
“Dispute among Brothers” 
(Acts 15:36-41)   

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation:  Last week, we were reminded of the importance of God’s truth:  both 

the ministry and reception of that truth.   
1.  Paul and Barnabas, commissioned by the Jerusalem leaders, went straight to 

Antioch with the antidote to the Judaizers’ heresy – they went armed with God’s 
truth and ready to communicate it.   
a.  They immediately gathered the brethren together and delivered the letter.   
b.  Judas and Silas also testified to its truth.   

(i)  Not being content with this, they also ministered their gifts – since they 
were prophets – and strengthened the congregation further with a lengthy 
message.   

(ii)  They continued to minister for some time, before they were sent away in 
peace.   

 
c.  And Paul and Barnabas, along with many others, continued to build them up 

in God’s truth through teaching and preaching.   
d.  We saw from this the importance of God’s Word to the church:  it is essential 

to the spiritual health of every believer – this is why we want the Word to be 
central in our worship from Lord’s Day to Lord’s Day.   

 
2.  But we also saw the other half of the equation:  the people’s willingness to 

receive that truth.   
a.  When they heard the letter, they rejoiced in its encouragements.   
b.  They received the continuing ministry of Judas and Silas, as they ministered 

their prophetic gifts, and sent them away in peace.   
c.  And after they were gone, they continued to receive the Word from their 

regular ministers – Paul and Barnabas and the many others who labored on 
their behalf.   

d.  This reminds us of our obligation to receive the Word that is preached to us:   
(i)  If we are to benefit from it, we must listen and take it to heart:  it won’t 

happen automatically.   
(ii)  We can listen, but not hear.   
(iii)  We can hear, but not submit.   
(iv)  We need to hear, believe, and submit to God’s Word; it’s only in this 

way that the Lord will use it to build us up.   
 
B.  Preview.   

1.  Having seen the great strides the church made toward unity, it’s sad to see what 
happens now between Paul and Barnabas.   
a.  We don’t want to make too much of this, since it wasn’t too serious or 

permanent a falling out.   
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b.  But at the same time, we do want to recognize that it was a problem and do 
what we can to avoid falling into disagreements of any kind, especially those 
that can engender any degree of ill-will.   
(i)  We don’t need to look very far today to see that the body of Christ has 

many disagreements.   
(ii)  Some of them have been healed, most of them have not.   
(iii)  Perhaps we won’t see the church reunited on this side of glory; but we 

should avoid damaging it any further and do everything we can to heal it.   
 

2.  This morning, as we consider this conflict that arose between these two men, I 
want us to consider three things:   
a.  The circumstances surrounding their disagreement.   
b.  The disagreement itself.   
c.  And finally, the resolution to their disagreement.   
d.  I hope this sad event will encourage us to place an even higher premium on 

unity in the church.   
 

II.  Sermon.   
A.  First, the circumstances surrounding their disagreement:  Paul’s desire to return to 

the places they’ve evangelized, “After some days Paul said to Barnabas, ‘Let us 
return and visit the brethren in every city in which we proclaimed the word of the 
Lord, and see how they are’” (Acts 15:36).   
1.  Paul had a genuine concern that those who had come to Christ through his 

ministry would continue to grow and mature.   
a.  We see this not only here, but in other of his letters:   

(i)  “My children, with whom I am again in labor until Christ is formed in 
you – but I could wish to be present with you now and to change my tone, 
for I am perplexed about you” (Gal. 4:19-20).   

(ii)  “I do not write these things to shame you, but to admonish you as my 
beloved children.  For if you were to have countless tutors in Christ, yet 
you would not have many fathers, for in Christ Jesus I became your father 
through the gospel” (1 Cor. 4:14-15).   

 
b.  He wasn’t the only one who experienced this concern:  the apostle John 

expressed a similar love for those under his care:   
(i)  “My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not 

sin.  And if anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus 
Christ the righteous; and He Himself is the propitiation for our sins; and 
not for ours only, but also for those of the whole world” (1 John 2:1-2).   

(ii)  “I have no greater joy than this, to hear of my children walking in the 
truth” (3 John 1:4).   

 
c.  Those the Lord calls to minister to His people care for them.   
 

2.  But they’re not the only ones called to do this.   
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a.  The Lord calls each of us to care as well, especially since He has given each 
of us someone to care for and minister to:   
(i)  Parents/children, husbands/wives, Christian workers/those we labor for 

and with, neighbors, extended family, church family.   
(ii)  Whether brought to Christ by us or not, whether near or far, whether in 

the church or not, we should be concerned for all men.   
 

b.  Paul had a shepherd’s heart:   
(i)  In this, he was like Jesus.   
(ii)  But we should be as well.   

 
B.  Second, let’s consider the disagreement itself:  Barnabas wanted to take Mark on 

this journey, but Paul insisted that they not take him because he abandoned them in 
Pamphylia (vv. 37-38).   
1.  John Mark did abandon them when the work became difficult.   

a.  He was probably still young in the faith:  he was afraid; his strength failed 
him; he wasn’t able to trust Christ for this, and he left the work (Acts 13:13).   

b.  John Mark would later go on to maturity:  he would eventually be used by the 
Lord to write the Gospel of Mark.   

c.  But at this point he had not matured to the point where he could be trusted to 
remain faithful.   

