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Text 
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. 
16:1 He came to Derbe and then to Lystra, where a disciple named Timothy lived, whose mother was a 
Jewess and a believer, but whose father was a Greek. 2 The brothers at Lystra and Iconium spoke well of 
him. 3 Paul wanted to take him along on the journey, so he circumcised him because of the Jews who lived 
in that area, for they all knew that his father was a Greek. 4 As they traveled from town to town, they 
delivered the decisions reached by the apostles and elders in Jerusalem for the people to obey. 5 So the 
churches were strengthened in the faith and grew daily in numbers. 6 Paul and his companions traveled 
throughout the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been kept by the Holy Spirit from preaching the word 
in the province of Asia. 7 When they came to the border of Mysia, they tried to enter Bithynia, but the Spirit 
of Jesus would not allow them to. 8 So they passed by Mysia and went down to Troas. 9 During the night 
Paul had a vision of a man of Macedonia standing and begging him, "Come over to Macedonia and help 
us." 10 After Paul had seen the vision, we got ready at once to leave for Macedonia, concluding that God 
had called us to preach the gospel to them. 
 
Introduction 
 G.K. Chesterton in his classic book entitled Orthodoxy says, “Poets do not go 
mad; but chess players do… The poet only asks to get his head into the heavens.  It is the 
logician who seeks to get the heavens into his head.  And it is his head that splits… As 
long as you have mystery you have health; when you destroy mystery you create 
morbidity.”1  What do you think?  Is that the case?  Let me ask this – Do you know 
someone [maybe the someone is you] who needs to have everything figured out; who 
likes to have her future all planned out?  What are those people like? – generally on edge, 
irritable, stressed, anal, neurotic… these are words that come to mind.  She doesn’t ‘go 
with the flow’ or ‘roll with the punches’ very well.  The slightest hint of disorganization 
can push him over the edge.  Open-ended discussions without clear answers make them 
agitated, ready to lash out. 

If you’re this kind of person who has to have everything mapped out, I want to 
tell you – you will go crazy!  You know why?  Because this world is complex; try as you 
may, you can’t map out reality.  Reality is complicated, messy, unresolved, outside of our 
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control.  Can you live with that?  Can you live with uncertainty?  Can you handle 
ambiguity?  Can you accept the existence of gray areas?  Do you embrace mystery?  If 
not, you will go mad in this world.  God wants us to stop trying to take his job and start 
living daringly in his world of mystery and intrigue and wonder and adventure, holding 
his hand through life’s sharp turns and slow curves and dead ends and steep drops. 

Last week we saw that we are not awash in an ocean of subjectivity with nowhere 
to put our feet.  There are some truths that are so solid that they can be stood on, so 
precious that they are worth fighting for, one of them being the marvelous truth that 
sinners can only be saved by grace through faith in Christ and not by works.  That truth is 
an anchor for the soul, an antidote to meaninglessness and utter hopelessness, something 
you can bank your life on.  The early church gathered together a council to defend this 
truth and reassert it in the face of distortions and slippery accretions that gutted the good 
news of its goodness. 

But in today’s text we see that not everything is so black and white.  Not 
everything can be determined with certitude.  Not everything can be “organized into 
settled formulae”2  Even the simple gospel message cannot be fully mined or have its 
depths completely plumbed.  I think there’s a helpful reminder here in today’s text for us 
who live in the sometimes confusing predicament of our fallen existence clouded by 
ethical perplexities and numerous uncertainties (and I know many of you are dealing with 
these kinds of things from conversations I’ve had with you recently).  Now I realize I run 
the risk of being highly reductionistic here, but in the midst of such complexities God is 
saying something very simple to us today from his Word and it’s just this: resist 
[foolishly] trying to figure everything out [exhaustively], trust me, and live life.  
Sound refreshing?  I think it’s the biblical antidote to insanity.  I see it in this text.  Before 
we look at it together… 
 
