ENCOURAGEMENT

This morning I want to share some great words of encouragement with you.  Life can often be tough and we all need to learn to take a punch every once in a while.  God has never promised us calm seas…but he has promised that he will always be with us; and, that is especially true when life gets really tough.  If you know an encourager that helps you get through the day you are very blessed…now if everyone in this room today can walk out this morning and become an encourager to someone…that would truly be a blessing.
There is going to be several pieces of scripture that we will be looking at this morning…so you’ll need a Bible in your hands.  If you didn’t bring one with you this morning, that’s OK.  Look in the seat pocket in the back of the chair in front of you, or if you at the tables in the back, they are right there on the tables.  
A lot of people might feel a little embarrassed because they can’t always flip through the pages and find the exact scripture they’re looking for immediately …well, you’re among family here and please don’t be embarrassed.  
Most of the scripture you’ll be looking at this AM will be coming from the book of Acts with one exception at the end.  Ask your neighbor to give you a hand if you need a little help.

When ever someone mentions “encouragement” to me, my mind immediately flashes to the “son of encouragement”…Barnabas.  To better understand encouragement, let’s look at what Barnabas, the son of encouragement brings to the table.  We will get several glimpses of how he can encourage all of us in these next few scriptures.
We first find Barnabas in Acts 4:32, so let’s take a look and see what the scriptures have to say about him:

Acts 4:32-37:  

All the believers were one in heart and mind.  No one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared every thing they had.  With great power the apostles continued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and much grace was upon them all.  There were no needy persons among them.  For from time to time those who owned lands or houses sold them, brought the money from the sales and put it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to anyone as he had need.

Joseph, a Levite from Cyprus, whom the apostles called Barnabas (which means Son of Encouragement); sold a field he owned and brought the money and put it at the apostles feet. 
From this scripture we see that Barnabas is really a “nickname” for Joseph; and Joseph was a Levite from Cyprus.  Being a Levite makes Barnabas from the lineage of priests and he probably held a respectable position in the church.  The scriptures don’t give us an indication of what Barnabas had done in his past for him to earn the name of “Son of Encouragement”… but it leaves us with the impression that he was certainly well known for his encouragement.  One can only assume he had earned this reputation for encouraging people.
The next time we see Barnabas mentioned is when he crossed paths with Saul in Jerusalem.  Saul had been having a very difficult time with the Jews who are now planning to take his life while he was preaching the Good News of Jesus Christ in the city of Damascus.  But Saul escaped with a little help from his friends and came to Jerusalem to see the apostles… but, that was not going to happen without the help of Barnabas.  
Let’s pickup the story again from the book of Acts, Acts 9:26.

Acts 9:26-30:

When he (Saul) came to Jerusalem, he tried to join the disciples, but they were all afraid of him, not believing that he really was a disciple.  But Barnabas took him and brought him to the apostles.  He told them how Saul on his journey had seen the Lord and that the Lord had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had preached fearlessly in the name of Jesus.  So Saul stayed with them and moved about freely in Jerusalem speaking boldly in the name of the Lord.  He talked and debated with the Grecian Jews, but they tried to kill him.  When the brothers learned of this, they took him down to Caesarea and sent him off to Tarsus.
We see from this scripture that Barnabas was living up to his name…Son of Encouragement.  He actually took Saul and brought him to the apostles…and then spoke for him, telling his story about his encounter with Jesus himself.  Barnabas stood up for someone who was being wronged.
Barnabas is called on again as a respected leader of the church to discern what was going on with the Greeks turning to the Lord in Antioch.  This news was right on the heels of Peter’s news to the apostles about how Cornelius and his Gentile family having received the Holy Spirit. This is just at the beginning of a big change in how the apostles would view the broadness of the gift of God’s grace through Jesus Christ.  
Again we find Barnabas is again a man on a mission of encouragement in Acts 11:19-26.

Acts 11:19-26

Now those who had been scattered by the persecution in connection with Stephen traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Antioch, telling the message only to the Jews.  Some of them, however, men from Cyprus and Cyrene, went to Antioch to speak to Greeks also, telling them the good news about the Lord Jesus.  The Lord’s hand was with them and a great number of people believed and turned to the Lord.
News of this reached the ears of the church in Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas to Antioch.  When he arrived and saw the evidence of the grace of God, he was glad and encouraged them all to remain true to the Lord with all their hearts.  He was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith, and a great number of people were brought to the Lord.

Then Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, and when he found him, he brought him Antioch.  So for a whole year Barnabas and Saul met with the church and taught great numbers of people.  The disciples were called Christians first at Antioch.

