
 

Speaking Truthfully in Love 
Acts 15:36-41 

 
 
Introduction 
 
Good morning! My name is Brad and I’m one of the pastors here. Today was originally                
planned to be our last Sunday in a sermon series on membership and “Speaking the               
Truth in Love”. However, we decided to add in one more angle in which to look at this                  
challenging topic. In order to understand why, let me quickly recap where we’ve been: 
  

● Speaking the Truth in Love, Ephesians 4:7-16 - This message taught us about             
confronting unbelief.  

● Speaking the Truth in Love by Affirming, Esther 4:10-17 - This message taught             
us about confronting inaction. 

● Failing to Speak the Truth in Love, Job 42:7-9 - This message taught us about               
confronting mystery. 

● Confronting in Love, Galatians 2:11-21 - This message taught us about           
confronting sin. 

 
What I realized in looking back across this series was this: if this is all we cover, that’s                  
fine; the challenge of when and how to confront one another with the truth in loving                
ways is plenty; it’s more than enough to lead us to a greater dependence on Jesus. But                 
here’s where it would fall short––speaking the truth in love is not just about contronting,               
about pointing one another to Jesus when we’re starting to stray. It’s also about being               
real with one another. Or, as Paul puts it a little bit later in Ephesians 4, 
 
Therefore, having put away falsehood, let each one of you speak the truth with his               
neighbor, for we are members one of another. Ephesians 4:25 
 
In other words, love each other enough to be truthful with one another, not fake. This is                 
a massive issue for Christians. Whether or not we’re obedient to what the Bible says               
about confronting sin or inaction or unbelief in one another, we at least know what we’re                
supposed to do. But when it comes to our differences or disagreements or tensions that               
aren’t based on sin, things that aren’t bad, we don’t really know how to handle it. So                 
most of us do what?––put on our church face, stuff the frustration down deep, and just                
vent when we get home. Surely there’s a better way than that!  
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There is. And that’s what we’re going to talk about today in a sermon titled, “Speak                
Truthfully in Love”. We’ll be taking as our text Acts 15:36-41, which you can find on                
page 924 if you’re using one of the Bibles in the chairs. Here is today’s main idea:                 
Relationship and conflict can co-exist––if we speak truthfully with one another in love.             
The way that will break down in today’s passage is, first, intentional gospel relationships              
include healthy conflict, and second, healthy conflict includes speaking truthfully in love.  
 
With that said, if you are able, please stand with me to honor the reading of God’s word.                  
Again, today’s passage is Acts 15:36-41. Church, hear the word of the Lord:  
 
36 And after some days Paul said to Barnabas, “Let us return and visit the brothers in                 
every city where we proclaimed the word of the Lord, and see how they are.” 37 Now                 
Barnabas wanted to take with them John called Mark. 38 But Paul thought best not to                
take with them one who had withdrawn from them in Pamphylia and had not gone with                
them to the work. 39 And there arose a sharp disagreement, so that they separated from                
each other. Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus, 40 but Paul chose                
Silas and departed, having been commended by the brothers to the grace of the Lord. 41                

And he went through Syria and Cilicia, strengthening the churches. Acts 15:36-41 

 
May the Word preached here today echo in our hearts and among the nations. And all                
God’s people said, Amen. You may be seated. 
 
Exposition 
 
One time our team of missionaries were having a retreat, and part of it included taking                
time to reflect if there was any sin we needed to confess or conflict we needed to                 
address. Everyone sat in silence and nobody moved for a long time––I guess they were               
all good. I, on the other hand, immediately began to think about how one of my                
teammates had said things that were hurtful to me. I knew she hadn’t meant them to be                 
hurtful, but they still were. I had just been stuffing it down and letting it stew. So God                  
brought me to this point of decision: do I love this person enough to tell her how she had                   
hurt me, or do I not love her enough to take the risk of being truthful? In other words, is                    
this relationship worth enough to me to make sure there’s nothing hindering it, or is it                
not really worth the trouble?  
 
