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BARNABAS:  HOW TO PLAY “SECOND FIDDLE” WELL 

ACTS 4:32-37, 9:26-28, 15:36-41, 11:19-25 

I don’t read the comics anymore, but I still enjoy Peanuts by Charles Schulz 
occasionally.  One strip comes to mind.  Linus has just written a comic strip of his own, 
and he wants Lucy's, his big sister’s, opinion.  He hands Lucy his comic strip and says 
hesitantly, "Lucy, would you read this and tell me if you think it’s funny?"  In the next 
frame, you see Lucy patting her foot.  A little grin comes across her face.  She says, 
"Well, Linus, who wrote this?"  Linus, with his chest heaved out, says, “I wrote that."  In 
the next frame, you see Lucy wadding it up, throwing it to the side, and saying, "Well, 
then, I don't think it's very funny."  In the final frame, Linus picks up his comic strip, 
throws his blanket over his shoulder, looks at Lucy, and says, "Big sisters are the 
crabgrass in the lawn of life."   We all hunger and thirst for encouragement.   

When encouragement comes our way, we soak it up like a sponge.  It’s what gets us 
through the day.  Encouragement is vital for life and for relationships.  Encouragement 
is like a warm fire on a very cold day.  It's like a cold drink to parch your thirst - it renews 
and refreshes.  Encouragement helps you overcome when you feel overwhelmed.  It 
helps you soar rather than sink.  It helps you to be a victor rather than a victim.   We’ve 
probably all encountered “crabgrass” people like Lucy – people who seem to have a 
“gift” for giving discouragement rather than giving encouragement.  If encouragement is 
so important to give and receive, how do we get better at being encouragers?  I don’t 
want to be a “crabgrass” kind of person, do you? 

One way is to learn from a master encourager.  Let me introduce you to a man in the 
Bible named Joseph.  No, not the guy who became the second most important man in 
Egypt.  No, not the guy who became Jesus’ earthly father.  This Joseph is better known 
as Barnabas which was actually a nickname meaning “son of encouragement.”  He got 
that nickname from other Christians because godly encouragement just flowed out of 
him in such abundance.  He’s our subject today as we continue to consider several “one 
hit wonders” in the Bible.  Men and women who were minor characters; nevertheless, 
who left us powerful examples of what it means to follow Jesus well.   

ENCOURAGERS ARE GENEROUS GIVERS OF THEIR RESOURCES.             

We meet Barnabas for the first time in Acts 4.  Last week when we were reflecting on 
Stephen – another “one hit wonder” in the Bible - we learned there was considerable 
economic poverty among the first followers of Jesus in the very first local church in 
Jerusalem.  But because the Holy Spirit was present in great power, yet another sign of 
God’s grace became evident.  Remarkable generosity.  Barnabas was among the first 
Christians to sell a piece of his land, give the money to the church so they could 
distribute it to poor fellow believers in need.  He was saying, “You'll know best what to 
do with it.  No strings attached.  You don't have to build a building with my name on it, or 
give me a plaque, or host a banquet in my honor.  Just use it to bless God’s people.”   
Encouragers give of their resources to God and God’s people without expecting 
anything in return.  While those first followers of Jesus continued to own possessions, 
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they didn't claim them as their own.  They had an open-handed attitude toward 
everything they had.  When someone had a need, they met it.  The idea wasn’t that 
everyone should have exactly the same amount, but that when there was a real need, 
people would sacrifice to meet it. 

Barnabas showed the first characteristic of an encourager: an encourager gives 
generously of his or her resources.  Encouragers recognize what they have doesn’t 
really belong to them anyway but to God.  When the Holy Spirit fills you with His 
presence, you get a new attitude towards your possessions.  What God has given you is 
basically there to meet the needs of those around you.   When the Holy Spirit invades 
your life, what inevitably happens is that your grip on your things is loosened, while your 
attachment to people is strengthened.  So, for example, making sure someone else has 
their needs met becomes more important than redecorating your living room for the third 
time, or owning the best car you can afford, or taking every last trip you want to take.  
When we experience God's grace and how He gave so much to us we didn't deserve, 
we want to do the same for others. 

Many of you here today already know the joy of generous giving.  Encouragement flows 
out of generous giving.  The old truism is true: people really don't care how much you 
know until they know how much you care.  Generous giving is tangible.  When you tithe 
to keep our ministry here strong and growing, we’re all encouraged.  When you give to 
support a missionary, he or she is encouraged.  When you give to meet the need of a 
fellow believer who’s struggling, he or she is encouraged.  When your giving blesses the 
poor you might never know personally, they are encouraged.  And when you add in the 
generous gift of your time or talents or your interest and passion, people get 
encouraged as well.  An inevitable result of generous giving is encouragement. 

