Mr. Positive #1

“Barnabas the Benevolent”

Acts 4:36-37

Tonight I want to focus our attention on a biblical character most people don’t know a lot about. He wasn’t one of Jesus’ twelve disciples. He didn’t write a book of the Bible…at least we don’t think so. 

Yet he has been described as “a pivotal man in church history,”
 “one of the most admirable personalities of the New Testament,”
 “a unique Christian model for all believers,”
 and, “Mr. Positive.”
 He had a most important ministry in the church and is mentioned at least twenty-five times in the Book of Acts and another five times in the epistles.
 You could say that without him, half of the New Testament wouldn’t exist.

Any guesses?

His name was Barnabas. Actually that wasn’t his name; it was a nickname meaning, “Son of Encouragement.” His great ministry was positive, encouraging, exhorting, building people up.
 Warren Wiersbe wrote,
Behind many outstanding men and women in history are individuals I call “hinge people.” These are persons who help open doors for others and get them moving on the road of achievement. Sometimes the achievers end up surpassing those who gave them that extra “push,” and that’s what “hinge people” like to see. I suppose the technical term would be mentors. [Barnabas] was such a man.

Over the next few weeks we will look deeper into his life and ministry. He first appears in the New Testament in 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 everything 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.
Barnabas’ Background

First let’s consider Barnabas’ background. That is not an easy task. He appears in Scripture quite suddenly in Acts 4—rather like Elijah the Tishbite suddenly bursting onto the scene in 1 Kings 17. All we are told about him is that he was a Levite from Cyprus, and that he had land to sell.

The first thing we know about Barnabas is that Barnabas was not his real name. His real name was Joseph. “Barnabas” was a nickname given to him by the apostles.
 (We will see why they did that in a moment.) He was born of Jewish parents in Cyprus and was a Levite. His aunt was Mary, the mother of John Mark, according to Acts 12, so Mark was his cousin, as Paul indicates in Colossians 4:10.

Cyprus is a beautiful island in the Mediterranean. It is called Kittim in the Old Testament. Many of the Israelites of the Dispersion had settled there. Apart from the usual Mediterranean fruits, Cyprus was famous for copper (the name “Cyprus” derives from the Greek word for copper). Many Jews worked in the mines, and the island had many synagogues.

Why was Barnabas in Jerusalem at this time? It is possible that he had come from Cyprus to be present for Passover and Pentecost, and hearing Peter preach the Gospel in his own native tongue, was among the 3,000 who repented and believed.
 Tradition has it that the Upper Room, where Jesus celebrated His last Passover and where the disciples received the Holy Spirit, was located in Aunt Mary’s home.

Barnabas’ Benefit

So how did Joseph of Cyprus become Barnabas? Luke describes him in Acts 11:24 as “a good man, and full of the Holy Spirit and faith.”
 The apostles gave Joseph the nickname Barnabas, which means “Son of Encouragement.”
 Literally in the Greek it is “son of paraklesis.” That may sound familiar. In John 14:16, Jesus called the Holy Spirit the “Paraclete” which is translated “Comforter” or “Counselor.” That same Greek term was used of Christ in 1 John 2:1, translated “Advocate” (one called to the side of another). At any rate, we have a general idea of what it meant: Barnabas was good at exhorting, encouraging, comforting. He must have been a wonderful man to have been given such a wonderful name!

Later in the book of Acts we will see how Barnabas’ benefit touched the lives of many though his encouragement. I believe this is what Warren Wiersbe meant earlier when he used the word “mentor” to describe Barnabas. 

Barnabas’ Benevolence

In this first instance where he is mentioned, however, it is Barnabas’ benevolence that shines. Luke records in Acts 4:37 that he “sold a field he owned and brought the money and put it at the apostles’ feet.” This gift must have made a great impression. Here was a man doing what the rich young ruler in Luke 18 refused to do—giving up his riches for the sake of Christ.
 Think about it: Selling houses and land was far more sacrificial than sharing part of one’s income. It meant liquidating capital assets that could be irreplaceable, thus reducing one’s personal security.
 

Now some have wondered how Barnabas could have sold property since Levites were not supposed to own property, according to Numbers 18:20 and 24, 

The Lord said to Aaron, “You will have no inheritance in their land, nor will you have any share among them; I am your share and your inheritance among the Israelites… Instead, I give to the Levites as their inheritance the tithes that the Israelites present as an offering to the Lord. That is why I said concerning them: ‘They will have no inheritance among the Israelites.’” 

Some have thought that these regulations were simply not enforced, since Jeremiah the prophet (who came from a priestly family) owned property according to Jeremiah 32:6-15.
 Others claim that this rule applied only to land in Israel. Barnabas came from the island of Cyprus, where he owned property.

Some have seen in this passage a primitive form of communism or communal living. But this was not an early experiment in communism as we know it. Communism is an atheistic philosophy that elevates the state above the individual, and makes the pooling of resources compulsory. What happened in Jerusalem with the early Christians was completely voluntary. Nor was it an early experiment in monasticism, with monks cloistered away in a remote monastery. Monasticism is a retreat from the world; these people continued their normal lives in the world. They were simply sharing what they had.

Paul wrote in 1 Timothy 6:17-19,

Command those who are rich in this present world not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but to put their hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment. Command them to do good, to be rich in good deeds, and to be generous and willing to share. In this way they will lay up treasure for themselves as a firm foundation for the coming age, so that they may take hold of the life that is truly life.

The Bible does not encourage foolhardy gestures. I’m not suggesting that we all must sell everything and give to the church. We are not to impoverish ourselves in order to imitate Barnabas. But his generosity is an example to us.
 The Holy Spirit wanted Barnabas and others like him to be a model to us all—a specific model. Christians who share their material possessions with others in order to meet human needs and to do God’s work have a special ministry of encouragement. In fact, there may be no act of love that is more encouraging. After all, when we share material possessions, we are sharing an important part of ourselves.

There is much we do not know about Barnabas, but this we do know: he was a Spirit-filled man who was an encouragement to the church because he gave his all to the Lord. Not every believer can be like Peter or John or Paul, but we can all be like Barnabas and have a ministry of encouragement.
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