The apostles certainly trusted Barnabas.  Enough to send him to Antioch to see what was going on with the Greek believers.  I also find it very interesting that when Luke penned this in the book of Acts he was led by the Holy Spirit to say that Barnabas was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith…and a great number of people were brought to the Lord through him.  
I also find it interesting that Barnabas chose to go looking for Saul and bring him back to Antioch to work with him for a year…wow.  Can you imagine how that must have encouraged Saul…after all, he was sent away to Tarsus for his own protection from the Jews.  

By the way, the real take away from this scripture is the last sentence of verse 26: “The disciples were called Christians first at Antioch”.  They obviously had things going in the right direction at that Antioch church to be the first to be called Christians.  
There was no way that Saul (or Paul as we know him in the later scriptures) could have avoided being positively impacted by the encouragement of Barnabas. There is a critical connection between being a Christian and being an encourager.  The life of Barnabas is certainly evidence to that fact, as well as changing the lives that he touched through his encouragement. 

Every church needs encouragers.  Barnabas was called to be an encourager…and maybe you are too.  His actions were critical to the early church…and your actions are critical to this church today.  Barnabas was willing to risk his life to help and encourage Saul.  I doubt that there will come a time when your life is at stake to encourage a fellow Christian…but their spiritual life maybe at stake.  As Barnabas’ life shows, there is rarely a time or situation when there isn’t someone that needs our encouragement.  Far too often our human tendencies are to ignore the opportunity or worse, criticize instead of encourage.   

As Paul’s ministry grew and new churches were being planted, he refined the teaching of encouragement.   In the first letter he wrote to the very young church in Thessalonica Paul detailed a “checklist for Christian encouragers”.  That checklist is found in 1 Thessalonians 5:11-23; let’s take a few minutes and turn to that scripture and you can follow along as I read.

1 Thessalonians 5:11-23:

Therefore encourage one another and build each other up, just as in fact you are doing.

Now we ask you, brothers, to respect those who work hard among you, who are over you in the Lord and who admonish you.  Hold them in the highest regard in love because of their work.  Live in peace with each other.  And we urge you, brothers, warn those who are idle, encourage the timid, help the weak, be patient with everyone.  Make sure that nobody pays back wrong for wrong, but always try to be kind to each other and to everyone else.

Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.

Do not put out the Spirit’s fire; do not treat prophecies with contempt.  Test everything.  Hold on to the good.  Avoid every kind of evil.

May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through.  May your whole spirit, soul, and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.  
I have extracted the 16 key points out of this scripture for you where you don’t have to hurt yourself doing it.  Follow along:

5:11 Build each other up.
Point out to someone a quality you appreciate in him or her.

5:12  Respect leaders.       Look for ways to 
cooperate.
5:13  Hold leaders in
         highest regard.
Hold back your critical comments about those in positions of responsibility.

5:13  Live in peace.            Search for ways to get 

along with one another.

5:14  Warn the idle.

Challenge someone to join 




you in a project.

5:14  Encourage the timid. Encourage those who are 

timid by reminding them of 

God’s promises.

5:14  Help the weak.
Support those who are weak by loving and praying for them. 


5:14  Be patient.
Think of a situation that tries your patience and plan ahead time how you can stay calm.

5:15  Resist revenge.
Instead of planning to get even with those who mistreat you, do good to them.

5:16  Be joyful.
Remember that even in the midst of turmoil God is in control.

5:17  Pray continually.
God is always with you – talk to him.

5:18  Give thanks.
Make a list of all the gifts God has given you and give him thanks for each one.

5:19  Do not put out the     Cooperate with the Holy 

         Spirit’s fire.
Spirit when he prompts you to participate in God’s plan.

5:20  Do not treat 
Receive God’s word from 

         prophecies with
those who speak for him.

         contempt.


5:22  Avoid every kind of
Avoid situations where you

         evil.
will be drawn into temptation.

5:23  Count on God’s
Realize that the Christian  

         constant help. 
Life is to be lived not in our own strength but through God’s power.

Being an encourager does not have to be hard, and the more you work at it the better you become at it.  And the more you encourage others, the better it  makes you feel.  Being an encourager is an important part of your Christian Life.  You will feel a positive difference if you do become an encouragement to someone around you.  

If you ever get in the position in your life where you think you have nothing to offer or nothing to give…remember that being an “encourager” to someone is something that every one of us can do…young or old, rich or poor, sick or healthy.  We can all do it if we chose to.

Encouraging others can also be a tonic for your soul.  If you are discouraged or feeling down or alone…by giving someone else encouragement it will also lift you up.  Encouragement is sort of a two for one event …by getting it you are uplifted…by giving it you are also uplifted.  Where can you get a better deal than that…     
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