
Sermon 152: Romans 12:8: The Gift of Exhortation

OUTLINE

Models of encouragement
Words of encouragement

INTRODUCTION

Today we are going to be looking at one of the more underappreciated gifts, the gift of 
encouragement/exhortation.  Romans 12:8 reads, ‘the one who exhorts, in his exhortation.’ 
The Greek word here occurs 107 times in the NT and has been translated in various ways, 
beseech, comfort, desire, pray, entreat, console.  The word for exhortation in this text is 
literally paraklese, this may sound familiar to you because when Jesus promises the Holy 
Spirit He promises the Parakletos.  This means the one called alongside.  The Latin 
translation of this is cum forte, the one who strengthens from which we have the familiar 
title, the Comforter.  Today we are looking at the gift of drawing alongside/comforting.  
There are two main ways we could understand the gift of exhortation.  On the one hand it 
could refer to part of a preacher’s responsibility in preaching to the heart.  Some have 
suggested that where teaching is directed to the mind and educating the Christian; 
exhortation is aimed at the heart and bringing an appropriate response of repentance or 
obedience in the Christian.  This is possible, but we have already dealt with this ministry 
when we spoke about teaching and admonishing one another.  So today I would like to look
at the more general gift of exhortation or encouragement.

We will be doing two things, we want to look at models of encouragement looking at the 
Holy Spirit and Barnabas; and then we want to focus specifically on words of 
encouragement and the power of our words to each other.

Models of encouragement

We have just shown that the description of the Holy Spirit as another called alongside is the 
same word Paul is using here; therefore there is no better way for us to understand what it 
means to be an encourager than to look at the activity of the Holy Spirit.  

First let’s examine exactly what Jesus meant when He spoke of the Holy Spirit as the 
Parakletos.  Jesus speaks of the Holy Spirit as another Helper/parakletos in John 14:16,  
‘And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Helper, to be with you forever.’  This 
is the night before Jesus is arrested, this is the last opportunity for Jesus to tell the disciples 
the last important things they need to know.  It is in John 14-17 that we have some of the 
deepest and clearest things spoken in the gospels with regards to the Holy Spirit.  Jesus has
told the disciples that he is leaving, that He is going to prepare a place for them, 14:3.  The 
disciples would have been very sad having been with Christ for three and half years, so 
Jesus tells them of the many benefits of His going.  He speaks of greater works they will 
perform; of an incredible access in prayer, but also that Jesus will send another Helper.  
What will this Helper do?
He will be a perpetual presence in our lives, ‘to be with you forever.’  
He will be the Spirit of truth to us, ‘even the Spirit of truth.’ v17
He will mediate Christ’s personal presence to us, ‘I will not leave you as orphans; I will come
to you.’ V18.  
He will communicate the knowledge of our union with God, ‘In that day you will know that I 
am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you.’  V20



He is fitting our hearts to be a home for God, ‘we will come to him and make our home with
him.’  V23.
He will be our Teacher, ‘But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my 
name, he will teach you all things and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to 
you.’  
He will bear witness about Christ, ‘"But when the Helper comes, whom I will send to you 
from the Father, the Spirit of truth, who proceeds from the Father, he will bear witness 
about me.’ 15:26.
He will convict of sin, righteousness and judgement, ‘And when he comes, he will convict 
the world concerning sin and righteousness and judgment.’ 16:8
He will glorify Christ, ‘He will glorify me.’ 16:14.
He will tell us about all we have in Christ, ‘for he will take what is mine and declare it to you.
15 All that the Father has is mine; therefore I said that he will take what is mine and declare
it to you.’ 16:14-15.  
The Spirit we know also intercedes for us, Rom. 8:26, ‘Likewise the Spirit helps us in our 
weakness. For we do not know what to pray for as we ought, but the Spirit himself 
intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words.’

Right here we have an outline of what a Parakletos does.  Personal presence, speaks the 
truth, mediates Christ, reminds us of our relationship with God, is acting to make us a 
suitable habitat for a holy God, teaches us, bears witness to and glorifies Christ, convicts us 
of sin, and reminds us of the riches of our inheritance.  And one who prays for you.    

