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There is an old story about two porcupines trying to survive in the freezing north woods so they decided to huddled together to keep warm. 

But when they got close, their quills pricked each other and they had to move apart. They needed each other for the warmth, but they needled each other with their sharp quills.

I know this may come as a shock to some of you but even people in the church can be like those porcupines at times.

We need each other, but we can needle each other too! 

Someone has suggested that there are many “porcupine” Christians—they have their good points, but you can’t get near them!

We all know that we are called to love one another. And we also know that there are some folks whom you have to work a little harder to love.

If you would, please open your Bibles to Acts chapter 15, as we continue our series through the book of Acts.

Last week we looked at dealing with conflict on the church level. 

This week we are going to get a little more personal. How can we have and agreeable disagreement?

Let’s face it. It doesn’t sound very spiritual to admit that there are some Christians that we just don’t get along with others very well. 

The way that they do things is always counter to the way I do things, which of course is the right way!

You cannot get involved in serving the Lord in the local church for very long before you run into someone who disagrees with you or you with them.

It is important that you learn to deal with such situations for several reasons. 

We need to know how to have an agreeable disagreement because: 

First, the command to love one another is not a minor one! 

It is the second great commandment and it is intimately interlinked to the greatest commandment, to love God. 

The apostle John tells us in 1 John 4:20 that if we don’t love our brother whom we have seen, we cannot love God whom we have not seen. 

Also, Christian unity is not a minor matter. 

Jesus prayed just before His death that we would be perfected in unity so that the world would know that the Father had sent Him (John 17:23). 

We can’t just shrug it off! Our unity is a profound witness of our faith in Jesus Christ.

I have seen many Christians who get discouraged and even quit serving the Lord as a result of a disagreement with another believer. 

[Paul-left the church 30 years ago and has been cut off from fellowship and the body of Christ since.]

Some even grow disillusioned or cynical about the Christian life as a whole because of a disagreement that they have either observed or experienced in the church. 

They get hurt and wrongly conclude, “Christianity doesn’t work. Christians are just hypocrites.” And they fall away from the Lord. 

So it’s important to learn what the Bible teaches about dealing with disagreements so that the enemy does not derail you from following the Lord Jesus.

For our instruction in these matters, Luke honestly reports a disagreement that occurred between two great men of God, Paul and Barnabas. 

Frankly, it’s not a pretty picture. 

Let’s look here in Acts 15 picking up in verse 36 through the end of the chapter: “And after some days”

Last week we looked at the first part of this chapter where Paul and Barnabas had been sent to Jerusalem the clear up a dispute in the church: should the gentiles have to be circumcised before they could be saved.

In other words is salvation based on Jesus plus anything? 

Is our salvation based solely on faith in Jesus’ finished work on the cross was it faith plus something you or I have to do first in order to be saved.

A council of church leaders meet in Jerusalem to settle the matter. They took time to listen. 

They remained committed to the essential truths of the gospel and the word of God. But in matters of preference, they were willing to compromise in order to maintain unity.
Once the council had made its decision a letter was written detailing their decision and it was sent back to the church in Antioch along with a delegation representing the leadership in Jerusalem.

Paul and Barnabas had been a part of that whole process. And as we are told in Acts 15:35 that after they returned to Antioch, they: “…remained in Antioch, teaching and preaching the word of the Lord, with many others also.

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.” 

Before all this trouble about circumcision started Paul and Barnabas had just returned from their first missionary journey. 

In deciding to make a second journey was no doubt in part mad to make sure that to folks who had been raising all the fuss about circumcisions had not spread their false teaching elsewhere.

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. 

During their first missionary journey Mark, for some unknown reason, decides to leave the missionary team and heads back to Jerusalem (Acts 13:13)

So, because he had bailed on them once Paul didn’t want to take a chance on him again.

So: 39 …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. 

I wish that Luke had recorded that Paul and Barnabas repented of their anger and asked forgiveness of one another, but he does not. 

I assume from a few later brief references that it did happen, or at least that there was no lingering bitterness. 

But the disagreement led to a falling-out in the close working relationship between these two godly men. Barnabas here passes off the record of Acts. 

Both Paul and Barnabas must have grieved over this in the years after this incident. 

The lesson for us is that …
Christians must be diligent to maintain unity and to continue serving the Lord in spite of personal disagreements.

I want to make three observations about our text:
1. Spiritual maturity does not erase personal disagreements.

We often naïvely think that if we all were just spiritually mature, we would never disagree with one another. 

I agree that generally our disagreements should be less frequent and less severe in proportion to our spiritual maturity. 

But until we are perfectly sanctified (Christlike) in heaven, I’m afraid that the little ditty will always be true,

To dwell above with the saints we love, O that will be glory. But to dwell below with the saints we know, well, that’s a different story!

Note three things about the men involved in this disagreement:

A. Disagreements can arise between men who share the same basic theology.

Paul and Barnabas had just come away from the Jerusalem Council, where the core issue of salvation by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone had been affirmed. 

