
 

 

Ministry of the Holy Spirit​
Acts 15:36-41​

Lesson 27 – The Struggle is Real on the Road to Glory 
​
Acts 15:36-41 (NIV)  36 Some time later Paul said to Barnabas, "Let us go back and visit the brothers in all the towns 
where we preached the word of the Lord and see how they are doing." 37 Barnabas wanted to take John, also called Mark, 
with them, 38 but Paul did not think it wise to take him, because he had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not continued 
with them in the work. 39 They had such a sharp disagreement that they parted company. Barnabas took Mark and sailed for 
Cyprus, 40 but Paul chose Silas and left, commended by the brothers to the grace of the Lord. 41 He went through Syria and 
Cilicia, strengthening the churches.  

Discussion Questions 

1.​ Can two spiritually mature Christians genuinely love God and still strongly disagree?​
Scripture: Acts 15:36–41; Romans 14:1–4; Philippians 2:1–4​
Paul and Barnabas were both committed believers, yet they had a “sharp disagreement.”  

1.​ What does this teach us about the difference between unity and uniformity?  
2.​ How should mature Christians handle disagreements without questioning one another’s faith? ​

 
2.​ When conflict happens, how can we tell whether we are being led by our emotions or by the Lord?​

Scripture: Galatians 5:16–25; Proverbs 3:5–6; James 1:19–20​
The sermon says, “Emotions are real…but they are terrible gods.”  

1.​ What are some warning signs that anger, disappointment, hurt, or pride has begun making our 
decisions for us? ​
 

3.​ What can we learn from the different perspectives Paul and Barnabas had concerning John 
Mark?​
Scripture: Acts 15:37–39; Acts 13:13; Acts 9:26–27​
Paul valued reliability, while Barnabas valued restoration. Paul remembered what Mark had done; 
Barnabas saw what Mark could become.  

1.​ Which perspective do you naturally lean toward—and why? ​
 

4.​ How do we learn from our past without becoming imprisoned by it?​
Scripture: Philippians 3:13–14; Isaiah 43:18–19; 2 Corinthians 5:17​
The sermon uses the illustration of the rearview mirror and windshield.  

1.​ What happens when we spend too much time looking backward?  
2.​ How can our past inform our wisdom without controlling our future? ​

 
5.​ Have you ever allowed temporary pain to make you consider a permanent decision?​

Scripture: Galatians 6:9; Psalm 30:5; Hebrews 10:35–36​
 

1.​ Why are statements such as “I’ll never serve again,” “I’ll never trust again,” or “I’m done with 
church” dangerous when made during seasons of hurt?  
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2.​ What should we do before making major decisions while emotionally wounded?​

 
6.​ How can God redeem a situation without approving everything that happened in it?​

Scripture: Romans 8:28; Genesis 50:20; Proverbs 19:21​
Paul and Barnabas’ conflict resulted in two missionary teams instead of one.  

1.​ Does God bringing good out of a painful situation mean the conflict itself was good?  
2.​ What does this teach us about the sovereignty of God? ​

 
7.​ Who has been a “Barnabas” in your life—and whose Barnabas are you called to be?​

Scripture: Galatians 6:1–2; Acts 9:26–27; 1 Thessalonians 5:11​
Barnabas saw possibility in people others questioned.  

1.​ What is the difference between excusing someone’s failure and helping restore someone after 
failure?  

2.​ How can the church become better at restoration?  
8.​ Does genuine repentance require the person you hurt to immediately trust you again? Why or why 

not?​
Scripture: Luke 3:8; Proverbs 28:13; Matthew 5:23–24​
The sermon states, “Repentance does not give you the right to demand immediate restoration of 
somebody else’s trust.”  

1.​ What responsibility belongs to the person who failed, and what must be left in God’s hands? ​
 

9.​ What happens when we make another person’s acceptance the proof that God has changed us?​
Scripture: Galatians 1:10; Romans 8:1; 2 Corinthians 5:17 

1.​ Why can constantly trying to convince someone that “I’ve changed” become spiritually 
unhealthy?  

2.​ How can we respect another person’s hurt while refusing to let their rejection define our identity? ​
 

10.​What is the difference between saying “I failed” and saying “I am a failure”?​
Scripture: Romans 8:1; 1 Corinthians 6:9–11; 2 Corinthians 5:17 

1.​ How does the gospel allow us to honestly acknowledge what we have done without allowing our 
worst moment to become our permanent identity? ​
 

11.​What should you do when someone important to you says “no,” but God is still calling you 
forward?​
Scripture: Acts 15:37–39; Colossians 4:10; Philemon 24; 2 Timothy 4:11​
John Mark did not quit because Paul rejected him. Years later, Paul said Mark was “helpful to me in my 
ministry.”  

1.​ What might have happened if Mark had allowed Paul’s initial rejection to become his final 
verdict?  

