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Sunday, 8 September 2019 – Serving in the Shadows – 
Being a Barnabas. 
 
 
So today we’re starting a new short series called ‘Serving in the Shadows’, to look at 
Bible characters who were what we might call ‘support staff’ rather than perhaps 
better some know Biblical figures.  But they also have lessons to teach us about living 
as God wants us to.  And it’s fallen to me to start the series with someone who was 
part of the early church and who pops in and out its history as just one of many 
‘number twos’ to the eventually higher profile figure of the apostle Paul.  His name... 
Barnabas.  Mind you, he’s by no means a bit player.  His name crops up 28 times in 
Acts, and five times in Paul's letters, and we have enough detail to learn quite a lot 
about him - and I trust this morning - also quite a lot from him. 
 
Can I just say... there is nothing wrong with being a ‘No.2', if that’s the right role for 
you and the one you’re gifted for.  And I say that as someone who realised after some 
time working in different engineering posts that I was gifted to be a ‘No.2' - not as 
second best - but as the best ‘No.2' that I could be to a good ‘No.1'.  So I once worked 
for a Project Manager who left me alone as his Project Co-ordinator do all the detailed 
stuff while he did all the higher profile stuff.  And we got on really well and both 
enjoyed our jobs. 
 
So being a ‘No.2' doesn’t mean being second best - contrary to the opinions of our 
culture.  You might remember earlier this year Apple’s chief designer left Apple after 
decades with them - and we learnt he’d once turned down the top job because he 
knew what he was good at, and was fulfilled in that role rather than having the 
prestigious label of being the CEO. He knew what he should - and shouldn’t - be doing. 
 
So we begin today looking at Barnabas as we come across him in Acts Ch.11, where 
he’s the messenger-investigator for the Church leadership in Jerusalem, and is being 
sent to Antioch.  So let’s read Acts 11:19-26.  
 

Now those who had been scattered by the persecution that broke out when 
Stephen was killed travelled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch, spreading 
the word only among Jews.  Some of them, however, men from Cyprus and 
Cyrene, went to Antioch and began 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 church in Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas to 
Antioch. When he arrived and saw what the grace of God had done, 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 to 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. 

 
Well... there we have Barnabas in action, but... who was Barnabas? 
 
Well the first thing we learn about Barnabas is... that Barnabas wasn't his real name!   
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Luke tells us in Acts Ch.4 that his name was Joseph - that he was a Jew, a 
Levite in fact (so a member of the priestly family) and that he came from Cyprus.  A 
Jew coming from Cyprus may seem sort of strange - but we know from the historian 
Josephus that a lot of Jews lived on the island of Cyprus just before Jesus was born.  
And Paul tells us a couple of other things about Barnabas when he writes to the church 
at Corinth.  Barnabas was apparently single like Paul - and also like Paul - he 
supported his missionary work by labouring at some secular work - although what his 
trade was, we aren't told.  
 
But... if his name's Joseph, why is he never called Joseph, but referred to as Barnabas 
for the rest of Acts, and also in Paul's letters?   Well it's because Barnabas was his 
'nickname'.  
 
Nicknames are funny things.  Sometimes they come from a job from which the name 
originally derived.  Like you hear of guys with the surname Miller being called 'Dusty'.  
(Mills - flour - dust - dusty!)  Some nicknames refer to appearance - like calling a tall 
man 'Lofty'.  Or some are given it for some funny association - like I read of a man 
who’s name was Fitz Hall having the nickname ‘onesize’.  (Fits All - onesize!) Then 
sometimes a nickname is a term of endearment, like those used between close friends. 
 But on other occasions a nickname might be given for character trait, as with 
Margaret Thatcher and her’s - ‘The Iron Lady’.  
 
