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We’ve got two more weeks to look into the character of Barnabas, as the early church is such a 

good model for us to keep coming back to again and again, looking at how God works in the 

early church. There was this word that comes out of the text today, and the word is “risk.” 

That’s the word we’re going to be looking at. 

 

Now, I live in a home with a five-and-a-half-year-old boy. So I know all about risk. Like many of 

you, we did some family activities for spring break. We didn’t go far, but we did some hiking 

and just as we’re hiking along, we went down along the Duck River, we get up on some bluffs, 

and there’s Liam leaning over the edge. I’m grabbing him. It’s just inherent in a boy’s nature. 

We dropped down into some caves, and he’s the one who wanted to jump down in there and 

go for it.  

 

We took him to gymnastics, and they have these big inflatable things that they’re jumping off of 

into this foam pit, and he’s getting up there, he’s doing flips, I mean 10-12 feet in the air, just 

superman flying off that thing with wild abandon. Because there is something in the nature of 

every five-and-a-half-year-old boy that is all about taking risks. He doesn’t know enough about 

life yet to know that he can get hurt doing this stuff. He hasn’t experienced enough pain in his 

life to know what a struggle it might be. 

 

And one of the questions we all have to ask ourselves is, “What are we risking our lives for?” 

You may not think—hey, I’m like that five-and-a-half-year old, flying around, teetering on the 

edge of a cliff, jumping off of stuff—that’s not the kind of risk I’m about. But all of us leverage 

our lives for something or for somebody. So the question of the day for us is, what are we 

risking our lives for?  
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There’s an illustration that’s always hung with me ever since I read it. It’s in John Piper’s book, 

Don’t Waste Your Life. He talks about the fact that as a pastor, he was reading some articles and 

he came across an article about a couple of eighty-year-old ladies who were serving on the 

mission field in Cameroon, West Africa. As the story went, these ladies had been there faithfully 

for years and years—one a single lady who had been serving there most of her adult life, 

another a widow who was a medical doctor who went over to serve alongside her. And one day 

as they were making their rounds to the villages, the brakes failed on their car. It went off a cliff 

and they died instantly. And the article talked about what a tragedy this was. 

 

He said just a couple days later he picked up Readers Digest and read a totally different kind of 

story. It’s one of those fuzzy, warm, make-you-feel-good stories about this couple who had hit 

it big in the Northeast in their professions, so they chose early retirement in their mid-fifties. 

They moved down to south Florida where they bought themselves a big yacht, and they spent 

all their free time collecting seashells. The story was told in such a way that this was held up as 

a model of the American Dream, that this is what retirement could look like for you too if you 

make it. 

 

And as he was reflecting on those two stories as a pastor, it occurred to him that on one hand 

there are things we celebrate in our culture, but on the other hand there are things we label 

“tragic,” and we just kind of dismiss them. But he said if you look at it a little harder, if you look 

at it through the eyes of the Kingdom, the upside-down Kingdom of Jesus Christ, which of those 

stories is really the tragedy? On one hand you have a couple of ladies, who well into what 

would be considered our retirement years in our culture, who are giving it all for the sake of 

Jesus Christ. On the other, you’ve got some people who have “made it,” people who have 

achieved the American Dream. And the defining achievement of their life is going to be their 

collection of... seashells.  

 



3 

 
 

© 2014 Brentwood Baptist Church.  All Rights Reserved.  Unauthorized duplication is prohibited by law. 
 
 
 

Which is the more tragic story, when you realize that this is the one our culture buys into lock, 

stock and barrel, that this is the story that millions of people are spending billions of dollars 

trying to pursue? But there is one God-given life that you and I have, one opportunity to make a 

difference in the world, one chance, one life to give to point others to Jesus Christ in a way that 

will impact eternity. 