But there was another painful fork in the road at play. It came from a belief I had                  
developed from childhood, and still hangs with me today. I felt I had choose between               
either the relationship or the conflict. Why? Because I thought relationship and conflict             
cannot co-exist. You can either have a relationship where everything is good between             
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us, or you can have a conflict where everything is bad between us. But you can’t have                 
both.  
 
And even though we can look at this belief and logically see how silly it is, I think it                   
informs much more of our thinking and relating than we realize. In fact, it even               
influences how we usually understand today’s story. Yes, we’re looking at another one             
of those uncomfortable conflict passages in the Bible, this time between another couple             
of New Testament heros, Paul and Barnabas. And if you’re familiar with this story at all,                
you probably feel a little sad when you read it, right? Why? Because two leaders who                
worked so well together part ways over a disagreement. And why is that sad? Because               
we assume that a parting of ways, a disagreement, means the end of relationship; that               
conflict has come, therefore now takes the place of relationship.  
 
But is that what really happened here? Let’s find out! 
 
To give a little background on the story, Paul and Barnabas go way back. When Paul                
first became a Christian, and everyone was still terrified of him because he had led the                
persecution on Christians, it was Barnabas who stood up for him. When the good news               
about Jesus made its way to a place called Antioch and a little church was birthed, the                 
Jewish Christians in Jerusalem sent Barnabas to check it out––and what did Barnabas             
do? He went and found long-lost Paul and brought him to Antioch to help lead the                
church.  
 
And so this perfect match seems to develop: Barnabas, the pastoral “son of             
encouragement,” and Paul, the zealous persecutor-turned-preacher. From there, it’s         1 2

like they were inseparable. They delivered relief together and they planted churches            
together and they fought for the truth of the gospel together. These two changed the               
world together! We’re talking about a dynamic duo bigger than Bert and Ernie. How              
could one possibly exist without the other? And how could anything ever come between              
them? As we read through the story of Acts, it’s like we’re just waiting on the next big                  
episode from Paul and Barnabas. 
 
I. Intentional Gospel Relationships Include Healthy Conflict 
 
And it does come, but it just doesn’t look like what we’re expecting. This brings us to our                  
first important truth from today’s passage: intentional gospel relationships include          
healthy conflict. Look with me at verse 36: 

1 Acts 4:36 
2 Acts 9:20 
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And after some days Paul said to Barnabas, “Let us return and visit the brothers in                
every city where we proclaimed the word of the Lord, and see how they are.” Acts 15:36 
 
Although there seems to be plenty of ministry to do around Antioch, Paul has the itch to                 
go back specifically to the churches he and Barnabas had planted in chapters 13 and               
14. You could say that he just wanted to do some pastoral care, some follow-up with                3

those who had come to Christ; but Paul knew that one of the primary means of                
advancing the good news was by strengthening churches. Strong churches send out            4

their people on mission.  
 
And Barnabas was cool with that. I mean, he’s the guy who’s known for seeing the                
grace of God at work in people and celebrating it and encouraging it, right? So he’s on                 5

board without the author even mentioning it. But here’s where the conflict arises.             
Continue reading with me in verse 37: 
 
37 Now Barnabas wanted to take with them John called Mark. 38 But Paul thought best                
not to take with them one who had withdrawn from them in Pamphylia and had not gone                 
with them to the work. Acts 15:37-38 
 
So Barnabas wanted a young man named John Mark to join them, but Paul didn’t.               
Here’s why. Back on their first missionary journey together, John Mark had gone with              
them, but only a short while into the journey, he left and went back to Jerusalem, where                 
he’s from. Acts 13 records it like this: 
 
5 When they arrived at Salamis, they proclaimed the word of God in the synagogues of                
the Jews. And they had John to assist them...13 Now Paul and his companions set sail                
from Paphos and came to Perga in Pamphylia. And John left them and returned to               
Jerusalem, Acts 13:5, 13 
 
Not a lot of details there. All we know is John Mark had gone with them specifically to                  
assist them, but suddenly left them for some reason we aren’t told. Now, let’s return to                
Acts 15. To Barnabas, John Mark deserved a second chance. That could’ve been             
because Barnabas was a patient encourager; it could’ve been because John Mark was             
his cousin; it could’ve been for other reasons, we just don’t know.   6

