separation didn’t signal the end of the movement that had begun on 
Pentecost.  After they went their separate ways, both men continued to 
preach, and lives continued to be changed, and the church continued to 
grow.  A difference between two men wasn’t enough to stop what God was 



doing.  The truth is that God chooses and wants to use us, and Jesus gives 
us opportunities to participate in what he is doing in this world, but the 
church’s success - our success - in producing fruit and advancing the 
kingdom doesn’t depend on our power.  It depends, instead, on God’s grace 
that empowers and sustains our human efforts.  It is discouraging and 
frustrating when we have conflicts and when things come up that we can’t 
see to resolve.  We would rather work as a united front, but if those times 
come when that perfect unity seems elusive, we don’t need to be afraid that 
God will not prevail.   

Do be encouraged, then. Even though disagreements are a part of life 
now, they don’t have to be the things that completely derail our walk with 
Jesus.  Keep your eyes fixed on Jesus and trust in him.  Stay in step with his 
Spirt, and your life will bear the fruit of the Spirit even in difficult times.  Let 
your highest goal be the goal of representing Christ and doing his will and 
remember that God is bigger than our human disagreements and faithful to 
His mission and purposes when we are right and when we are 
wrong.  Amen.   
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 Every now and then, I get a note in the mail or a small gift on my desk, 
and I don’t know who these cards and gifts come from.  All I know is that they 
are accompanied by a small business card that has a Christian fish and the 
name Barnabas on it.  Every time I am surprised with something from 
Barnabas, it makes me feel appreciated and encouraged, and I am quite 
sure that that is the point of these notes and gifts because the giver identifies 
himself or herself with the name Barnabas.  If the name Barnabas doesn’t 
mean anything to you that is why we are doing this sermon series.  We have 
been looking at stories about biblical characters who may be less familiar or 
even unknown to us because they don’t have the lead roles in 
Scripture.  Today is the last day in the series and Barnabas is the character 
who we are looking at.  He is related to those notes and gifts I mentioned 
because his name means “son of encouragement,” and in the book of Acts 
we see how he lived up to his name.   
 Barnabas is first mentioned in Acts 4:36 where he is referred to by his 
original name which was Joseph.  He was a Jew who was originally from 
Cyprus who appears to have been living in Jerusalem and who became a 
follower of Jesus either on the day of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit was 
poured out on the apostles or at some point in those early days just after 
Pentecost.  In Acts 4, we find out that he had sold a piece of property and he 
brought the money to the apostles to be used to take care of needs within 
the community.  Not long after that, persecution against the Christians broke 
out and Acts tells how a man named Saul was one of the most ruthless in 
persecuting Christians.  At that time, a lot of people who were part of the new 
church, scattered, but Barnabas stayed in Jerusalem during that time and 
seems to have developed a close relationship with apostles.  This is 
important because when Saul had a dramatic encounter with the risen Jesus 
on the road to Damascus and became a follower of Jesus himself, he went 
to Jerusalem to try to connect with the believers there, but they were scared 
of him and didn’t want to associate with him.  Fortunately, for Saul, the son 
of encouragement, Barnabas, went with him to the apostles who knew and 
trusted Barnabas and he vouched for Saul.  This is the first part of our 
Scripture reading this morning.  Let’s look at the reading from Acts 9:26-27. 



 26 When he 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, brought him to the 
apostles, and described for them how on the road he had seen the Lord, 
who had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had spoken boldly in 
the name of Jesus.  
 After this, the apostles and believers in Jerusalem trusted that Saul 
had truly been converted and he took up an active preaching ministry.  He 
was an effective preacher, but he also had critics who wanted to kill him, so 
the church in Jerusalem tried to protect him by sending him back to his 
hometown of Tarsus, but he and Barnabas would come back together a little 
later when Barnabas was called to go to Antioch.  Barnabas was called to 
Antioch because a large number of Gentiles had become believers and they 
needed someone to lead and encourage them.   Barnabas went and when 
he got there he asked Saul to come join him and together they led the 
believers and helped get the first Gentile church established in Antioch.  After 
this, the two men were set apart and commissioned by the church in Antioch 
to become missionaries and they traveled together around the 
Mediterranean preaching the gospel, making both converts and enemies as 
they went.  In these stories about Barnabas and Saul, Barnabas’s name 
always comes first which might be intentional as a way to show that 
Barnabas was the primary figure in the partnership at the beginning.  We do 
see him as the already established leader in the church who takes the new 
guy under his wing and brings him along with him, but when we get to Acts 
15 there is a change.  After Acts 15, Barnabas disappears from the narrative 
and we only hear about Paul and his ministry. This doesn’t mean that 
Barnabas suddenly disappeared from the Christian community or that he 
became insignificant to the church, but something happened that we’re told 
about in Acts 15 that put an end to the ministry partnership between 
Barnabas and Saul. Let’s listen to that part of the story now in Acts15:36-39. 

After some days Paul said to Barnabas, “Come, let us return and 
visit the believers in every city where we proclaimed the word of the 
Lord and see how they are doing.” 37 Barnabas wanted to take with 
them John called Mark. 38 But Paul decided not to take with them one 
who had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not accompanied them 
in the work. 39 The disagreement became so sharp that they parted 
company; Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus.  

Paul was thinking about all of those new believers and the new 
fellowships that had been formed on that first missionary journey that he and 
Barnabas took, and he wanted to go back to encourage them.  Naturally, he 



wanted Barnabas to go with him.  These people knew Barnabas, and 
Barnabas was a great encourager, but then this disagreement came up 
between Paul and Barnabas and neither man was ready to compromise on 
his convictions.  The question was whether they should bring Mark with 
them. He had accompanied them on a previous trip, but for some reason 
Mark hadn’t completed the mission with them.  We aren’t given any 
information about why he went home.  All we know is that Paul perceived it 
as a desertion so maybe it wasn’t for a very good reason, and now Paul did 
not think it was a good idea to bring Mark this second time.  Was it because 
Paul was a man of principle and on principle you shouldn’t depend on 
someone who has proven that they are unreliable?  Was it because he knew 
that they would likely encounter the enemies that they made during the first 
round, and he just didn’t think that Mark had what it took to stick it out?  Was 
it because he felt that Mark had been insubordinate and this character flaw 
disqualified him from the job?  Whatever he thought, he felt strongly about it, 
but Barnabas also felt strongly about his position.  Mark and Barnabas were 
cousins so maybe Barnabas felt he had to show loyalty to a family 
member.  The way I really imagine the argument going, though, is Barnabas 
saying to Paul, “Remember when you needed a second 
chance?  Remember when no one had any faith in you and I stood up for 
you?  I vouched for you and look how God has used you!  Why shouldn’t we 
do the same for Mark?  Why shouldn’t he have a second chance?  You of all 
people should be able to see that!”  The Bible says that the disagreement 
became “sharp,” which leads me to imagine that there were raised blood 
pressures and raised voices, and then the two men who had been friends 
and co-laborers for the gospel went their separate ways.  

It’s kind of a sad story, but it’s also a very human one.  As gifted and 
dynamic and faithful as these two men were, they were just men which 
means they weren’t perfect.   Like we all do, they had their blind spots and 
flaws and they were capable of being wrong.  Just because they loved Jesus, 
they weren’t immune to conflict, and, of course, neither are we.  We happen 
to live in a time when it seems like everyone disagrees about everything, 
even in the church, and it’s something that I think most of us find to be 
lamentable.  There is a longing for more peace and greater unity among 
people in general and certainly within the Body of Christ.   At first glance, it 
may seem that this particular story about Barnabas the Encourager isn’t very 
encouraging.  If these good men weren’t able to overcome their differences 
and stick together, how can we possibly hope for better or for more?  On the 
other hand, however, I think we do find some encouragement here after 
all.  The truth is that until Jesus comes back, we can expect that conflict and 



disagreements will be part of our lives.  And yes, of course we can work to 
try to reduce conflict and to try to see eye to eye on things, but since these 
things are bound to happen, it’s helpful to see this example and to learn from 
it.  We can be encouraged by Barnabas and Paul even in this time when they 
were not united and learn from them how to navigate those times when they 
come in our own lives.   

