Mr. Positive #2

“Barnabas the Bold”

Acts 9:26-27

Have you ever had some wonderful news to tell but no one believed you? That can be terribly frustrating, especially if the wonderful news was about you! How can you make people believe you? Sometimes you need someone else to vouch for you, someone the other people trust, in order for them to believe you. That happened in our text for this evening.

A Remarkable Reformation

Acts 9 records one of the most remarkable reformation stories ever told. To fully appreciate the ramifications of this change, a bit of background is necessary.

In Acts 7, a young Christian named Stephen stood before the Sanhedrin, the full assembly of the leaders of Israel. He bore a strong and dynamic witness to the fact that Jesus Christ was indeed the promised Messiah. By the end of the chapter, the Sanhedrin was so enraged that they dragged Stephen outside and stoned him to death.

With those who committed this horrible crime was a young and zealous Pharisee named Saul. Sincerely believing he was doing God a service by trying to stop the spread of Christianity, he approved of Stephen’s martyrdom. Luke records in Acts 8:1 that “on that day a great persecution broke out against the church at Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria.”
From that point forward, Saul emerged as the primary leader in organizing and furthering the persecution. Waging outright war against believers in Jerusalem, he was determined to stamp out what he considered a false religion. “Going from house to house, he dragged off men and women and put them in prison” (Acts 8:3).

Saul’s efforts in Jerusalem were so successful that he resolved to expand them. He “went to the high priest and asked him for letters to the synagogues in Damascus, so that if he found any there who belonged to the Way, whether men or women, he might take them as prisoners to Jerusalem” (Acts 9:2).

Granted his desire, Saul headed toward Damascus, accompanied by a group of men. As he neared the city, “suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him.” He heard a voice saying, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute Me?” (Acts 9:3-4) The voice was that of Jesus Christ Himself! Stunned and struck blind, Saul fell to the ground. We read that the “men traveling with Saul stood there speechless” (Acts 9:5-7). And when Saul stood up, the men with him had to lead him by the hand into Damascus.

While in Damascus, Acts 9:19-22 tells us, Saul spent several days with the disciples in Damascus. At once he began to preach in the synagogues that Jesus is the Son of God. All those who heard him were astonished and asked, “Isn’t he the man who raised havoc in Jerusalem among those who call on this name? And hasn’t he come here to take them as prisoners to the chief priests?” Yet Saul grew more and more powerful and baffled the Jews living in Damascus by proving that Jesus is the Christ.
Before long, though, Saul’s life was in danger. Acts 9:23-25 record, After many days had gone by, the Jews conspired to kill him, but Saul learned of their plan. Day and night they kept close watch on the city gates in order to kill him. But his followers took him by night and lowered him in a basket through an opening in the wall.
At this point we must turn to Saul’s own account of what happened in Galatians 1. In verses 15-19 he wrote, But when God, who set me apart from birth and called me by his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son in me so that I might preach him among the Gentiles, I did not consult any man, nor did I go up to Jerusalem to see those who were apostles before I was, but I went immediately into Arabia and later returned to Damascus. Then after three years, I went up to Jerusalem to get acquainted with Peter and stayed with him fifteen days. I saw none of the other apostles—only James, the Lord’s brother.
So after three years in Arabia, Saul revisited Jerusalem. Last time he left the city, he had done so as the accredited ambassador of the high priest. The man who returned to Jerusalem was a changed man from the one who had set out three years earlier “breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord”. News of the change must have preceded him to Jerusalem; but it was surely incredible.

A Reluctant Reception

We are not surprised, then, to read of a reluctant reception in Acts 9:26, When he came to Jerusalem, he tried to join the disciples, but they were all afraid of him, not believing that he really was a disciple.
It is hard for us to imagine a comparable situation in our culture. Picture yourself as a Christian in the Middle East hearing that the head of ISIS had suddenly become a Christian. Or in Africa hearing that the leader of the Muslim group who was massacring Christians now claimed to be one of you. No one would fault you for being reluctant!

So to, at first, the believers in the Jerusalem church were afraid of him. Saul kept trying to get into their fellowship, but they would not accept him. (How long this impasse lasted is unknown, but the imperfect tense of the verb translated was trying suggests that repeated attempts by Saul to join the fellowship were rebuffed.
) For one thing, they were afraid of him and probably thought that his new attitude of friendliness was only a trick to get into their fellowship so he could have them arrested. They did not believe that he was even a disciple of Jesus Christ, let alone an apostle who had seen the risen Savior.