…let’s pray [He whom [we] bow to only knows to whom [we] bow/When [we] attempt 
the ineffable Name, murmuring Thou/And dream of Pheidian fancies and embrace in 
heart/Symbols ([we] know) which cannot be the thing Thou art/Thus always, taken at 
their word, all prayers blaspheme/Worshiping with frail images a folk-lore dream/And all 
men in their praying, self-deceived, address/The coinage of their own unquiet thoughts, 
unless/Thou in magnetic mercy to Thyself divert/Our arrows, aimed unskillfully, beyond 
desert;/And all men are idolaters, crying unheard/To a deaf idol, if Thou take them at 
their word.//Take not, O Lord, our literal sense. Lord, in thy great/Unbroken speech our 
limping metaphor translate.]3… 
 
Paul and Barnabas Split (15:36-41) 
 Luke left us last week back in Antioch with the church there basking in the 
unanimous decision of the council in Jerusalem that Gentiles didn’t have to become Jews 
in order to be Christians.  Paul and Barnabas were teaching and preaching in Antioch and 
after some time v. 36 relates that they felt a pull to go back and see the churches they had 
planted on their first missionary journey.  It’s a desire birthed out of genuine care for the 
spiritual well-being of these congregations.  The verb ‘visit’ here carries with it a sense of 
‘to care for’ or ‘to be concerned about.’  They want to “see how they are,” as the text says 
later.  It’s important to keep that motivation in mind as we observe what happens next. 



3 

 If you remember, on their first journey they set out from Antioch with a young 
man named John Mark and he was with them as they traversed the island of Cyprus, 
when they confronted Elymas, and as they sailed to the mainland of Asia Minor, but in 
Perga in Pamphylia Mark “left them to return to Jerusalem” (13:13).  We’re not sure 
exactly why (perhaps it was too hard, perhaps he was homesick), but the impression we 
get is that it was a desertion of some sort, the premature departure of an immature young 
man.  But Barnabas – ever the encourager, the one who believes in people despite their 
checkered pasts, the one who first gave Paul a chance when the blood of Christian 
martyrs was still fresh on his robes – wants to take Mark along with them again this time.  
“But Paul did not think it wise to take him” (v. 38a) because of what he had done before. 
 These men both have pastoral hearts that care for the churches in South Galatia.  
They both have hearts that care for people and seek to mentor and disciple them – 
Barnabas has proven this time and again and his concern is on display here again with 
Mark; Paul in a few short verses is going to take a young Timothy under his wings and if 
you read his letters to Timothy they display a warm, fatherly affection.  This is how we 
all are to be.  Who have you taken under your wing recently and encouraged and 
affirmed? 

But these two men who had been through so much together come into “sharp 
disagreement” over this issue of whether to take Mark or not, so sharp that they “parted 
company” (v. 39a).  It was a pretty big disagreement.  “Barnabas took Mark and sailed 
for [his home island of] Cyprus, but Paul chose Silas [one of the two prophets who had 
delivered the letter from Jerusalem in Antioch and ministered there for awhile] and [they] 
left” (vv. 39b-40a) for the regions of Syria and Cilicia. 
 Kind of like with the story of Ananias and Sapphira in ch. 5, this is something that 
in some ways you wish wasn’t in the Bible.  It’s kind of embarrassing.  Paul and 
Barnabas – the two great Christian missionaries – couldn’t get along and ended up 
splitting over something like this??  But it’s reality.  Sadly, it happens.  The church is not 
perfect.  There are disagreements.  We try to avoid them; we try to “make every effort to 
keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace” (Eph. 4:3), but sometimes in 
boldly trying to follow Christ, situations will arise where two godly men have two very 
different opinions and the right answer is not immediately clear. 