One hopeful and positive thing that we see is that in spite of their 
disagreement, each man maintained his integrity and maintained the 
credibility of their Christian witness, and they did this by resisting sin and 
staying in step with the Spirit.  You might say that I am reading into the text 
here because it really doesn’t give us details about what was said, but the 
fact that this is the last mention of the issue, and the fact that we don’t hear 
of either man being rebuked by other church leaders, and the fact that we 
never hear Paul disparaging Mark or Barnabas in his letters, these things 
seem to point to the fact that though the disagreement was sharp, the two 
men avoided giving in to the natural temptations that come up during sharp 
disagreements.  It seems instead that they managed to avoid making 
personal attacks on each other and avoided behaving in a way that would 
have caused people to call their character or the evidence of Christ at work 
in their lives into question.   

You have probably felt the temptations that Barnabas and Paul must 
have felt when you have had a sharp disagreement.   Pride tempts us to 
make an issue about ourselves - what I want, what I think is best, what I 
believe is right.  Fear tempts us to be controlling whether we’re trying to 
control people, or an outcome, or an image.  Anger tempts us to lash out at 
others, or to gossip and talk badly about others.  Giving in to these 
temptations tends to make a situation that is already difficult worse - not just 
for the people involved in the disagreement but also for those who are 
watching how the disagreement is handled.  When people outside of the 
church observe church people biting, and belittling, and mistreating one 
other, the message that Christ heals, and transforms, and gives us power to 
resist our sinful impulses doesn’t seem very credible. It looks like Christ 
doesn’t make much difference in our lives or in our community.  On the other 
hand, if we keep in step with the Spirit as we move through disagreements, 
it is possible to avoid giving in to the temptations that can end up causing 
harm to relationships, and communities, and to our witness.      

Barnabas and Paul’s example can encourage us to avoid sin in our 
disagreements, but there is still something more.  As I said, the sin of pride 
often lurks around the edges when we come into conflict with others.  I want 
to be right, I want you to know I’m right, and I want everyone else to know 



that I am right and my opponent is wrong.  To their credit, when Barnabas 
and Paul had their disagreement, neither man made it about himself.  They 
didn’t rally supporters for their sides creating a deeper and wider division in 
the church.  For Barnabas and Paul, the bigger issue at stake wasn’t who 
was right about whether Mark should go with them.  If the question of who 
was right had been the most important thing in their minds, it well might have 
turned into a contest to see who could get the most people on his side and 
who could eventually boast of having the most followers, but the debate 
didn’t go there because the more important issue for both men was doing 
the work of the gospel not being right.  It happens sometimes that the things 
we disagree about take on a life of their own.  They get blown up so big that 
we lose perspective, and we get consumed by our passion, and maybe our 
pride, and before we know it we have lost sight of the thing that is really most 
important which is making Jesus known and advancing the gospel. Paul and 
Barnabas did not allow their disagreement to take over and become the main 
thing.  Instead, they accepted that they were at an impasse and parted ways 
so that they could get on with the ministry to which they each felt called.   I 
think it is possible in more cases than we might expect to be able to maintain 
unity even in the midst of disagreement if we humble ourselves and listen to 
Jesus and rely on his Spirit to help us, but if the time comes when we feel 
that our ability to be obedient to Jesus is hindered over the point of 
disagreement, we are free to follow Jesus according to our conscience and 
we are free to let our opponent do the same.  We don’t have to try to force 
others to join us and we don’t have to fear what will happen if some follow 
our opponent.  We can trust God with the outcome, and that brings us to the 
most hopeful and encouraging element of all in this story.   

We can be encouraged by how Barnabas and Paul managed their 
conflict, but ultimately this story reveals that God is bigger than our human 
faults and failures and conflicts and struggles.  We want so much to be able 
to get along and to be able to see eye to eye on things - especially with our 
Christian brothers and sisters.   As desirable as that is, the good news that 
we can see in this story is that God is creative and powerful enough to further 
and accomplish His purposes in spite of our imperfections and the struggles 
that we face as we live in a still imperfect world. Barnabas and Paul had a 
sharp disagreement.  They ended up parting ways, but the book of Acts 
doesn’t come to an abrupt ending right there.  Their disagreement and 
separation didn’t signal the end of the movement that had begun on 
Pentecost.  After they went their separate ways, both men continued to 
preach, and lives continued to be changed, and the church continued to 
grow.  A difference between two men wasn’t enough to stop what God was 



doing.  The truth is that God chooses and wants to use us, and Jesus gives 
us opportunities to participate in what he is doing in this world, but the 
church’s success - our success - in producing fruit and advancing the 
kingdom doesn’t depend on our power.  It depends, instead, on God’s grace 
that empowers and sustains our human efforts.  It is discouraging and 
frustrating when we have conflicts and when things come up that we can’t 
see to resolve.  We would rather work as a united front, but if those times 
come when that perfect unity seems elusive, we don’t need to be afraid that 
God will not prevail.   

Do be encouraged, then. Even though disagreements are a part of life 
now, they don’t have to be the things that completely derail our walk with 
Jesus.  Keep your eyes fixed on Jesus and trust in him.  Stay in step with his 
Spirt, and your life will bear the fruit of the Spirit even in difficult times.  Let 
your highest goal be the goal of representing Christ and doing his will and 
remember that God is bigger than our human disagreements and faithful to 
His mission and purposes when we are right and when we are 
wrong.  Amen.   
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 Every now and then, I get a note in the mail or a small gift on my desk, 
and I don’t know who these cards and gifts come from.  All I know is that they 
are accompanied by a small business card that has a Christian fish and the 
name Barnabas on it.  Every time I am surprised with something from 
Barnabas, it makes me feel appreciated and encouraged, and I am quite 
sure that that is the point of these notes and gifts because the giver identifies 
himself or herself with the name Barnabas.  If the name Barnabas doesn’t 
mean anything to you that is why we are doing this sermon series.  We have 
been looking at stories about biblical characters who may be less familiar or 
even unknown to us because they don’t have the lead roles in 
Scripture.  Today is the last day in the series and Barnabas is the character 
who we are looking at.  He is related to those notes and gifts I mentioned 
because his name means “son of encouragement,” and in the book of Acts 
we see how he lived up to his name.   
 Barnabas is first mentioned in Acts 4:36 where he is referred to by his 
original name which was Joseph.  He was a Jew who was originally from 
Cyprus who appears to have been living in Jerusalem and who became a 
follower of Jesus either on the day of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit was 
poured out on the apostles or at some point in those early days just after 
Pentecost.  In Acts 4, we find out that he had sold a piece of property and he 
brought the money to the apostles to be used to take care of needs within 
the community.  Not long after that, persecution against the Christians broke 
out and Acts tells how a man named Saul was one of the most ruthless in 
persecuting Christians.  At that time, a lot of people who were part of the new 
church, scattered, but Barnabas stayed in Jerusalem during that time and 
seems to have developed a close relationship with apostles.  This is 
important because when Saul had a dramatic encounter with the risen Jesus 
on the road to Damascus and became a follower of Jesus himself, he went 
to Jerusalem to try to connect with the believers there, but they were scared 
of him and didn’t want to associate with him.  Fortunately, for Saul, the son 
of encouragement, Barnabas, went with him to the apostles who knew and 
trusted Barnabas and he vouched for Saul.  This is the first part of our 
Scripture reading this morning.  Let’s look at the reading from Acts 9:26-27. 



