
A generous gesture

Acts 4:36–37

The first thing we need to know about Barnabas is that
Barnabas was not his real name! His real name was Joses (the
Greek form of Joseph). ‘Barnabas’ was a nickname given to

him by the apostles. The AV calls it a surname, ‘Joseph Barnabas’.
Barnabas, we are told, means ‘Son of Encouragement’. Literally, it

means ‘Son of Prophecy’, but encouragement was one of the major
functions of prophecy.

It is worth pausing at the outset to consider this name as Luke
explains it. The Greek, huios parakleseos (‘Son of Encouragement’), is
related to the word parakletos, used by our Lord of the Holy Spirit in
John 14:16: ‘Helper’ (NKJV), ‘Comforter’ (AV) or ‘Counsellor’
(NIV). Barnabas (like Stephen) was a man ‘full of the Holy Spirit’.

The expression, ‘Son of …’ was a common one in Hebrew. James
and John are called ‘Sons of Thunder’; Paul calls Elymas, ‘son of the
devil’. The idea is simple: a son of something is someone filled with
that quality—Barnabas therefore is full of encouragement.

It is not hard to see why the apostles gave him this name.
Even here, in this first encounter, we see Barnabas giving generously to

those in need—what an encouragement that must have been to the early
church!—both helping the poor and encouraging others to do likewise.

As the story goes on, we will see many more examples of Barnabas
the Encourager—encouraging the newly converted Saul in Acts 9,
encouraging the new church in Antioch in Acts 11, encouraging young
John Mark in Acts 15. But more of that later.
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For now, let us go back to the beginning.

An unknown past
Where did this man come from? Barnabas 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. Half a lifetime is
bound up in those words! How much there is we would like to know,
and how much we are left to guess!

Cyprus, as many modern tourists will know, is a beautiful island,
sixty miles south-west of Antioch. It is called Kittim in the Old
Testament. For the Jews it was their first landfall by sea, and many of
the Jews of the Dispersion had settled there. Apart from all the usual
Mediterranean fruits, Cyprus was famous for copper (hence the
name). Many Jews worked in the mines, and the island had many
synagogues.

As a Levite, Barnabas was not allowed to own land in Israel—but he
could, and did, own land overseas; this presumably is what he sold.

As a Jew, he would have been taught the Scriptures from
childhood—like Timothy, who ‘from childhood’ had ‘known the
Holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation’
(2 Timothy 3:15). He would also have attended the synagogue each
Sabbath.

How old was he? There is no way of knowing. We imagine him,
perhaps, as an older man; he seems like a father-figure to Paul.

What brought him to Jerusalem? We do not know. There is a
tradition that he came, like Saul, to study—but there is no evidence.
He could have come to fulfil his duties as a Levite—the Levites
traditionally took care of the temple—though by now there were
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many more Levites than were needed. He might have come on a
family visit. Colossians 4:10 mentions his ‘cousin’ Mark (AV says
‘nephew’), whose mother Mary had a house in Jerusalem, where the
church met for prayer (Acts 12:12).

Most likely, he was there, as a devoted Jew, for Pentecost. Acts
2:9–11 mentions Jews from all over the world gathered in
Jerusalem—‘Parthians and Medes and Elamites, those dwelling in
Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia
and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya adjoining Cyrene,
visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, Cretans and Arabs’.
Admittedly, Cypriots are not mentioned, but surely they were
there, and maybe Barnabas was among them, staying, perhaps,
with Mary.

An early convert
Which brings us to the question, When was he converted?

Strange to say, this is another unanswerable question. You might
have expected that the New Testament would give us Barnabas’
testimony. But actually, the New Testament is rather sparing with
testimonies. We have Paul’s testimony, but nothing for most of his
fellow-workers.

That, perhaps, ought to make us pause and think.
We set great store by testimonies—how did a person come to

Christ? A good testimony can be a great encouragement. But the New
Testament is generally more interested in how you are walking with
Christ than with how you came to Christ. The most wonderful
testimony can turn out to be a false dawn, whereas the quietest and
most uninteresting testimony can be the beginning of a wonderful
Christian life.
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Quite clearly, Barnabas was an early convert—but we have no
means of knowing precisely how or when he came to faith.

There is a tradition, recorded by Clement of Alexandria in the late
2nd century (in his Stromata, Book 2), that Barnabas was one of the
‘seventy’ in Luke 10—but there is no independent evidence for this. He
could have been converted on the Day of Pentecost, or at any time in
the wonderful days that followed.

But the Bible does not say. It is enough that he was a believer. And
that is all the Lord asks of us—not a story (good though that is), but
faith. Barnabas had somehow come to trust in Christ as his Lord and
Saviour—and now he showed his faith in this magnificent gesture,
selling his land, and laying the money at the apostles’ feet.

