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Grace, mercy and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, Amen.
Please turn with me to the very last verse of Acts 12…..and as you do, I’ll begin this morning telling you about our vacation! It’s NEVER a good thing for a pastor to tell a lie from the pulpit, but I’ll start today’s message with one anyway: it’s good to be back from vacation! It is good and healthy to get away…..and it is also good to come back home, which we did after 3250 miles of driving, visiting family, going to the National Train Show, sightseeing in Toronto, and, of course, many wonderful hours of train-chasing! Then, last Sunday night as we were doing our laundry, we (kind-of) took turns pumping each other up about going back to work the next day! Are you with me in chapter 12? 
Pastor Cofer took us through Acts 12 last Sunday, the story of Peter being rescued from prison. Now the entire story of Acts shifts from Peter to Paul. Read verse 25 with me: When Barnabas and Saul had finished their mission, they returned from Jerusalem, taking with them John, also called Mark. 
Question: whose name was mentioned first in this verse. Barnabas. Now look at words of the Holy Spirit in 13: 2. Who is mentioned first? Barnabas. Verse 4 says “the two of them” went to Cyprus along with John Mark as their helper. But in verse 9 it is Saul….also called Paul, his Roman name….who does the talking. And by the time we get to verse 13….look at verse 13……Luke shifts to Paul and his companions. Luke refers to them as “Paul and Barnabas” UNTIL they return to Jerusalem and meet with the disciples, when he reverses the order back to Barnabas and Paul. 
This is our first glimpse of Barnabas. His first name was Joseph. Let’s do a quick bio on him. Luke introduces him in Acts 4: 36 as the Levite from Cyprus. Levites were not priests; they were the temple “assistants,” kind of like altar guild, musicians, worship leaders and temple police all rolled up in one. All male Levites served “temple duty,” but Joseph wasn’t able to do that since he lived on the island of Cyprus, which made him a “Greek-speaking Jew.” 
You might remember that in Acts 6 there had been hostility between the Hebrew speaking Jews and the Greek speaking Jews….but in Joseph there was no hostility. He could have focused himself on how “offended” he was by the Jewish Christians but he didn’t. He dedicated his entire life and his entire ministry on BUILDING UP those believers who were around him. As the church was growing Luke tells us that he was the man who sold a field that he owned and gave the money to the disciples.  
The disciples were so moved by Joseph that they tried to decide how to respond to him. “What do we call someone like this? Joe doesn’t cut it…..” So they gave him a new name, Barnabas, which means “son of encouragement.” It’s a name that describes his true character. He was an ENCOURAGER. 

The phrase I want to use for people LIKE Barnabas is BALCONY PEOPLE. You know the type I am talking about. Balcony people get their name from the people that show up at every sports event, sit up in the stands and cheer their favorite athletes on. They show up at church and pray for the pastors and for the worship. They write great notes and send emails that seem to lift us up right when it’s the most necessary. They are people with ENCOURAGEMENT built into their DNA. They are FOR you. When they tell you they are praying for you, you know they are. When you win, they rejoice FOR you. They are one of God’s greatest gifts to anyone….and I hope….to everyone.
I would like you to take a moment and identify some of the Balcony People in your life. Who is it that encourages you the most? Who is your biggest cheer-leader? Who is it that you can count on to keep you going when the going gets tough? Make a mental list of some of the Balcony People in your life right now and then, thank God for them! It’s a great list to memorize!
I also have to say that there are also people in our lives that are the exact opposite. These are the people I will call “Basement People” for the simple reason that they are always dragging you down. When they are around you can feel the joy draining out of you. You have good news…..and they’re the ones who will show you the bad side……even if there isn’t one! You see the silver lining and they’ll show you the black cloud. I don’t have to say a lot more about basement people because we all know what a drain they are in our lives! 

