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Encouragement: The Secret to Discipleship
Acts 11:13-30
At the

Hobe Sound Community Presbyterian Church

July 29, 2007


By Chip Falcone

We are continuing in a series on the book of Acts. Sometimes we call this book the Acts of the Apostles, but in truth it is also about the Acts of God.  As the early church forms, we are going to see a new element of God’s grace. That is the role of fellowship and encouragement through Barnabas, a disciple and missionary. The church can only grow in proportion to the size of its heart, and in its intentionality to grow in relationships. In this sermon we will ask, “What is the role and purpose of Christian friendship?” and secondly, “How can my friendship and encouragement skills build up the body of Christ?” We will look to Acts 11:19-30, which is found on page 130 of your pew bibles to look for some of these answers.
19 Now those who were scattered because of the persecution that took place over Stephen traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Antioch, and they spoke the word to no one except Jews. 20 But among them were some men of Cyprus and Cyrene who, on coming to Antioch, spoke to the Hellenists also, proclaiming the Lord Jesus. 21 The hand of the Lord was with them, and a great number became believers and turned to the Lord. 22 News of this came to the ears of the church in Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas to Antioch. 23 When he came and saw the grace of God, he rejoiced, and he exhorted them all to remain faithful to the Lord with steadfast devotion; 24 for he was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and of faith. And a great many people were brought to the Lord. 25 Then Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, 26 and when he had found him, he brought him to Antioch. So it was that for an entire year they met with the church and taught a great many people, and it was in Antioch that the disciples were first called "Christians." 

27 At that time prophets came down from Jerusalem to Antioch. 28 One of them named Agabus stood up and predicted by the Spirit that there would be a severe famine over all the world; and this took place during the reign of Claudius. 29 The disciples determined that according to their ability, each would send relief to the believers living in Judea; 30 this they did, sending it to the elders by Barnabas and Saul. 

Recently Aimee and I went to a Family Life Marriage conference to enjoy a relationship refresher course with 500 other couples in Fort Lauderdale.  It is quite rewarding and I recommend that you should check it out if you have the time. While we were there, we discovered some amazing facts about the changing nature of American society.  The case can be made that American society is increasingly becoming a lonely society.  The National Association of Home Builders predicts that by 2015, 60% of custom homes will have two master bedrooms. Some builders say more than one fourth of their orders already request two master suites. According to a recent survey about sleep disorders, 80% of snoring couples sleep apart. This trend in the real estate market is not just for the old or the wealthy. Couples as young as 30 years old and middle class home buyers are requesting separate "owner suites". Some justify this by saying that our busy life styles and fast-paced worlds are creating a need to have our own space, quiet time, and adequate sleep. But others see through this, realizing that lives robbed of relationships become empty and without meaning.
In spite of these trends, the church is there to reassert the importance of personal relationships.  It never ceases to amaze me how many different kinds of people can be used to further the cause of Christian ministry. There are many times when we can all become discouraged, or find their backs upon the wall. But then in those places, there are people like Barnabas.  We will see 3 themes in our text that will show the importance of encouragement in ministry and life.
First we see that Christian encouragement comes from the hand of God. Verse 19 says, “19 Now those who were scattered because of the persecution that took place over Stephen traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Antioch, and they spoke the word to no one except Jews. 20 But among them were some men of Cyprus and Cyrene who, on coming to Antioch, spoke to the Hellenists also, proclaiming the Lord Jesus. 21 The hand of the Lord was with them.”
Why were the apostles spending time increasingly in Antioch, a city 300 miles north of Jerusalem in the Country of Syria? Because they fled from persecution to go there.  Antioch was also the 3rd largest city of the ancient world, after Rome and Alexandria. It was a melting pot of the ancient world, bringing together Eastern and Western Cultures.  It was like an ancient New York city, where immigrants were invited in a similar way like the Statue of Liberty saying “Bring me your tired your poor, your yearning masses to break free!”   Antioch as you remember in the story of Saul’s conversion, was the place where followers of Christ were first called followers of “The Way”, and in this passage, where the disciples were first called “Christians”. Finally, Paul would set up his home base there for foreign missions beginning in Acts 13. It was an unlikely place, but it was where God wanted them to be.  It is not the place that was important, but what God did for these people in that place. In Exodus, the Israelites went through the desert wasteland by the hand of the Lord. This is the phrase we also see here. The hand of the Lord was with these early Christians.  It is because despite their diversity they found their common allegiance in Jesus of Nazareth.
The Second theme we see is that Christian encouragement is a sign of God’s grace. 22 News of this came to the ears of the church in Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas to Antioch. 23 When he came and saw the grace of God, he rejoiced, and he exhorted them all to remain faithful to the Lord with steadfast devotion; 24 for he was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and of faith. And a great many people were brought to the Lord. 25 Then Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, 26 and when he had found him, he brought him to Antioch. So it was that for an entire year they met with the church and taught a great many people, and it was in Antioch that the disciples were first called "Christians." 
What do we know about Barnabas? Actually Barnabas was not his name but a nickname, which means “son of encouragement”.  His actual name was Joseph, and we learn this back in Acts 4:36. Barnabas is an encourager. He comes, sees what God has done, and offers encouragement. He had an influence on others because of who he was. People could see Christ in his life. He also brought out the best in people.  He had the ability to lift people up, when they felt most alone.  
As you will recall, Saul’s conversion caused a lot of worry in the early church. Perhaps they were concerned that Saul might be up to a trick to get at more Christians.  It was Barnabas who encouraged Mark to take Paul to Antioch, where he would spend a year growing in faith and knowledge of Jesus Christ.

