Mr. Positive #4

“Barnabas the Believer”

Acts 15:36-41

Baseball Hall of Fame manager Casey Stengel experienced the highest highs and the lowest lows as a major league manager. In the first five years of managing the New York Yankees, they won the World Series. All total his Yankees won 10 American League pennants in 12 years, winning seven World Series championships along the way.

One year later, Stengel was hired to manage the expansion New York Mets. The first year the Mets lost 120 out of 160 games—the most of any team in the 20th century. The Mets would finish last in the National League all four years he managed them.

Above all, though, Casey Stengel was known for his humor. In his first year with the Mets, Stengel was asked about the prospects for two of his twenty year-old players. He said, “In ten years, this guy has a chance to be a star. In ten years the other guy has a chance to be thirty.”
 He apparently believed in one player a lot more than the other!

How often do we hear the testimony of someone who succeeded in his or her field say, “I was able to achieve this because someone believed in me”? It may have been a parent or a teacher or a coach or simply someone the person respected. I can think of several who believed in me when I didn’t even know what I would do with my life.

I mention this because this was true of Barnabas in the New Testament. Tonight I am wrapping up our brief study of him and I am calling this message, “Barnabas the Believer.” Usually when we hear the word “believer” we think “believer in Jesus.” Certainly that was true of Barnabas. But I am using the term in a different way. Barnabas believed in people, particularly people others didn’t believe in. We have already seen this with regard to Saul of Tarsus, and this evening we will see it once again—and what it can cost to believe in someone nobody else deems worthy.

In Acts 15:36-41 we read,

Some time later Paul said to Barnabas, “Let us go back and visit the brothers in all the towns where we preached the word of the Lord and see how they are doing.” Barnabas wanted to take John, also called Mark, with them, but Paul did not think it wise to take him, because he had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not continued with them in the work. They had such a sharp disagreement that they parted company. Barnabas took Mark and sailed for Cyprus, but Paul chose Silas and left, commended by the brothers to the grace of the Lord. He went through Syria and Cilicia, strengthening the churches.
The story of the disagreement between Paul and Barnabas does not make pleasant reading, but Luke’s realism in recording it helps us to remember that the two men were human beings with feelings like any other.

An Ugly Squabble

This passage records an ugly squabble between Barnabas and Paul (formerly known as Saul of Tarsus). It began with an agreement: While the pair ministered in Antioch, Paul suggested they follow up on their initial visit to check on the progress of the churches they had planted on the first missionary journey.
 Luke observes that it was some time later (perhaps when winter gave place to spring and travel became feasible again).
 This probably took place in the year ad 50.

So where did the problem arise? In verse 37, Barnabas wanted to take John Mark with them. John Mark was Barnabas’ cousin, whose mother Mary hosted the early church in Jerusalem. John Mark had accompanied Barnabas and Saul (at that time) on their first missionary journey.

But therein lies the rub. After evangelizing Barnabas’ home island of Cyprus, the trio ventured north to Pamphylia, where Acts 13:13 records, “From Paphos, Paul and his companions sailed to Perga in Pamphylia, where John left them to return to Jerusalem.” No reason or explanation was given for John Mark’s departure, just that “he left them.” This became the ground of the disagreement between Barnabas and Paul. Swindoll notes, 
A disagreement is a collision, an ideological crash that occurs when two different personalities drive their agendas along the same issue from opposing directions. That’s not to say that all disagreements occur because one person is wrong and the other right. Sometimes both parties of a conflict are correct yet cannot agree. Consequently, a resolution becomes especially difficult because both people see the issue correctly, just from different points of view.

This was certainly the case here. That Barnabas would champion John Mark is certainly no surprise. Barnabas was the kind of man who eagerly tried to help others. He believed in those others weren’t so sure about…like Saul of Tarsus when he first came to Jerusalem after his conversion! Now Barnabas was ready to give John Mark a chance to serve the Lord and to prove himself.
 He believed in John Mark, despite his failure.
Paul and Barnabas considered the same question: Should a man who abandoned the mission at the first sign of trouble get a second chance? Unfortunately, they came to mutually exclusive answers on the issue. Whereas Paul said the stakes were too high to gamble on a former deserter, Barnabas believed in giving John Mark a second chance. After all, they were out on the road preaching a gospel of grace, calling people to repentance before the God of second chances. Paul himself was an example of someone who had failed twice before in his ministry to Jews; rather than bringing them to faith, he had incited them to murder. Yet Barnabas sought Paul out to become his partner in Antioch.

Whereas Paul said the mission was too important to risk on undependable people, Barnabas said the mission was all about redeeming people after failure. Paul: “It’s the mission!” Barnabas: “It’s the people!” Both men had valid concerns, but their priorities and methods differed.
 Paul looked at people and asked, “What can they do for God’s work?” while Barnabas looked at people and asked, “What can God’s work do for them?” Both questions are important to the Lord’s work, and sometimes it is difficult to keep things balanced.

This squabble escalated. According to the nasb, “Barnabas wanted to take John, called Mark, along with them also. But Paul kept insisting that they should not take him along who had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not gone with them to the work.”
The phrases “wanted to take” and “kept insisting” both use imperfect tense verbs, indicating ongoing or repetitive action. Barnabas wanted to take John Mark and wouldn’t let the issue go. Paul felt equally determined and refused to relent. Neither man would back down, which caused the argument to escalate to the point of “sharp disagreement.”
 After John Mark’s earlier failure, Paul had no confidence in him. The battle-hardened soldier of Christ had no use for quitters. On the other hand, Barnabas the believer insisted on giving his cousin a second chance.

