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WHEN THINGS GET SHARP

From the moment Barnabas sought out Saul in Tarsus and the
two became co-laborers, (Acts 11:25-26) they seem to have
operated as a well-oiled machine. Paul loved and respected
Barnabas and no doubt felt a deep sense of gratitude toward him for
his willingness to embrace him where others feared to. (Acts 9:26-
27)

This dynamic duo made their way throughout parts of the
Roman Empire preaching persuasively and boldly wherever they
went. They planted congregations and encouraged the brethren
from Acts 11 to verse 35 of Acts 15. No doubt they laughed often,
disclosed things about themselves that few others would ever know,
engaged in profound discussions, and marveled at what the Lord
was accomplishing through them.

In Acts 13:13 we’re told Mark chose to leave the group. It’s said
in passing and one might wonder why Luke mentioned it at all.
Mark has played no role in the narrative besides Luke mentioning
that he had joined the group in Acts 12:25. Neither does Luke say
anything about the reason for Mark’s decision, how Saul and
Barnabas felt about it at the time, or whether Mark’s trip home was
eventful or not.

It’s not until the end of Acts 15 that the event is brought to the
forefront as the next trip was being planned. (Acts 15:36-41) Saul
had never forgotten Mark’s decision, did not believe it was
justified, and had lost so much confidence in him that he refused to
have him as a traveling companion. Barnabas, who had also been
left in the lurch by Mark’s decision to leave, was insistent that he
be given another chance. And just like that, this previously well-
oiled machine broke down. (Acts 15:39)

The ESV describes what happened next as a “sharp
disagreement” between the two. It was so sharp, in fact, that Paul
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and Barnabas chose to part company and go their separate ways.
Though Paul continued to speak highly of Barnabas and came to
recognize that Mark had become quite useful in the work, there is
no indication that he and Barnabas ever worked with one another
again. Though God used this event to multiply groups traveling
throughout the world, it is difficult for me not to see the whole event
as rather sad.

I don’t know if Paul or Barnabas sinned in this. | do know that
“sharp” means voices were likely raised and things said that would
have remained unsaid or said differently had cooler heads
prevailed. | suspect neither looked back on the event as their finest
hour. I also know that when any interaction is described as “sharp”
emotions have entered the picture and are trying to take the reins.

The Proverb writer says, A soft answer turns away wrath, but a
harsh word stirs up anger. (15:1) Perhaps Paul and Barnabas
thought about that over the following weeks as they reflected on
their “sharp disagreement.” Some disagreements must exist,
especially when truth is at stake. Yet when those times come, let us
strive to conduct ourselves as Christians should. AL
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