The second time we see Barnabas is in Acts 9:26, after Saul is converted and then spends time with Ananias. Saul is brought to Jerusalem to meet the disciples and they are….wisely…..very cautious about this man who has caused the death of many of their fellow believers. So the disciples huddle and say, “Who can we get to take this Saul fellow in? You going to do it, John? NO… You James?? NO…. “Hey, let’s get Barnabas…. He’ll try anything!” So Barnabas took Saul in and after that, vouched for his character. 
Balcony people believe in you. They believe that you can change…for the better. They’re willing to take risks for you because they love you! There’s a caveat here…. balcony people aren’t FOOLISH people. They don’t take unhealthy or unnecessary risks. Being a balcony person, being an encourager, doesn’t mean we allow abusive people to continue to abuse us in the vague hope that someday they might change. This takes some real God-given discernment but the bottom line is this: the INCLINATION of balcony people is to believe the BEST. 
The story continues in Acts 11 as the Gospel begins to spread to the Gentiles. The disciples need to send someone from Jerusalem to Antioch. Who was their choice? Barnabas! Read Acts 11:23-24 with me: When he arrived and saw the evidence of the grace of God, 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 of faith and a great number of people were brought to the Lord. 
Balcony people….. true ENCOURAGERS….. are those saints of God who have mastered what Dallas Willard calls the “Law of Spiritual Inversion,” the 1st law of the Kingdom of God. They have learned that the “greatest” really are the servants of all and that the last really are the first. They know you have to die to yourself to really begin to live in the kingdom of God. They’ve taken the “I” out of themselves and replaced it with the cross of Jesus Christ. They’ve checked their egos at the doors of life. 
In Acts 11:25 Barnabas has been growing the church in Antioch. He remembers Paul…..known by his Roman name among the Gentiles….and the potential Paul has for ministry. Barnabas personally brings Paul to Antioch and puts him to work, so Luke begins to write about these two men together: naming Barnabas first. Greek authors always named the leader FIRST, then the others. So far Barnabas is the key player, the leader. But while they are on Cyprus, Barnabas’ home turn, things flip. Paul’s gifts mature and he begins to carry the mantle of leadership. Look at 13:13….. read it with me: from Paphos Paul and his companions sailed to Perga. Did you catch that Barney isn’t even listed by name, but only as a “companion?” 

From a human standpoint this is terrible! He’s made a serious mistake in career management, allowing Paul to get all the credit! Some would have been upset or taken offense, but not Barnabas. Not a true Balcony Person! Balcony people aren’t obsessed about being first or about upward mobility or about their egos. Barnabas could have been jealous of Paul…..but he wasn’t. True Balcony People like Barnabas have mastered what Henri Nouwen calls “downward mobility” in the kingdom of God…….they place others ahead of themselves. 

That’s exactly what Jesus Christ did when He placed every single one of us ahead of Him as He willingly laid down His life for us on the cross! He became the ultimate suffering servant for each human being, bearing our sins and being our Savior. Now that the Holy Spirit has called each of us to faith in Him, it is our great challenge to uphold and encourage each other on the journey of life!
One more thing about Balcony People. In Acts 13:13 Paul, Barnabas and John Mark were headed to Perga when John Mark deserted them. He just LEFT! Later on Paul asked Barnabas to visit the same towns and check on the churches. Barnabas wanted to take John Mark but Paul didn’t think it was wise to take someone who had walked out on them before. They had such as sharp disagreement over this that they parted company. 
Can you imagine the discussion going this way, Barnabas telling Paul, “Who stood by YOU when no one else did…it was ME, Paul, you OWE me one!!” 
Balcony people aren’t wimps. They don’t agree for the sake of agreeing. They aren’t wishy-washy in their beliefs….they know what they stand for and why. Barnabas stood by John Mark and years later, when Paul was in prison (2 Timothy 4:11), he wrote this: “Only Luke is with me….get John Mark and bring him with you….he is useful in my ministry!” That could only have happened because Barnabas the Balcony Person stood by Mark and didn’t give up on him. 

We cannot live without Balcony People in our lives….. I know I can’t, and the greatest one I have is my dear Pamela. I struggle to be HALF the balcony person that she is. When I get discouraged, she encourages me. If no one else at Hope likes me, I know will still be ok because I have such a wonderful Balcony person! 

I am going to close this message with two questions for each of you. First is this: and it’s not an easy one: are YOU a BALCONY person or a BASEMENT person. Do you lift up and encourage other people or are you constantly putting other people down?  You might have to spend a little prayer and introspection on this, but you’ve got to know this about yourself. It might take some serious work on your part but it’s our call as Christians to develop ourselves as encouragers of our brothers and sisters in Christ! 

The second is this: who are YOUR balcony people in your life, especially your SPIRITUAL balcony people? Who are those people who will support your spiritual life, no matter what? Who are those people who will hold you accountable as a Christian worker, father, mother, student, and whatever role God has place you into? Who are those folks who will gently but firmly remind you to continue to grow spiritually, emotionally, and even professionally? Make a list of your BALCONY PEOPLE and then, this week, I challenge you to THANK each one of them. Call them. Email them. Text them. Send them postcards…. Whatever you wish….. undertake for them what they do for you, the ministry of being THEIR encourager as you thank them for being the “Barnabases” in your life!
Amen.