A golden age
These were golden days in the life of the church. After the outpouring
of the Spirit in Acts 2, Peter had preached, and 3000 were converted.
The life of the church is described in Acts 2:42–47:

They continued steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, in the

breaking of bread, and in prayers. Then fear came upon every soul, and many

wonders and signs were done through the apostles. Now all who believed were

together, and had all things in common, and sold their possessions and goods, and

divided them among all, as anyone had need. So continuing daily with one accord

in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, they ate their food with

gladness and simplicity of heart, praising God and having favour with all the

people. And the Lord added to the church daily those who were being saved.

Since then, persecution had broken out. The church had prayed, ‘Lord,
look on their threats, and grant to your servants that with all boldness
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they may speak your word, by stretching out your hand to heal, and
that signs and wonders may be done through the name of your holy
Servant Jesus’ (4:29–30). And the Lord answered by shaking the whole
house, and filling them afresh with the Spirit.

After this, we read of a church vibrant with the power of the Spirit:

The multitude of those who believed were of one heart and one soul; neither did

anyone say that any of the things he possessed was his own, but they had all things

in common. And with great power the apostles gave witness to the resurrection of

the Lord Jesus. And great grace was upon them all. Nor was there anyone among

them who lacked, for all who were possessors of lands or houses sold them, and

brought the proceeds of the things that were sold, and laid them at the apostles’

feet, and they distributed to each as anyone had need (4:32–35).

Enter Barnabas
It is against this background that Barnabas brought his gift: ‘Joses, who
was also named Barnabas by the apostles (which is translated Son of
Encouragement), a Levite of the country of Cyprus, having land, sold it,
and brought the money and laid it at the apostles’ feet’ (4:36–37).

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.

Was it this gift that led the apostles to call him ‘Barnabas’? Luke
does not say so; he seems to imply that Barnabas was already known to
the apostles. But this gift must have established his reputation, once
and for all, as a man with a great heart, who would do anything for
Christ—a man of love, who cared for the poor, and a man of God,
whose treasure was in heaven, and who cared nothing for the things of
this world.
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This gift stands in stark contrast to the sordid selfishness of Ananias
and Sapphira in chapter 5, who sold land, and gave part of the
proceeds—and lied about it. They were struck down dead, but
Barnabas is raised up high. Their reputation is ruined (and they
probably wanted a reputation for godliness), whereas Barnabas’
reputation (which he did not seek) is established.

SHARING OUR POSSESSIONS

Should Christians today imitate this sharing of property?
Most of the commentaries insist that this is not required of us, nor

even particularly wise. Some call it ‘an early experiment in
communism’; others compare it with the common ownership of
property in the monastic orders.

It is quite clear, however, that Luke reports all this with
enthusiasm—perhaps even with nostalgia, writing many years later.

This was not an early experiment in communism. Communism is an
atheistic philosophy, which elevates the state above the individual,
and makes the pooling of resources compulsory. What happened in
Jerusalem was voluntary.

Nor was it an early experiment in monasticism. Monasticism is a
retreat from the world; these people continued their normal lives in the
world. They were simply attempting to share what they had.

The biblical ideal is that every man should sit ‘under his own fig
tree and under his vine’—in other words, that each should have what
he or she needs. Riches are recognized as a gift from God—but also as
a responsibility. Paul writes in 1 Timothy 6:17, ‘Command those
who are rich in this present age not to be haughty, nor to trust in
uncertain riches but in the living God, who gives us richly all things
to enjoy.’ Often we stop there, and rejoice in our riches, but Paul goes
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on—‘Let them do good, that they be rich in good works, ready to
give, willing to share, storing up for themselves a good foundation
for the time to come, that they may lay hold on eternal life’
(1 Timothy 6:18–19).

Barnabas and others were obeying that, before it was written!

TREASURES IN HEAVEN

Paul’s teaching also suggests a further dimension. It is not only for the
benefit of others that we should share, but also for ourselves! By
sharing, we are laying up ‘treasures in heaven’.

Barnabas and others were actually following our Lord’s counsel to
the rich young ruler, in Luke 18:22—‘Sell all that you have and
distribute to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come,
follow me.’

That was our Lord’s counsel to one man who was taken up with
riches—and he refused to follow it. It is not a universal command. And
yet it contains a universal principle—that we must serve God and not
money, for ‘No one can serve two masters’ (Matthew 6:24).

SPIRITUAL LIBERATION

Perhaps also there was another benefit. Apart from helping the poor
and investing in eternity, Barnabas was setting himself free from
worldly concerns. He would no longer have to go back to Cyprus to
manage his estate; he could concentrate more on spiritual work—very
helpful for a future missionary.

How much of our time and energy is taken up with worldly
concerns! How often the seed of God’s Word is ‘choked with cares,
riches, and pleasures’ (Luke 8:14)! Would a little sharing help?

The Bible does not encourage foolhardy gestures. We are not to
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impoverish ourselves in order to imitate Barnabas! But his generosity
is an example to us.

Years ago, as a young Christian, I once spent an evening with a
group of believers who were talking about sharing. Then one of them
stood up, and put a £5 note on the mantelpiece. It had an electrifying
effect!

How many Christians are ‘heaping up riches’ for themselves (Psalm
39:6)! Barnabas was not. His treasure was in heaven. Is yours?
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