Acts 15:36-40 – The Unwanted Evangelist 
Many of us are not comfortable with conflict, confrontation, and disagreements, especially between Christians.  In today’s world disagreements are often very public, aired on the news and in media outlets, and commented on by others in a way that is not always helpful. 
As Christians we are probably all aware of conflicts and arguments that have affected the PCC’s, churches, and communities in which we live and work. 
Lest we think that the argument here is not serious, the word translated “sharp disagreement” is translated from the Greek word paroxysmos, from which we get paroxysm. It carries implications of severely heightened emotions, red and distorted faces, and loud voices. A really serious disagreement then. 
Barnabas, which Acts 4:36 tells us means, “son of encouragement,” is described in Acts 11 as, “a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith”. 
After Paul’s dramatic road to Damascus experience Paul “26 tried to join the disciples, but they were all afraid of him, not believing that he really was a disciple. 27 Barnabas took him and brought him to the apostles”, in effect acting as his sponsor. As a result of Barnabas’s support, Paul became accepted as an apostle. 
Now Paul wants to revisit the churches that they planted on their previous visit to Cyprus and Asia Minor.
The disagreement centred around John Mark, who we are told in Colossians is Barnabas’s cousin. The occasion that Paul is referring to appears to be the one recorded in Acts 13, which tells us that “John, however, left them and returned to Jerusalem”. We have no more information than that, and there is no indication that there was any animosity at the time, until our reading today. We might want to speculate about the incident, and possible suggestions over why he left the group have been that John Mark had been younger, possibly less experienced, and maybe he had felt overwhelmed. 
Paul was certainly not happy about John Mark’s previous decision, and we do not know why John Mark did not stay with them on that occasion, but Paul does not want John Mark to accompany them. I wonder how that made John Mark feel? 
When I feel as if I have let God down it makes me feel bad. However, I would not be standing here today if people had not seen the something in me, spent time teaching me, and encouraged me to explore my potential.  
Maybe he was not wanted by Paul, but Barnabas, the son of encouragement, appears to see potential in John Mark and wants to take John Mark with him. John Mark got a second chance. 
Just as Barnabas gave Paul his support to become an apostle, now he offers his support to John Mark. Maybe there is someone in your life who has supported you as Barnabas backed John Mark, or maybe you have had an opportunity to support others. We should be open to the possibility that God can bring about change in people, and as we preach a gospel of forgiveness so we should practice that forgiveness.  
For us as readers it is a case of not having enough information to be able to understand the full complexities of the situation and the whole basis of the sharp disagreement between Barnabas and Paul. What we do know is that the argument led to a separation of the ways, Barnabas taking John Mark and Paul taking Silas. 
Are you being called to be a Barnabas, someone who can encourage and support others? 
There is a huge temptation to read into these verses our own experiences and feelings. Whilst recognising that there was a sharp disagreement, Silas was already part of the group mentioned earlier in the chapter. In fact, by separating into two teams Paul and Barnabas were able to cover the visits to the churches more easily. 
Paul and Barnabas are a team. Our few verses today run the risk of being given a bigger focus than looking more widely at scripture justifies. The fact that Luke includes the episode in his book means that he was personally familiar with the situation and that he does not just brush it under the carpet, equally he does not take sides, just reporting the facts. Are we as willing to share the challenges we face, or do we only want to share things that go well? Is that what makes us so uncomfortable with this episode? 
If we have to disagree, we should consider how we can do that in in a way that honours God. Maybe we can be a Barnabas, who supported both Paul and John Mark, and when people are in situations that make us uncomfortable, maybe we can help. Amen. 



