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ARE YOU BARNABAS?
Acts 4:32-37; 9:26-27 & 11:20-26

We moved into our house in April of 2004.  Greeting us on our front lawn was a big pink 
flamingo ... very attractive.  A card was affixed that simply said: “Welcome to Lakewood.  Barnabas.”  

WHO is Barnabas?  That’s the question many of you have asked over the years.  Somebody in 
this congregation or maybe multiple people within this church family has taken on the identity.  
How many of you have received a card or a gift from Barnabas?  Could it be one of the “Barn”-wells?  
WHO is Barnabas?  Are YOU Barnabas?  [By the way, another member of the congregation informed 
us that we should probably move the flamingo to the backyard ... it looked rather tacky out front.]

It is understandable why someone would take on his identity.  One of the most important
and attractive figures in the early church was this man named Barnabas.  His name literally means 
“Son of Encouragement.” One of the spiritual gifts ... the charismata ... which builds up the church 
and enriches our lives is the gift of encouragement.  Never has a name better fit a person ... let me 
explain.


Let me begin his story in the middle ... in Acts 9.  

Saul, who became Paul, had been converted amid blinding light and amazing grace.  On his 
way to persecute followers of Christ, he became a disciple of Christ.  Soon after he began preaching 
with boldness and power in Damascus.

Then he came to Jerusalem to present himself to the apostles as a follower of Jesus.  This was 
too much for the apostles.  You can imagine their responses: Fear, suspicion, astonishment.  The text 
says they were afraid of him and did not believe that he was now a disciple of Jesus.  I mean come on, 
Christians had been persecuted, even killed at his hand.  What else would they think?


I don’t know about you, but I’ve always been a little skeptical of persons of questionable 

character who say they’ve become something different.  Do you remember Chuck Colson’s 
conversion?  He was in prison for Watergate crimes and was known for his ruthlessness as the White 
House attorney.  Now in prison, he was converted, and I can remember being a bit dubious.  But 
obviously the fruit of his ministry have borne witness to the authenticity of his conversion.  His 
ministry in prisons across the land since has done extraordinary good.

The apostles were not eager to believe that Saul, the executioner was now Paul, the disciple.  
Was it some sort of evil trick?

But enter into the scene ... Barnabas.  The passage says that he “took him, brought him to the 
apostles and described for them how on the road he [Saul or Paul] had seen the Lord, who had spoken to 
him, and how in Damascus he had spoken boldly in the name of Jesus.”

Nothing passive about Barnabas here ... he went and got Saul and brought him to the 
apostles and passionately pleaded his case for him.  

And it WORKED!  THINK about it.  Without Barnabas’ intervention on Paul’s behalf, the mission 
to the Gentiles might never have gotten off the ground.  Paul was the church’s first great theologian, 
bridging the gap between Jewish and Hellenistic culture.  What if there had been no Barnabas?

What if there had been no Barnabas in YOUR life, someone who BELIEVED in you, OPENED doors 
from you, and was your ADVOCATE?  I’m not sure I’d be a minister, or for that matter, even alive 
today, but for the advocacy and intervention of friends and especially Marge Keppel ... my best friend’s 
mother who was definitely MY Barnabas!

Everyone needs a champion, an advocate, a BARNABAS ... WHO is YOURS?
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Barnabas first appears in the Bible back in chapter 4 of Acts.  He was born in Cyprus, an 
island in the Mediterranean.  His birth name was Joseph and he was a Levite.  That means his father 
was a Levite, and his father’s father was a Levite, and so on back to Levi, son of Jacob.  Now the 
Levites were specially trained in scripture and in the leadership of God’s people in worship.  They 
carried spiritual authority.  That inherit authority helped get Barnabas into the door with the 
apostles and thus, verify Paul’s authenticity to them ... but the authority went beyond being a Levite.

When Joseph the Levite became a Christian, the disciples gave him the name Barnabas.  
Acts chapter 4 says, as it introduces him, that “He sold a field that belonged to him, then brought the 
money, and laid it at the apostles’ feet.”  What an encouragement that must have been for that fledgling 
church!  

Acts tells us that the church in Jerusalem shared all things in common and that everyone 
was given help according to their need.  But Barnabas’ gift was the ONLY gift mentioned by name.  
It must have made a huge impact on the church and had been a great encouragement to them ... not 
just in dollars but also in morale.  

Was that WHY he was given that name?  
I think there were more reasons.