Think about that.  Here in this circumstance, who was right?  How many think 
Barnabas was right?  How many people think Paul was right?  To me, at first glance, it’s 
unclear who was right – they simply part and go separate ways – Barnabas to Cyprus, 
Paul through Syria and Cilicia.  At second glance, you might think that by following Paul 
and not mentioning Barnabas again in the whole book of Acts, Luke is endorsing Paul’s 
side in the sharp disagreement.  Plus, he says that Paul and Silas were commended to the 
grace of the Lord by the church in Antioch, so they seem to have the endorsement of the 
church.  But at third glance (this time taking in other NT books besides just Acts) it 
appears that they both might have been right.  Mark appears in the NT again a few times 
in Paul’s letters and seems to be a companion of Paul’s (cf. Col. 4:9, Philemon 1:24).  At 
the end of Paul’s second letter to Timothy, just before his death, Paul says that one person 
has deserted him and others have left to go elsewhere and then he says, “Only Luke is 
with me.  Get Mark and bring him with you, because he is helpful to me in my ministry” 
(2Tim. 4:11).  And, don’t forget, it’s this Mark who wrote the Gospel of Mark!  So 
something Barnabas did on the island of Cyprus worked and because of him and his 
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steadfast commitment to Mark, Mark became a man extremely useful for the kingdom.  
What a testament to Barnabas’ ministry of believing in people; what an endorsement of 
taking people with you who may be struggling or rejected by others and patiently 
investing your life in them!  Isn’t that cool?  Don’t you want to be like that? 
 So maybe they were both right.  They had to agree to disagree and live with the 
odd tension of there not being a rightful winner to the argument.  But, let me complicate 
this even more for those of you who like nice, neat little categories.  Maybe they were 
both wrong.  Maybe they both handled the whole thing in the wrong way, but God in his 
sovereignty and mercy brought good from it – the rehabilitation of Mark through 
Barnabas and the westward expansion of the church through Paul, Silas, and Timothy.  
While “God certainly overruled this ‘melancholy disagreement’ [as Calvin called it]…,” 
John Stott reminds us that, “this example of God’s providence may not be used as an 
excuse for Christian quarreling.”4  The disagreement may be legitimate, but at least you’d 
like to see a more amiable break-up.   
 So who was right and who was wrong?  We don’t know!  I. Howard Marshall 
says, “It is a classic example of the perpetual problem of whether to place the interests of 
the individual or of the work as a whole first, and there is no rule of thumb for dealing 
with it.”5  This drives me nuts as a pastor, in balancing the overall direction of the church 
with the individual needs of select people, in making decisions of where to spend my 
time, who to invest in, how to counsel certain people, and I could go on and on and on… 
There are many things you don’t learn in seminary because… there’s not one right 
answer.  There is a realm of subjectivity and it will drive you nuts unless you learn to 
accept it.  And you can’t let it paralyze you in a perpetual state of inactivity, you have to 
just pick something and go for it.  I think that’s key.  Paul and Barnabas both went 
forward with what they felt was best; they didn’t just stick around Antioch and do 
nothing.  That would have been a bad move.  Who was right?  It wasn’t clear, but they 
each stuck to their guns and charged ahead. 
 But this doesn’t just apply to missionaries and pastors.  You all deal with it 
everyday.  Should I allow myself to be interrupted from my work to talk to this person?  
Should I use oral contraceptives despite the remote possibility of an abortifacient effect?  
There are endless scenarios where black and white categories of right and wrong are 
blurry or simply don’t exist.  There’s right and right or right and more right.  You can 
have conviction; you must have conviction, but it doesn’t have to mean everyone else is 
wrong.  For example, you may have conviction that the mom staying home with the kids 
is right, but you have to allow the possibility that others who don’t do that could be right 
too.  Maybe it’s right for you to send your kid to CPS, but it wouldn’t be right for 
someone else to send their kid there.  You’ve gotta pick something and go for it. 
 
Paul Circumcises Timothy (16:1-5) 

Luke takes us with Paul and Silas as they come to Derbe and then Lystra.  At 
Lystra Paul meets a young man with a reputation indicating great potential.  It’s Timothy, 
a character we see several other places in the NT.  So like I said, we see that Paul too can 
take young, unproven people under his wing.  Timothy and his family were most likely 
converted in conjunction with Paul’s first visit to Lystra back in ch. 14.  His mother, 
whose name we know from elsewhere was Eunice (2Tim. 1:5), was a Jew who had come 
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to believe in Jesus.  Timothy’s dad, however, had been a Greek and Timothy wasn’t 
raised as a Jew, meaning he had never been circumcised. 

Now again, what’s the right thing to do?  Timothy’s half Jewish, half Greek.  Half 
is good enough to be considered Jewish by Jews and so non-believing Jews could have 
pointed at Timothy and said, “Look!  These Christians are encouraging Jews to abandon 
their Jewishness.”  But again Timothy could say, “My dad was Greek; I was raised 
Greek; I’m Greek.”  Did Timothy have to get circumcised?  Well, no, I don’t think so.  
Should he be circumcised?  Ummm… it could go either way; it’s 50-50.  But Paul 
thought it best in this case to have Timothy circumcised out of sensitivity to the Jews they 
would encounter on their journey.  And so he got out his knife and went to work. 