3 I.H. Marshall, Acts: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries, 273-274 
4 Eckhard Schnabel, Acts, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary Series: New Testament, Loc 18331-18334 
5 Acts 11:23-24 
6 Marshall, 274; Colossians 4:10 
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To Paul, John Mark did not deserve a second chance. And the author clearly tells us                
why. In light of the hard work they were going to do, Paul thought it would not be best to                    
take someone who had already bailed once before. One of the words used here carries               
the idea of counting something worthy. It’s like, in light of the value of the work, it was                  
not worth taking a risk on John Mark. There may have been more to Paul’s reasoning,                7

but this is all we are told.  
 
And so with the two men fixed firmly in their convictions, the conflict exploded, as we’re                
told in verse 39: 
 
39 And there arose a sharp disagreement, so that they separated from each other. Acts               
15:39 
 
Whew, awkward! Why does the Bible even include this? It’s definitely not Paul and              
Barnabas’ finest hour. But you know what? I’m so glad God’s words are raw like this;                
that he doesn’t hold back reality. Because if the story of our lives or of our church were                  
being written down, you better believe it would include some conflict! And not even              
conflict over theological issues or sin, but just differences between us.  
 
And this is where we often miss why God includes stories like this in his word. Most                 
interpretations of this passage take a side: 
 

● “Paul was right! He’s always right! See, the book of Acts follows Paul the rest of                
the way, not Barnabas. The work is more important than the worker! That means              
Paul was right and Barnabas should’ve listened!” 

● Or… “No, Barnabas was right! John Mark was young and full of potential. He              
needed encouragement because the worker is more important than the work.           
Paul was too harsh and should’ve listened to Barnabas!”  

 
We want to find who is committing the theological crime or the sinful attitude. But that’s                
only because we don’t know what to do with our differences as Christians. There are no                
theological issues or sins here that we can see; just two men who are both making                
really good points. So we think, “Well, they should compromise; one should just give in               
to the other.” Why do we say that? Because we tend think all appearance of conflict is                 
bad and all appearance of unity is good.  
 

7 Darrell L. Bock, Acts, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament, 519 
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It’s why when you ask a newly engaged couple if they’ve had their first big fight yet,                 
what do they say? “No––we don’t have conflict. We totally get each other. We can’t               
even find anything we disagree about.” And then you see them a few months after their                
wedding and they’re like, “What have we done?” 
 
Listen, intentional gospel relationships include healthy conflict. Having your identity          
rooted in Christ doesn’t mean you cease to exist. There is no place in the Bible that                 
says that God wants to crucify your personhood, only what is sinful within you. That               
means you are free to be different where the gospel or sin isn’t at stake. And if you do                   
that, if you do you instead of trying to be someone else––in other words, if you’re                
real––you will have differences with others just like Paul and Barnabas.  
 
But if you’re not real, then here’s what will happen:  
 
If we are not being truthful with each other, our real relationship goes into hiding. Then,                
instead of one real relationship, we have two relationships: the outside relationship,            
which is false; and the inside, hidden relationship, which is true. Intimacy is lost, and so                
is love. Love and truth must exist together.  8

 
Because love and truth existed together, because they had an intentional gospel            
relationship, Paul and Barnabas could be real with each other. And eventually, that             
meant conflict––but a conflict in which their relationship could survive.  
 