 

We’re talking about Barnabas. We’ve talked about how by all accounts that we have of him, he 

was a normal everyday guy. When we use a word like “risk,” we think about guys like Paul. We 

don’t often think about guys like us. But that was one of the marks of Barnabas that the early 

church identified in him, that even being an ordinary guy he was a guy who was willing to risk 

everything for the sake of Jesus Christ. We’re going to read that story today in Acts 15. Will you 

stand with me in honor of God’s Word? Beginning in verse 22, we’ll read through verse 35 this 

morning. 

 

22 Then the apostles and the elders, with the whole church, decided to select 

men from among them and to send them to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas: 

Judas, called Barsabbas, and Silas, both leading men among the brothers. 23 

They wrote this letter to be delivered by them: From the apostles and the elders, 

your brothers, To the brothers from among the Gentiles in Antioch, Syria, and 

Cilicia: Greetings. 24 Because we have heard that some to whom we gave no 

authorization went out from us and troubled you with their words and unsettled 

your hearts, 25 we have unanimously decided to select men and send them to 

you along with our beloved Barnabas and Paul, 26 who have risked their lives for 

the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. 27 Therefore we have sent Judas and Silas, 

who will personally report the same things by word of mouth. 28 For it was the 

Holy Spirit’s decision—and ours—to put no greater burden on you than these 

necessary things: 29 that you abstain from food offered to idols, from blood, 



4 

 
 

© 2014 Brentwood Baptist Church.  All Rights Reserved.  Unauthorized duplication is prohibited by law. 
 
 
 

from eating anything that has been strangled, and from sexual immorality. If you 

keep yourselves from these things, you will do well. Farewell.  

 

30 Then, being sent off, they went down to Antioch, and after gathering the 

assembly, they delivered the letter. 31 When they read it, they rejoiced because 

of its encouragement. 32 Both Judas and Silas, who were also prophets 

themselves, encouraged the brothers and strengthened them with a long 

message. 33 After spending some time there, they were sent back in peace by 

the brothers to those who had sent them. 35 But Paul and Barnabas, along with 

many others, remained in Antioch teaching and proclaiming the message of the 

Lord.  

 

“We sent you our dearly loved Paul and Barnabas who risked their lives for the sake of Jesus 

Christ.” Speak Lord, for Your servants are listening. Pray with me this morning. Heavenly Father, 

You give us one life, one opportunity, to give all that we are, all that You’ve entrusted to us, for 

all that You are. Help us to choose wisely, so that just like Paul and Barnabas people will look at 

us and say, “Those people have risked it all for what they believe in most.” And it’s in the name 

of Jesus we pray these things, and all God’s people said, Amen. 

 

Point number one today: Risk is real. There is no difference between following Jesus and risking 

your life for Jesus, because to follow is to risk. So let’s pick up the context of this story. Why is 

this moment so important in the history of the church? Acts 15 is known as “The Jerusalem 

Council.” We talked about it briefly last week. You have this moment in the early history of the 

church where the gospel is going forward, and people who do not have a Jewish background 

are coming to faith in Jesus Christ.  

 

But this leads to a huge question. In order to be accepted into the church, should these new 

believers have to go back and be initiated through all the Jewish traditions? And as the Holy 
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Spirit was moving and at work, you see this question brought to the forefront in Acts 15, early 

in the history of the church. This was going to be crucial—why? Because it was about the very 

essence of the gospel message itself. Was it going to be Jesus and anything? Or Jesus or 

anything? Or was it going to be about faith alone through Christ alone? 

 

So Peter himself gets up and gives a powerful testimony. James gets up—both guys with a 

Jewish background—and defends what he feels God has been doing among the Gentiles. And 

the important decision is made to place “no further burden on the Gentiles.” In other words, all 

that was necessary was for you to receive Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior to be welcomed 

into the family of God. The Council agrees upon a few key lifestyle decisions that were going to 

be important to retain fellowship among the Jewish Christians and the Gentile Christians, but in 

essence this is a watershed moment in the history of the church.  