 26 When he 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, brought him to the 
apostles, and described for them how on the road he had seen the Lord, 
who had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had spoken boldly in 
the name of Jesus.  
 After this, the apostles and believers in Jerusalem trusted that Saul 
had truly been converted and he took up an active preaching ministry.  He 
was an effective preacher, but he also had critics who wanted to kill him, so 
the church in Jerusalem tried to protect him by sending him back to his 
hometown of Tarsus, but he and Barnabas would come back together a little 
later when Barnabas was called to go to Antioch.  Barnabas was called to 
Antioch because a large number of Gentiles had become believers and they 
needed someone to lead and encourage them.   Barnabas went and when 
he got there he asked Saul to come join him and together they led the 
believers and helped get the first Gentile church established in Antioch.  After 
this, the two men were set apart and commissioned by the church in Antioch 
to become missionaries and they traveled together around the 
Mediterranean preaching the gospel, making both converts and enemies as 
they went.  In these stories about Barnabas and Saul, Barnabas’s name 
always comes first which might be intentional as a way to show that 
Barnabas was the primary figure in the partnership at the beginning.  We do 
see him as the already established leader in the church who takes the new 
guy under his wing and brings him along with him, but when we get to Acts 
15 there is a change.  After Acts 15, Barnabas disappears from the narrative 
and we only hear about Paul and his ministry. This doesn’t mean that 
Barnabas suddenly disappeared from the Christian community or that he 
became insignificant to the church, but something happened that we’re told 
about in Acts 15 that put an end to the ministry partnership between 
Barnabas and Saul. Let’s listen to that part of the story now in Acts15:36-39. 

After some days Paul said to Barnabas, “Come, let us return and 
visit the believers in every city where we proclaimed the word of the 
Lord and see how they are doing.” 37 Barnabas wanted to take with 
them John called Mark. 38 But Paul decided not to take with them one 
who had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not accompanied them 
in the work. 39 The disagreement became so sharp that they parted 
company; Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus.  

Paul was thinking about all of those new believers and the new 
fellowships that had been formed on that first missionary journey that he and 
Barnabas took, and he wanted to go back to encourage them.  Naturally, he 



wanted Barnabas to go with him.  These people knew Barnabas, and 
Barnabas was a great encourager, but then this disagreement came up 
between Paul and Barnabas and neither man was ready to compromise on 
his convictions.  The question was whether they should bring Mark with 
them. He had accompanied them on a previous trip, but for some reason 
Mark hadn’t completed the mission with them.  We aren’t given any 
information about why he went home.  All we know is that Paul perceived it 
as a desertion so maybe it wasn’t for a very good reason, and now Paul did 
not think it was a good idea to bring Mark this second time.  Was it because 
Paul was a man of principle and on principle you shouldn’t depend on 
someone who has proven that they are unreliable?  Was it because he knew 
that they would likely encounter the enemies that they made during the first 
round, and he just didn’t think that Mark had what it took to stick it out?  Was 
it because he felt that Mark had been insubordinate and this character flaw 
disqualified him from the job?  Whatever he thought, he felt strongly about it, 
but Barnabas also felt strongly about his position.  Mark and Barnabas were 
cousins so maybe Barnabas felt he had to show loyalty to a family 
member.  The way I really imagine the argument going, though, is Barnabas 
saying to Paul, “Remember when you needed a second 
chance?  Remember when no one had any faith in you and I stood up for 
you?  I vouched for you and look how God has used you!  Why shouldn’t we 
do the same for Mark?  Why shouldn’t he have a second chance?  You of all 
people should be able to see that!”  The Bible says that the disagreement 
became “sharp,” which leads me to imagine that there were raised blood 
pressures and raised voices, and then the two men who had been friends 
and co-laborers for the gospel went their separate ways.  

It’s kind of a sad story, but it’s also a very human one.  As gifted and 
dynamic and faithful as these two men were, they were just men which 
means they weren’t perfect.   Like we all do, they had their blind spots and 
flaws and they were capable of being wrong.  Just because they loved Jesus, 
they weren’t immune to conflict, and, of course, neither are we.  We happen 
to live in a time when it seems like everyone disagrees about everything, 
even in the church, and it’s something that I think most of us find to be 
lamentable.  There is a longing for more peace and greater unity among 
people in general and certainly within the Body of Christ.   At first glance, it 
may seem that this particular story about Barnabas the Encourager isn’t very 
encouraging.  If these good men weren’t able to overcome their differences 
and stick together, how can we possibly hope for better or for more?  On the 
other hand, however, I think we do find some encouragement here after 
all.  The truth is that until Jesus comes back, we can expect that conflict and 



disagreements will be part of our lives.  And yes, of course we can work to 
try to reduce conflict and to try to see eye to eye on things, but since these 
things are bound to happen, it’s helpful to see this example and to learn from 
it.  We can be encouraged by Barnabas and Paul even in this time when they 
were not united and learn from them how to navigate those times when they 
come in our own lives.   

One hopeful and positive thing that we see is that in spite of their 
disagreement, each man maintained his integrity and maintained the 
credibility of their Christian witness, and they did this by resisting sin and 
staying in step with the Spirit.  You might say that I am reading into the text 
here because it really doesn’t give us details about what was said, but the 
fact that this is the last mention of the issue, and the fact that we don’t hear 
of either man being rebuked by other church leaders, and the fact that we 
never hear Paul disparaging Mark or Barnabas in his letters, these things 
seem to point to the fact that though the disagreement was sharp, the two 
men avoided giving in to the natural temptations that come up during sharp 
disagreements.  It seems instead that they managed to avoid making 
personal attacks on each other and avoided behaving in a way that would 
have caused people to call their character or the evidence of Christ at work 
in their lives into question.   

You have probably felt the temptations that Barnabas and Paul must 
have felt when you have had a sharp disagreement.   Pride tempts us to 
make an issue about ourselves - what I want, what I think is best, what I 
believe is right.  Fear tempts us to be controlling whether we’re trying to 
control people, or an outcome, or an image.  Anger tempts us to lash out at 
others, or to gossip and talk badly about others.  Giving in to these 
temptations tends to make a situation that is already difficult worse - not just 
for the people involved in the disagreement but also for those who are 
watching how the disagreement is handled.  When people outside of the 
church observe church people biting, and belittling, and mistreating one 
other, the message that Christ heals, and transforms, and gives us power to 
resist our sinful impulses doesn’t seem very credible. It looks like Christ 
doesn’t make much difference in our lives or in our community.  On the other 
hand, if we keep in step with the Spirit as we move through disagreements, 
it is possible to avoid giving in to the temptations that can end up causing 
harm to relationships, and communities, and to our witness.      

Barnabas and Paul’s example can encourage us to avoid sin in our 
disagreements, but there is still something more.  As I said, the sin of pride 
often lurks around the edges when we come into conflict with others.  I want 
to be right, I want you to know I’m right, and I want everyone else to know 



that I am right and my opponent is wrong.  To their credit, when Barnabas 
and Paul had their disagreement, neither man made it about himself.  They 
didn’t rally supporters for their sides creating a deeper and wider division in 
the church.  For Barnabas and Paul, the bigger issue at stake wasn’t who 
was right about whether Mark should go with them.  If the question of who 
was right had been the most important thing in their minds, it well might have 
turned into a contest to see who could get the most people on his side and 
who could eventually boast of having the most followers, but the debate 
didn’t go there because the more important issue for both men was doing 
the work of the gospel not being right.  It happens sometimes that the things 
we disagree about take on a life of their own.  They get blown up so big that 
we lose perspective, and we get consumed by our passion, and maybe our 
pride, and before we know it we have lost sight of the thing that is really most 
important which is making Jesus known and advancing the gospel. Paul and 
Barnabas did not allow their disagreement to take over and become the main 
thing.  Instead, they accepted that they were at an impasse and parted ways 
so that they could get on with the ministry to which they each felt called.   I 
think it is possible in more cases than we might expect to be able to maintain 
unity even in the midst of disagreement if we humble ourselves and listen to 
Jesus and rely on his Spirit to help us, but if the time comes when we feel 
that our ability to be obedient to Jesus is hindered over the point of 
disagreement, we are free to follow Jesus according to our conscience and 
we are free to let our opponent do the same.  We don’t have to try to force 
others to join us and we don’t have to fear what will happen if some follow 
our opponent.  We can trust God with the outcome, and that brings us to the 
most hopeful and encouraging element of all in this story.   