12.​What struggle on your “road to glory” is tempting you to stop walking right now?​
Scripture: Philippians 1:6; Hebrews 12:1–2; Romans 8:31–39; 2 Timothy 4:7–8​
The sermon declares, “Don’t let your life story end in Acts 15…your 2 Timothy 4 is coming!”  
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1.​ Where have rejection, failure, conflict, disappointment, or somebody’s opinion caused you to 

question your calling?  
2.​ What would “KEEP WALKING” look like practically in your life this week?  

Closing thought 

The central challenge of this lesson/Sermon is not pretending that the struggle isn’t real. It is remembering that 
grace, redemption, forgiveness, calling, and God’s sovereignty are real too. The Christian response to 
struggle is not to stop on the road—it is to keep walking while God keeps writing the story!!! 

Share your major takeaways from the Lesson/Sermon this week. 

Commentary 

  The Journey Begins in Controversy: A Study on Honest Conflict, 15:36-41 

(15:36-41) Introduction: the world is full of conflict, and most conflict is by far selfish and evil. However, 
there is an honest conflict, an honest holding of different opinions. This passage is an excellent study of the 
latter, that is, of honest conflict. 

1.  The cause of honest conflict (v.36-38). 

2.  The sad result of honest conflict: division and loss (v.39). 

3.  The good result of honest conflict: God overrules—two mission teams were sent forth (v.39-41). 

 1. (15:36-38) Conflict— Division: the cause of honest conflict. Note two significant points. 

1.  Honest conflict arises from a genuine concern. The concern is not personal, not selfish, not self-serving. The 
conflict does not exist because a person is... 

•  exerting his authority 

•  trying to get his own way 

•  resisting change 

•  maintaining tradition 

•  seeking his own purposes 

•  jealous of the other person 

•  seeking to keep things as they are 

This very fact is clearly seen between Paul and Barnabas. Paul was the person who made the suggestion to 
revisit the mission churches, and Barnabas agreed. He was just as determined to go as Paul was (Acts 15:37). 
They both had a genuine concern for the Lord's mission. In fact, the concern was as deep as it could be. They 
were both determined to visit "every city where [they had] preached the word of the Lord." Their concern was 
all-embracing, not willing that any should be left untouched or slighted in the ministry. 

The point is that each man was as concerned as the other. Their concern for the Lord's work was genuine. 

2.  Honest conflict arises from a genuine difference, a difference that focuses upon how best to carry out the 
mission of the Lord. This is critical to see. 

http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ac+15%3A36-41
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ac+15%3A36-41
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ac+15%3A36-38
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ac+15%3A37
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⇒  The difference was not over the mission. Every believer is to be concerned and committed to the mission of 
the Lord, to visit his brothers in "every city were [he has] preached the word of the Lord." Every church is to be 
exhorted and helped in every way possible in every generation. The difference cannot and must not be in the 
mission. If it is, then the conflict is not honest; it is false and selfish. 

⇒  The difference was over method, how to best carry out the mission. 

This difference is clearly seen in what happened to Paul and Barnabas. 

a.Barnabas believed the best way to accomplish the task was to take Mark along. This fact is evident from three 
things. 

⇒  First, Mark had failed and disproven himself once (see note 6—•Acts 13:13). Barnabas never would have 
insisted on Mark going along unless he knew Mark had recommitted his life—not insisted as strongly as he did. 
The Greek says he stuck to his insistence. Note something else as well: Mark desperately wanted to go; wanted 
Barnabas to continue to take a stand for him. Apparently Mark felt strongly that God wanted him to be a 
missionary and he wanted a second chance, a chance to redeem and prove himself. Barnabas, the son of 
consolation, the great servant of God who was always reaching out to help those under attack even as he had 
Paul, reached out to help another young disciple (Acts 9:27; Acts 11:25-26). 

⇒  Second, Barnabas loved Paul dearly. He had been a spiritual father or brother to Paul, more so than anyone 
else, and he had witnessed God gifting Paul to take the lead in world-wide evangelism. Barnabas rejoiced in all 
he had witnessed as God had matured and used Paul. Barnabas never would have opposed Paul unless he was 
convinced he was right. 

⇒  Third, Barnabas had already been wrong once in differing with Paul (cp. Galatians 2:11-13). When Peter 
came down to Antioch to visit the church, he joined right in, fellowshipping and eating with the Gentiles. But 
some of the Judaizers who came down later criticized Peter; and Peter withdrew from eating with the Gentiles. 
The conflict had become so sharp that even Barnabas was affected and withdrew from eating with the Gentiles. 
Just when this happened is unknown, but the heavy weight of Scripture is that it had happened before the 
second missionary journey began. 

The point is this: Barnabas would not be opposing Paul over taking Mark unless he genuinely differed, being 
thoroughly convinced of his position. 

b.  Paul differed with Barnabas. Very simply, he believed that a deserter was a poor example for young churches 
who needed to be strengthened. 