 

So this message has to go forward. They didn’t have Skype in those days. They weren’t able to 

push out the message through simulcasting the Jerusalem conference. Rather, it had to travel 

by letter, and that letter had to be entrusted and placed in the hands of men who were going to 

be faithful not only to deliver it, but also to reinforce it, in that their lives were a living example 

of the truth it proclaimed. So they choose two people—two we’re familiar with, Paul and 

Barnabas—so there’s a balanced team: two with a Jewish background, two people with a 

Gentile background. And the entire church unanimously, in unity, decided to send this message 

to the brothers at Antioch and to all of the churches. 

 

So why were Paul and Barnabas chosen for this important assignment? If you look with me in 

chapter 15, verse 25, “We have unanimously decided to select men and send them to you along 

with our dearly loved Barnabas and Paul.” The word “dearly loved,” agapetos, is a beautiful 

word. Guys, you might want to use that one with your wife. If you call her your “little 

agapetos,” you will sound very, very fluent. This word symbolized the importance of the fact 
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these men had loved the church well. They had led the church, they had sacrificed for the 

church, they had given their all for the church.  

 

So these were the kind of people who were trusted mentors, respected leaders. And I want you 

to understand that as we begin to talk about risk, this was their motivation. It was because they 

loved God and they loved Jesus that they were able to love others. So their motivation and the 

risk they took for the sake of the gospel wasn’t risk for risk-taking’s sake. It wasn’t the idea of 

just being a hero or just being adventuresome or just building up a name for themselves. But 

the motivation for the risk was love. 

 

And that “risk” word is so important for us to spend some time thinking about, because your 

translation might say “devoted themselves.” The word in Greek for risk is the same word as 

devotion. It can also mean surrender to, give away to. When Paul and Barnabas surrendered 

their lives to Christ, they understood that their devotion to Him might lead them into situations 

where their own reputation, their own safety, all of these things would be put on the line. 

 

And one of the struggles we have in our culture today is that we want to have it both ways. We 

live with this illusion of security and safety in our world today. It’s something that all of our 

industries in our country trumpet, and they prey upon and market towards the idea that you 

can have a safe and comfortable life. But the early church knew no such world. In the Roman 

Empire, your declaration that “Jesus is Lord,” and not Caesar, made you a marked man. It made 

you a marked family. So there was no illusion that things were going to be safe, things were 

going to be simple for you.  

 

Part of the struggle we have in our culture today is that we enjoy the freedom that we have in 

this part of the world, in our nation in particular, and yet we find ourselves leaning towards the 

idolatry of safety and security in so many ways that keeps us from total devotion to doing 

whatever Jesus Christ has called us to do. Instead of our response being one of thankfulness 
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and gratitude and saying, “Now that I am free to share the gospel with people, now that I’m 

free to display and show the love of Jesus Christ,” instead we get diverted into trying to create 

our own little mini-kingdoms. And we put up the walls really high to protect ourselves, our 

family, hoping nothing bad will get in. 

 

But for all of you who have lived any amount of time at all, you know that safety, security—

those things are illusions in our world. Life doesn’t work that way. Things could change in a 

moment’s time for any of us. So recognizing that, Paul and Barnabas had long ago abandoned 

themselves, devoted themselves to Christ. They were willing to risk anything it took in order to 

advance the gospel message. And this was what Jesus Himself said would be a mark of His 

followers.  

 

Go with me in your Bibles to Mark 8. This is what Jesus said following Him would look like. It 

was this interesting teachable moment that Jesus sets up in this passage. He takes the disciples 

to a place where good Jewish boys don’t go—Caesarea Philippi. It was kind of a Las Vegas of 

northern Israel. It’s where the Romans had their holidays. A lot of you have been on spring 

break, you’ve been to the beach, you’ve been to Gatlinburg, places like that. It was a tourist 

destination. 

 

But a part of that destination was the fact that there were several places of worship to several 

different gods. You had a Canaanite place of worship literally called “The Gates of Hell,” where 

human sacrifice had been held in centuries past. You had a shrine to Pan, one of the Greek 

gods, and you had a temple to Caesar Augustus. I’ve been there—I’ve seen it with my own eyes. 

