
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Connection with Unit Theme:  To complement the small group study Walking in 
Confidence, these sermon outlines will follow the same theme as the small group study, 
so the pastor can reinforce the study from the pulpit. 

The Point:  Trust God to redeem your failures.  

Introduction:  Some time ago, I read an article by Chuck Swindoll about the famous 
motorcycle stuntman Evil Knievel.  When I was little, Evil Knievel was every schoolboy’s 
hero, so the article caught my attention.  As Swindoll noted, he’s not most remembered 
for his successes, but for his failures.  The Guinness Book of World Records used to list 
Evil Knievel as one of the pioneers of motorcycle stunts, yet it noted his only record was 
433 broken bones!  I remember his famous attempt to jump the Snake River Canyon, and 
his later attempt to jump thirteen double-decker buses.  Those were not only failures; they 
were downright disastrous.  Yet those failures made Evil Knievel a millionaire 

 
In that article, Chuck Swindoll made this comment: “The person who succeeds is not the 
one who holds back, fearing failure, nor the one who never fails, but the one who moves 
on in spite of failure.”  He’s right.  I once heard an elderly preacher say, “Getting knocked 
down is not failure; staying down is failure.”  Nobody likes to fail, but failure is part of life, 
and failure often gives us some of our greatest learning experiences.  With those thoughts 
in mind, I want to ask a question: Can God use failure to promote spiritual growth? 
 
I. The awkward conditions. 

 
A. The early church had just endured a major crisis. 

1. Now that Gentiles were coming to faith in Christ, some Jewish believers 
insisted that they had to be circumcised. 
a. A group of leaders met in Jerusalem, and after a long discussion, they 

concluded that circumcision was not necessary for Gentiles. 
b. They also asked the Gentiles to abstain from sexual immorality and 

from practices that the Jews found particularly abhorrent. 
2. The controversy had probably worn on Paul and Barnabas.   

a. Many scholars believe it was along about this time that Paul wrote his 
rather scathing letter to the Galatians. 

b. When you are under stress, small issues can become big issues. 
• When I was little, our church went through some very tense times.  

I didn’t know what it was about, but I do remember a lot of people 
leaving the church as a result.  I don’t know the particulars to this 
day, but I believe some of it was the result of the stress in our city 
and country at the time.  It was 1973, when the country was divided 
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by hot political issues such as Watergate and forced busing.  I have 
to wonder if some of these tensions carried over into the church.   

B. After the issue was settled, Paul was ready for another missionary journey.   
1. Barnabas agreed, but he wanted to take John Mark with them. 

a. Mark is first mentioned by name in Acts 12:12.   
b. He may have been the “certain young man” in Mark 14:51-52, since 

his Gospel is the only one that records this detail. 
c. He was Barnabas’ cousin. 
d. He was with Paul and Barnabas on their first missionary journey, but 

he abandoned them and returned to Jerusalem (Acts 13:13).  
2. Why did Mark leave them?  Different reasons have been suggested. 

a. He may have resented the fact that Paul was emerging as the leader 
of the team instead of Barnabas. 

b. He may have been afraid of the dangers that lay ahead. 
c. He was possibly just homesick.   

• Aren’t you thankful for people who give second chances?  If people 
gave up on me the first time I made a mistake in ministry, I’d have 
been finished decades ago! 

 
II. The awful conflict. 

 
A. Did Barnabas expect Paul to agree with his plan to take Mark? 

1. The Bible doesn’t say, but I’m inclined to think he did. 
a. He had stood up for Paul when no one else would (Acts 8:26-27). 
b. He had been Paul’s mentor (Acts 11:22-26). 

2. Barnabas “determined” to take Mark with them on this journey. 
a. In other words, he didn’t simply toss this out for Paul’s consideration.  

He had already made up his mind. 
b. Paul was equally determined that Mark should not go with them. 

B. The two men obviously were at an impasse.   
1. They both had legitimate points.   

a. On the one hand, was it really fair to cast Mark aside just because he 
had failed them?  If God gives second chances, shouldn’t we? 

b. On the other hand, Mark had committed a serious betrayal of trust. 
• Paul’s attitude seems harsh, but after all, Mark had left them at a 

time when they really needed him.  Those of us in ministry know 
what it’s like to have workers quit on us with absolutely no advance 
notice.  It leaves the leadership in a very awkward position.    

2. There was a strong “contention” between them.   
a. The word in the original language is the Greek word paroxusmos.  It 

can also be translated “irritation” or “sharp disagreement”. 
b. In other words, this was not just a minor difference of opinion.  It was 

what we would call a “knock-down-drag-out”! 
• Though failure is forgivable, it should not be taken lightly.  When 

you betray someone’s trust, it’s hard to get it back.  Mark’s failure 
clearly cause a great deal of hurt and ill-will.   
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III. The amazing consequences. 
 
A. Paul and Barnabas ended up going their separate ways. 

1. Now there were two mission teams instead of one. 
a. Barnabas took John Mark and went to Cyprus.  Since he was a native 

of Cyprus, he knew the area quite well. 
b. Paul chose Silas and went north into Asia Minor. 

2. Was this rift ever healed? 
a. By the time Paul was on his third missionary journey, he and Barnabas 

had evidently reconciled (1 Corinthians 9:6). 
b. Paul also reconciled with Mark, and he spoke approving of him in two 

of his letters (Colossians 4:10; 2 Timothy 4:11). 
B. You never know what God will do in a person’s life. 

1. He often uses the most unlikely candidates in His service (1 Cor. 1:27-29). 
2. He uses people in spite of their past failures. 

• Some years ago, a former pastor of mine was preaching a revival 
for me, and we reminisced about some of our mutual friends.  He 
told me about an old friend named Johnny (not his real name), who 
was now in the ministry.  My reaction was, “Johnny??”  I later told 
me Mom about it, and she said, “Johnny??”  Sometime later, I told 
my sister about it, and she said, “Johnny??”  He was quite the rebel 
when he was a teen, so it was hard for us to believe he would go 
into the ministry.  Yet God has used him in a great way.   

 
Conclusion: One of my favorite war movies is “The Sands of Iwo Jima”.  John Wayne 
played a tough Marine sergeant who was in charge of a rifle squad, and Forrest Tucker 
played one of the men in his squad.  His character and John Wayne’s character had 
known each other in the past, and they had a long-standing mutual resentment.  About 
halfway through the movie, the squad gets its first taste of combat at Tarawa.  Forrest 
Tucker gets careless, and as a result, one of his buddies gets killed.  He knows it’s all his 
fault, and he’s ridden with guilt.  When John Wayne finds out what happened, they come 
to blows over it, and Forrest Tucker finally confesses his own guilt in the matter.  John 
Wayne made what I thought was a profound comment.  He said, “Everyone makes 
mistakes, I guess, but when you make one out here, a whole stack of chips goes with it.  
You make a mistake here, and some guy don’t walk away.  Forevermore he don’t walk 
away!”  He paused, and then he said, “I guess all you can do is take it, and try not to let 
the same thing happen again.”  Forrest Tucker replied firmly, “I won’t.”   
 
Friends, the same holds true with spiritual failure.  Everyone makes mistakes, and some 
mistakes are more costly than others.  Maybe you’ve failed grievously in your own walk 
with the Lord.  Unfortunately, you can’t go back and undo your mistakes.  As Adrian 
Rogers used to say, you can’t unscramble eggs.  Nevertheless, you can learn from your 
failures and avoid making those same mistakes again.  God can also use you to teach 
others to avoid those mistakes.  Let Him use your failures for spiritual growth. 
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