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The Gospel’s Supporting Cast – Barnabas
Sunday, July 1, 2007 – Rev. David Tinney

Text: Acts 11:19-26

Theme:  Every church today needs Barnabases to flourish.  They are the people with grace, wisdom, maturity, and are filled with the Holy Spirit and are the glue that is necessary for any church to grow.

What is so wrong with being good?

Why is it that being good is not usually good enough?

Do these seem like strange questions?  Well think about them for a moment.  If I went to a restaurant and described the meal as good, would you race out of the room and make reservations?  If I were to describe a book as being good, would you bolt to Amazon and order it?  Good has become the equivalent of average. 

Not many of us in this room would like to be described as simply good.  We would like to be known as exceptionally witty, tremendously charming, extremely intelligent, boldly successful, and amazingly talented.  Good doesn’t quite make it.  Good seems well so average.
Consider the movie industry and its rating system.  A “G” rating used to stand for “general” audience or in some people’s book a “good” movie that would not include violence or profanity.  A “G” rating is the kiss of death at the box office.  How many movies have you seen lately that were really good but had one or two scenes added that were unnecessary and unwelcome just so they could shed their “G” rating?  

I was talking to a young girl a couple years ago who was struggling with her self image and the need to be popular.  She was a good person with good values and morals and a good reputation.  But all that goodness was not translating into popularity.  She said, “I don’t know if I want to be good.  No one in my school wants to be known as a ‘good’ girl.  It ruins your social life.”

What happened to being good?  What is so wrong with being so good?

This morning I would like to continue my sermon series on the Gospel’s Supporting Cast and talk about someone who is described as good.  His name is Barnabas and I would have to say that without him the early church would have looked a lot different and the New Testament might not have even existed as we know it.  Even though he was not one of the superstars of the Gospel his goodness, faith, grace, and wisdom held together the early church and allowed it to flourish.

Let me share his story with you.  In the fourth chapter of Luke, the author introduces Barnabas with just a quick description that reads, “There was a Levite, a native of Cyprus, called Joseph, to whom the apostles gave the name Barnabas (which means ‘son of encouragement’).  He sold his field that belonged to him and brought the money and laid it at the apostles’ feet.”
  If we unpack that short reference we discover that Barnabas was a Levite, which means he was a priest or at least from a family deeply grounded in Judaism.  Being identified as a Levite, immediately gave Barnabas a set of credentials that set him above other Jews.  
He was also from Cyprus, which means his family was part of the Jewish Diaspora that took place four centuries earlier.  When the Babylonians destroyed the first Jewish temple in 586BC families fled to all regions of the Mediterranean.  This means at one time they were homeless, landless aliens who yearned to come back to Jerusalem.  We don’t know if the land that Barnabas sold was in Jerusalem or in Cyprus, but we need to understand that because of his background of being a Diaspora Jew the sale of that land had even greater significance.

Finally we learn that his name was Joseph and that Barnabas was a nickname which meant the “son of encouragement.”  His colleagues thought so much of his ability to encourage, support, and lead them that they conferred a loving title upon him and it stuck.  

Let’s stop for a moment and think about nicknames.  Nicknames tell so much about who we really are.  This past week Dave Sanford was in the office and had a chance to meet our new youth director Meghan and quickly told her the nickname he had for me – Pastor Gadget.  For those who know me Pastor Gadget is probably a fitting nickname although I hope that it is not the one that defines me.  Let me ask, what would your nickname be if it were left to your colleagues to create?  What name would you be called that would describe the way you live your life?  

Isn’t that a scary question?  

Joseph’s friends saw within their friend the gifts of encouragement, support, and wisdom and they honored him with the name Barnabas.  
In today’s reading we learn about the struggles of the early church and how Barnabas used his skills to make it flourish.  According to today’s text some early leaders of the church went out of Jerusalem to avoid persecution and began preaching in Antioch, a city north of Jerusalem in Syria.  They spoke and taught only to the Jews because most of the early church leadership still considered Jesus’ message the sole property of the Jews.
But another group of disciples left from the island of Cyprus and the province of Cyrene and also came to Antioch, and they witnessed to the Greeks, who would be non Jewish.  As the Gospel pushed out beyond the boundaries of Judaism the harmony of the church was tested.  Some things never change.  Even today the harmony of the church is tested over issues of inclusivity versus doctrine.   

News of the growth spread to Jerusalem where the leaders, being good, protective church leaders, decided it was important to get involved and they sent Barnabas to check things out.  So he goes to Antioch and witnesses the great activity of the Holy Spirit.  He is quick to discern the grace of God and rejoices.  True to his nature he immediately begins to encourage the new believers into a lifestyle of heartfelt devotion to God.  
What I truly love about Barnabas is his ability to see past church politics and policies, to look beyond rules that are mere contrivances to maintain the status quo, and to see the Holy Spirit at work.  He is one of those people who could see the bigger picture and could sense the power of the Holy Spirit at work.  In his wisdom he recognizes the needs of the two groups and makes two more decisions.  He understands that new believers are weak in their understanding of the Gospel message and are very vulnerable so he calls upon the talents of the best teacher in the area, Paul.  This was a decision based on the good of the group and not marred by any jealousy or petty rivalry.  
His second decision was to stay and teach for a year.  Please understand that there was fertile ground for evangelism in every direction and that if Barnabas wanted to make a name for he could have struck out at any point.  But he was like a patient and nurturing parent for his new church.  The result of Barnabas’ encouragement and patience was a great harvest of new believers who became known for the first time as “Christians.”  
In this passage Barnabas is described as being “a good man, filled with the Holy Spirit and with faith.”  What a fantastic compliment.  Good, filled with the Holy Spirit, and faith.