We can be encouraged by how Barnabas and Paul managed their 
conflict, but ultimately this story reveals that God is bigger than our human 
faults and failures and conflicts and struggles.  We want so much to be able 
to get along and to be able to see eye to eye on things - especially with our 
Christian brothers and sisters.   As desirable as that is, the good news that 
we can see in this story is that God is creative and powerful enough to further 
and accomplish His purposes in spite of our imperfections and the struggles 
that we face as we live in a still imperfect world. Barnabas and Paul had a 
sharp disagreement.  They ended up parting ways, but the book of Acts 
doesn’t come to an abrupt ending right there.  Their disagreement and 
separation didn’t signal the end of the movement that had begun on 
Pentecost.  After they went their separate ways, both men continued to 
preach, and lives continued to be changed, and the church continued to 
grow.  A difference between two men wasn’t enough to stop what God was 



doing.  The truth is that God chooses and wants to use us, and Jesus gives 
us opportunities to participate in what he is doing in this world, but the 
church’s success - our success - in producing fruit and advancing the 
kingdom doesn’t depend on our power.  It depends, instead, on God’s grace 
that empowers and sustains our human efforts.  It is discouraging and 
frustrating when we have conflicts and when things come up that we can’t 
see to resolve.  We would rather work as a united front, but if those times 
come when that perfect unity seems elusive, we don’t need to be afraid that 
God will not prevail.   

Do be encouraged, then. Even though disagreements are a part of life 
now, they don’t have to be the things that completely derail our walk with 
Jesus.  Keep your eyes fixed on Jesus and trust in him.  Stay in step with his 
Spirt, and your life will bear the fruit of the Spirit even in difficult times.  Let 
your highest goal be the goal of representing Christ and doing his will and 
remember that God is bigger than our human disagreements and faithful to 
His mission and purposes when we are right and when we are 
wrong.  Amen.   
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 Every now and then, I get a note in the mail or a small gift on my desk, 
and I don’t know who these cards and gifts come from.  All I know is that they 
are accompanied by a small business card that has a Christian fish and the 
name Barnabas on it.  Every time I am surprised with something from 
Barnabas, it makes me feel appreciated and encouraged, and I am quite 
sure that that is the point of these notes and gifts because the giver identifies 
himself or herself with the name Barnabas.  If the name Barnabas doesn’t 
mean anything to you that is why we are doing this sermon series.  We have 
been looking at stories about biblical characters who may be less familiar or 
even unknown to us because they don’t have the lead roles in 
Scripture.  Today is the last day in the series and Barnabas is the character 
who we are looking at.  He is related to those notes and gifts I mentioned 
because his name means “son of encouragement,” and in the book of Acts 
we see how he lived up to his name.   
 Barnabas is first mentioned in Acts 4:36 where he is referred to by his 
original name which was Joseph.  He was a Jew who was originally from 
Cyprus who appears to have been living in Jerusalem and who became a 
follower of Jesus either on the day of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit was 
poured out on the apostles or at some point in those early days just after 
Pentecost.  In Acts 4, we find out that he had sold a piece of property and he 
brought the money to the apostles to be used to take care of needs within 
the community.  Not long after that, persecution against the Christians broke 
out and Acts tells how a man named Saul was one of the most ruthless in 
persecuting Christians.  At that time, a lot of people who were part of the new 
church, scattered, but Barnabas stayed in Jerusalem during that time and 
seems to have developed a close relationship with apostles.  This is 
important because when Saul had a dramatic encounter with the risen Jesus 
on the road to Damascus and became a follower of Jesus himself, he went 
to Jerusalem to try to connect with the believers there, but they were scared 
of him and didn’t want to associate with him.  Fortunately, for Saul, the son 
of encouragement, Barnabas, went with him to the apostles who knew and 
trusted Barnabas and he vouched for Saul.  This is the first part of our 
Scripture reading this morning.  Let’s look at the reading from Acts 9:26-27. 



 26 When he 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, brought him to the 
apostles, and described for them how on the road he had seen the Lord, 
who had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had spoken boldly in 
the name of Jesus.  
 After this, the apostles and believers in Jerusalem trusted that Saul 
had truly been converted and he took up an active preaching ministry.  He 
was an effective preacher, but he also had critics who wanted to kill him, so 
the church in Jerusalem tried to protect him by sending him back to his 
hometown of Tarsus, but he and Barnabas would come back together a little 
later when Barnabas was called to go to Antioch.  Barnabas was called to 
Antioch because a large number of Gentiles had become believers and they 
needed someone to lead and encourage them.   Barnabas went and when 
he got there he asked Saul to come join him and together they led the 
believers and helped get the first Gentile church established in Antioch.  After 
this, the two men were set apart and commissioned by the church in Antioch 
to become missionaries and they traveled together around the 
Mediterranean preaching the gospel, making both converts and enemies as 
they went.  In these stories about Barnabas and Saul, Barnabas’s name 
always comes first which might be intentional as a way to show that 
Barnabas was the primary figure in the partnership at the beginning.  We do 
see him as the already established leader in the church who takes the new 
guy under his wing and brings him along with him, but when we get to Acts 
15 there is a change.  After Acts 15, Barnabas disappears from the narrative 
and we only hear about Paul and his ministry. This doesn’t mean that 
Barnabas suddenly disappeared from the Christian community or that he 
became insignificant to the church, but something happened that we’re told 
about in Acts 15 that put an end to the ministry partnership between 
Barnabas and Saul. Let’s listen to that part of the story now in Acts15:36-39. 

After some days Paul said to Barnabas, “Come, let us return and 
visit the believers in every city where we proclaimed the word of the 
Lord and see how they are doing.” 37 Barnabas wanted to take with 
them John called Mark. 38 But Paul decided not to take with them one 
who had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not accompanied them 
in the work. 39 The disagreement became so sharp that they parted 
company; Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus.  

Paul was thinking about all of those new believers and the new 
fellowships that had been formed on that first missionary journey that he and 
Barnabas took, and he wanted to go back to encourage them.  Naturally, he 



wanted Barnabas to go with him.  These people knew Barnabas, and 
Barnabas was a great encourager, but then this disagreement came up 
between Paul and Barnabas and neither man was ready to compromise on 
his convictions.  The question was whether they should bring Mark with 
them. He had accompanied them on a previous trip, but for some reason 
Mark hadn’t completed the mission with them.  We aren’t given any 
information about why he went home.  All we know is that Paul perceived it 
as a desertion so maybe it wasn’t for a very good reason, and now Paul did 
not think it was a good idea to bring Mark this second time.  Was it because 
Paul was a man of principle and on principle you shouldn’t depend on 
someone who has proven that they are unreliable?  Was it because he knew 
that they would likely encounter the enemies that they made during the first 
round, and he just didn’t think that Mark had what it took to stick it out?  Was 
it because he felt that Mark had been insubordinate and this character flaw 
disqualified him from the job?  Whatever he thought, he felt strongly about it, 
but Barnabas also felt strongly about his position.  Mark and Barnabas were 
cousins so maybe Barnabas felt he had to show loyalty to a family 
member.  The way I really imagine the argument going, though, is Barnabas 
saying to Paul, “Remember when you needed a second 
chance?  Remember when no one had any faith in you and I stood up for 
you?  I vouched for you and look how God has used you!  Why shouldn’t we 
do the same for Mark?  Why shouldn’t he have a second chance?  You of all 
people should be able to see that!”  The Bible says that the disagreement 
became “sharp,” which leads me to imagine that there were raised blood 
pressures and raised voices, and then the two men who had been friends 
and co-laborers for the gospel went their separate ways.  