This is the same Paul who vigorously fought the notion that circumcision was 
necessary for salvation.  It’s same Paul who in his letter to the Galatians specifically 
notes that “neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything; what counts is a 
new creation.” (Gal. 6:15).  Some blame him here for being inconsistent, but one is 
reminded of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s famous quip, “A foolish consistency is the 
hobgoblin of little minds, adored by little statesmen and philosophers and divines.”6 

Paul’s, and especially Timothy’s, actions here cause us to ask ourselves if we’re 
willing to deliberately take on things that will cause us pain in order to reach others?  
What price are you paying?  Are you stretching yourself to be, say, more extroverted?  
Are you spending your time in ways and in places that are less than comfortable?  Do you 
always choose the easy path?  We should ask ourselves questions like these. 

But again notice how this could have gone either way.  It could have been more 
costly not to circumcise Timothy.  In Gal. 6:12 Paul says, “Those who want to make a 
good impression outwardly are trying to compel you to be circumcised.  The only reason 
they do this is to avoid being persecuted for the cross of Christ.”  Paul simply felt that 
this was the right thing to do here and once it was done… there was no turning back.  
Again, life is like this in so many ways.  I have a good friend (in his 20s) who was 
recently diagnosed with cancer and he tells me that he’s realizing that doctors don’t really 
know what they’re doing (no offense to any in the medical profession here).  One doctor 
thinks such and such is the case and he should do such and such treatment.  Another 
doctor thinks otherwise and recommends a different approach.  It’s not like taking a car 
to a mechanic and finding out it needs new spark plugs or the timing belt needs to be 
replaced.  It’s not that simple.  There’s an element of guesswork involved when treating 
the human body.  But you’ve got to pick one.  You can’t just do nothing or the cancer 
will be sure to spread and kill you.  Likewise there’s a lot of guesswork involved when 
living the human life.  We need the humility to admit that.  And yet we can’t lock 
ourselves in a room and never do anything.  We have to be okay with making educated 
guesses and going with them, like Paul did when he circumcised Timothy. 
 
Macedonian Call (16:6-10) 
 Perhaps the most vexing ambiguity is discerning the ever elusive “will of God” 
with life decisions – finding direction in life in things like where to go to school, who to 
marry, where to work, where to live,…  Many times it seems like God leaves us in the 
dark to find our own way and many of you are like me and you hate that.  You want to 
know right now.  You can’t handle the waiting, the not knowing, the up-in-the-air feeling.  
Which direction am I supposed to go?  I think I should go to Asia – something’s holding 