Barnabas is a good human example of someone with the gift of encouragement.  Barnabas 
was originally named Joseph, but on account of his actions, the apostles renamed him the 
son of encouragement which is what Barnabas means.  He was a Levite from Cyprus, our 
introduction to him is in Acts 4:36-37 when we are begin told of the free gifts that the early 
Christians were giving to the church, ‘Thus Joseph, who was also called by the apostles 
Barnabas (which means son of encouragement), a Levite, a native of Cyprus, 37 sold a field 
that belonged to him and brought the money and laid it at the apostles' feet.’  We see here 
a man who is born again and whose life expresses itself in generosity towards the needy.  
But he is more important for the role he played in putting other people ahead of his own 
interests.  The first person who benefitted from his selflessness was Paul.  

In Acts 9 we see Paul the persecutor of the church converted to Christianity.  Immediately 
he tries to hook up with the church, but people know his reputation and do not trust him.  
But it is Barnabas who sees the potential in Paul, who does not judge him according to his 
past who acts to introduce him, a newcomer into the church. 9:27, ‘But Barnabas took him 
and brought him to the apostles and declared to them how on the road he had seen the 
Lord, who spoke to him, and how at Damascus he had preached boldly in the name of 
Jesus.’  In Acts 11 as Luke describes for us the first Gentile church springing up in Antioch, 
11:22-25, ‘The report of this came to the ears of the church in Jerusalem, and they sent 
Barnabas to Antioch. 23 When he came and saw the grace of God, he was glad, and he 
exhorted them all to remain faithful to the Lord with steadfast purpose, 24 for he was a 
good man, full of the Holy Spirit and of faith. And a great many people were added to the 
Lord. 25 So Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul.’  You will notice the word exhort in 
v23, this is the same word we are looking at.  So the Jerusalem church is faced with a 
situation, a completely Gentile church.  Who could they send to investigate and act on their 
behalf?  They needed a person who knew the grace of God, who knew his own 
unworthiness of God’s grace, who could see through racial issues to the truth that God was 
acting to save these non-Jews.  Barnabas, the one who had seen the work of God in Paul 
was the man.  We see that he saw the evidence of God’s grace in their lives and rejoiced.  



And as anyone who has the gift of encouragement does, fans the work of God into a flame. 
His message was not one of gushy sentimentalism but a call to faithfulness.  We see that his
influence led the church into deeper growth.  When he saw the situation needed a teacher 
who could take the work forward he went and got Paul and brought him to the church.  I 
guess we could see the gift of encouragement as a gift of enabling people, of seeing their 
potential and putting them forward.

In Acts 13 we see that Paul and Barnabas are set aside as missionaries by the local church 
in Antioch.  Barnabas who was the senior man was soon to be eclipsed by the more gifted 
Paul.  Barnabas allowed Paul’s gifts to grow as he became the chief speaker.  It is significant
that almost every time their names are listed together Paul’s name is listed first.  This is the 
mark of an encourager, they act as a platform.  In Acts 15 we see the problem of whether 
Gentiles should be circumcised, and it is Paul and Barnabas who are sent to be peacemakers
on this matter.  But in Acts 15:36-41 we see a serious development in the working 
relationship between Paul and Barnabas.  Paul suggests that they revisit all the churches 
they had planted.  Barnabas has a young man who has a lot of potential that he wants to 
take along for ministry experience.  Mark, the author of the gospel Mark, and it seems his 
cousin.  V38-39, ‘But Paul thought best not to take with them one who had withdrawn from 
them in Pamphylia and had not gone with them to the work. 39 And there arose a sharp 
disagreement, so that they separated from each other. Barnabas took Mark with him and 
sailed away to Cyprus.’  Mark had blown it before; Barnabas saw the potential and was 
sticking with the young man wanting to give him another shot.  Paul was worried about how
this would practically affect the mission.  Who was right?  Mark went on to develop into a 
fellow worker with Paul, and in the last letter he wrote, he writes, ‘Luke alone is with me. 
Get Mark and bring him with you, for he is very useful to me for ministry.’  Paul ended up 
gaining the benefit of Barnabas’s endurance in investing in the young man.  When others 
were not willing to invest in him, Barnabas was, and the fruit came.