It’s kind of a sad story, but it’s also a very human one.  As gifted and 
dynamic and faithful as these two men were, they were just men which 
means they weren’t perfect.   Like we all do, they had their blind spots and 
flaws and they were capable of being wrong.  Just because they loved Jesus, 
they weren’t immune to conflict, and, of course, neither are we.  We happen 
to live in a time when it seems like everyone disagrees about everything, 
even in the church, and it’s something that I think most of us find to be 
lamentable.  There is a longing for more peace and greater unity among 
people in general and certainly within the Body of Christ.   At first glance, it 
may seem that this particular story about Barnabas the Encourager isn’t very 
encouraging.  If these good men weren’t able to overcome their differences 
and stick together, how can we possibly hope for better or for more?  On the 
other hand, however, I think we do find some encouragement here after 
all.  The truth is that until Jesus comes back, we can expect that conflict and 



disagreements will be part of our lives.  And yes, of course we can work to 
try to reduce conflict and to try to see eye to eye on things, but since these 
things are bound to happen, it’s helpful to see this example and to learn from 
it.  We can be encouraged by Barnabas and Paul even in this time when they 
were not united and learn from them how to navigate those times when they 
come in our own lives.   

One hopeful and positive thing that we see is that in spite of their 
disagreement, each man maintained his integrity and maintained the 
credibility of their Christian witness, and they did this by resisting sin and 
staying in step with the Spirit.  You might say that I am reading into the text 
here because it really doesn’t give us details about what was said, but the 
fact that this is the last mention of the issue, and the fact that we don’t hear 
of either man being rebuked by other church leaders, and the fact that we 
never hear Paul disparaging Mark or Barnabas in his letters, these things 
seem to point to the fact that though the disagreement was sharp, the two 
men avoided giving in to the natural temptations that come up during sharp 
disagreements.  It seems instead that they managed to avoid making 
personal attacks on each other and avoided behaving in a way that would 
have caused people to call their character or the evidence of Christ at work 
in their lives into question.   

You have probably felt the temptations that Barnabas and Paul must 
have felt when you have had a sharp disagreement.   Pride tempts us to 
make an issue about ourselves - what I want, what I think is best, what I 
believe is right.  Fear tempts us to be controlling whether we’re trying to 
control people, or an outcome, or an image.  Anger tempts us to lash out at 
others, or to gossip and talk badly about others.  Giving in to these 
temptations tends to make a situation that is already difficult worse - not just 
for the people involved in the disagreement but also for those who are 
watching how the disagreement is handled.  When people outside of the 
church observe church people biting, and belittling, and mistreating one 
other, the message that Christ heals, and transforms, and gives us power to 
resist our sinful impulses doesn’t seem very credible. It looks like Christ 
doesn’t make much difference in our lives or in our community.  On the other 
hand, if we keep in step with the Spirit as we move through disagreements, 
it is possible to avoid giving in to the temptations that can end up causing 
harm to relationships, and communities, and to our witness.      

Barnabas and Paul’s example can encourage us to avoid sin in our 
disagreements, but there is still something more.  As I said, the sin of pride 
often lurks around the edges when we come into conflict with others.  I want 
to be right, I want you to know I’m right, and I want everyone else to know 



that I am right and my opponent is wrong.  To their credit, when Barnabas 
and Paul had their disagreement, neither man made it about himself.  They 
didn’t rally supporters for their sides creating a deeper and wider division in 
the church.  For Barnabas and Paul, the bigger issue at stake wasn’t who 
was right about whether Mark should go with them.  If the question of who 
was right had been the most important thing in their minds, it well might have 
turned into a contest to see who could get the most people on his side and 
who could eventually boast of having the most followers, but the debate 
didn’t go there because the more important issue for both men was doing 
the work of the gospel not being right.  It happens sometimes that the things 
we disagree about take on a life of their own.  They get blown up so big that 
we lose perspective, and we get consumed by our passion, and maybe our 
pride, and before we know it we have lost sight of the thing that is really most 
important which is making Jesus known and advancing the gospel. Paul and 
Barnabas did not allow their disagreement to take over and become the main 
thing.  Instead, they accepted that they were at an impasse and parted ways 
so that they could get on with the ministry to which they each felt called.   I 
think it is possible in more cases than we might expect to be able to maintain 
unity even in the midst of disagreement if we humble ourselves and listen to 
Jesus and rely on his Spirit to help us, but if the time comes when we feel 
that our ability to be obedient to Jesus is hindered over the point of 
disagreement, we are free to follow Jesus according to our conscience and 
we are free to let our opponent do the same.  We don’t have to try to force 
others to join us and we don’t have to fear what will happen if some follow 
our opponent.  We can trust God with the outcome, and that brings us to the 
most hopeful and encouraging element of all in this story.   

We can be encouraged by how Barnabas and Paul managed their 
conflict, but ultimately this story reveals that God is bigger than our human 
faults and failures and conflicts and struggles.  We want so much to be able 
to get along and to be able to see eye to eye on things - especially with our 
Christian brothers and sisters.   As desirable as that is, the good news that 
we can see in this story is that God is creative and powerful enough to further 
and accomplish His purposes in spite of our imperfections and the struggles 
that we face as we live in a still imperfect world. Barnabas and Paul had a 
sharp disagreement.  They ended up parting ways, but the book of Acts 
doesn’t come to an abrupt ending right there.  Their disagreement and 
separation didn’t signal the end of the movement that had begun on 
Pentecost.  After they went their separate ways, both men continued to 
preach, and lives continued to be changed, and the church continued to 
grow.  A difference between two men wasn’t enough to stop what God was 



doing.  The truth is that God chooses and wants to use us, and Jesus gives 
us opportunities to participate in what he is doing in this world, but the 
church’s success - our success - in producing fruit and advancing the 
kingdom doesn’t depend on our power.  It depends, instead, on God’s grace 
that empowers and sustains our human efforts.  It is discouraging and 
frustrating when we have conflicts and when things come up that we can’t 
see to resolve.  We would rather work as a united front, but if those times 
come when that perfect unity seems elusive, we don’t need to be afraid that 
God will not prevail.   

Do be encouraged, then. Even though disagreements are a part of life 
now, they don’t have to be the things that completely derail our walk with 
Jesus.  Keep your eyes fixed on Jesus and trust in him.  Stay in step with his 
Spirt, and your life will bear the fruit of the Spirit even in difficult times.  Let 
your highest goal be the goal of representing Christ and doing his will and 
remember that God is bigger than our human disagreements and faithful to 
His mission and purposes when we are right and when we are 
wrong.  Amen.   
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 Every now and then, I get a note in the mail or a small gift on my desk, 
and I don’t know who these cards and gifts come from.  All I know is that they 
are accompanied by a small business card that has a Christian fish and the 
name Barnabas on it.  Every time I am surprised with something from 
Barnabas, it makes me feel appreciated and encouraged, and I am quite 
sure that that is the point of these notes and gifts because the giver identifies 
himself or herself with the name Barnabas.  If the name Barnabas doesn’t 
mean anything to you that is why we are doing this sermon series.  We have 
been looking at stories about biblical characters who may be less familiar or 
even unknown to us because they don’t have the lead roles in 
Scripture.  Today is the last day in the series and Barnabas is the character 
who we are looking at.  He is related to those notes and gifts I mentioned 
because his name means “son of encouragement,” and in the book of Acts 
we see how he lived up to his name.   
 Barnabas is first mentioned in Acts 4:36 where he is referred to by his 
original name which was Joseph.  He was a Jew who was originally from 
Cyprus who appears to have been living in Jerusalem and who became a 
follower of Jesus either on the day of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit was 
poured out on the apostles or at some point in those early days just after 
Pentecost.  In Acts 4, we find out that he had sold a piece of property and he 
brought the money to the apostles to be used to take care of needs within 
the community.  Not long after that, persecution against the Christians broke 
out and Acts tells how a man named Saul was one of the most ruthless in 
persecuting Christians.  At that time, a lot of people who were part of the new 
church, scattered, but Barnabas stayed in Jerusalem during that time and 
seems to have developed a close relationship with apostles.  This is 
important because when Saul had a dramatic encounter with the risen Jesus 
on the road to Damascus and became a follower of Jesus himself, he went 
to Jerusalem to try to connect with the believers there, but they were scared 
of him and didn’t want to associate with him.  Fortunately, for Saul, the son 
of encouragement, Barnabas, went with him to the apostles who knew and 
trusted Barnabas and he vouched for Saul.  This is the first part of our 
Scripture reading this morning.  Let’s look at the reading from Acts 9:26-27. 