But how did this man Joseph get to be known as Barnabas, and what does this name 
mean?  Well Acts 4:36 tells us it was the apostles (the church leaders of his day in 
Jerusalem) who called him Barnabas - and that the name means 'Son of 
Encouragement'.   Incidentally - linguistically - it could also mean 'son of peace' - or if 
you like - peacemaker. 
 
Luke doesn't tell us why the apostles coined this nickname for him - but perhaps as 
Barnabas' story unfolds - he doesn't need to.  One old Bible commentator called 
Barnabas -"the man with the biggest heart in the church".  And because the Jerusalem 
church leaders recognised this man's character very early on - they’d called him 
'encourager' or 'peacemaker'. 
 
Which I think begs a question we could ask ourselves.  If people who know  you were 
to give you a nickname - what do you think it would be?  Not one based on your looks 
- not even perhaps what you do - but what you are? And I could now stop and ask you 
to think of one for the person sitting beside you - but I won’t! 
 
And if you think they don't know you well enough to make an accurate stab at it - 
what sort of nickname could you give yourself that truthfully reflects the sort of person 
you are?  That's worth more than just a passing consideration. Think of the seven 
dwarfs or the Mr Men book series based on that idea. 
 
And as we now look at what Barnabas did - ask yourself if any of his characteristics are 
ones you can identify with - or - would like to identify with.  But remember - Barnabas 
would probably point out to us - humbly, but no doubt forcefully - that all his strengths 
were only due to the grace that came to him from Jesus Christ his Lord and via God 
the Holy Spirit living in him. After all, we’ve just read that he was a man ‘full of the 
Holy Spirit and faith’. 
 
Well the first thing the Bible tells us about Barnabas is that he’s generous. Luke tells us 
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in Acts 4:37 that Barnabas "sold a field he owned and brought the money and 
put it at the apostles' feet."  Now we don't know whether this land was an inheritance 
in Cyprus or a plot he'd bought in Palestine - and apart for shear curiosity it probably 
doesn't matter.  Anyway - we're told a few verses earlier that his action wasn't unique 
- others were doing it as well.  But Luke puts Barnabas' name in the frame because 
later he's going to talk about a couple who appeared to do the same thing, but didn't 
do it honestly.  So Luke emphasises Barnabas’ generosity as a contrast to theirs. 
Here’s a guy held up by Luke as an example of genuine generosity from the heart. 
 
And we aren’t told the reason for his generosity.  Was it an urgent one-off need, or the 
ongoing running costs of a poor church?  We just don’t know.  But instead of asking - 
"Who can help us in this situation?" - he asked himself - "How can I help in this 
situation?"   Now I know some older people feel compelled to give money to any and 
every appeal going and sometimes become a concern for caring relatives.  But maybe 
that’s a better starting point than being someone working hard to earn the nickname 
‘Scrooge’ - someone with so deep pockets they can’t reach the bottom of them! 
 
And it might not be such a bad thing for Christians to ‘do a Barnabas’ and perhaps 
carry out a regular 'stock review'. How you do that is personal, as all of us have 
different financial incomes and commitments.  It might mean, for instance, purging the 
loft of unwanted things and putting them on eBay - then giving all the income from the 
sale to a God directed cause.  But it’s the ‘why not?’ rather than a ‘why?’ attitude 
that’s on offer with Barnabas that I’m really drawing attention to. 
 
We move on - and the next time we come across Barnabas it's as a reconciler - or 
peacemaker.  We're now in Acts Ch.9.  Paul has had his ‘Damascus Road experience’ - 
and after some years away is now back in Jerusalem.  But when he tries to join the 
church there, Luke records that “they were all afraid of him, not believing that he 
really was a disciple.”  But Luke goes on to say, “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.” 
 
You've got to have sympathy with the church in Jerusalem.  They were a persecuted 
church who’d previously suffered a lot at the hands of this same Saul.  It was only 
sensibly to be careful for the sake of everyone’s safety. 
 