The next time we hear of Barnabas I’ve already addressed ... it’s in chapter 9 where he pleads 

the case for Paul.
I think we could also call this “the Ministry of Introduction.”  
We commend someone to someone else.  We link up people who can help each other.  


Someone has defined the church as one beggar telling another beggar where to find bread.  

The Ministry of Introduction is a crucial way we help people find the bread they need.

And the Ministry of Introduction helps not only the one being helped, but also the one giving
help ... because, bottom line, we ALL need to feel like we can be of some help to somebody else.  Am I 
right?  I think that’s how God has put us together.  It’s as if God has given us an “altruistic gene.”  
(Though for some it seems to be a recessive gene!) No question, we need one another to SURVIVE and 
to THRIVE.


I’ve mentioned Pat Bloebaum and her ministry to the Hubbard House before.  Pat had a 

vision and as a result the Bag Ladies was born, a ministry that literally helps hundreds of children of 
abuse.  Just this morning Pat was recognized by the Florida Times Union by winning the “10 Who 
Make a Difference Award.”  Pat will be the first to admit that she couldn’t have done it by herself.  But 
you see, Pat has a gift ... The Ministry of Introduction.  She began spreading the vision, linking people 
up with other people and now there are a dozen or more of you in this church and beyond who 
participate in making life better for others.  

Indeed, we need one another to SURVIVE and to THRIVE.
Is Pat Barnabas?  Are the other women involved in the Bag Ladies ministry Barnabas?  Are the 

people, some anonymous who have contributed financially to the ministry Barnabas?  Resoundingly 
YES!


Now we go to Acts chapter 11.  
The Jerusalem church had heard of reports of great success in Antioch.  Things were 

“rocking” ... spiritually speaking.  Huge numbers were turning to Christ.  But the success was a bit 
troublesome.  It was the Gentiles, not the Jews, who were the main ones being converted, and the 
Jerusalem church was concerned about their methods of worship and outreach that seemed a bit 
unorthodox.  

The reservations among the apostles were religious and social and racial.  People are people, 
even in the church.  They sent Barnabas to Antioch to take a look into their worship, debrief the 
miracles and evaluate the conversions.  Quality control!  Or maybe it was just mainly “control”.

They actually could not have sent a better person than Barnabas.  When he arrived at 
Antioch, this is what the text says:
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“When he came and saw the grace of God, he rejoiced...”

Here again we see the character of Barnabas as an encourager.  The apostles in Jerusalem 
were suspicious of this new work.  They might even have been a tad bit envious.


Sometimes we get this perverted kind of spirit about us when we are sad and envious at 

another’s success, or the reverse of that, when we take pleasure in another’s misfortune.  The 
Germans call this pleasure in another’s misfortune “Schadenfreude” [shahd-n-froi-duh]. The 
entertainment news business thrives on “Schadenfreude”: “Let’s see who’s screwed-up today!”

I know this never happens to YOU, but once in a while this twistedness of spirit strikes me: A 
well-known figure falls from grace and a perverse satisfaction rises to the surface.  Any golfers here feel 
that way recently with Tiger’s indiscretions? 

Sometimes we feel that way about a church in another part of town that is doing great.  
“They must be selling out the gospel, catering to the whims of their members.  It can’t be that they’re 
doing something right!”

The church of Jerusalem sent Barnabas on a fact-finding mission to Antioch.  Actually, he 
was the perfect one to send.  He knew and respected the traditions, but he also had a generous heart
and was open to the Spirit of God.  As the text says: “...he saw the grace of God at work and he rejoiced.”  
He was, as the text says: “a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and of faith.”

Then Barnabas did an intriguing thing.  He didn’t go immediately back to Jerusalem to 
report his findings.  First he went to Tarsus and got Paul and brought him to Antioch.  He sensed 
that the gifts and spirit of Paul would match up with the gifts and spirit of the new community at 
Antioch.  Here again, Barnabas the encourager, the introducer.  He sponsored Paul in his Christian 
vocation.  This is a vital dimension of the Christian community: Sponsoring each other in our vocations 
as we help each other discern God’s call to us and encourage each other in our vocations, whatever they 
may be, as partners with God in the world.


A couple more quick vignettes from his life.  The first I’d entitle “Knowing when to take a 

back seat and having the grace to do it.”
To this point in the story, Barnabas has had the prominent role, but now Paul begins to take 

pre-eminence.  Earlier in Acts when the two are mentioned, it is always “Barnabas and Paul,”
Barnabas getting top billing.  In Lystra, when the townspeople think Barnabas and Paul are Greek 
gods, it is Barnabas they call Zeus ... the big cheese, mythologically speaking, and Paul they call the 
lesser Hermes.