 
2.  Barnabas apparently thought he was over his weakness.   

a.  Why else would he want to take someone that could potentially abandon 
him?   

b.  Or perhaps Barnabas thought this task wouldn’t be as difficult, since they 
were returning to see how the disciples were doing and not necessarily 
attempting to break new ground.   

c.  It could also be that Barnabas had a soft spot in his heart for John Mark, since 
he was his cousin.   

 
3.  But Paul apparently wasn’t convinced:  He kept insisting that they should not 

take him.   
a.  One of the qualifications of office in the church is that a man be faithful.   

(i)  A man must be stable in his beliefs, in his morals, in his life.   
(ii)  He must be dependable, not only qualified to do the work, but able to do 

it over the long haul.   
(iii)  The same would be true of one going out to do missionary work.   
(iv)  He can’t go half way and then decide to bail out – he must make it to the 

finish line.   
 

b.  Paul was not convinced that John Mark had achieved this yet.   
 

4.  This qualification is still necessary for us to be effective in the ministry the Lord 
has given to us:  If we are to be useful to the Lord, we must be faithful.   
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a.  Jesus said, “No one, after putting his hand to the plow and looking back, is fit 
for the kingdom of God” (Luke 9:62), certainly not fit for service in it.   

b.  We must be mature – we must be able to help others, we must be willing, and 
we must be steadfast.   

c.  We should be striving to put on these qualities, not only because we’re 
commanded to, but so that we might be useful to ourselves and to those who 
need us.   

d.  We only get one opportunity at life – to labor for the One who made us, who 
gave His life for us, who gave us His Spirit, saved us from hell, gave us 
heaven – let’s try to be as useful to Him as possible.   

 
5. But there is also encouragement for us here when we fail:   

a.  John Mark failed, as did Peter, as did David, but they all recovered by God’s 
grace.   

b.  We don’t want to use their failure as an excuse for ours, but we can use their 
recovery as an encouragement that we also can recover by the grace of God 
and still go on to do something useful.   

 
C.  Finally, let’s consider the resolution to their disagreement:  Since they couldn’t 

agree, they separated, “And there occurred such a sharp disagreement that they 
separated from one another, and Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to 
Cyprus.  But Paul chose Silas and left, being committed by the brethren to the grace 
of the Lord.  And he was traveling through Syria and Cilicia, strengthening the 
churches” (vv. 39-41).   
1.  Paul and Barnabas argued, but sadly, they were not able to agree.   

a.  They both believed themselves to be right so strongly, all they could do was 
separate.   
(i)  This doesn’t mean they didn’t care about each other any more, or decide 

to go to different churches so they wouldn’t have to look at each other.   
(ii)  It does mean that they wouldn’t be able to travel together on this 

particular journey, so they went their separate ways.   
(iii)  Barnabas took Mark and sailed to Cyprus, retracing the steps of the first 

journey.   
(iv)  Paul chose Silas to replace him and left, taking the land route, going 

through Syria and Cilicia – where churches had been established as well 
and needed to hear the content of the letter.   

(v)  Eventually, they would end up again in the cities of Derbe and Lystra, 
where Paul ministered on his first journey – the same place Barnabas 
presumably was headed.   

 
b.  There is a difference that Luke mentions between them, however:   

(i)  Paul and Silas were committed by the brethren to the grace of God as they 
left.   

(ii)  We don’t read the same regarding Barnabas and Mark.   
(iii)  This may be indicative of what the church at Antioch thought about the 

matter.   
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(iv)  Also, Luke’s history continues to trace Paul’s travels; we won’t hear of 
Barnabas again, except that Paul mentions him in 1 Corinthians and 
Galatians – without any hint of animosity.   

 
2.  Sometimes Christians disagree and need to go their separate ways with regard to 

their belief, or work, or opinions, but should never do so out of bitterness.   
a.  Paul did not accuse Barnabas of sin, nor Barnabas Paul.   

(i)  They disagreed over the qualifications of John Mark.   
(ii)  When this meant they could no longer go the same direction, they parted, 

but they did so as brothers.   
 

b.  Sadly, disagreements are often much deeper than this and the divisions much 
more severe in the church.   
(i)  I have yet to see any significant disagreement or division between 

brothers healed.   
(ii)  Our greatest problem is a lack of love.   
(iii)  Another is pride:  we don’t want to admit when we’re wrong.   
(iv)  But even though we may disagree on some things, we still need to 

remember that we are a family, one that will spend eternity together.   
(v)  We are Christ’s body, and He wants no division in His body.   
(vi)  We need to love and care for one another, overlook our differences in 

love, keep pressing forward.   
(vii)  The work, the battle is out there, in the world, it’s not to be in the 

church.   
(viii)  Again, we may never see the kind of unity we would like to see this 

side of glory, but we should do all we can to heal the breaches and not 
make them wider.   

(ix)  May the Lord grant us the intensity of love by His Spirit that we need to 
accomplish this.  Amen.   