I recall a story I heard from the days when Communism ruled in the USSR.  A church 
meeting was being held in secret when some soldiers burst in - guns levelled.  They 
ordered all who were not believers to leave - and then - when they were sure only the 
true church was present - put down their weapons and embraced the believers!  They 
were also Christians - but had to be certain no infiltrators were present before they 
revealed themselves as Christians.  Today - sadly - the Church is still similarly 
oppressed right around the world. Only the identity of the persecutors has changed. 
 
So Barnabas steps in to bridge the gap between the converted Saul and the fearful 
Jerusalem church.  He brings them together.  The apostles listen to him because they 
know him and trust him - and Paul - well he accepts him as his advocate because 
Barnabas has taken the trouble to befriend him. 
 
Jesus - in the Sermon on the Mount - said - "Blessed are the peacemakers, for they 
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will be called sons of God".   I suppose many of us will have heard the 
Beatitudes - sometimes called the 'beautiful attitudes' - read or spoken about many 
times.  But the question is "How do we live them?".  Well we could take a leaf out of 
Barnabas' book - and promote healing in the church. 
 
And maybe Barnabas' proactive involvement here asks a question or two of us - 
particularly in a society where people are too busy or fearful to 'getting involved'.   Of 
course nobody likes meddling busy-bodies - they're more trouble than they are worth - 
and many of the TV 'soaps' get good mileage out of the trouble they can cause.  But 
I'm not talking about meddling in other people's lives.  I'm asking, how good we are at 
helping people build bridges?   
 
In fact - I could start further back than that - and ask - how good are we at building 
bridges ourselves - or do we find it easier to build barriers?  The apostles had to 
answer that question.  Were they going to take down the wall they'd previously 
erected against Paul and now build a bridge of fellowship towards their ex-persecutor? 
  We read they did - and almost 2000 years later we continue to benefit from their 
courage because of Paul’s subsequent service as part of the early Church.    So - give 
yourself marks out of ten for Bible-based peacemaking - and we'll move on to Acts 
Chapter 11, and the passage we read earlier.   
 
Persecution in Jerusalem had scattered the Church, which we read stated about the 
time Stephen was martyred.  But it had not stopped it telling people about Jesus.  And 
at this time in its history the Church was still predominately Jewish, with the Jerusalem 
church still the 'mother church'.   
 
Then some believers who originally came from Africa and Cyprus started to tell non-
Jews about Jesus - and a significant number became His followers.  We read this 
happened at Antioch in Syria.  The church in Jerusalem heard about it - needed a 
reliable ambassador to go and find out what was going on - so they sent... Barnabas.  
And that begs another question.  It someone wanted a balanced, accurate account of 
what was going on somewhere, would they send me or you to find out the truth?   
 
They sent Barnabas - and when he got there he lived up to his nickname - because 
Luke told us he encouraged the newly converted Gentiles to "remain true to the Lord 
with all their hearts".   
 
And Luke also tells us Barnabas was overjoyed by what God was doing in Antioch.  
Which also makes me wonder how easy we find it to be sincerely happy when good 
things happen to other people?  And in answering that question we’re measuring 
ourselves against Jesus' attitude - and indeed instruction - of being 'others-centred’.  
After all - aren’t you drawn to people who take a genuine interest in you and what’s 
going on in your life - rather than just waiting to jump in and tell you about 
themselves?  I’m guessing - but I suspect that Barnabas had what we’d call today, 
‘good listening skills’. 
 
Barnabas was sent to Antioch because he was a mature Christian with Christ-like 
qualities.  Later he’ll be one of the named prophet-teachers of the Antioch church.  But 
for now he was just a good choice for the apostles to send on a somewhat delicate 
investigation into the 'goings on' in a provincial Christian community.  But what made 
him ideal for this particular job was that he came from Cyprus - a bonus when relating 
to key players in this new Christian activity because of his common background with 



 

 
5 © Granville Richards, South Ruislip Christian Fellowship 2019 
 

many of them. 
 