II. Healthy Conflict Includes Speaking Truthfully in Love 
 
This brings us to the second important truth this morning: healthy conflict includes             
speaking truthfully in love. So, to return to Paul and Barnabas’ story, let me ask a really                 
obvious question: how did they know they disagreed with one another? They must have              
talked about it with one another. But this wasn’t just any ol’ disagreement. Verse 39               
says it was a 
 
39 And there arose a sharp disagreement, so that they separated from each other. Acts               
15:39 
 
This is the same word used when Paul saw that the city of Athens was full of idols. It’s                   9

a mixture of jealousy and anger, like a person who comes home and finds their spouse                
cheating on them. There’s almost like a loyalty at play: Barnabas’ loyalty to the worker               

8 Henry Cloud and John Townsend, Boundaries in Marriage, 30-31 
9 Acts 17:16; Bock, 519 

6 



 

versus Paul’s loyalty to the work. Add in there the cousin connection, plus the possibility               
of leftover drama from what Trey preached about last (Paul didn’t just call out Peter, he                
also called out Barnabas),  and this is starting to feel like real life.  10

 
All that to say, this disagreement went deep into the bowels of these men. How do you                 
think they came to see how strongly they both felt? They talked honestly with one               
another. But here’s the better question: was it loving to do so?  
 
I think, if we were honest, many of us would say no––it’s better as Christians to hold our                  
opinion and keep the peace. But that would go back to the lie that you have to choose                  
between either relationship or conflict. What if Paul and Barnabas had held their             
conviction? Consider this an alternative ending to the story: 
 
After some days Paul said to Barnabas, “Let us return and visit the brothers in every city                 
where we proclaimed the word of the Lord, and see how they are.” Now Barnabas               
wanted to take with them John called Mark. But Paul thought best not to take with them                 
one who had withdrawn from them in Pamphylia and had not gone with them to the                
work. But Paul made no mention of it. So he, Barnabas, and John Mark sailed to                
Cyprus. And as they went among the churches, Paul was passive aggressive toward             
John Mark, to the point that John Mark hurled himself into the sea and was never heard                 
from again. Barnabas, realizing what had happened, became bitter, and during Paul’s            
preaching spread rumors about him to all the churches throughout the region.  
 
Now, I know this is ridiculous. But this is often like what we choose over speaking                
truthfully with one another––the appearance of unity and love, but not the reality.  
 
Take two of my daughters, for example. One of them is very compliant; she’s bury-er, in                
the language of Trey’s sermon from last week. The other is outspoken; she’s a fighter.               
Which one do you think we have an easier time parenting? The compliant one, of               
course. But which one of them is lying? Also, the compliant one. She has opinions just                
as strong, she just conceals them. And if we’re not careful as Christian parents, we’ll               
celebrate her deceit and crush the other one’s honesty. We’ll aim only at their              
conformity instead of their hearts; which means we’ll raise them to believe that what              
really matters is just on the outside, not on the inside. How much real life and real                 
relationships they would miss out on! 
 

10 Galatians 2:13 
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With Paul and Barnabas, think about what they would’ve missed out on if they had been                
unwilling to speak truthfully in love: 
 

● First, there would only have been one missionary journey instead of two. We             11

read in the remainder of the passage: 
 
Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus, 40 but Paul chose Silas and                
departed, having been commended by the brothers to the grace of the Lord. 41 And he                
went through Syria and Cilicia, strengthening the churches. Acts 15:39-41 
 

● Second, Silas wouldn’t have joined Paul, so there wouldn’t have been this new             
amazing partnership.   12

● Third, John Mark wouldn’t have been discipled in a safe environment, which            
probably means the Gospel of Mark would’ve never been written.   13

● And last but certainly not least, you wouldn’t have had three godly men who were               
able to maintain a relationship despite their differences. We know from numerous            
other parts of the New Testament that Paul, Barnabas, and John Mark continued             
to have love and use for one another. Surprise, surprise, relationship and            14

conflict can co-exist. 
 
So am I trying to put a spin on this story to make it look all pretty and pleasant? No. No                     
doubt this was a heart-wrenching experience for these brothers. Am I trying to give              
everyone a green light to say whatever we want to each other and feel spiritual about it?                 
Also no. The concrete application I want to land at is this: speaking truthfully in love                
looks like seeking to understand one another.  
 
