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Acts: Jesus Plainly Spoken | Missional Separation & Sover-
eignty (Acts 15.36–41) 

Overview. 
After spending a while at Antioch, Paul and Barnabas decide to return to the 
mission field and check on the well-being of the churches they planted in Acts 
13–14. Barnabas wanted to bring his cousin, John Mark, but Paul refused to 
take him, citing his abandonment during their first journey (Acts 13:13) as the 
reason. Paul and Barnabas then parted ways, taking Silas and John Mark, re-
spectively, with them.  
 
Lesson. 
It’s quite tempting to read a passage like Acts 15:36–41 and begin making 
assumptions about what took place between the lines. After all, Barnabas was 
known as an encourager, and Paul isn’t too hard to accuse of being more of a 
hardliner. Questions roll in with the assumptions: 

Was Paul nursing a grudge against John Mark?  

 
KEY VERSE 

And he went through 
Syria and Cilicia,  
strengthening the 

churches. 
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BIG IDEA 
The mission of God will 

continue to produce 
mature believers through 

the work of those God 
calls. 
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LifeGroup Resource 
studying the Bible, discussing relevant issues & serving together 

 
 

TAKE HOME 
Ask God to help you 

discern with whom you 
should partner as you 

pursue spiritual maturity. 

3 



 

 2 

Or was he still mad at Barnabas for siding with Peter during the controversy over Gentile inclusion (Gal. 
2:13)? 

Wasn’t Paul known to be the apostle who preached constantly about grace and forgiveness? Did he 
fail to practice what he preached with John Mark? 

Before we speculate too much about the interpersonal dynamics of this early church-planting team, let 
us simply look at the passage and observe what Luke actually wrote down: 

First, we see Paul’s deep love for the church. It’s likely Paul wanted to move on from Antioch to deliver 
the Council’s letter to other churches out on the Gentile frontier. Paul’s plans also demonstrate the 
multiplicity of God’s mission—evangelism must be followed up with discipleship. Elders needed training 
and care, congregations needed encouragement, and the fundamental principles of the gospel needed 
to be underlined and applied. 

Second, we see Paul’s decision to leave John Mark at home. Again, we’re tempted to read emotion or 
backbiting into the situation, but Luke never hints at any such things in the text. He simply tells of 
Paul’s decision and the reason behind it. Knowing what happened during the last trip, knowing the 
difficulties that likely lay ahead, and knowing John Mark, Paul seems to have exercised situational 
discernment.  

Our sentimentality runs the risk of obscuring our ability to 
simply read a text for what it says, and, perhaps, from 

understanding what it means. 
Finally, the Lord used this situation to split one mission team into two. Barnabas took John Mark with 
him to Cyprus (Barnabas’ homeland) and Paul took Silas with him to Syria and Cilicia. We won’t hear 
from Barnabas anymore, but that shouldn’t lead us to assume that he did something wrong. The 
remainder of Acts will tell us of the Holy Spirit’s work in and through the ministry of Paul. Whether he 
should have taken Mark with him isn’t the question this text is meant to answer. Rather, Acts 15:36–41 
highlights the mission of God to glorify His name and to grow His newly-found people into maturity. 

GO | GATHER | GROW MAY 26, 2019 

 Questions. 
1. How would you summarize today’s message? What aspects of the message stuck with you? 

2. Why is it so tempting to read our own emotional reactions into a passage? What are the risks of 
doing so? What steps can we take to safeguard against importing our modern sensibilities into the 
biblical texts?  

3. Who plays a major role in your continued growth and maturity today? How did you exercise 
discernment as you formed these discipleship-centered relationships? 

4. What specific applications of this message are you convicted about implementing into your life? 