Barnabas also stood beside John Mark in Acts 15.  Though John Mark deserted the church at a critical time, Barnabas wanted to give John Mark another chance. Paul didn’t. He thought the mission was too important to risk another desertion. Once again, we see Barnabas being willing to reach out to someone who needed a friend. He was willing to believe that John Mark had changed. Barnabas was so passionate about this, that it caused a major rift with Paul.  They were so deeply divided over this issue that they decided to split up and go their separate ways. Paul took a man named Silas with him to Syria. And Barnabas took John Mark and went to Cyprus again.

Now don’t think for a minute that this was a small thing that Barnabas had done. The Encouragement that he gave to that young man paid off. John Mark evidently proved that he WAS a reliable helper while on his missionary journeys with Barnabas. How do I know that?? Well, years later John Mark became one of Paul’s closest helpers and friends. In Colossians 4:10, Paul says that Mark was helping him while he was in prison. And listen to what Paul writes about Mark in 2 Timothy 4:11, “Get Mark and bring him with you, because he is helpful to me in my ministry.” It’s important to be a Barnabas, and encourager.  It is also important to hang on to the Barnabases in our lives to encourage us. When we exercise grace to one another, God also can exercise his grace through us. 

Finally, we see that Christian encouragement helps us get through life’s crises. 28 One of them named Agabus stood up and predicted by the Spirit that there would be a severe famine over all the world; and this took place during the reign of Claudius. 29 The disciples determined that according to their ability, each would send relief to the believers living in Judea; 30 this they did, sending it to the elders by Barnabas and Saul. 
Though the church was supported by God’s grace, they were also interconnected with Rome. Roman historians also record this famine, having taken place sometime in 47-48 AD. We aren’t told how the relief was collected and administered, but only that the Antioch church showed its concern.

The Antioch church also chose a difficult route by calling themselves Christians.  By doing this they lost the protection that Rome gave them as a religio licita (legal religion), when they were formerly a Jewish Sect.  By calling themselves Christians, they were losing their identity with Israel but were gaining their identity as the church.  In this way they were an encouragement to all Christians.
At Gordon College, we had a number of campus ministries in which students were involved in. One particular group was an anonymous group called Barnabas Ministry.  They kept their anonymity well! Even when they were photographed in the school yearbook, they wore masks! Yes, there were goofy people at my college. But the one thing they did that was so encouraging, was that they would send thousands of handwritten notes to every college student through the intercampus mail.  They were specific notes that recognized the struggles of students, included Bible verses and revealed the concern and prayers of the ministry.  I cannot express what an uplifting experience it is when you receive a note like this.  Im glad we have a similar ministry like this with our pastoral care ministry, but that is only the first step.
Here is the truth. There are no shortcuts in the Christian faith. If we want to grow as a church, we need to grow intentionally in friendship and watch care for each other.  For you to become the person God wants you to be, you have to get involved with other Christians in an interpersonal setting.  You need to let them get to know you and you need to get to know them.  It is in these places that we may share our struggles and opportunities for spiritual growth. And when you do, there is a richness that comes to your experience leading to growth. Do you know biblical fellowship? Ask the Lord to lead you to significant Christian friends who will support you in life’s critical challenges. We would love to help you do that.  Let’s pray.

Lord, we thank you for sending Jesus Christ, the mediator between God and man.  Thank you that through Jesus, you have reconciled us to God and have removed sin and alienation. You have given us access to your grace and your love.  You have given us a richness of relationship through your Son.  Remind us each time we come here that we are not alone.  Help us to encourage each other in our walk with Jesus Christ and in our personal development. Help us to overcome superficialities, that we might be real with each other and build each other in the faith. Help us together become encouragers for your sake, in Jesus name we pray. Amen.
