The Ministry of Encouragement

Acts 4:36-37, 9:26-27, 11:19-26
Introduction: Do you know that a man was once court-martialed and sentenced to a year's imprisonment for being a discourager? It happened during the Boer War, 1899–1902 in South Africa, at the siege of Ladysmith. The fortunes of the town and garrison were hanging in the balance. This civilian would go along the lines and speak discouraging words to the men on duty. He struck no blow for the enemy, not one. He was just a discourager, and that at a critical time. The court-martial judged it a crime to speak disheartening words in an hour like that. It may not be illegal to be a discourager today, but it surely is a sin. - Nancy Leigh DeMoss. (Now if we could just court martial the discouragers that serve in the Lord's army...)
What we really need in the church today is more encouragers - people who make it a point to lift others in the body up, rather than being negative nay-sayers. The Greek word for encouragement is "parakaleo" which means, "to come along side." BTW, If you recall, the word for the Holy Spirit is "paraklete" which means helper. While some people are gifted and called in the ministry of encouragement, encouragement is something that all of us can participate in and we should.
Let's talk about the characteristics of an encourager today. Do you know someone who is an encourager? Do you need to be gifted in encouragement in order to be an encourager? I don't think so...
I. ENCOURAGERS ARE OPENHANDED (Acts 4:36-37)
a. We first meet Barnabas in Acts 4. His given name was Joseph but apparently the Apostles gave him a nickname which meant, "Son of Encouragement." That speaks volumes about his character and how he treated the other people.
i. We know that in those days, believers were beginning to face persecution for following Jesus. Many had been forsaken and ostracized by their families because of their faith. So the church took offerings and distributed them to the needy believers in the fellowship.
ii. Barnabas had a piece of property. He sold it and freely gave to the church toward these needs.

iii. We don't know if he was a rich or poor man. We do know he was a Levite - a temple minister - so the assumption is that while he may not have been poor, he was probably making a generous sacrifice by selling this land and donating the proceeds to the church.
iv. Encoruagers may not have financial means to give either - sometimes, the giving of oneself is generous.

b. Open-handed people don't have to be rich, they just hold on to the things they have with a loose grip! If we are to be encouragers of others, we need to be open-handed, generous people and meet needs as they arise, especially within our fellowship.
c. "And let us not grow weary of doing good, for in due season we will reap, if we do not give up. So then, as we have opportunity, let us do good to everyone, and especially to those who are of the household of faith." (Gal 6:9-10)

d. What steps are you taking in your life in order to become more generous and open-handed? Do you need to adjust your style of living? Do you need to get out of personal debt? Do you need a second job? Should you sell something you don't need? Downsize? Yes, all of those are within the realm of possibilities.
e. Clinging to your material means with a loose grip shows that your money and material goods don't have mastery over you, but you have mastery over them.

II. ENCOURAGERS ARE RISK-TAKERS (Acts 9:26-27)
a. The next time we see Barnabas, he is coming along side of a man who had a bad reputation, a man whom the believers in Jerusalem feared and shunned. I am talking about Saul of Tarsus (who later became Paul.)

i. In Acts 9, we see the Damascus Road conversion of Saul. He went from being a persecutor of Christians to a preacher of Christianity.

ii. After conversion, he went down to Arabia for 3 years where Jesus equipped him for his ministry.

iii. Afterwards, he went back to Damascus, where his life was soon threatened. He escaped and then tried to join the other disciples in Jerusalem. However, the Bible says that the disciples were all afraid of him believing that he was really not a disciple.
iv. That is where Barnabas steps in: "Barnabas took him and brought him to the apostles and declared to them how on the road he had seen the Lord, who spoke to him, and how at Damascus he had preached boldly in the name of Jesus."

b. Barnabas was willing to risk his reputation among the brethren to help and encourage Paul. He saw something in Paul that made him want to take Paul under his wing, which he did.
c. The believers in Jerusalem had every right to fear Paul. He had done some hurtful things in the past that affected the church, But I believe that Barnabas understood that Paul regretted his actions and was repentant in heart.

i. Sometimes we need to come along side of those who have made mistakes and help them be restored...if that are repentant and willing to do better with God's help. If they are willing to change.
ii. Jesus was a friend of sinners. He sought to lovingly restore those who had been broken by their own sinful choices. He didn't excuse their sin by no means, but as the scriptures say, "a bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not quench, until he brings justice to victory."

iii. Illus. "...how many prodigals are kept out of the Kingdom of God by the unlovely character of those who profess to be inside?" Henry Drummond via Chuck Swindoll
d. There were other occasions where Barnabas came along side a believer who needed encouragement - for example, when a dispute broke out between he and Paul over John Mark, they parted company and Barnabas came along side of John Mark to help him get back on track.

e. What steps are you taking to encourage your fellow church members in their walk with the Lord? Who do you need to come along side of and help restore, comfort or disciple? Have you even thought about this as part of your Christian duty?
III. ENCOURAGERS ARE FAITHFUL (Acts 11:19-26)
a. One of the next times we see Barnabas is in Acts 11. Report came back to the Jerusalem church about a spiritual awakening in Antioch amongst the Hellenists.

i. Scripture says that the "hand of the Lord was with them and a great number who believed turned to the Lord..." resulting in a new church plant.

ii. Who better to encourage this new church plant than Barnabas, the Son of Encouragement. The disciples sent him to see first hand what was happening.

iii. "When he came and saw the grace of God, he was glad, and he exhorted them all to remain faithful to the Lord with steadfast purpose..." (Acts 11:23)

b. Encouragers are faithful to the cause of Christ and to His church. They look for opportunities to build up the body rather than tear it down. Barnabas stayed at least a year in Antioch helping the fledgling church get going. Also, he went and fetched Paul to help him with the work.

c. Our memory verse this week says, "Therefore encourage one another and build one another up, just as you are doing." (1 Thess. 5:11) What a difference we could make in our church and our community if everyone of us, not just the ones who are gifted in encouragement, would just do this one simple thing for each other.
d. Let me ask you to make a commitment today. Before next Sunday, reach out and encourage 2-3 people. And I am going to say, pick someone else besides your pastor. Not that I don't appreciate the encouragement - I do. Write a note. Send a card. Make a phone call. Drop in for a visit. Send a text or Facebook message. Do something kind and unexpected for someone else this week. Will you do that?