Again, the point to see is this: the conflict between Paul and Barnabas was honest. From the Scripture, both men 
were as determined as they could be to carry out the mission of the Lord. The only question was how best to do 
it; in their particular case, who was really needed to do the job most effectively? 

 Thought 1. As long as men are on the earth, there will be conflict. There always has been and always will be. 
Tragically, the conflict is usually selfish. The believer must always search his heart and make sure his 
differences with others are pure, completely unselfish. 

http://www.crossbooks.com/book.asp?pub=0&book=597&sec=00007347#sp10108
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ac+9%3A27
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ac+11%3A25-26
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Gal+2%3A11-13


Page | 4 

 
Conflict is never good; it is always bad. But when we hold honest differences, being thoroughly convinced of 
God's leadership, conflict cannot be avoided. When this happens, each party has to move on, trusting the Lord 
to take charge of the other party and to work all things out for good. 

 "He went away again the second time, and prayed, saying, O my Father, if this cup may not pass away 
from me, except I drink it, thy will be done" (Matthew 26:42). 

"If any man will do his will, he shall know of the doctrine, whether it be of God, or whether I speak of 
myself" (John 7:17). 

 2. (15:39) Conflict— Division— Unity: the sad result of honest conflict. Three results are seen in the 
experience of Paul and Barnabas, results that are tragically too common. 

1.  There was "sharp contention" (paroxusmos PWS: 752). The idea is that of differing to the point of suffering pain. 
Contrary to the picture usually painted of the conflict, the picture seems to be that both men were hurting. The 
difference was sharp and both hearts were cut deeply. Each man was thoroughly convinced that he was right 
before the Lord; therefore, each argued strongly for his position. This does not mean that they were cutting each 
other with sharp and ugly words. This is important to note, for sharp words should never be spoken among 
believers. But the opposing positions and convictions cut and hurt both hearts. They loved and respected each 
other, and their sharp conflict seemed irreconcilable. There seemed to be no solution. 

2.  There was the loss of each other. This fact is often forgotten, but should not be. The two men loved and 
respected each other, greatly so. Few men ever mean to each other what Barnabas and Paul meant to each other. 
When Paul needed help, Barnabas was the only believer who stepped forward to help him. Barnabas was the 
spiritual brother or father to Paul. Barnabas had taken Paul under his wings and... 

•  stood up for him against all other believers (Acts 9:27). 

•  nurtured him in the faith and ministry (Acts 11:25-26). 

•  seen God bless his efforts, moving Paul to the forefront in carrying the gospel to the world (Acts 13:9; Acts 
13:14-16). 

Paul owed so much to Barnabas, he would never have allowed the conflict to divide them unless he was 
thoroughly convinced he was right. And Barnabas loved Paul so much the same was true of him. The conflict 
was an honest conflict, but the results were tragic. Two dear brothers, so strong in the Lord and so caring for 
each other, were splitting up their ministry. Their only hope was that God would overrule and show the one who 
was wrong that he was mistaken, forgiving him and continuing to use him just as effectively as before. 

The question naturally arises: Who was wrong? The answer is not known with absolute certainty. But Paul 
evidently misjudged. And the church's failure to commend Barnabas and Mark was apparently a tragic failure. 

⇒  Mark did redeem himself. He is later seen serving with both Paul and Peter (Col. 4:10; 2 Tim. 4:11; 
Philemon 24; 1 Peter 5:13). 

⇒  Paul spoke affectionately of Barnabas, acknowledging his great ministry in writing to the Corinthians (1 Cor. 
9:6). 

http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Mt+26%3A42
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Jn+7%3A17
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ac+15%3A39
http://www.crossbooks.com/book.asp?pub=0&book=748&tocpath=C%5C%5C#752:%20Contention
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ac+9%3A27
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ac+11%3A25-26
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ac+13%3A9
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ac+13%3A14-16
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ac+13%3A14-16
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Col+4%3A10
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=2Ti+4%3A11
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Phm+1%3A24
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=1Pe+5%3A13
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=1Co+9%3A6
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=1Co+9%3A6
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 Thought 1. A believer is to make every effort possible to avoid conflict. He is to do all he can to live and serve 
in peace with his Christian brothers and sisters. 

  

"Only let your conversation be as it becometh the gospel of Christ: that whether I come and see you, or 
else be absent, I may hear of your affairs, that ye stand fast in one spirit, with one mind striving together 
for the faith of the gospel" (Phil. 1:27). 

"Let nothing be done through strife or vainglory; but in lowliness of mind let each esteem other better 
than themselves. Look not every man on his own things, but every man also on the things of others" 
(Phil. 2:3-4). 