Why in the world would Jesus take His disciples up to this very pagan place to ask them a 

question? Well, the question was, with all of these competing gods, “Who do you say that I 

am?” And Peter answers, “You are the Christ.” Jesus said, “You’re right.” And a few verses later, 

in verse 34, it says this, “Summoning the crowd along with His disciples, He said to them, ‘If 

anyone wants to be My follower, he must deny himself, take up his cross, and follow Me.’”  
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Now of course, Jesus had not yet died on the cross, so to His disciples, His followers, this was 

perplexing. The cross was a symbol to the Jews of being cursed (from a passage in 

Deuteronomy in the Old Testament, hanging on a tree). To everyone else, it was a symbol of 

the barbaric nature of the Roman Empire, and their idea of being able to subjugate their 

citizens by one of the most cruel forms of torture and death ever devised by humanity. So for 

you and I this would be the equivalent of somebody saying to us, “If anyone wants to follow 

me, he’s got to deny himself, take up his electric chair, take up his needle of lethal injection, 

and follow me.” What? What are You saying? Our reaction would have been to be stunned.  

 

And He says this in verse 35, “For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses 

his life because of Me and the gospel will save it.” That word “life” is the word psyche. It’s the 

word for identity. In other words, “Only when you surrender your identity to Me will you truly 

find the kind of life that I always intended for you.” Verse 36, “For what does it benefit a man to 

gain the whole world yet lose his life, lose his soul?” Jesus was speaking in the perspective that 

His followers were going to have to have in order to follow Him in obedience. Risk and 

devotion—same word. If we’re devoted to Jesus, that means we have to be willing to surrender 

anything.  

 

And that brings us to point number 2: Risk is relative to a person’s call to obedience. Risk and 

obedience to Jesus—it doesn’t look the same for everyone, but it’s still risk. We’re all called to 

be that devoted, to surrender everything to Him. It doesn’t look the same for all of us, but the 

reality is we see all throughout Scripture and all throughout history the examples of people who 

were willing to be so devoted to Jesus that they were able to surrender whatever they were 

holding on to to Him. 

 

If you think about what we’ve already looked at from Barnabas’ own life. The guy was willing to 

sacrifice his financial security. The first story we looked at of him in Acts 4 was him selling a 
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piece of property that was valuable and giving that money to the apostles to use for the 

advancement of the gospel and to meet the needs of people in the community. You see 

Barnabas being the guy who left the comfortable environment of Jerusalem to go to the church 

plant in Antioch. He had to be unsettled from his situation, had to build new relationships, go to 

a new place.  

 

You see Barnabas being a guy who was willing to surrender his own reputation, to put it on the 

line for the sake of what he felt the Holy Spirit was leading him to do, in investing in a young 

guy named Saul, who we now know as Paul. Saul came saying he had been converted to 

Christianity, but Barnabas took a real risk in investing in him. And then as we saw last week, 

when the young John Mark turned away from the mission field, Barnabas was the guy who 

went with him instead of with Paul to establish the churches, so he could pour into and invest 

in and restore the one young man to ministry. 

 

Barnabas had lived his life loving and risking for the sake of the gospel. If you go back just a 

couple of chapters, Acts 13 and 14, we see all of the challenges on that first mission journey 

that Paul and Barnabas endured. We see how they had to confront false prophets, they had to 

confront a sorcerer, they were threatened within an inch of their lives, and literally Paul was 

stoned and left for dead. And yet they would not let that divert them from the mission of telling 

people about Jesus. Financial, physical—whatever it was—they were able to put it all on the 

line because they understood that their lives already belonged to Christ, and if He was willing to 

give His life for us, then we should be willing to surrender our lives to Him. 