 26 When he 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, brought him to the 
apostles, and described for them how on the road he had seen the Lord, 
who had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had spoken boldly in 
the name of Jesus.  
 After this, the apostles and believers in Jerusalem trusted that Saul 
had truly been converted and he took up an active preaching ministry.  He 
was an effective preacher, but he also had critics who wanted to kill him, so 
the church in Jerusalem tried to protect him by sending him back to his 
hometown of Tarsus, but he and Barnabas would come back together a little 
later when Barnabas was called to go to Antioch.  Barnabas was called to 
Antioch because a large number of Gentiles had become believers and they 
needed someone to lead and encourage them.   Barnabas went and when 
he got there he asked Saul to come join him and together they led the 
believers and helped get the first Gentile church established in Antioch.  After 
this, the two men were set apart and commissioned by the church in Antioch 
to become missionaries and they traveled together around the 
Mediterranean preaching the gospel, making both converts and enemies as 
they went.  In these stories about Barnabas and Saul, Barnabas’s name 
always comes first which might be intentional as a way to show that 
Barnabas was the primary figure in the partnership at the beginning.  We do 
see him as the already established leader in the church who takes the new 
guy under his wing and brings him along with him, but when we get to Acts 
15 there is a change.  After Acts 15, Barnabas disappears from the narrative 
and we only hear about Paul and his ministry. This doesn’t mean that 
Barnabas suddenly disappeared from the Christian community or that he 
became insignificant to the church, but something happened that we’re told 
about in Acts 15 that put an end to the ministry partnership between 
Barnabas and Saul. Let’s listen to that part of the story now in Acts15:36-39. 

After some days Paul said to Barnabas, “Come, let us return and 
visit the believers in every city where we proclaimed the word of the 
Lord and see how they are doing.” 37 Barnabas wanted to take with 
them John called Mark. 38 But Paul decided not to take with them one 
who had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not accompanied them 
in the work. 39 The disagreement became so sharp that they parted 
company; Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus.  

Paul was thinking about all of those new believers and the new 
fellowships that had been formed on that first missionary journey that he and 
Barnabas took, and he wanted to go back to encourage them.  Naturally, he 



wanted Barnabas to go with him.  These people knew Barnabas, and 
Barnabas was a great encourager, but then this disagreement came up 
between Paul and Barnabas and neither man was ready to compromise on 
his convictions.  The question was whether they should bring Mark with 
them. He had accompanied them on a previous trip, but for some reason 
Mark hadn’t completed the mission with them.  We aren’t given any 
information about why he went home.  All we know is that Paul perceived it 
as a desertion so maybe it wasn’t for a very good reason, and now Paul did 
not think it was a good idea to bring Mark this second time.  Was it because 
Paul was a man of principle and on principle you shouldn’t depend on 
someone who has proven that they are unreliable?  Was it because he knew 
that they would likely encounter the enemies that they made during the first 
round, and he just didn’t think that Mark had what it took to stick it out?  Was 
it because he felt that Mark had been insubordinate and this character flaw 
disqualified him from the job?  Whatever he thought, he felt strongly about it, 
but Barnabas also felt strongly about his position.  Mark and Barnabas were 
cousins so maybe Barnabas felt he had to show loyalty to a family 
member.  The way I really imagine the argument going, though, is Barnabas 
saying to Paul, “Remember when you needed a second 
chance?  Remember when no one had any faith in you and I stood up for 
you?  I vouched for you and look how God has used you!  Why shouldn’t we 
do the same for Mark?  Why shouldn’t he have a second chance?  You of all 
people should be able to see that!”  The Bible says that the disagreement 
became “sharp,” which leads me to imagine that there were raised blood 
pressures and raised voices, and then the two men who had been friends 
and co-laborers for the gospel went their separate ways.  

It’s kind of a sad story, but it’s also a very human one.  As gifted and 
dynamic and faithful as these two men were, they were just men which 
means they weren’t perfect.   Like we all do, they had their blind spots and 
flaws and they were capable of being wrong.  Just because they loved Jesus, 
they weren’t immune to conflict, and, of course, neither are we.  We happen 
to live in a time when it seems like everyone disagrees about everything, 
even in the church, and it’s something that I think most of us find to be 
lamentable.  There is a longing for more peace and greater unity among 
people in general and certainly within the Body of Christ.   At first glance, it 
may seem that this particular story about Barnabas the Encourager isn’t very 
encouraging.  If these good men weren’t able to overcome their differences 
and stick together, how can we possibly hope for better or for more?  On the 
other hand, however, I think we do find some encouragement here after 
all.  The truth is that until Jesus comes back, we can expect that conflict and 



disagreements will be part of our lives.  And yes, of course we can work to 
try to reduce conflict and to try to see eye to eye on things, but since these 
things are bound to happen, it’s helpful to see this example and to learn from 
it.  We can be encouraged by Barnabas and Paul even in this time when they 
were not united and learn from them how to navigate those times when they 
come in our own lives.   

One hopeful and positive thing that we see is that in spite of their 
disagreement, each man maintained his integrity and maintained the 
credibility of their Christian witness, and they did this by resisting sin and 
staying in step with the Spirit.  You might say that I am reading into the text 
here because it really doesn’t give us details about what was said, but the 
fact that this is the last mention of the issue, and the fact that we don’t hear 
of either man being rebuked by other church leaders, and the fact that we 
never hear Paul disparaging Mark or Barnabas in his letters, these things 
seem to point to the fact that though the disagreement was sharp, the two 
men avoided giving in to the natural temptations that come up during sharp 
disagreements.  It seems instead that they managed to avoid making 
personal attacks on each other and avoided behaving in a way that would 
have caused people to call their character or the evidence of Christ at work 
in their lives into question.   

You have probably felt the temptations that Barnabas and Paul must 
have felt when you have had a sharp disagreement.   Pride tempts us to 
make an issue about ourselves - what I want, what I think is best, what I 
believe is right.  Fear tempts us to be controlling whether we’re trying to 
control people, or an outcome, or an image.  Anger tempts us to lash out at 
others, or to gossip and talk badly about others.  Giving in to these 
temptations tends to make a situation that is already difficult worse - not just 
for the people involved in the disagreement but also for those who are 
watching how the disagreement is handled.  When people outside of the 
church observe church people biting, and belittling, and mistreating one 
other, the message that Christ heals, and transforms, and gives us power to 
resist our sinful impulses doesn’t seem very credible. It looks like Christ 
doesn’t make much difference in our lives or in our community.  On the other 
hand, if we keep in step with the Spirit as we move through disagreements, 
it is possible to avoid giving in to the temptations that can end up causing 
harm to relationships, and communities, and to our witness.      