The late Haddon Robinson, a well known pastor and professor, put it well when he said, 
"If you want to see what's important to a person, look at his or her checkbook register." 
Jesus was even more pointed when he said, "‘For where your treasure is, there will your 
heart be also.’" (Lk. 12:34 ESV)  Corrie ten Boom wrote, "I've learned not to hold onto 
anything too tightly because it hurts too much to have God pry back my fingers to get to 
it.  So I've learned to live my life with an open hand so that God can put in and he can 
take out whatever he wants, and that way I never miss the blessing."   One of those 
blessings is encouragement.  Encouragers are generous givers of their resources.  

ENCOURAGERS BELIEVE THE BEST ABOUT OTHERS. 

Saul, who became Paul, started out as a persecutor and archenemy of any and all 
Christians.  Think of him as a Jewish terrorist who’s target was Christians.  Then, he 
had a miraculous encounter with Jesus on the way to the city of Damascus and became 
His devoted follower.  Three years later, Paul went to Jerusalem.  Let’s read what 
happened.  Paul had no friends in Jerusalem.  He was hated by his former colleagues – 
the Jewish hierarchy – and treated like a traitor by them.  But changing a reputation is 
difficult and Paul still had a terrible reputation among Jesus followers.  Can you blame 
them for being skeptical of his conversion?  I can’t.  What if it was a sneaky plot to 
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infiltrate the Christian community so he could render even greater harm and 
destruction?  It’s no wonder they treated Paul like kryptonite! 

 

But notice who came to the rescue.  Barnabas.   Barnabas alone of all the followers of 

Jesus and Christian leaders in Jerusalem opened his door to Saul.  Barnabas had the 

ability to believe the best about people. That’s the mark of an encourager.  Sometimes 

our tendency is to believe the worst about people.  On guard.  Suspicious.  Afraid we’ll 

be taken advantage of.  Not Barnabas!  If he had done nothing else, we would be 

forever in his debt.  Barnabas wasn’t destined to become as great as Paul, but Paul 

never did anything greater than what Barnabas did for him at that moment.  Somehow 

he knew Paul was genuine.  He took the initiative to become a bridge between Paul and 

other believers, argued for his legitimacy, and got people to trust Paul.  What a gift! 

   

Barnabas was also a person who never held anyone’s past against him.  Encouragers 

don't allow your reputation or your past to determine your value today or tomorrow. 

They have a wonderful ability to let the past be the past and to start fresh right where 
you are.  Encouragers believe what the Bible says.  All really have sinned and come 

short of the glory of God.  All really are new spiritual creations in Jesus Christ.  Because 

of that, an encourager can pick up anyone from where she is and help that person get 

where she needs to be.  God doesn’t hold our past sins against us but sometimes we 

do that very thing to others.  What’s your tendency?  We can be guilty of never giving 

some people a second chance.  Is there someone to whom you can become a 

Barnabas?  Is there someone who needs you to come alongside him, believe the best 

about her, refuse to hold his past against him, and be an encouragement to her?  

Do you remember the late Chuck Colson?  Like Paul, he had the experience of not 
being accepted into the Christian community.  Can you believe that?  He started Prison 
Fellowship – a Christian ministry, wrote wonderful books that inspired many, and 
evolved into a great Christian leader.  But Colson had been President Richard Nixon's 
close assistant during his presidential campaign and years in office.  Colson was so 
ruthless in his dealings with people, he was frequently referred to as Nixon's "hatchet 
man" - the one who handled the president's dirty work.  One person described Colson 
by saying he'd walk over his own grandmother.  It's not surprising when Chuck Colson 
became a Christian and confessed his wrongdoings that many people doubted his 
sincerity.  After he served his jail term and began his ministry, many Christians were 
skeptical.  If it were not for those who knew the reality of Colson's conversion 
experience and were willing to play a Barnabas role, Colson would have had a difficult 
time convincing people he’d been transformed by the Holy Spirit.  Encouragers are a gift 
to the Kingdom of God!  They believe the best about you and forget your past.  

There’s yet another important example of how Barnabas believed the best about people 
and coupled it with an ability not to hold someone’s past against them.  It involved his 
cousin – a man named John Mark.  Let’s read what happened.  Paul and Barnabas 
were about to set out on a second mission trip.  A few years earlier on their first mission 
trip, John Mark had accompanied them.  But along the way, he left.  Scripture never tells 



4 

 

us why, but Paul apparently viewed it as desertion and as a disqualification for the kind 
of ministry he and Barnabas were about to do.   Scripture does tells us, however, that 
the disagreement between Paul and Barnabas was so strong, so sharp, so contentious, 
they decided to pursue ministry separately from then on rather than together.  Paul 
teamed up with Silas while Barnabas teamed up with John Mark.  That’s pretty much 
the last we hear about Barnabas in the Bible.   