We should note that this ugly squabble arose because of a clash of strengths—not weaknesses. Paul’s high standard for himself and others, expecting them to endure and suffer for the faith, was his strength. Likewise Barnabas’ kindness and belief in others was his strength. They should have combined—but somehow they clashed.
 As one author put it, “It says in Proverbs 27:17, ‘As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another.’ That is how it ought to work! But sometimes iron dents iron!”

We should also note that, disturbing and painful as these ugly squabbles are, they are often found in church history; and yet as we will see God is able to overrule them and accomplish His purposes.
 However, as John Stott points out, “this example of God’s providence may not be used as an excuse for Christian quarrelling.”

An Unseemly Split

This ugly squabble led to an unseemly split. Verses 39-41 tell us,

They had such a sharp disagreement that they parted company. Barnabas took Mark and sailed for Cyprus, but Paul chose Silas and left, commended by the brothers to the grace of the Lord. He went through Syria and Cilicia, strengthening the churches.
Both Barnabas and Paul had a point and, really, neither was wrong, yet they couldn’t convince one another.
 So they parted company, going opposite directions. That’s the tragedy of an unreconciled argument or an unresolved conflict. Even when both sides are right, both sides lose!
 In a bit of irony, the Greek verb Luke uses to describe this split, apochōristhēnai, is a form of the same Greek verb he used in Acts 13:13 to describe John Mark deserting Barnabas and Paul (apochōrēsis).

In the end, the two men formed independent teams and headed off in different directions. Barnabas took John Mark with him and sailed for Cyprus. Luke doesn’t include anything more about Barnabas or his travels after this. Later, in 1 Corinthians 9:6, Paul wrote of Barnabas in positive, present-tense terms, suggesting that he continued to conduct a ministry well known enough for Paul to use him as an illustration with the Corinthian church.

Paul chose Silas, whom he knew from the Jerusalem Council. Silas was one of the leaders in Jerusalem (Acts 15:22), a Hellenistic Jew before his conversion, and a Roman citizen like Paul (Acts 16:37). Paul wanted to follow up with the churches in Galatia— Derbe, Lystra, Iconium, and Pisidian Antioch—especially after their scrape with the circumcision controversy. To get there, he traveled north through Syria and Cilicia to Tarsus, stopping to strengthen churches along the way.

Unfortunately, the history of Christ’s church includes some unseemly splits, whether between individuals or within churches. Whenever possible we should live by the words of Romans 12:18, “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.” That may not always be possible, but should be the goal nonetheless.

An Ultimate Substantiation

At the time I am sure there were Christians in Antioch on both sides of this ugly squabble. Some sided with Paul while others agreed with Barnabas. The same is true among Bible scholars through the years. I have read several who believed Paul was in the right while others are convinced Barnabas had the correct idea. I like how William Barclay summarizes this:

It is impossible to say whether Barnabas or Paul was right. But this much is certain, Mark was supremely fortunate that he had a friend like Barnabas. In the end, as we know, Mark became the man who redeemed himself. It may well have been the friendship of Barnabas which gave Mark back his self-respect and made him determined to make good. It is a great thing for a man to have someone who believes in him. Barnabas believed in Mark and in the end Mark justified that belief.

In the end John Mark provided an ultimate substantiation of Barnabas’ trust.

According to church history, Barnabas and John Mark returned to Cyprus and ministered there until ad 61, when Barnabas was martyred in his native city of Salamis by unbelieving Jews. Mark reportedly buried Barnabas secretly outside of town.
 His tomb was allegedly discovered in the 4th century, and a monastery built on the site.

This would fit what we know of the timeline of the New Testament. When Paul wrote to the Colossian church around ad 62-63, he mentioned John Mark by name in Colossians 4:10, “My fellow prisoner Aristarchus sends you his greetings, as does Mark, the cousin of Barnabas. (You have received instructions about him; if he comes to you, welcome him.)” Paul’s brief letter to Philemon was penned at this same time, and in verses 23-24 Paul names Mark again: “Epaphras, my fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus, sends you greetings. And so do Mark, Aristarchus, Demas and Luke, my fellow workers.”
It may well have been during this time that John Mark won the trust of Peter, who identifies him as “my son Mark” in 1 Peter 5:13. Many scholars believe that the gospel bearing Mark’s name was heavily influenced by Peter, and Mark may have written his gospel during this time. I believe the ultimate substantiation of Barnabas’ trust in Mark was seen in Paul’s final letter to Timothy. Knowing that his death was near, Paul asked Timothy in 2 Timothy 4:11, “Get Mark and bring him with you, because he is helpful to me in my ministry.” Such a high compliment from the demanding apostle shows that Barnabas’ belief in Mark was well placed.
 As one writer concludes, “The Church’s loss would have been grave if Barnabas had not maintained confidence in Mark.”

I’d like to conclude this message, and this series, with the words of William Barclay, who called Barnabas “the man with the biggest heart in the Church”:

By this action Barnabas showed himself to be a really Christian man.

(i) He was a man who insisted on believing the best of others. When others suspected Paul of being a spy, Barnabas insisted on believing that he was genuine. The world is largely divided into those who think the best of others and those who think the worst; and it is one of the curious facts of life that ordinarily we see our own reflection in others and make them what we believe them to be. If we insist on regarding a man with suspicion, we will end by making him do suspicious things. If we insist on believing in a man, we will end by compelling him to justify that belief. As Paul himself said, “Love thinks no evil.” No one believed in men as Jesus did and it should be enough for the disciple that he be as his Lord.

(ii) He was a man who never held anyone’s past against him. It is so often the case that because a man once made a mistake, he is forever condemned. It is the great characteristic of the heart of God that he has not held our past sins against us; and we should never condemn a man because once he failed.

Barnabas was truly “Mr. Positive,” and the Church needs more like him!
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