Barnabas and Paul’s example can encourage us to avoid sin in our 
disagreements, but there is still something more.  As I said, the sin of pride 
often lurks around the edges when we come into conflict with others.  I want 
to be right, I want you to know I’m right, and I want everyone else to know 



that I am right and my opponent is wrong.  To their credit, when Barnabas 
and Paul had their disagreement, neither man made it about himself.  They 
didn’t rally supporters for their sides creating a deeper and wider division in 
the church.  For Barnabas and Paul, the bigger issue at stake wasn’t who 
was right about whether Mark should go with them.  If the question of who 
was right had been the most important thing in their minds, it well might have 
turned into a contest to see who could get the most people on his side and 
who could eventually boast of having the most followers, but the debate 
didn’t go there because the more important issue for both men was doing 
the work of the gospel not being right.  It happens sometimes that the things 
we disagree about take on a life of their own.  They get blown up so big that 
we lose perspective, and we get consumed by our passion, and maybe our 
pride, and before we know it we have lost sight of the thing that is really most 
important which is making Jesus known and advancing the gospel. Paul and 
Barnabas did not allow their disagreement to take over and become the main 
thing.  Instead, they accepted that they were at an impasse and parted ways 
so that they could get on with the ministry to which they each felt called.   I 
think it is possible in more cases than we might expect to be able to maintain 
unity even in the midst of disagreement if we humble ourselves and listen to 
Jesus and rely on his Spirit to help us, but if the time comes when we feel 
that our ability to be obedient to Jesus is hindered over the point of 
disagreement, we are free to follow Jesus according to our conscience and 
we are free to let our opponent do the same.  We don’t have to try to force 
others to join us and we don’t have to fear what will happen if some follow 
our opponent.  We can trust God with the outcome, and that brings us to the 
most hopeful and encouraging element of all in this story.   

We can be encouraged by how Barnabas and Paul managed their 
conflict, but ultimately this story reveals that God is bigger than our human 
faults and failures and conflicts and struggles.  We want so much to be able 
to get along and to be able to see eye to eye on things - especially with our 
Christian brothers and sisters.   As desirable as that is, the good news that 
we can see in this story is that God is creative and powerful enough to further 
and accomplish His purposes in spite of our imperfections and the struggles 
that we face as we live in a still imperfect world. Barnabas and Paul had a 
sharp disagreement.  They ended up parting ways, but the book of Acts 
doesn’t come to an abrupt ending right there.  Their disagreement and 
separation didn’t signal the end of the movement that had begun on 
Pentecost.  After they went their separate ways, both men continued to 
preach, and lives continued to be changed, and the church continued to 
grow.  A difference between two men wasn’t enough to stop what God was 



doing.  The truth is that God chooses and wants to use us, and Jesus gives 
us opportunities to participate in what he is doing in this world, but the 
church’s success - our success - in producing fruit and advancing the 
kingdom doesn’t depend on our power.  It depends, instead, on God’s grace 
that empowers and sustains our human efforts.  It is discouraging and 
frustrating when we have conflicts and when things come up that we can’t 
see to resolve.  We would rather work as a united front, but if those times 
come when that perfect unity seems elusive, we don’t need to be afraid that 
God will not prevail.   

Do be encouraged, then. Even though disagreements are a part of life 
now, they don’t have to be the things that completely derail our walk with 
Jesus.  Keep your eyes fixed on Jesus and trust in him.  Stay in step with his 
Spirt, and your life will bear the fruit of the Spirit even in difficult times.  Let 
your highest goal be the goal of representing Christ and doing his will and 
remember that God is bigger than our human disagreements and faithful to 
His mission and purposes when we are right and when we are 
wrong.  Amen.   
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 Every now and then, I get a note in the mail or a small gift on my desk, 
and I don’t know who these cards and gifts come from.  All I know is that they 
are accompanied by a small business card that has a Christian fish and the 
name Barnabas on it.  Every time I am surprised with something from 
Barnabas, it makes me feel appreciated and encouraged, and I am quite 
sure that that is the point of these notes and gifts because the giver identifies 
himself or herself with the name Barnabas.  If the name Barnabas doesn’t 
mean anything to you that is why we are doing this sermon series.  We have 
been looking at stories about biblical characters who may be less familiar or 
even unknown to us because they don’t have the lead roles in 
Scripture.  Today is the last day in the series and Barnabas is the character 
who we are looking at.  He is related to those notes and gifts I mentioned 
because his name means “son of encouragement,” and in the book of Acts 
we see how he lived up to his name.   
 Barnabas is first mentioned in Acts 4:36 where he is referred to by his 
original name which was Joseph.  He was a Jew who was originally from 
Cyprus who appears to have been living in Jerusalem and who became a 
follower of Jesus either on the day of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit was 
poured out on the apostles or at some point in those early days just after 
Pentecost.  In Acts 4, we find out that he had sold a piece of property and he 
brought the money to the apostles to be used to take care of needs within 
the community.  Not long after that, persecution against the Christians broke 
out and Acts tells how a man named Saul was one of the most ruthless in 
persecuting Christians.  At that time, a lot of people who were part of the new 
church, scattered, but Barnabas stayed in Jerusalem during that time and 
seems to have developed a close relationship with apostles.  This is 
important because when Saul had a dramatic encounter with the risen Jesus 
on the road to Damascus and became a follower of Jesus himself, he went 
to Jerusalem to try to connect with the believers there, but they were scared 
of him and didn’t want to associate with him.  Fortunately, for Saul, the son 
of encouragement, Barnabas, went with him to the apostles who knew and 
trusted Barnabas and he vouched for Saul.  This is the first part of our 
Scripture reading this morning.  Let’s look at the reading from Acts 9:26-27. 



 26 When he 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, brought him to the 
apostles, and described for them how on the road he had seen the Lord, 
who had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had spoken boldly in 
the name of Jesus.  
 After this, the apostles and believers in Jerusalem trusted that Saul 
had truly been converted and he took up an active preaching ministry.  He 
was an effective preacher, but he also had critics who wanted to kill him, so 
the church in Jerusalem tried to protect him by sending him back to his 
hometown of Tarsus, but he and Barnabas would come back together a little 
later when Barnabas was called to go to Antioch.  Barnabas was called to 
Antioch because a large number of Gentiles had become believers and they 
needed someone to lead and encourage them.   Barnabas went and when 
he got there he asked Saul to come join him and together they led the 
believers and helped get the first Gentile church established in Antioch.  After 
this, the two men were set apart and commissioned by the church in Antioch 
to become missionaries and they traveled together around the 
Mediterranean preaching the gospel, making both converts and enemies as 
they went.  In these stories about Barnabas and Saul, Barnabas’s name 
always comes first which might be intentional as a way to show that 
Barnabas was the primary figure in the partnership at the beginning.  We do 
see him as the already established leader in the church who takes the new 
guy under his wing and brings him along with him, but when we get to Acts 
15 there is a change.  After Acts 15, Barnabas disappears from the narrative 
and we only hear about Paul and his ministry. This doesn’t mean that 
Barnabas suddenly disappeared from the Christian community or that he 
became insignificant to the church, but something happened that we’re told 
about in Acts 15 that put an end to the ministry partnership between 
Barnabas and Saul. Let’s listen to that part of the story now in Acts15:36-39. 

After some days Paul said to Barnabas, “Come, let us return and 
visit the believers in every city where we proclaimed the word of the 
Lord and see how they are doing.” 37 Barnabas wanted to take with 
them John called Mark. 38 But Paul decided not to take with them one 
who had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not accompanied them 
in the work. 39 The disagreement became so sharp that they parted 
company; Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus.  

