TEXT: Acts 15:36-41PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Acts 18


Today with the Lord's blessing, we'll proceed in our study of Acts.  Thus far, we've spent nearly all our time on the Headlines.  The Spirit Poured Out at Pentecost! The Revival in Samaria! The Gentiles Called! Stephen Stoned! James Beheaded! Peter Rescued! Saul Converted! Racial Conflict in the Church!  All big, public issues.  


But today's story is a lot smaller and more private.  But it too deserves our careful study and reflection.  Because Jesus Christ is in it and He wants us to learn from it.  So, let's get to it.

BARNABAS


The story takes place in Antioch, Syria.  The two main characters are Paul and Barnabas.


Barnabas has been mentioned several times before.  The name itself indicates the sort of man he is.  His parents called him, "Joseph", but the church nicknamed him, "Barnabas" which means "The Son of Encouragement".  He had a way of cheering Christian hearts as nobody else could.  


He was also generous.  He lived in Jerusalem, it seems, but owned property on Cyprus.  When he saw many in the church doing without, he sold his land and gave the proceeds to his needy brothers and sisters in Christ.  


Barnabas was also discerning.  When Paul was converted, he tried to join the church.  But nobody wanted him.  Because of his history of persecution, everyone thought he was a spy.  Everyone, that is, but Barnabas.  He studied Paul's recent history and urged the brethren to receive him with open arms.  He was right, of course, and no one did more for the Church than Paul.  And Paul got into the Church because of Barnabas.    


He was a brave man, preaching the Gospel to both Jews and Gentiles who harassed him everywhere and tried to stone him in Antioch.  


To crown his many gifts and graces, he was the humblest of men.  In his early days with Paul, he was in charge of the mission.  But as the months went by, Paul assumed the leadership.  And Barnabas didn't resent it.  There's not a trace of jealousy in the man; read his life and you'll find no hint of "hurt feelings".    


Barnabas is encouraging, giving, wise, brave, and modest.   He's a devoted, gifted, and mature Christian.   

PAUL


And so is Paul.  What did he not give up for Christ?  He was a young Pharisee with a brilliant career ahead of him.  He would have had a high office in Israel, a beautiful wife, respect, power, and oodles of money.  


But when he met the Lord, he gave up all these things for a life of shame, poverty, loneliness, persecution, and martyrdom. 


He did it consciously and with no regrets.  Why?  Because he loved with Jesus Christ!  He 

"Counted all things as loss compared to the excellence of the knowledge of Christ Jesus...and counted them as dung, that [he] might have Christ...and know Him, the power of His resurrection, and the sharing of His suffering..." 


Besides his character, Paul was a man with special gifts.  He was the most learned man of his age.  The Jews respected him; a Roman thought he had lost his mind with study!  His knowledge was sanctified by his calling.  Paul was an Apostle who wrote half the New Testament and spoke--not just well--but infallibly for Christ.  


Paul and Barnabas.  What a partnership!  It was "a match made in heaven".  Literally.  

CONFLICT


But it didn't last.  


Paul and Barnabas had an argument.  The issue was whether John Mark should accompany them on their second missionary tour.  Paul said he shouldn't.  Barnabas said he should.  Paul's reasoning is simple: (1) Ministry demands faithfulness; (2) But Mark had proven himself unfaithful; (3) Therefore, he was not qualified to be a minister any more (at least not now).  


Barnabas looked at it the other way.  Mark had let them down, of course.  But doesn't the Lord forgive people who let Him down?  Sure He does; He restored Peter, for example.  And He'll restore Mark too.  So let's give the young man a second chance. (Besides, he's my nephew).  


Paul says "No way Mark's going with me".  


Barnabas answers, "Well, then, he's going with me". 


The two missionaries are very unhappy with each other; and "Put asunder what God has joined together".   


Who was right and who was wrong?  


It depends on who you are: If you tend to be a strict, you think Paul was right.  If you're on the more liberal side, you prefer Barnabas.  But the fact is: The Bible doesn't say!  Neither man is championed or vilified.  