 

If you go throughout history, there are some incredible examples of this as well. In the late 

1700s, just as the British Empire was opening up trade in India, there was a believer in England 

who was so convicted that India needed to hear about the power of the gospel, that he formed 

a mission society. His name was William Carey, and he preached a sermon in England entitled, 
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“Expect great things from God, and attempt great things for 

God.” He was so convicted by his own preaching that he decided 

to move himself and his family to India. 

 

However, the first year was a real struggle. They moved there 

and quickly ran out of money. There, working with the people in 

India, they faced hostility of every kind. Their five-year-old son 

died of disease. William’s wife became mentally unstable. In the 

first seven years he was there he saw no conversions. And he 

wrote in his journal, “I am in a strange land, no Christian friends, a large family and nothing to 

supply their needs. But I have God, and His Word is sure.” No matter the risk he faced, he 

understood that this was what God’s Word was calling him to do. He later got that first convert, 

translated the Bible into several of the Indian dialects, and became what we now know as one 

of the fathers of the modern mission movement. But it did not come without cost. 

 

A couple years ago I read a biography of a German pastor by 

the name of Dietrich Bonhoeffer. He was one of the only 

pastors—think about this, the churches in Nazi Germany 

acquiescing to the Nazi regime—the regime of Hitler was 

carrying out their atrocities, and there were only a handful of 

guys to stand up against that regime, and Bonhoeffer was one 

of them. He said this, “Silence in the face of evil is evil itself. 

God will not hold us guiltless. Not to speak is to speak, not to 

act is to act.” He would write in his book The Cost of 

Discipleship, “When Christ calls a man, He bids him to come 

and die.” Bonhoeffer understood the price of being a follower of Jesus Christ, and he paid with 

his life for opposing the Nazis. 
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Today, you may not realize this as we sit in our comfortable church and we’ll get in our 

comfortable cars and go home to our comfortable houses, but there are thousands of brothers 

and sisters of Christ in the world who are being persecuted for what they believe. You have to 

read through a lot of junk in news articles to find this one embedded in there, but it’s out there 

right. You may not realize this, but there are 33 brothers and sisters in Christ who are on death 

row in North Korea right now. Their crime? They partnered with a Baptist missionary from 

South Korea to plant 500 underground churches in North Korea. We’re talking about planting 

five campuses and it overwhelms us. These brothers and sisters, in the face of massive 

persecution and opposition, have planted 500 underground churches in North Korea. 

 

That’s risk. That’s risking it all for the sake of the gospel, for Jesus. And I know you hear those 

stories, and that’s what that moment and their obedience to Christ called for and cost them. 

But it causes us to sit here in our seats today and ask ourselves some hard questions. What is 

following Jesus Christ costing me? What is the risk that I’m not taking right now in order to 

advance the gospel? It’s not going to look for me like it did for Bonhoeffer or for our brothers 

and sisters in North Korea or in other persecuted parts of the world, but what is the risk that’s 

in front of me right now that I’m struggling to take?  

 

Is it that I know there’s somebody who needs the gospel but I’m afraid of sharing it with them? 

Is there an undesirable person in our community that I know God has called me to love, even if 

it costs me my reputation, but for the sake of Jesus Christ I’m supposed to extend to them His 

love and His mercy and grace, to be the hands and feet of Jesus? Is there a stand that I’m 

supposed to take? Is there a conviction that we have as believers, in an area of life that’s going 

to be very, very unpopular to believe these things in our culture—like when it comes to the 

sanctity of life or the biblical stance on marriage and sexuality? Where in my life am I being 

called to follow Jesus in a way that demonstrates not the power that’s within me, but the 

power that can only come from Him.  
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Because our third point today is this: Risk is a right response to the gospel. When we realize all 

that God has done for us in Christ Jesus, the only reasonable response (Romans 12 tells us) is to 

surrender our lives to Him as living sacrifices. Why was this moment so important in the history 

of the church? Why were Paul and Barnabas in their ability to both love and risk for the sake of 

the gospel, why were they entrusted with this message? Because this message mattered. This 

was the one message worth living and dying for, the message that would set people free, bring 

people hope, break old cycles and ways of living, and bring people into an eternal relationship 

with their heavenly Father.  