Paul was thinking about all of those new believers and the new 
fellowships that had been formed on that first missionary journey that he and 
Barnabas took, and he wanted to go back to encourage them.  Naturally, he 



wanted Barnabas to go with him.  These people knew Barnabas, and 
Barnabas was a great encourager, but then this disagreement came up 
between Paul and Barnabas and neither man was ready to compromise on 
his convictions.  The question was whether they should bring Mark with 
them. He had accompanied them on a previous trip, but for some reason 
Mark hadn’t completed the mission with them.  We aren’t given any 
information about why he went home.  All we know is that Paul perceived it 
as a desertion so maybe it wasn’t for a very good reason, and now Paul did 
not think it was a good idea to bring Mark this second time.  Was it because 
Paul was a man of principle and on principle you shouldn’t depend on 
someone who has proven that they are unreliable?  Was it because he knew 
that they would likely encounter the enemies that they made during the first 
round, and he just didn’t think that Mark had what it took to stick it out?  Was 
it because he felt that Mark had been insubordinate and this character flaw 
disqualified him from the job?  Whatever he thought, he felt strongly about it, 
but Barnabas also felt strongly about his position.  Mark and Barnabas were 
cousins so maybe Barnabas felt he had to show loyalty to a family 
member.  The way I really imagine the argument going, though, is Barnabas 
saying to Paul, “Remember when you needed a second 
chance?  Remember when no one had any faith in you and I stood up for 
you?  I vouched for you and look how God has used you!  Why shouldn’t we 
do the same for Mark?  Why shouldn’t he have a second chance?  You of all 
people should be able to see that!”  The Bible says that the disagreement 
became “sharp,” which leads me to imagine that there were raised blood 
pressures and raised voices, and then the two men who had been friends 
and co-laborers for the gospel went their separate ways.  

It’s kind of a sad story, but it’s also a very human one.  As gifted and 
dynamic and faithful as these two men were, they were just men which 
means they weren’t perfect.   Like we all do, they had their blind spots and 
flaws and they were capable of being wrong.  Just because they loved Jesus, 
they weren’t immune to conflict, and, of course, neither are we.  We happen 
to live in a time when it seems like everyone disagrees about everything, 
even in the church, and it’s something that I think most of us find to be 
lamentable.  There is a longing for more peace and greater unity among 
people in general and certainly within the Body of Christ.   At first glance, it 
may seem that this particular story about Barnabas the Encourager isn’t very 
encouraging.  If these good men weren’t able to overcome their differences 
and stick together, how can we possibly hope for better or for more?  On the 
other hand, however, I think we do find some encouragement here after 
all.  The truth is that until Jesus comes back, we can expect that conflict and 



disagreements will be part of our lives.  And yes, of course we can work to 
try to reduce conflict and to try to see eye to eye on things, but since these 
things are bound to happen, it’s helpful to see this example and to learn from 
it.  We can be encouraged by Barnabas and Paul even in this time when they 
were not united and learn from them how to navigate those times when they 
come in our own lives.   

One hopeful and positive thing that we see is that in spite of their 
disagreement, each man maintained his integrity and maintained the 
credibility of their Christian witness, and they did this by resisting sin and 
staying in step with the Spirit.  You might say that I am reading into the text 
here because it really doesn’t give us details about what was said, but the 
fact that this is the last mention of the issue, and the fact that we don’t hear 
of either man being rebuked by other church leaders, and the fact that we 
never hear Paul disparaging Mark or Barnabas in his letters, these things 
seem to point to the fact that though the disagreement was sharp, the two 
men avoided giving in to the natural temptations that come up during sharp 
disagreements.  It seems instead that they managed to avoid making 
personal attacks on each other and avoided behaving in a way that would 
have caused people to call their character or the evidence of Christ at work 
in their lives into question.   

You have probably felt the temptations that Barnabas and Paul must 
have felt when you have had a sharp disagreement.   Pride tempts us to 
make an issue about ourselves - what I want, what I think is best, what I 
believe is right.  Fear tempts us to be controlling whether we’re trying to 
control people, or an outcome, or an image.  Anger tempts us to lash out at 
others, or to gossip and talk badly about others.  Giving in to these 
temptations tends to make a situation that is already difficult worse - not just 
for the people involved in the disagreement but also for those who are 
watching how the disagreement is handled.  When people outside of the 
church observe church people biting, and belittling, and mistreating one 
other, the message that Christ heals, and transforms, and gives us power to 
resist our sinful impulses doesn’t seem very credible. It looks like Christ 
doesn’t make much difference in our lives or in our community.  On the other 
hand, if we keep in step with the Spirit as we move through disagreements, 
it is possible to avoid giving in to the temptations that can end up causing 
harm to relationships, and communities, and to our witness.      

Barnabas and Paul’s example can encourage us to avoid sin in our 
disagreements, but there is still something more.  As I said, the sin of pride 
often lurks around the edges when we come into conflict with others.  I want 
to be right, I want you to know I’m right, and I want everyone else to know 



that I am right and my opponent is wrong.  To their credit, when Barnabas 
and Paul had their disagreement, neither man made it about himself.  They 
didn’t rally supporters for their sides creating a deeper and wider division in 
the church.  For Barnabas and Paul, the bigger issue at stake wasn’t who 
was right about whether Mark should go with them.  If the question of who 
was right had been the most important thing in their minds, it well might have 
turned into a contest to see who could get the most people on his side and 
who could eventually boast of having the most followers, but the debate 
didn’t go there because the more important issue for both men was doing 
the work of the gospel not being right.  It happens sometimes that the things 
we disagree about take on a life of their own.  They get blown up so big that 
we lose perspective, and we get consumed by our passion, and maybe our 
pride, and before we know it we have lost sight of the thing that is really most 
important which is making Jesus known and advancing the gospel. Paul and 
Barnabas did not allow their disagreement to take over and become the main 
thing.  Instead, they accepted that they were at an impasse and parted ways 
so that they could get on with the ministry to which they each felt called.   I 
think it is possible in more cases than we might expect to be able to maintain 
unity even in the midst of disagreement if we humble ourselves and listen to 
Jesus and rely on his Spirit to help us, but if the time comes when we feel 
that our ability to be obedient to Jesus is hindered over the point of 
disagreement, we are free to follow Jesus according to our conscience and 
we are free to let our opponent do the same.  We don’t have to try to force 
others to join us and we don’t have to fear what will happen if some follow 
our opponent.  We can trust God with the outcome, and that brings us to the 
most hopeful and encouraging element of all in this story.   

We can be encouraged by how Barnabas and Paul managed their 
conflict, but ultimately this story reveals that God is bigger than our human 
faults and failures and conflicts and struggles.  We want so much to be able 
to get along and to be able to see eye to eye on things - especially with our 
Christian brothers and sisters.   As desirable as that is, the good news that 
we can see in this story is that God is creative and powerful enough to further 
and accomplish His purposes in spite of our imperfections and the struggles 
that we face as we live in a still imperfect world. Barnabas and Paul had a 
sharp disagreement.  They ended up parting ways, but the book of Acts 
doesn’t come to an abrupt ending right there.  Their disagreement and 
separation didn’t signal the end of the movement that had begun on 
Pentecost.  After they went their separate ways, both men continued to 
preach, and lives continued to be changed, and the church continued to 
grow.  A difference between two men wasn’t enough to stop what God was 



doing.  The truth is that God chooses and wants to use us, and Jesus gives 
us opportunities to participate in what he is doing in this world, but the 
church’s success - our success - in producing fruit and advancing the 
kingdom doesn’t depend on our power.  It depends, instead, on God’s grace 
that empowers and sustains our human efforts.  It is discouraging and 
frustrating when we have conflicts and when things come up that we can’t 
see to resolve.  We would rather work as a united front, but if those times 
come when that perfect unity seems elusive, we don’t need to be afraid that 
God will not prevail.   

Do be encouraged, then. Even though disagreements are a part of life 
now, they don’t have to be the things that completely derail our walk with 
Jesus.  Keep your eyes fixed on Jesus and trust in him.  Stay in step with his 
Spirt, and your life will bear the fruit of the Spirit even in difficult times.  Let 
your highest goal be the goal of representing Christ and doing his will and 
remember that God is bigger than our human disagreements and faithful to 
His mission and purposes when we are right and when we are 
wrong.  Amen.   
 

 