Both men firmly agreed about this and other central doctrines of the Christian faith. 

But they disagreed over a practical matter of ministry, whether to take Mark along on the second journey.

This was not a doctrinal issue, a moral issue, or even an ethical issue. It was a practical issue. 

B. Disagreements can arise between men who are godly and committed to the cause of Christ.

Paul and Barnabas were not new believers. Both men had walked with God for years. 

They were both fully committed to doing the will of God, no matter what the cost. 

They had risked their lives for the sake of Christ (15:26), and yet they disagreed.

C. Disagreements can arise between men who have served together for years in the cause of Christ.

Paul and Barnabas had a long history of serving together. 

It was Barnabas who had gone to Paul and listened to his testimony when every Christian in Jerusalem was holding him at arm’s length. 

It was Barnabas again who went to Tarsus to look for Paul and brought him back to labor with him in the ministry at Antioch. 

The two men had been set apart and commissioned together to go out on the first missionary journey. 

On that historic mission, they had suffered together for the cause of Christ.

Also, this disagreement erupted out of godly concern on Paul’s part to revisit the churches that they had seen God establish on that first journey, to see how they were doing in the Lord. 

Both men had a heart for the wellbeing of the churches. And yet these two teammates, who had labored together and suffered together for many years in the cause of Christ, disagreed. 

Spiritual maturity does not erase personality differences that can lead to strong disagreements.

1. Spiritual maturity does not erase personal disagreements.
2. Disagreements can lead to sin.

The question always comes up, “Who was right in this disagreement?” 

Since Luke, who was obviously close to Paul, did not blame Barnabas or Paul, we need to be careful. 

The slight nod goes to Paul as being right, since it is stated that the brethren commended Silas and Paul to the grace of God, but nothing is said about Barnabas and Mark, except that they sailed away to Cyprus.

In light of the rest of Scripture, I think we can say that both men were right, but also, both men were wrong. 

Paul was right in that he was a rugged pioneer, venturing into enemy strongholds, and he didn’t need someone on his team who would run in the heat of the battle. 

He needed committed warriors who would not flinch in the face of hardship and adversity. Mark had not proven himself to be such a man. 

He should not have gone with Paul.

Barnabas was right in that he saw the undeveloped potential in Mark, and he wanted to extend God’s grace to this young man in spite of his earlier mistake in deserting the cause. 

History proved him right, in that Paul himself later told the Colossian church to welcome Mark (Col. 4:10). 

In his final imprisonment, Paul told Timothy to pick up Mark and bring him with him, because he was useful to Paul for ministry (2 Tim. 4:11). 

So Barnabas’ efforts to reclaim Mark for the cause paid off. 

Both men were right.

But, also, both men were wrong, and I believe they fell into sin in the way they dealt with this disagreement. 

They both stubbornly dug in their heels and refused to give in at all to the other man’s point of view. 

I’m sure that they both would have said that they were standing on a matter of principle. They may have even pulled out one or two of their favorite Bible verses to back up their opinion. 

But they could have graciously agreed to disagree and have parted ways in a spirit of mutual respect. 

Instead, they had a “sharp disagreement.” (Acts 15:39)

Luke uses the same Greek word translated here as “sharp disagreement” that Paul will use in the great love chapter, where he states that love “is not provoked” (1 Cor. 13:5; see also Acts 17:16). 

At the very least, Paul and Barnabas were very provoked with one another. I think that we’re not going too far to say that both men crossed the line into sinful anger. 

Neither man was following Paul’s later directive, to put on a heart of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience toward one another (Col. 3:12). 

It may have been God’s will for the two men to separate, but it was not His will for them to separate through a heated quarrel.

Two practical observations here from these two men:

a.) A person’s greatest strengths are often the area for thier greatest weaknesses.

Paul’s strength was his resolute commitment to follow Christ no matter what the cost, and to stand firm in his convictions. 

He even publicly confronted a powerful man like Peter. 

You could beat Paul, throw him in prison, stone him, or whatever, but you couldn’t stop him from proclaiming Jesus Christ and Him crucified as the only way of salvation. 

Paul’s weakness was his inability to accept and work with a weaker man, like Mark, who had potential, but just wasn’t there yet. 

On the other hand, Barnabas’ greatest strength was his ability to encourage the fainthearted and help the weak. 

He was the champion of the outsider and fringe person. He knew how to show grace to those who had failed. 

But he erred on the side of showing grace to those who needed to be confronted. 

As Paul mentions in Galatians 2:13, even Barnabas was carried away with the hypocrisy of Peter and the other Jews who withdrew from eating with the Gentile Christians out of fear of offending the Judaizers.

So the lesson is, know yourself. Where, by God’s grace, are you strong and gifted? Exercise that strength for His glory. 

But also, be careful, because your strength may lead you into sin if you are not on guard. A man who is strong in discernment can easily become judgmental. 

A man who is strong in accepting others can easily err by tolerating serious sin or doctrinal error.

The second observation here is that:
b.) Since God always uses imperfect instruments in His service, we should not put too much trust in men, but in God, who alone is perfect.