Scripture never says who was right or wrong.  On the one hand, it’s unfortunate and sad 
that two gifted leaders had such a serious falling out relationally.  I can just imagine 
Barnabas telling Paul in so many words, “Hey pal, you remember in Jerusalem when 
nobody would touch you with a 10 foot pole because you had done awful things?  Who 
was it that insisted we forget your past and give you a second chance?  Now you're 
going to tell me that you're not going to do the same for John Mark?”  Paul comes 
across as being a bit harsh, but perhaps Barnabas was being overly indulgent of a 
relative.  Mark was his cousin.  It’s hard to say who was right and who was wrong.  

 

On the other hand, the missionary force of the early Church had now effectively 

doubled!  God can bring good out of bad, can’t He?   And, Scripture implies Paul and 

John Mark reconciled later on.  When Paul was an old man and at the end of his 

ministry, he wrote this to his ministry partner, Timothy, “Bring Mark with you when you 

come, for he will be helpful to me in my ministry.”  (2 Tim. 4:11 NLT)  Ultimately, Mark 

apparently proved and redeemed himself.  He did become the author of the Gospel of 

Mark.  I believe Barnabas’ love, patience, encouragement, and unwillingness to give up 

on Mark was a key factor in that happy outcome.  Barnabas saw something in Mark that 

turned out to be right all along.  That’s the power and impact of an encourager.  They 

stand with you even when you fall and mess up.  They give you a second chance.  They 

realize that one failure doesn't mean total failure.  Barnabas wasn't perfect.  But he was 

a spiritually optimistic man, full of the Spirit of God, who believed the best about people 

and was willing to forget their past.  May Barnabas’ tribe increase!   
 

ENCOURAGERS GET BLEST BY BEING SERVANTS OF GOD AND HIS PEOPLE.   

 

Not only is Barnabas a case study in being an encourager, he’s one of Scripture’s 

greatest examples of what it means to be a servant.  I see three characteristics of an 

encourager in Barnabas that made him a servant.  First, encouragers recognize and 

promote what God is already doing.  Henry Blackaby, the author of the book 
Experiencing God, told us that instead of asking God to come and bless our ministry for 

Him it’s much better to find out where God is already working and join Him there.  

Barnabas is an example of that wise principle.    

 

God was doing something unusual, wonderful, and spectacular in Antioch, a major city 

up the coast from Jerusalem.  Revival had broken out.  But it had some troubling quirks.  

Jewish Christians were sharing the life transforming message about Jesus with pagan 

non-Jews (Gentiles) and they were receiving Jesus as Lord and Savior right and left.  

All Jews back then had been raised, trained, and taught to think of people who weren’t 
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Jewish as almost sub-human creatures whose only purpose was to be fuel for the fires 

of Hell.  And when some of those Jews became Christians, they didn’t immediately 

come to a different opinion.  At the very least, most of them believed Gentiles had to 

convert to Judaism – become Jews, in other words – before they could really become 

followers of Jesus.  Until then the good news about Jesus had been reserved 

exclusively for the Jews.  Now Christianity was jumping the tracks! 

 

The church leaders at the mother church in Jerusalem heard about what was going on 

in Antioch and sent Barnabas as their representative to check it out.  Precisely because 

he was a good man filled with the Holy Spirit and faith, he recognized God was doing 

something incredible, profound, and wonderful there in Antioch.  Barnabas may not 

have understood everything about it theologically yet, but he knew spiritual reality when 

he saw it.  Because he was an encourager, he didn’t want to stifle or stop it.  He wanted 

to promote and celebrate it.  He saw God’s grace being poured out on Jew and Gentile 

alike.  He saw lives being transformed by the Holy Spirit.  He was filled with joy at what 

he saw and what he found.  Encouragers get excited about the spiritual progress of 

others.  When they see someone growing and developing in the Lord, they get excited 

about it.  Why? Encouragers are servants of God and God’s people! 

Second, encouragers recognize needs and help others be useful for Jesus.  There’s a 
major goal that drives encouragers.  Meet needs even when they themselves may not 
be the best ones to do it.  We call that a servant mentality.  An encourager is never out 
to make a name for himself or herself - only to glorify the name of Jesus.  Barnabas 
realized quickly enough he needed a whole lot of help.  He needed someone who knew 
the Bible really well and could explain it, who could relate to Gentiles, and who had 
great courage, energy, and spunk.  Oh, yeah, Paul came to mind!  Barnabas realized 
Paul had tremendous gifts that the church in Antioch desperately needed.  So he 
traveled to Paul’s hometown, Tarsus, about 100 miles from Antioch and brought him 
there.  Barnabas and Paul then entered into a teaching ministry and the church in 
Antioch grew exponentially.  Notice what a servant encourager does.  Recognizes the 
needs.  Takes the initiative to meet those needs.  That includes getting others to meet 
those needs by being useful for Jesus.  No ego.  No need to get the credit.  No 
“guarding your own turf.”  Encouragers are servants of God and God’s people! 