 Thought 2. When a believer becomes aware that he was wrong, he needs to acknowledge it and correct it as 
much as possible. Just think: Mark was the author of the Gospel of Mark. What a friend Barnabas was! What a 
helper to those who were cast aside as both Paul and Mark were by other believers! How much of Mark's 
ministry and Paul's ministry and how much of the Gospel of Mark is due to Barnabas and his faithfulness in 
making a true disciple out of both men? What a servant of the Lord! 

 "And the things that thou hast heard of me among many witnesses, the same commit thou to faithful 
men, who shall be able to teach others also" (2 Tim. 2:2). 

 3. (15:39-41) Conflict: the good result of honest conflict is that God overrules. God was able to overrule in the 
conflict between Paul and Barnabas, for both men had honest differences of opinion. They were not selfish, 
neither did they have ulterior, corrupt motives. They both loved God with all their hearts and were called 
according to God's purpose. 

 "And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called 
according to his purpose" (Romans 8:28). 

 Note the good results. 

1.  A deserter was reclaimed and set aflame: Mark. 

2.  A new disciple and a great minister was born: Silas (see Deeper Study #1—Acts 15:34). 

3.  Two mission teams were now sent forth. Barnabas and Mark went to Cyprus, the native country of Barnabas. 
Paul and Silas went into Syria and Cilicia, the native country of Paul (Acts 15:41). 

There are three factors seen here. 

a.  Paul was hurting within his heart, hurting deeply. He and Barnabas, his dearest friend and companion in the 
ministry, had split up. And they had separated because of a sharp difference. They just could not agree on how 
to proceed, whether Mark should be taken or not. Nothing could be done about it. The difference was an honest 
difference, but it still hurt, for the men loved and respected each other deeply and had served together for so 
many years. The pain must have been almost unbearable for both men. But note something: Paul continued on, 
just as Barnabas did (Acts 15:39). As difficult as it was, they continued on. They were not sitting around 
devastated, wondering why the difference had happened to them. Discouragement and depression could have 

http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Php+1%3A27
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Php+2%3A3-4
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=2Ti+2%3A2
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ac+15%3A39-41
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ro+8%3A28
http://www.crossbooks.com/book.asp?pub=0&book=597&sec=00008782#link516
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ac+15%3A41
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ac+15%3A39
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easily set in. But Paul fought such feelings off and marched forth, faithful and true to his Lord and His call. He 
faithfully threw himself into the ministry of his Lord. 

From this point on, Luke, the author of Acts, concentrated on the ministry of Paul. Nothing else is said about 
Barnabas or the apostles. 

b.  Paul travelled through Syria and Cilicia, his own home area. He was travelling by land instead of sea as he 
did on his first mission journey. God, of course, led Paul to take this route. There was probably a practical 
reason. Very simply, there is no place like home when a person's heart is hurting. In addition to this, it had been 
somewhere around ten years since Paul had been able to return home. Remember Paul's first extended ministry 
after his conversion was throughout his home region. He had spent eleven years there. Most of the churches 
throughout the region were probably due to his ministry during those eleven years. The point is twofold. 

First, God knew that being in his home area among the very first churches of his ministry would help heal Paul's 
heart, a heart that had suffered so much and was yet to suffer so much. God had to provide some release for His 
dear servant to be able to continue on. 

 Thought 1. Note how God takes care of His hurting servants when they are faithful to their call and ministry. 
Paul is a dynamic example in continuing on despite being bombarded with setback after setback. 

 "And let us not be weary in well doing: for in due season we shall reap, if we faint not" (Galatians 6:9). 

"Therefore, my beloved brethren, be ye steadfast, unmoveable, always abounding in the work of the 
Lord, forasmuch as ye know that your labour is not in vain in the Lord" (1 Cor. 15:58). 

"Only let your conversation be as it becometh the gospel of Christ: that whether I come and see you, or 
else be absent, I may hear of your affairs, that ye stand fast in one spirit, with one mind striving together 
for the faith of the gospel" (Phil. 1:27). 

 Second, Paul's heart ached to visit the churches of his home district. It had been about ten years since he had 
seen and exhorted them. It was now time to check on their welfare and see how they were doing (Acts 15:36). 

c.  Paul's purpose was to confirm the churches. The word "confirm" (epistērizō) means to strengthen; to 
establish; to support; to stabilize; to make strong; to lead someone to prop upon or lean upon. Paul's purpose 
was to support and to teach the churches... 

•  to lean upon and to prop their lives upon Jesus. 

•  to be stable and strong in the Lord's teachings. 

•  to be strengthened and established in their lives and witness. 

 "Let us therefore follow after the things which make for peace, and things wherewith one may edify 
another" (Romans 14:19). 

"Let every one of us please his neighbor for his good to edification" (Romans 15:2). 

​
Preacher's Outline and Sermon Bible - Commentary - The Preacher's Outline & Sermon Bible – Acts. 
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