We can't say who was right and who was wrong because the Bible doesn't give us enough information to pass a fair judgment.


We need to remember this when friends ask us to "take their side" against others.  Let's face it, couples divorce; friends fall out with each other; churches split.  We're likely to "take sides" without knowing all the facts.  But the Bible warns against this:


Proverbs 18:13: "He who answers a matter before he hears it, it is folly and shame to him".


Proverbs 18:17: "The first one to plead his cause seems right, till his neighbor comes and examines him".  


John 7:24: "Do not judge according to appearance, but judge with righteous judgment".  


Whenever possible, stay out of other people's fights.  But if you have to be involved, hear out both sides, and "Be swift to hear and slow to speak".  


Whoever was right or wrong, we know what Paul and Barnabas do.


Barnabas sails for Cyprus with Mark.  Paul takes Silas and heads off for Asia Minor.   

That's the story.

THE MESSAGE


Now, what does it say about Christ?  Two things, both of which are very helpful in living our lives.  


1.
Jesus Christ checks the sin of His people. 


Paul and Barnabas have split up.  And the split is over a secondary issue.  That means it was wrong; that sin was involved in one or the other--or both.  Christians may disagree without sin.  But they can't split up without it!  And that's what Paul and Barnabas did.  


They should be blamed for this.  


But our Lord should be praised for it.  Look what He did!  He kept the angry men from becoming rivals.  He kept them from splitting the church.  He kept them from holding grudges.  Though the men never worked together again, reading the Epistles you find they made up and Paul thought very highly of Mark.  


Acorns have a way of becoming oaks.  And little sins have a way of becoming huge.  Unless Jesus Christ stops it.  He did that for Paul and Barnabas.  He does it every day for you and me.  


Every lustful thought is the seed of adultery.  Every twinge of envy could lead to murder.  Every doubt points to atheism.  


We're guilty of a million little sins every day.  How wonderful the Lord is to keep them from growing up! 


Should we care about little sins?  Yes we should.  But we should also thank the Lord every day for...keeping them little.  


Jesus Christ checks the sin of His people.  


2.
Jesus Christ uses the sins of His people to advance His cause in the world.    


Sin is never good.  Never!  But Jesus Christ has a way of overruling our sins and turning them to our good and His glory.  


The sin of Paul and Barnabas has broken up a great missionary team.  And that is bad.  But look what it results in: Two great missionary teams!  And that's good.  


Sins are never good for you!  But the Lord can use your sins to do you good. Psalm 76:10 says so,


"Surely the wrath of man shall praise You.  The remainder of wrath you shall restrain".  
 
Let me give two examples:


I knew a couple: he was saved and she wasn't.  Every night at dinner time, the man offered thanks for the food and asked God to save his wife.  This irked her terribly because she thought she was a pretty good person.  But one night, the baby wouldn't stop crying.  And the woman got so mad she slammed the baby against the wall!  Upon doing that, she was struck down by a sense of her sin and guilt.  And that night she believed in Christ.  Her sin was awful!  But the Lord used it to advance His cause in the world. 


Competing churches are a very bad thing. The Lord founded One Church, not a thousand denominations.  Yet the fact remains,  Pentecostals can reach some people we can't.  And vice-versa.  Does this justify dividing the Body of Christ?  No it doesn't.  But we can praise the Lord for turning our folly to His glory. 


Are you getting my point?  I'm not saying, "Continue in sin that grace may abound".  Do as much evil as you can and watch God turn it into good.  No, that's not what I'm saying.


What I am saying is this: If you've confessed and forsaken your sins, don't worry yourself sick over them.  You can't undo them; you may suffer much for them.  But they won't destroy you or God's Kingdom.  


In the end, because of the infinite power, wisdom, and love of Christ, all things are going to work out for our good and His glory.  


Paul and Barnabas.  What a pity they couldn't get along.  But what a praise goes to Christ for checking their sin and turning it to good.  


The Love of God be with you all.  For Christ's sake.  Amen.  