6 

me back.  I feel like I should go north to Bithynia – wham, that door is shut in my face.  
What’s going on? 
 My friend who I mentioned last week and asked you to pray for in regards to a 
church that was voting on him to be their pastor was called last Sunday – thanks for 
praying.  He had been looking for a church for over two years.  It was a long and 
agonizing process and early on in his search there was a church that was interested in 
him, but he just didn’t feel right about.  Something subjective was holding him back and 
so he withdrew from pursuing it.  Afterwards he had a string of like 75 rejections, God 
closing a door and he had to live in that limbo for years and learn to be okay with it.  And 
then last Sunday he gets a call from a church in St. Louis saying, “Come on down here.” 
 My freshman year of college it seemed good to me to find a girlfriend who could 
become my wife.  I went through several crushes, none of them seemed to click, but then 
I got my heart set on this one girl toward the end of freshman year.  We wrote letters to 
each other during the summer and over the next two years this chase ensued.  I kept 
pursuing and several times tried to push it to the next level, but the Spirit of Jesus for 
some strange reason would not allow me to.  She kept pushing me away.  At the 
beginning of senior year I still had my heart set on this one girl, until one fateful fall 
evening around dusk – I can still picture it like it was yesterday – I saw this woman 
walking toward me and a halo shown around her head and a voice came from heaven, 
“This is the One, whom you will love; with her you will be well pleased.”  And by that 
time next year we were engaged. 
 At the church I was on staff at in Evanston before I came here I really, really 
wanted the assistant pastor position.  I thought God had led me there for that.  I worked 
there for 2 years thinking this position would be mine.  As the time for its opening drew 
near I started bugging the elders incessantly about it, I needed to know for sure, I couldn’t 
stand the wait any longer.  They kept saying, “Be patient.  We don’t know for sure yet.”  
I had a hard time being patient.  Then in a weird twist of events the Holy Spirit kept me 
from ministering in Evanston.  I was devastated, decimated, confused.  But then I heard 
about Immanuel and with in a week started talking to Hobin and within a couple months 
was installed as the pastor here – a much better situation for me. 
 As Paul and his companions were traveling, the Holy Spirit mysteriously 
prevented them from going certain places – maybe some sort of subjective lack of peace 
or something.  Then Paul thought for sure that he should go up north in to Bithynia and 
take the gospel in that direction, but we read that “the Spirit of Jesus would not allow 
them to” (v. 7) – maybe he got sick, maybe other circumstances prevented him, we’re not 
sure, but we know that God was behind it somehow.  So he goes to Troas, obviously 
confused, directionless, not knowing what God was up to.  Not knowing what he 
supposed to do.  He hangs out there for awhile.  This is where he meets up with Luke – 
notice the use of “we” starting in v. 10.  But one “night Paul had a vision of a man of 
Macedonia standing and begging him, ‘Come over to Macedonia and help us’” (v. 9).  
And immediately they knew what they were supposed to do and off they went, and as a 
result the gospel expanded westward into Europe. 

It would have been easier if God had just told Paul he was supposed to end up in 
Macedonia back when he left Antioch, but that’s not how he works.  God let’s us make 
our plans and dream our dreams and that’s good and right, but things don’t always go 
according to our plans… and God loves to do that to us to remind us that we’re not him, 
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we don’t know the future, we don’t control where we go.  Proverbs 16:9 – “The heart of 
man plans his way, but the Lord establishes his steps.”  We have to be “submissive 
visionaries” as Ajith Fernando calls it, dreaming dreams, making plans, executing plans, 
but always open to the Lord’s redirecting and throwing monkey wrenches into our plans.  
That’s life.  It’s unpredictable and if you can’t handle that, well you’re going to be 
frustrated and stressed out all the time. 
 
Conclusion 

There are truths that are unshakeable and worth fighting for and worth staking our 
lives on.  I don’t want you to get swept away with the tide of radical subjectivism that’s a 
fad in our culture today.  There are moral absolutes that guide us through the maze of life.  
There are boundaries that keep us from danger and show us where we can freely roam, 
but there’s a lot of free roaming in the Christian life.  There are a lot of dilemmas where 
what’s right is hard to know and there may not be one right answer.  There are special 
cases where you have to exercise discernment, pray, think it through, seek advice, and 
then pick something and go for it.  There are times when you may feel like the future is 
so uncertain and you don’t know why God seems to be leading you in circles.  What do I 
do?  Where do I go?  Those are normal questions. 

But underlying it all is the reality of God’s sovereignty.  He is in control.  He will 
guide.  He will turn bad into good if you happen to make the wrong decisions.  He will 
turn failures into victories.  He will turn disappointments into opportunities.  And even 
when you don’t have everything figured out, God does and we can trust that.  My buddies 
from college still razz me about this time back during freshman year.  We all went to see 
the movie Sphere.  Anybody seen that movie?  It’s a sci-fi movie.  I forget mostly what it 
was about because I’ve tried to block it from my memory.  But it was weird.  It messed 
with your head to the point that you didn’t know what was real anymore.  The movie 
screwed me up for several days.  Somehow it didn’t seem to have the same effect on my 
friends and they laughed at me.  I couldn’t handle it.  I couldn’t handle not knowing what 
was real.  But I think God likes to put us in places like that from time to time to shake us 
up, to remind us that we can’t be so cocky and self-assured, to remind us that he’s real, he 
is reality, he is God and we are not, and we must rest in that.  He is saying to you today: 
resist trying to figure everything out, trust me, and live life. 
 
Benediction 
May you “trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; 
[may you] in all your ways acknowledge him, and [may you know that] he will make 
your paths straight” (Prov. 3:5-6). 
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