 

Look at the reaction of the church in verse 30, “Then, being sent off, they went down to 

Antioch, and after gathering the assembly, they delivered the letter. When they read it, they 

rejoiced because of its encouragement.” In the middle of difficult circumstances in the first 

century, under persecution and challenges themselves in the early church, this was such good 

news to them, to know that the gospel would be able to advance—not being hindered in any 

way. They understood the reality that not only was it right to risk for the gospel, but that this 

was the right kind of risk.  

 

If we’re not really careful, we find ourselves wanting to risk for the wrong reasons: risking 

because it seems an adventurous thing to do, risking because it makes much of us and our 

story, risking because somehow we think it’s going to earn us favor with God. I want you to see 

that risk isn’t something we do to earn favor with God. Instead, risk is a response to what God 

has already done for us. Living with that kind of devotion changes the way we see the world, 

changes the way we see the different opportunities that are around us, and it opens our eyes to 

what Jesus is calling you and me to do with the opportunities that He’s already placed right in 

front of us. 

 

So today my question to you: how is Jesus calling you to show your devotion and your love for 

Him? In what area of your life is there a point where you’ve walked up to the edge and you’ve 
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been afraid to risk it all for the sake of Christ? Whatever that is today, I encourage you to follow 

Jesus in obedience and faith, because that’s the only right response to a God who has loved us 

so greatly that He sent His own Son for you and for me.  

 

At the end of his book  Don’t Waste Your Life, Piper puts it this way.  

 

This is the promise that empowers us to take risks for the sake of Christ. It is not 

the impulse of heroism, or the lust for adventure, or the courage of self-reliance, 

or the need to earn God’s favor. It is simple trust in Christ, that in Him God will 

do everything necessary so that we can enjoy making much of Him forever. Every 

good poised to bless us, every evil arrayed against us, will in the end help us 

boast only in the cross, magnify Christ, and glorify our Creator. Faith in these 

promises frees us to risk and to find in our own experience that it is better to 

lose our life than to waste it. 

 

Bow your heads and pray with me this morning. As we come to this moment of commitment, 

it’s my prayer for us as a church family that we will become the kind of people who love Jesus 

so deeply, and desire with everything we have to point to God’s greatness and His glory, that 

we will be willing to place our simple trust in Jesus wherever He leads, however He calls, and 

however He moves. So today of course that journey begins with placing your trust in Jesus to 

save you, to do for you what you cannot do for yourself. So today, if you’ve never responded to 

a God who loves you that much, that’s why we’re here. And we invite you today to make Jesus 

Christ Lord and Savior of your life.  

 

Today there are many of us who try to live with this false sense of security, and we find 

ourselves struggling because we realize that we are trying to serve two masters. We’re trying to 

follow Jesus and yet we’re trying to have it our way as well. So there are many of us in this 

room today who need to be radically abandoned, radically devoted to the glory of God and the 
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mission of the gospel of Jesus Christ. And that begins by taking that first step of being faithful 

with what God has placed right in front of you.  

 

So today there may be something that you need to release and let go of, so you can take hold 

of the mission of the gospel of sharing the good news of Jesus Christ with others. Or today 

there may be a step that God is calling you to take, that you know He’s placed in front of you, 

that no matter the cost you’ve got to know what it is that God has for you. So today we’re here 

to encourage you, pray with you, on that journey. In just a moment I’ll be standing here by the 

Next Steps table. Deacons and their wives and some of our team will be down here across the 

front. It would be our honor and privilege to pray with you and for you, so that just like 

Barnabas, you can take your ordinary life and watch God use it in extraordinary ways. 

 

Heavenly Father, thank You for sending Your Son, who gave it all, and Father we know now our 

only right response is to give it all, to risk everything for Him. And it’s in His name we pray these 

things, and all God’s people said, Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 