But as the missionary journeys begin, we begin to see the order reversed: “Paul and 
Barnabas,” with Paul getting top billing.  Paul takes the lead.  His exceptional gifts as a theologian
and cross-cultural interpreter of the gospel begin to overshadow the gifts of Barnabas ... and Barnabas 
is willing to take a back seat.  The only time Barnabas re-assumes the lead position is back in 
Jerusalem.  It’s as if Barnabas says to Paul: “Paul, we’re back in MY territory now; let ME take the lead 
again here.”


Here’s the final episode.  Sometimes being an encourager gets you into difficult situations.  

Paul came to him and said, “Let’s go on a missionary journey and revisit all the places we’ve been 
and see how the churches we’ve established are doing.”

Barnabas agreed but wanted to take John Mark along.  Paul refused.  John Mark had quit on 
them in an earlier journey and Paul wanted to have nothing more to do with him.  Barnabas, ever 
the encourager, wanted to give John Mark a second chance.  A very heated argument followed.  As a 
result, Barnabas and John Mark take off on their own journey, and Paul found Silas as a new partner 
and they head off on their own.

The break may have had other causes as well.  In Galatians, Paul tells his side of the story.  He 
and Barnabas had supported and extended the mission to the Gentiles.  But racial and social
complications arose: Could Gentiles be accepted as equals in the new church?
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One day Peter and Barnabas and Paul were eating with the Gentiles at Antioch.  The 
“Judaizer” party showed up unexpectedly from Jerusalem ... they are the ones who wanted to
maintain Jewish ritual purity in the church.  Peter and Barnabas slipped away from the Gentiles’ 
table, in order to placate the legalistic visitors from Jerusalem who insisted Gentiles were unclean
and you shouldn’t eat with them.  Prejudice and bigotry have many heads.

Paul was furious.  He accused Peter and Barnabas of “insincerity” and of not being 
“straightforward about the truth of the gospel.”  He probably said worse.

What we see here is the weakness of the “encourager personality”: It tries so hard to see all
sides of an issue that it sometimes wavers when conflict comes.

Some of us with an “encourager personality” can have an almost fatal capacity for empathy.  
I admit it ... I do! We want to take ALL sides because we try to see everyone’s viewpoint.  We can walk 
so long in other people’s moccasins ... that we lose our own shoes.

Some people are principle driven: They start with principle and move to people concerns, 
relational concerns.  Like Paul, others are person oriented: They start with people and relations and 
move toward principle.  Like Barnabas the church needs both.
   But the gift of encouragement can be cultivated in BOTH, for encouragement is a spiritual gift 
EVERYONE can practice.


Arthur Gordon in his book A Touch of Wonder tells of going to help his aging mother move 

out of the family house which had been in the family for almost 150 years ... since Civil War times.
When he got to the attic and saw it crammed with boxes and trunks, he began to fantasize

about some treasure he might find: Confederate stamps, valuable art or rare books.
What he found instead became an even greater treasure: A trunk full of family letters.  As he 

opened the envelopes, unfolded the brittle paper and read the words, he was overwhelmed by the 
open love and admiration and encouragement he found expressed there.  

One letter read: You don’t know how much your visit meant to each of us! When you left, I 
felt as if the sun had stopped shining.

Another: The courage with which you are facing your difficulties is an inspiration to all of us.
Another: Have I told you lately what a wonderful person you are? Never forget how much 

your friends and family love and admire you. 
(Arthur Gordon, A Touch of Wonder (Old Tappan, N.J.: Fleming H. Revell Co., 1974), pp. 49-51.)

Gordon was struck by how openly the encouragement and affection were expressed.  How 
rare such words are, but how crucial.


Can you remember the people who have been a Barnabas to you?  A parent, a coach, a teacher, 

a pastor, a mentor, a friend.

Can we at Lakewood Presbyterian Church stir up the spiritual gift of encouragement right here 
among us?

Can we become a community of Barnabae?  (Is that the plural of Barnabas?) A people dedicated 
to becoming sons and daughters of encouragement?

“Love one another in mutual affection,” Paul wrote.  “Outdo one another in showing honor.”  
What a holy competition that would be!

Are YOU Barnabas?  Wouldn’t it be great if we could all answer with a RESOUNDING ... YES!

Are YOU Barnabas?
Amen and Amen.