I’ll tell you what I mean. Recently Katie and I were in one of those conversations similar                 
to Paul and Barnabas––we had talked through everything we could talk through, and it              
was clear, neither side was budging in perspective. At that point I began to deflate and                
say, “I can never live up to your expectations.” And suddenly Katie’s demeanor             
changed, and she began speaking words that changed everything. She told me that raw              
conversations like this weren’t for finding out who’s right or wrong––they were an             
invitation to truly understand one another better. That changed everything. Suddenly we            
were on the same team again. Suddenly there was hope again. Suddenly something             
that seemed like it was breaking down our relationship was actually building it up.  

11 F.F. Bruce, The Book of Acts, The New International Commentary of the New Testament 
12 Marshall, 274 
13 Bruce 
14 1 Corinthians 9:3-6; Colossians 4:10; 2 Timothy 4:11; Philemon 1:23-24 
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What would it look like for you to speak truthfully in love by seeking to understand the                 
perspective of your spouse, your children, that member of your family group who drives              
you nuts? What difference would it make in your life? In theirs?  
 
Conclusion 
 
Here is that painful fork in the road again, right? Relationship or conflict. No wonder we                
usually choose to stuff it down and “let love cover a multitude of sins”. But even if                 15

you’re the most forgiving person in the world and can let all your differences go, it still                 
isn’t being truthful with your neighbor, or giving them a chance to grow from the hurt                
they don’t even know they caused. And that’s less loving than pretending it never              
happened. So what are we passive Pauls and bitter Barnabas’s to do? 
 
We need more than a sermon series. We need someone who is willing to speak               
truthfully with us in love. And that’s just what we have in Jesus Christ. I mean, think                 
about it, the pain we had caused him by going our own way, thinking and saying and                 
doing things that came natural to us, things we didn’t even know were breaking his               
heart. We don’t need Ancestry.com to know the nature of our kind; Genesis 6 tells us,  
 
5 The Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every                 
intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually. 6 And the Lord regretted                
that he had made man on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart. Genesis 6:5-6 
 
So, at some point Jesus came to this point of decision: do I love these people enough to                  
tell them how they have hurt me, or do I not love them enough to take the risk of being                    
truthful? Are these relationships worth enough to me to make sure there’s nothing             
hindering them, or are they not really worth the trouble? 
 
But the thing about this fork in the road was that the cost of truthfulness would be far                  
greater than anything you or I will ever experience. To be truthful with us in a way we                  
could understand, in a way that would actually restore the relationships, meant we             
would torture and kill him. So then, let me ask you, how much do you think Jesus loved                  
you? I know the Bible teaches us that a world sold out to sin was worthless in value. But                   
it also teaches that, somehow, deep in the heart of God, a relationship with you was                
worth pursuing, no matter what it cost him. Another way of saying this comes from               
Romans 5: 
 

15 1 Peter 4:8 
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7 For one will scarcely die for a righteous person—though perhaps for a good person               
one would dare even to die— 8 but God shows his love for us in that while we were still                    
sinners, Christ died for us. Romans 5:7-8 
  
We can have hope and courage in speaking truthfully in love because here is the               
ultimate picture of relationship and conflict co-existing. All that we need is laid before us.               
On the night Jesus was betrayed, he took a loaf of bread and broke it and said to his                   
disciples, “This is my body, which is broken for you; eat this in remembrance of me.” He                 
also took a cup of wine, and after blessing it, gave it to his disciples and said, “This cup                   
is the new covenant marked by the shedding of my blood. For as often as you eat this                  
bread and drink from this cup, you announce the Lord’s death until he returns.” Today               
we are announcing that Jesus Christ has counted us worthy of an intentional             
gospel relationship. 
 
Our tradition here at Antioch is to come forward and break off a piece of bread and dip it                   
in the juice. There will be stations here in the front; gluten-free bread will be available to                 
your right. If you’re a baptized believer, come and remember who you are and whose               
you are. If you’re a believer but not yet baptized, before coming to the table, we would                 
love to help you first come and declare your faith publicly through baptism. If you’re not                
a Christian, this sacred symbol is not for you, but rather than taking communion, we               
encourage you to take Christ. He has made himself available to you this very moment.               
There will be pastors and prayer warriors in the back to talk and pray with you about any                  
need you have. Let’s pray. 
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