Of course Barnabas had no say in his birth - parents, culture or timing.  Nor perhaps in 
many of the experiences of his upbringing that moulded his personality.  And that's 
also true for us as well.  But when someone hands their life back to God -God is able to 
put plans into action to make each of us the right person in the right place doing the 
right thing at the right time.  And things that happened even before we become 
Christians then slot into place. 
 
Years ago I read a book by an American named Melvin Caurothers.  He  wrote about 
his younger days in the US army when he was quite a bad lad and should have gone to 
prison - but apparently circumstances conspired to prevent this happening.  Later he 
becomes a Christian - and later still rejoined the army and became a battlefield padre - 
an officer rank.  It's a job that utilised perfectly his previous experience - but one he 
would never have been given had he been dishonourable discharged with a criminal 
record.  He praised God for God’s hand on his life even before he knew Jesus. 
 
But what about us?  Well first of all, we're all unique.  Our experience - skills - 
potential - even our circle of contacts - friends - family - whoever - all make us unique. 
 So if you're a Bible-based Christian - and today God asks you to do something or 
speak to someone - it's because you're His first choice for a particular task.   And don’t 
say I’m too old.  Moses was called at eighty! 
 
I know that when I’ve got into something that - looking back - has been just the right 
role for me at that time - it's usually been because somebody's said something that's 
got me into it.  A church leader maybe, like here with the apostles asking Barnabas to 
go to Antioch for them. But then - I can also remember God speaking to me directly.  
One day it happened on the tube coming home from work - and it ended up with me 
selling my car and buying a minibus - then driving minibuses for church work for 
thirteen years.  Yes - obedience can be challenging - but also - quite a lot of fun.   
 
There is one other thing I need to say before moving on.  In spite of what I've already 
said - God equips those He calls even if to all intents and purposes they appear to be 
the wrong person for the job.  So when years ago a missionary found himself at a 
remote Christian radio station on an island, and necessity forced him each night to 
climb a tall radio mast to turn on a safety light because his colleague had broken his 
leg and couldn’t do it - and to do this in spite of the fact that he was petrified of 
heights - God gave him the ability to do it - day after day - until they were relieved.  
God is like that. 
 
I’m going to need to gloss over some of the things the Bible tells us about Barnabas 
for the sake of time.  One thing is that Barnabas recognised the strengths of others 
and promoted their gifting.  So when the Antioch church needed another good Bible 
teacher, he went off to Paul’s home town of Tarsus to find him - then brought him 
back to Antioch.  The Bible tells us the result was that for a whole year Barnabas and 
Saul met with the church in Antioch and taught great numbers of people. 
 
And there’s something to note here that’s true for all the references to Saul (or Paul as 
he was later called) and Barnabas.  Up to Acts 13:42 Barnabas' name always comes 
first when they're mentioned together.  Afterwards it tends to be Paul's first.  And 
that's not insignificant.  Barnabas was senior to Paul - something that doesn't often 
register with our knowledge of Paul's later life.  Barnabas was to some degree was 
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mentoring Paul - until Paul - with his obvious gifts - began to outshine (and 
also out suffer) his mentor.    In business people don't usually like training up someone 
who looks likely to take over their job.  I once worked for a boss who’s modus operandi 
was, “information shared is power halved”. But not in the Church. Jesus said at the 
end of Matthew Ch.28, "... go and make disciples of all nations..." - not just converts - 
but disciples and followers - and followers need training.  So if you are a Christian 
today - is “who are you helping to train?” a fair question? 
 
Rushing on, we’ll skip over the bit at the end of Acts 11 where Barnabas and Saul are 
entrusted to convey money back to the church in Jerusalem - although I will say that 
being trusted with other peoples money is a serious responsibility at any time - and 
another commentary on Barnabas’ character. 
  