In that short description, Luke was saying that Barnabas was a man who walked closely with God and was being used by God.  He was a person filled with the Holy Spirit and that every action emanated from that special relationship.  He was a man filled with faith, who trusted in God for all that was needed in life.  Paul may have been the one who we all know as the great apostle, who rocked the Mediterranean world with the good news.  Paul may have been superior in ability, but Barnabas was clearly superior in Christian graces.  He seems to be utterly without jealousy, he was eager to excuse the faults of others and was quick to recognize merit.  Paul’s elevation of character makes him scarcely human at times, while the virtues of Barnabas make him lovable.
When I was starting out in my ministry a very wise pastor told me that I should be careful not to fall into the trap of praying for Pauls to help build the church.  He said that he would rather have a church filled with Barnabases than church filled with Pauls.  Pauls may set the world on fire, but Barnabases make the church a bearable place to live.  Barnabases offer encouragement, wisdom, and support.

How many times have you needed encouragement?  Where do you go?  When you hit the challenges and disappointments of life who is your Barnabas?

Many of you know that Carol and I just got back from a vacation to the Boston and Martha’s Vineyard area and we adopted the Boston Red Socks while we were there.  Actually Becky’s boyfriend is a diehard Red Socks fan so we started watching with him and the Socks are a team that you can fall in love with, except when they come to Seattle.  
I read this story while I was there about a recent game between the Boston Red Socks and their bitter enemies the New York Yankees.  If you have followed the Yanks this year you will know that their pitching staff is having problems.  It seems that money cannot buy everything.  Early this season they brought up a rookie pitcher by the name of Chase Wright from Double A ball.  Make no mistake it is every pitcher’s dream to make it to the majors and then to make himself known and famous by setting a record.  Well that is exactly what Chase did.  In his first week he set a record – that he probably wished he never had.
On Sunday night, April 22, 2007, Wright gave up a record four consecutive home runs to the dreaded Boston Red Sox, allowing the Red Sox to sweep their division rivals in their first meeting of the season.

Wright tied the record previously held by Paul Foytack, who gave up four consecutive homers in 1963. Rather than berate the young pitcher, Yankee skipper Joe Torre offered words of encouragement, “It's just another piece of experience for that kid. It has nothing to do with what he's going to be or what's going to happen in the future. I still think he's going to be special. He's a pretty tough kid.” 

While Torre's confidence was certainly heartening to Wright, he received some support in the mail from someone who can empathize. Paul Foytack, Wright's partner in baseball infamy, mailed Wright a letter of encouragement the next morning telling him to take heart and that he was young and had a great future ahead.

When you are setting record mistakes or confronting challenges that seem impossible to win, who is your Barnabas?  Better yet, are you being a Barnabas to others?  Are you offering encouraging words to those who need it?  Are you part of the solution or are you part of the problem?  
In a book on how Christians can share the wisdom of God in the context of friendships, Samuel Southard says there is a need in spiritual communities for wisdomkeepers.  These are people with the gift of “oikodomeo” a Greek word describing those with the ability to engage in edifying conversations with companions and friends that build up maturity and faith.  He writes there will always be those who will use conversations and relationships to foster quarreling, gossip, slander, and jealousy.  But wisdomkeepers, like Barnabas bring the joy of encouragement.
  
Wisdomkeepers, like Barnabas, have a deep awareness of God’s presence, a confidence that they do not have to compete with others, a desire to bring harmony and peace, and a maturity.  They restore the souls of the brokenhearted so they might be productive disciples again. They are valued members of any spiritual community.

I would like to finish with one more story about Barnabas.  Barnabas and Paul were companions in the early years of building the church.  Paul was always out in front.  He was the mouthpiece, he was the one pushing the edge and the buttons, and he was the one taking the beatings. Paul was often the tornado and Barnabas was often the Red Cross picking up the pieces and making peace.

One on of the early trips Barnabas invited his cousin John Mark to come along but early in the trip the young man got homesick and left.  Paul deeply resented his lack of commitment.  A few years later Paul and Barnabas consider another big mission project together and Barnabas said he would go if he could bring John Mark.  Still bitter, Paul says no and a huge fight erupts.  Barnabas splits with Paul for the first time and takes John Mark with him. During their travels Barnabas is able to nurture the young disciple and to restore his broken spirit.  As a result John Mark or as we know him today as Mark, goes on to write the first gospel message. Had it not been for his uncle’s encouragement the Bible would not have contained some of the gospels we know and love.

How are you encouraging others?  How are you lifting those who need to be renewed to new hope and new life?  How are you being a Barnabas to your friends, family, workmates, and community?  The world has plenty of agitators, but what it really needs are more Barnabases.
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