Can we summarise all these things and bring together a list of things that could define 
someone with the gift of encouragement?  Here is an attempt.  Personal presence, speaks 
the truth, mediates Christ, reminds us of our relationship with God, is acting to make us a 
suitable habitat for a holy God, teaches us, bears witness to and glorifies Christ, convicts us 
of sin, and reminds us of the riches of our inheritance.  One who prays for you.  One who 
sees and serves the God-given potential in others.  A long term investor in people even if it 
means they have to move to the background.  This is someone who sees what God has 
done for them.  God came to a wretch, came to coal, and poured out His grace upon us and
made something beautiful out of the brokenness.  Only those who see their own failings and
how God’s patient grace made something of them will be equipped to do the same for 
others.  The gift of encouragement would translate well into a gift for counselling, discipling,
mentoring, playing supporting roles, any role that invests heavily in another.  The key is to 
become well rounded out exhorters.  Some will be good at teaching and may have to learn 
the patience and personal presence side of things; others may be great support but need to 
learn how to give a hard word from time to time.    

Words of encouragement

There will be those among us who are natural Barnabases.  However, we all have the duty 
to build one another up in Christ.  I would like to take a little time to talk about the power of
our words in the role of encouraging one another.  Listen to these proverbs on the power of
the tongues to either destroy or build up your neighbour.  11:9 ‘With his mouth the godless 
man would destroy his neighbor, but by knowledge the righteous are delivered.’  12:18, 
‘There is one whose rash words are like sword thrusts, but the tongue of the wise brings 



healing.’  12:25, ‘Anxiety in a man's heart weighs him down, but a good word makes him 
glad.’  15:1, ‘A soft answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.’  15:4, ‘A 
gentle tongue is a tree of life, but perverseness in it breaks the spirit.’  16:21, ‘The wise of 
heart is called discerning, and sweetness of speech increases persuasiveness.’  16:23-24, 
‘The heart of the wise makes his speech judicious and adds persuasiveness to his lips.  
Gracious words are like a honeycomb, sweetness to the soul and health to the body.’  
16:27, ‘A worthless man plots evil, and his speech is like a scorching fire.’  18:21, ‘Death and
life are in the power of the tongue, and those who love it will eat its fruits.’  31:26, ‘She 
opens her mouth with wisdom, and the teaching of kindness is on her tongue.’  This is just a
sampling of what the bible has to sya about the power of the tongue.

Now each one of us is positioned in the lives of others and wields our tongues for good or 
evil.  I have been personally convicted and challenged by this thought.  I am not a natural 
encourager.  I am someone who is constantly cynical and the poison of a negative critical 
point of view in a harsh tone is the normal stream of communication out of my mouth.  I am
full of sarcasm, veiled criticisms, open criticisms, and would be someone who could be 
described as erring on the side of truth without love.  Here is the dilemma we all face.  We 
are all attached to people in our lives and their wellbeing, their confidence, their identities 
are all under the power of your speech.  This is the way one author describes it.  Think of 
your life as word bank1.  When people speak into your life to build you up, to encourage 
you, when they speak kindly to you, they make deposits in the word bank and because your
balance is in credit the relationship will be sweet.  But think of negative words, harsh words,
criticisms, even sarcasm as withdrawals from this word bank.  If we were to honestly 
evaluate the state of our relationships there would hardly be one where we were in credit 
and not in debt.

Now I can hear some of you thinking, Nick this sounds like pop psychology, a self-esteem 
gospel.  No it isn’t, I have quoted many verses to show you that this is in fact a biblical 
teaching.  And we can say that psychology gets one or two things right, the trouble is they 
take a half truth, that we thrive under encouragement and wilt under criticism, interpret it 
through a wrong worldview, make it a whole truth and you have all sorts of distortions and 
error.  All truth is God’s truth no matter who says it, and if psychology is recognising the 
power of speech it is not because they invented it, but discovered it as part of God’s general
revelation.  

God has made us to respond to and thrive under good words.  We are all living for the day 
when we will hear the words, ‘Good and faithful servant.’  God has made us to grow and 
become sanctified through Spirit blessed speech.  But on account of sin, there are all sorts 
of bad effects, we can be oversensitive, get bigheads, and generally bad words out weigh 
good ones.  For this reason someone has suggested that the ratio should be 1:3.  For every 
negative word, there should be three positive ones to bring the word bank back into 
balance.  Sam Crabtree in his book practicing affirmation talks about 3 effects when our 
relation is dominated by negative words2.  Apply this in a marriage situation, a parenting 
situation, a work situation, a church discipline situation, a friendship, or any relationship 
where words have weight.  