You cannot find two more godly dedicated, servants of Jesus Christ than Paul and Barnabas, and yet here they are, fighting with one another. 

Noah was the most righteous man on earth, and yet after God’s deliverance through the flood, he got drunk and shamefully exposed himself to his son. 

David was a man after God’s heart, and yet he fell into terrible sin. As Solomon lamented, there is no man who does not sin (1 Kings 8:46). 

While there is a proper place for trust in the leaders that God puts over us, there is an improper trust that elevates them too high. 

If we are trusting in men rather than in the Lord Himself, we will be shaken when those men, act like mere men and let us down.

Also, the fact that God uses imperfect men and women in His service should encourage all of us to get involved in serving Him. 

As long as we are not tolerating known sin in our lives, He can and will use us in His purpose in spite of our imperfections.

So, spiritual maturity does not erase personal disagreements and disagreements can lead to sin.

And:
3. Disagreements shouldn’t cause us to quit serving the Lord.

The work of Christ is greater than any one of us, and we should keep on serving Him even if we’ve had a disagreement with another Christian. 

Neither Paul nor Barnabas let this disagreement stop them from serving the Lord. 

They didn’t even take a time out. Instead of one missionary team, now in the providence of God, there were two.

Also, we do not read, “Paul was traveling through Syria and Cilicia, telling all the churches how wrong Barnabas was.” 

Rather, he went around strengthening the churches (15:41). There is no indication that Paul and Barnabas became rivals or competed with each other after this.

Both men were committed to know Christ in a deeper way and to proclaim Christ to every person. Every time after this that Paul mentions Barnabas or Mark, he does so in a kind and supportive manner.

Sometimes it is necessary to warn other Christians about someone who is unethical or whose doctrine is off base. Paul did that on occasion. 

But our main emphasis needs to be on proclaiming Christ, not on hauling out our complaints against others to vindicate ourselves and to run down the other person.

Conclusion

When you face a disagreement with another Christian, as you surely will, try to disengage your emotions and objectively think through the answers to these four questions:

1) What is the real nature of the disagreement?

This is not an easy question to answer, but you must face it as honestly as possible. 

We all need to be careful here, because we have a built in tendency to push personality differences into the realm of doctrine or sin. 

It sounds far more spiritual to say that the other person is doctrinally off base or that he or she sinned against me than to admit that his personality grates on mine. 

It is especially difficult because our feelings usually get hurt in these situations.

2) Is there an important biblical principle at stake?

Again, be careful here! Is there more than one principle that applies? I can hear Paul quoting Jesus: “No one after putting his hand to the plow and looking back is fit for the kingdom of God.” 

And, Barnabas probably countered, “Yes, but God is the gracious God of the second chance.

Look at the example of Peter who denied Christ three times. Mark deserves a second chance.” 

Both men had Scripture to back up their opposing views! Sometimes, because of personality differences, one man elevates one biblical principle, while the other man elevates a different biblical principle. 

Sometimes in such cases, if the principle is basic to one’s approach to ministry, it may be better to agree to work separately.

Some of you may be thinking, “What if you can’t separate from the person that you clash with because you’re married to him (or her)?” That leads to the third question you need to ask:

3) What godly character qualities is the Lord trying to develop in me through this struggle?

Sometimes God in His grace (and in His sense of humor) throws us together with people who grate against us in order to sandpaper our rough edges. 

Let’s face it, I don’t need patience, forbearance, gentleness, and kindness when the other person sees everything my way! 

I don’t need to learn to deny myself when the other person thinks that I’m a wonderful guy. 

But it is in the middle of the disagreement where God often confronts me with my selfishness and my stubbornness. 

If I submit to Him and don’t bail out of the difficult relationship, He will use it to develop those Christlike qualities in me.

4) Would the cause of Christ be furthered or hindered by my continuing to work closely with this person?

In the case of two Christians who are married to one another, it would not further the cause of Christ to divorce over incompatible personalities. 

They need to learn to appreciate one another’s strengths, to affirm each other in love, and to agree to disagree over certain matters of daily life. 

Divorce harms the work of Christ.

In the case of Christian workers, if they can learn to affirm one another’s strengths, the beauty of the body of Christ can be demonstrated through their working relationship. 

God gives us differing gifts, and the hand has no right to reject the foot because it is not a hand (1 Cor. 12:12-30). 

But, there are times where two workers have to spend so much time ironing out matters between them that it hinders their getting on with the work of the ministry. 

At such times, it is probably better to seek different spheres of service in a spirit of mutual respect and affirmation.

The British admiral, Lord Nelson, once came on deck and found two of his officers quarreling. He whirled them around, pointed to the enemy ships, and exclaimed, “Gentlemen, there are your enemies!”

When we face personality differences in the church, we need to be diligent to guard the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. 

We need to seek to work out our differences if possible in a spirit of love and kindness. 

If we must part ways, we should continue serving the Lord and not let the enemy get us to attack those whom God has given different personalities than He has given us.
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