Presumably they had not heard of or from him for three years.
 Where was he? What was he doing? (We know now from Saul’s testimony given later, but at the time it was unknown.) We can appreciate the Jerusalem disciples’ misgivings. If they admitted him, might he not turn out to be an agent provocateur, exploiting their simple trustfulness to bring about their complete overthrow?
 So here is Saul, unwanted by his former employers (the Jews) and unwelcome by his new brothers in Christ (the Church).
A Risky Recommendation

But Barnabas…

That is how the next verse in Acts begins. Reading all of Acts 9:27-28 we see a risky recommendation, 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. 
Barnabas saved the day.
 

Barnabas came to the rescue.

But doing so came with a risk. Any time you believe in someone—especially when others don’t—you are taking a risk. Barnabas was the first person in the Jerusalem church to risk contact with Paul after his conversion on the road to Damascus.
 There is no indication that Barnabas had previously known Saul, other than by reputation.
 Yet he was willing to risk accepting Saul as a genuine believer and who built a bridge of trust between him and the Jerusalem apostles.
 

Although Luke writes that Saul visited with “the apostles,” Galatians 1:18–19 indicates that the only apostles he saw were Peter and James, the half-brother of Christ. Luke probably uses the term “apostles” in the broad sense of “leaders,” those who gave functional leadership to the church under the guidance of the Twelve.

Barnabas was willing to take that risk—but not on blind faith. He had taken time to get the facts about Paul—to discover the truth. First, he told the apostles that Paul “had seen the Lord.” Second, he knew that “the Lord spoke” directly to Paul. Third, he had heard him preach “fearlessly in the name of Jesus” while in Damascus. Barnabas also knew that Paul had to flee for his own life because of his bold stand for the Gospel.

So Barnabas threw caution to the wind, sought Saul, heard him out, and was convinced of the genuineness of his faith. This was the beginning of a lifelong friendship. The Greek implies that Barnabas took Saul by the hand and led him among the apostles. “Hey, men, he’s for real!” Barnabas was an interceder, a reconciler, an enabler. He was able to forgive and put aside the past—to trust Saul despite his past sins and dangers. Sometimes we Christians are evangelical in our theology and yet distrust others. But not Barnabas! He believed the best of others.

Encouragers give people the benefit of the doubt. Even when other people are skeptical or simply refuse to get involved in helping someone who needs a character reference, encouragers take time to get the facts—just like Barnabas—and then “step up to the plate” and “go to bat” for that person.

Remember, Barnabas translates “Son of Encouragement,” or huios parakleseos in Greek. Paraklete means, “one called alongside”; it is translated “advocate” in 1 John 2:1, “We have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous.” The niv translates it as “one who speaks in our defense.” Here, Barnabas is acting as Paul’s advocate. He literally comes alongside him to speak in his defense; just as Christ is our advocate in heaven, so Barnabas was Paul’s advocate in Jerusalem—a truly Christlike character!

True conversion always results in church membership. But it is not only that converts must join the Christian community, but that the Christian community must welcome converts, especially those from a different religious, ethnic or social background. There is an urgent need for modern Ananiases and Barnabases who overcome their reluctance, and take the initiative to befriend newcomers.
 Remember 1 Corinthians 13:7 says that love “always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.” Barnabas was willing to trust others. But that trust is not without risk. If we choose to follow Barnabas’ example, we must become risk-takers too.

Every time we see Barnabas in the story he’s offering encouragement to someone—to the underdog, the one with the bad track record; to the scrawny one standing at the end of the line waiting to be chosen for the team; to the one who’s fallen and is full of shame and humiliation. People like that need a Barnabas.
You can be a Barnabas today. Do you know someone who has been kicked in the teeth because he has a bad track record? Someone who can’t get a hearing, yet she’s turned her life around and nobody wants to believe it? I urge you to step up like Barnabas did for Saul. Look for those individuals who need a second chance—a large dose of grace to help them start over in the Christian life. Everybody needs a Barnabas at one time or another.

Will you step up alongside someone who isn’t accepted by the rest? Will you be a Barnabas to someone today?
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