Firstly, ‘others stop hearing our corrections.  After all, nothing they do gets rid of the static, 
so they turn down the inner volume control.  Our latest correction just blends in with the 

1 Sam Crabtree, Practicing Affirmation.  
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pile built up by the conveyer belt of corrections coming their way from us.  Our best advice 
given with the best intentions simply goes in one hardened ear and out the other.’
Second, they stop hearing us altogether, not just our corrections, but us as persons.  They 
wouldn’t ask us the time of day, they fear they may hear, ‘Did you misplace your watch 
again?  The clock is right there on the wall.’  They aren’t interested in another sword thrust 
from us.  Having turned down their radio to avoid the static, they hear none of our 
messages at all.’  He tells us that one sign of the relationship being at this stage is that 
there is no lightheartedness or humour.  You have pushed it too far that a joke will not 
work.  Another sign is withdrawal, when the person instead of jousting just walks away.  
This means that you have gone too far and are in serious debt in their word bank.  
Thirdly, ‘the relationship itself becomes oppositional.’  ‘A relationship severely damaged by 
neglect of the affirmation ratio can get to the point where our counterparts are against our 
suggestions because they come from us.’  

We have all encountered this reality in our various relationships whether we have been the 
one alienated or alienating.  The power of encouraging speech is a way to heal the 
brokenness we all incur in our relationships.  If a teenager is drifting from their parents and 
getting all their affirmation from friends, even for doing stupid and violent things like 
breaking windows or downing a beer in under 5 seconds, then rebuilding the relationship 
through positive words is essential.  If a wife has henpecked her husband and constantly 
runs him down; or if a husband has constantly criticised his wife and pours out negative 
criticism about everything else in his life in a fog of pollution around her, her account is in 
debt and he needs to make deposits in her account to heal the relationship.  Sam Crabtree 
tells one story about a sixth grade boy who came from a very rough upbringing who was 
cruel, vindictive, who destroyed school property and did not work. Sam prayed about how 
he could find a way to win this boy.  One day he found him daydreaming and thought of 
something, ‘So I maneuvered behind Wayne and laid my hands on his shoulder.  His head 
immediately jerked around, and he leaned away from slightly away as if to say, ‘What did I 
do now?’  I said, ‘Wayne, I can tell you’re deep in thought.  I like that about a guy.  I like a 
man who’s a thinker.’  I can still see the look on his face, at once bewildered and yet 
savouring it like no pleasure he could remember experiencing.’  Now every time the teacher 
looked his way Wayne would look like he was thinking, and instead of being in a cold war 
with the teacher he was lining up for seconds.

I have been very convicted about this lack in my own life.  I err on the side of seeing sin in 
people and not the good.  This week we had a family conference where we spoke about the
family culture we have created which is full of sarcasm, criticism and negativity.  We are 
committing ourselves to be more deliberate in being encouragers.  But here is the theology 
behind words of encouragement.  You can always thank God for the good in someone else. 
If you say that there is no good to appreciate you are saying that God has not been 
generous to all His creation.  As Christians who are living in an age of self-affirmation where
humanism is the reigning philosophy we are hesitant to embrace the idea of serving one 
another with positive words.  Here are some reasons why we should not hesitate.  Firstly, 
we must see the difference between godly encouragement and flattery.  Flattery is saying 
nice things to people in order to fulfil your selfish agenda.  To win favour with them that you
can get your way.  Godly encouragement is an attempt to recognise the good God has put 
in someone’s life and glorify God and serve your neighbour in recognising it.  Secondly, think
of Paul’s example.  Paul often starts off his epistles, even to sinful and failing churches with 
thanks to God for the good he can see in them.  

So as we think of the gift of exhortation let us recognise that this is a gift which serves 
others in the gracious way God has served us.  There will be those whose calling it is to 



invest in people intensively, but we are all called to use our words to build one another up 
reflecting in tone, word and deed God’s own gracious encouragement of us.                     

      
                

    

  


