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Acts 15:37-40  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.

Acts 16:6-10   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.

Summary from last week (#47)
What is one of the sinful inclinations to which every man has committed from his birth? That is “distinction.”  This is originally caused by the lustful sin for good and evil.  In order to take everything to fulfill one’s own satisfaction, every man who is born with the nature of “distinction” suffers from one’s own distinction as well as others’ distinction.  Then, they all perish in the darkness of “distinction” without solution. When this suffering of “distinction” is maximized, one becomes mentally ill and can commit an extreme crime.  Look at all the religious wars taking place all around the world. They all are caused by this wicked nature of “distinction.” Believing themselves superior to others, they do not hesitate to kill others making their distinction brutally. 

The gospel is the only solution that brings us out of this evil action. Man can’t release oneself from the wicked nature of this bondage of, “distinction.”  Jesus, God Himself, who was born without this wicked nature came on earth and bore all the sins of His people and died on the cross. As a result, our wicked sin was forgiven and cleansed as white as snow. Furthermore, by receiving the Spirit of Christ, we became free from “distinction” of others as well as ourselves.  We became new creations, God’s beautiful sons and daughters who embraced the merciful and graceful heart of God.  The word of life invaded our hearts and cast out the darkness of the wicked “distinction” deeply hidden within us.  We were set free from all legalistic and religious bondages that caused evil “distinction.” If we keep our hearts filled with the power of the Holy Spirit through continuous fellowship with God, we don’t have to suffer anymore from any distinction of the world. Instead, we can help others to be saved from “distinction” through preaching and teaching the message of the gospel.  The gospel message is not a religious message that just helps us develop our character better. The gospel has power to unite us with Jesus Christ who never makes a distinction and who broke the bondage of “distinction” within us. So we can enjoy exercising this great power and freedom of Christ in all situations that distinguish us from others. We are now clothed with the perfect righteousness and new life of Christ by God’s grace. God is pleased with this new image of Christ that is planted in us.   “The LORD your God is with you, he is mighty to save. He will take great delight in you, he will quiet you with his love, he will rejoice over you with singing” (Zephaniah 3:17). 

Separation of Paul and Barnabas
God already commanded the Antioch church leaders earlier to set apart Paul from Barnabas for the work of the gospel to which He has called them(Acts 13:2). Paul and Barnabas had very different personalities and temperament from each other. Barnabas was a man of “comfort” and “encouragement” who ministers to each person with a deep compassionate heart of God. Paul couldn’t even start his ministry without his help and protection in the beginning.  The Antioch church also owed to his effective leadership their spiritual growth and revival in the beginning.  He was an excellent mediator, counselor, and comforter. He didn’t judge anyone in the flesh but could read God’s provision predestined to the soul chosen by God. His spiritual gifts were faith, mercy, discernment, and comfort.  He always strived to assist others to be a greater disciple of Jesus than himself. 

On the contrary, Paul had a quite different leadership style. He was like a soldier, fighting for the gospel, holding very strong faith and confidence for his work. Every city he entered had turmoil because of his fearless challenge to any authority and any place for the sake of the gospel. Even continuous persecution made him stand stronger and work harder at the peril of his death. Spiritually he was gifted in knowledge, prophecy, healing, faith, discernment, preaching, and teaching. He greatly played a role as an apostle, herald, and teacher for the gospel.  Unlike Barnabas who concentrated on individuals, Paul oversaw the whole group of disciples through systematic trainings and kept challenging them to be royal soldiers of Christ at the risk of their life. 

Obviously the big differences between Paul and Barnabas could be excellent complements to each other. But, on the other hand, their too different leadership styles could be a stumbling block to the great effectiveness in each of their ministries.  To Barnabas, Paul’s inclination was too judgmental and work-oriented. To Paul, Barnabas’s leadership style was too unorganized and compromising to finish a task. For example, before going on their second mission journey, they had “such a sharp disagreement” on whether they should take Mark with them or not.” This caused them to separate from one another. Mark (also called John, Barnabas’ nephew) was with them on the first mission journey, but he quit leaving Barnabas and Paul to work together during the journey.  There is no clear reason indicated for his decision. Anyway, Paul who possessed a very strong leadership style couldn’t accept such a mistake from his point of view. But Barnabas still wanted to take Mark with them demonstrating a heart of tolerance and patience.  

Why does the Bible record this embarrassing incident here? Their separation was due to the great difference in their temperaments and personalities.  Their ministry’s direction and concentration was too different for them to get along with each other.  It seemed that they had worked together quite well in the beginning, but eventually they reached a breaking point with respect to each other’s leadership style and discipleship concerns after their first mission.  This shows the weakness of individuals who are strongly bound to their own lustful knowledge and judgment of good and evil. In spite of their weaknesses, the Holy Spirit persistently led them to accomplish God’s mission faithfully by His grace and mercy. As time passed by, Paul changed his biased view on Mark. In his epistles, he introduces Mark as “my fellow worker” (Philemon 1:14 Col. 4:10). Also, during his imprisonment at Rome, He asked Timothy to bring Mark with him because he was very helpful to him in his ministry (2 Tim. 4:11).  In a way, Mark could grow as a very faithful servant of God through the continuous “comfort” and “encouragement” of Barnabas and not through the hands of the great evangelist Paul.  Although many disciples arose and followed Paul during his missions in the beginning, later many of them turned their back on him, contrary to his expectations (see 2 Tim. 4:9-10).  Paul definitely must have realized how important it is to raise up one faithful and loyal disciple to carry on the ministry of the gospel. 