Third, encouragers recognize giftedness and help to release it.  Barnabas is a wonderful 

example of an encourager, a servant, oh – and one more Spirit-filled attitude – humility.  

Something subtle but significant happened in Acts 13 and 14 which tells the story of the 

first ever Christian mission trip.  In the ancient world, it's very significant to look at the 

order of people's names, because that order tells you who's in charge, who's the boss, 

and who’s the leader.  First, we see in Acts what we would expect.  “‘Appoint Barnabas 

and Saul for the special work to which I have called them.’…  So Barnabas and Saul 

were sent out by the Holy Spirit.” (Acts 13:2, 4 NLT)  Barnabas was the leader.  But 

later on in that chapter, the order of the names is switched.  “But Paul and Barnabas 

traveled inland….  As Paul and Barnabas left the synagogue that day….  Paul and 

Barnabas went to the Jewish synagogue and preached.”  (Acts 13:14, 42; 14:2 NLT)  
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Primary leadership shifted from Barnabas to Paul.  That could have been a very hard 

transition, yes?  Barnabas was probably older than Paul and had been a Christian 

longer, so it was natural he should be the leader for a season.  But now Paul was 

leading and Barnabas was playing “second fiddle.”  But because he was a servant 

encourager – and a humble one at that – he played second fiddle very well!   

At some point in time, it became obvious – even to Barnabas – that Paul was 
exceptional.  He was one formidable, gifted human being before he became a follower 
of Jesus.  But when the Holy Spirit finally got a hold of Paul, he turned out to be 
probably the greatest single Christian who has ever lived.  But Barnabas wasn’t 
intimidated by someone who had greater gifts and talents than himself.  Instead, he did 
everything to advance Paul.  He’d been a go-between for Paul back in Jerusalem.  He’d 
gone to Tarsus and brought Paul to Antioch.  And on that first mission trip, he quietly 
ceded leadership to Paul gladly.  He reminds me of John the Baptist’s attitude toward 
Jesus, “‘He must become greater and greater, and I must become less and less.’” (Jo. 
3:30 NLT)  Barnabas kind of felt that way about Paul.  Barnabas could have been 
jealous.  He could have resented Paul.  He could have longed for Paul's status and tried 
to shut him out of ministry opportunities.  Instead, he rejoiced in Paul’s gifts.  He opened 
doors of ministry for him.  He found joy in recognizing and developing greatness in 
somebody else.  Yes, Paul's ministry went on to be far more impactful than his own, but 
nobody rejoiced more than Barnabas did.   What a servant!  What an encourager!   

Jesus said it was going to be that way.  There is a kingdom and it’s real, and the reality 
in this kingdom is that the last really are first, and the people who are the servants of all 
really are the greatest. That's where greatness is, and ultimately, that's where joy is.  It's 
not found in clawing your way to the top of recognition or in demanding your rights or 
just due. This is one of the deepest and most profound realities in the kingdom of God.   
And there may be no greater example of it than a “one hit wonder” named Barnabas.  
 

We’re all called to be encouragers.  Yes, it is a spiritual gift that some Christians have.  

The Bible says, “If your gift is to encourage others, be encouraging.” (Rom. 12:8 (NLT) 

It’s one of the most wonderful and useful gifts in the Body of Christ.  No church can 

have too many encouragers.  If you’ve got it, use it!   But it’s also a role and a 

responsibility all followers of Jesus are called to extend to one another.  The Bible says, 

“So encourage each other and build each other up, just as you are already doing.”  (1 

Th. 5:11 NLT)  “Let us think of ways to motivate one another to acts of love and good 

works.  And let us not neglect our meeting together, as some people do, but encourage 

one another, especially now that the day of his return is drawing near.”  (Heb. 10:24-25 

NLT)   Our encouragement can move people toward Jesus and toward love and good 

actions.  We can encourage each other to live today in the light of the fact that we are 

going to live forever.  Encouragers get blest by being servants of God and His people. 

 

Here’s a story about the power of encouragement.  Painter Benjamin West loved to 

paint as a youngster.  When his mother left, he would pull out the oils and try to paint.  

One day he pulled out all the paints and made quite a mess.  He hoped to get it all 
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cleaned up before his mother came back, but she came home before everything was 

clean.  West says what she did next completely surprised him.  She picked up his 

painting and said, "My, what a beautiful painting of your sister."  She gave him a kiss on 

the cheek and just walked away.  With that kiss, West says, he became a painter.  

Every day you and I are trying to paint the picture of Jesus in our lives through what we 

say and do.  But lots of times we make a mess of it, don’t we?  The last thing we need is 

for someone to come along and say, "What a mess!"  What we need instead is a kiss of 

encouragement.  We need a Barnabas.  Let’s also be a Barnabas to others. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