So we next find him as Paul’s first missionary journey partner.  And they take along a 
young man called John Mark, a cousin of Barnabas (who later wrote the Gospel of 
Mark) as a helper.  The first missionary journey was a success - but not without its 
troubles - including a stoning or two - which was to set a pattern of violent opposition 
that was to be experienced on all the missionary journeys.  While Paul appears to take 
the brunt of it in Luke’s record - you can bet Barnabas didn't get off Scott-free.  Since 
both preached the gospel - and both - says Acts 14:3 - did 'miraculous signs and 
wonders' - they would have shared the opposition.   
 
But the last mention of Barnabas and Paul together is somewhat sad.  Let me read it 
as the Bible puts it. 
 

Some time later Paul said to Barnabas, "Let us go back and visit the brothers in 
all the towns where we preached the word of the Lord and see how they are 
doing." Barnabas wanted to take John, also called Mark, with them, but Paul did 
not think it wise to take him, because he had deserted them... and had not 
continued with them in the work.  They had such a sharp disagreement that 
they parted company.  Barnabas took Mark and sailed for Cyprus, but Paul 
chose Silas...   

and the story goes on.  A proper row!  And the Bible doesn’t gloss over it - or its 
consequences. 
 
Some people call our current society a 'blame culture', because we're always looking to 
see who we can prove is in the wrong.  And if they are wrong - we want them kicked 
out of their job.   But can we say here that Paul was right and Barnabas wrong - or 
Barnabas right and Paul wrong?   Difficult isn't it. 
 
Let me tell you what I think. I think they were both right - but in different ways - 
because they were seeing the same situation from different angles.  And it was all to 
do with their individual temperaments and personalities. 
 
Paul was operating here a bit like I do sometimes.  He was being 'task driven'.  Tell 
him about something to do - and he's planning the way to do it before you've finished 
speaking.  But Barnabas - well he was far more 'person centred'.  So while Paul was 
focussed on the hard graft that would be involved in a return visit to the churches and 
saw John Mark as a liability not as an asset - Barnabas - equally aware of course of the 
work ahead - saw this as 'a second chance’, and more experience that would develop 
this lad into a useful team player. And let us thank God for those who’ve give us 
second chances' - including of course - God Himself - many times!   
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I said earlier that they were both 'right' - but if you pushed me - I'd incline towards 
Barnabas rather than Paul.  And Paul would probably agree with me - because as time 
goes by He becomes reconciled with John Mark (and we assume Barnabas).  How do 
we know?  Well, Paul mentions Mark positively and with affection at the ends of three 
of his letters.  In fact - in 2 Timothy 4:11 he asks Timothy to - "get Mark and bring 
him with you, because he is helpful to me in my ministry."   That’s a real U-turn - but 
shows that Paul was big enough to change his mind - although it isn't Paul we've been 
looking at today.   So let us - the next time we disagree with someone we should be 
get on with OK - stand back - and ask ourselves if we are seeing the whole picture - or 
if their point of view has some merit and we might have missed it. 
 
I must finish.  I hope our look at Barnabas this morning has helped us review our own 
Christian lives and how we live them in our time - place - and culture.   Are we 
encouragers - peacemakers - people helpers - and known to be able to be trusted to 
do a good job well. Because if we’re ‘in Christ people’ we can be.  It’s our choice to try 
- but in His strength not ours. 
 
Let me finish by reading something written in the 1500's by someone called Teresa of 
Avila, but which is still relevant even to us in our 21st century:  
 
“Christ has no body now but yours. No hands, no feet on earth but yours. Yours are 
the eyes through which he looks compassion on this world. Yours are the feet with 
which he walks to do good. Yours are the hands through which he blesses all the 
world. Yours are the hands, yours are the feet, yours are the eyes, you are his body. 
Christ has no body now on earth... but yours.” 
 
I’m sure Barnabas would say ‘Amen’ to that. 
 
 
Granville Richards 
 
 
 
 
 
 