What is the message He teaches us here? Our ministry should focus on raising up God’s true disciples above all things. That is the primary purpose of our serving God and His church.  However, during our service in ministry, there might be misunderstandings and disputes among workers due to their different personalities and temperaments.  In that case, we should be careful not to judge others too quickly and subjectively. In spite of conflicts with each other, we should learn to trust the guidance of the Holy Spirit upon each other’s life and take care of one’s own matters quietly first in order to realize God’s personal message. “Therefore I do not run like a man running aimlessly; I do not fight like a man beating the air.  27 No, I beat my body and make it my slave so that after I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified for the prize” (1 Corinthians 9:26-27).   Many times, we can fall into temptations because of people.  People whom we serve with all of our strength can leave us with false misunderstanding and even betray us without clear reasons.  Therefore, we shouldn’t look up to men but only to God alone. The ultimate goal of our serving people is to be found more in God’s grace.  God wants to bear a life-giving fruit in us and give His heavenly prize to us now.  “What then is my reward? Just this: that in preaching the gospel I may offer it free of charge, and so not make use of my rights in preaching it” (1 Corinthians 9:18).  While trying our best to serve others with God’s mercy and love, we should remember that the time of fruit-bearing is under God’s sovereignty.  “I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow.  7 So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God, who makes things grow” (1 Corinthians 3:6-7).  God’s ministry is a time-consuming task. It takes so much time for one soul to be truly born again and grow up as a true servant of God. It is because the root of our wicked sin is so deeply sown in us. Without God’s long-suffering, our salvation and transformation is impossible.



“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” (vv.6-7)
After separation from Barnabas, Paul went into “Lystra” with his disciple, “Silas” and met a new disciple named “Timothy.”  Paul wanted to take Timothy along on their second mission journey.  They tried to enter a new city, “Bithynia” in the province of Asia( Turkey today) because they wanted to continue their unfinished mission from the first journey. They expected to expand their outreach and establish more churches through this second visit. However, They felt very strongly that “the Spirit of Jesus would not allow them to.”  The door of evangelism wasn’t opening at all. Their ministry was continually interrupted. While passing by a city named “Troas,” during the night, Paul had a vision (“horama” – a condition of perceiving spiritually) a man of “Macedonia”(Greece today) was standing and begging him. He said, “come over to Macedonia and help us.”  God was opening a door of the gospel from Asia to Europe. Paul knew this sign of God immediately “concluding that God had called us to preach the gospel to them” (v.10).

God’s saints are “Hebrews”, who crossed into the promised land of God from this earth. Like Jacob, our “socket”(thigh, side, loin) was broken, and the seed of God’s life was planted in our vessel.  Now, for the rest of our lives, we have to depend upon a cane of God and cross our land by “limping on our thigh” (this verb is derived from the noun “Passover”).  God’s cane points to the dwelling and guidance of the Holy Spirit in the life of His saints. The Holy Spirit faithfully instructs and admonishes, and persistently guides His people to pass over our land to enter into Gods’ kingdom.  “When he comes, he will convict the world of guilt in regard to sin and righteousness and judgment” (John 16:8). 

All the problems and troubles happening in the life of God’s saints connote a greater plan of God who always works ahead of His people. Because the Holy Spirit blocked the way of Paul’s mission team and turned their plans supernaturally, the gospel was spread to Europe.  People like Paul with great passion and zeal for God can easily go ahead of God’s plan.  The time when we struggle with God is a suffering like walking in a valley of darkness. But it is a very necessary procedure for us to come into the light of God’s life from our darkness.  Often, we are too easily disappointed and discouraged because too many problems prevent our desires and ways, and even God is too ignorant of our matters. But we shouldn’t forget that that is the most important time for us to experience the greatest blessing of heaven, the power of the gospel and God’s unfathomable grace.  With a persistent prayer, we must seek, find, and knock to perceive God’s plan ahead of us.  God’s answers to our prayers are important, and yet gaining the true content of the gospel and the spiritual mind of truth are more important answers while going through troubles. Paul confesses that his life is taken hold of by Gods’ predetermined will. “Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me” (Phil.3:12).  Our efforts to achieve our plans and goals are important, yet as God’s saints, we have to pray first that God may change our minds that we will understand God’s program and management over our lives because our life is taken hold of by God’s hands through Christ. “The LORD Almighty has sworn, "Surely, as I have planned, so it will be, and as I have purposed, so it will stand” (Isa.14:24).

Conclusion
All the moments that we have struggled and suffered in the past were not useless and wasted time at all because every incident of our whole life has been under the umbrella of God’s great sovereignty. We fell into such hardships and sufferings not because God made a mistake or didn’t have power to solve them. While we were walking in the valley of darkness, God always wanted to be found in our eyes and He led us to realize that our life was being held by His hands.  Even now, God never let go his hands from us for a moment. In fact, in order to make us his captive and slave to the gospel, He keeps instructing and admonishing us in truth all the time through the power of the Holy Spirit. He stops us from sinning, fills our hearts with the grace of heavenly life, and fulfills His divine wills through us. Let us learn to see all things more wisely with God’s eyes in the gospel. 
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