
The Gift of Exhortation 

Romans 12:1-8a 

I am so thankful to be back with you after a week away. Last week provided a great halftime break 

from our sermon series on spiritual gifts. Up to this point we have learned of Jesus’ example and 

call to service and then we looked to 1 Corinthians 12 where we learned that God has gifted every 

believer with at least one spiritual gift. This is an important thing for all believers to know and 

apply. We have been placed in the Church and gifted uniquely with spiritual gifts so that the church 

will be edified. Spiritual gifts are defined as “spiritual abilities and skills given to every Christian 

by the Holy Spirit, so that believers are edified and the church is equipped to function effectively 

for the glory of God.” At the very moment you confess Jesus to be Lord and Savior, you are 

instantly sealed by the Holy Spirit and adopted into God’s family, and you are equipped with a gift 

that is to be used for the common good of His family, the Church. For our study we have been 

focusing specifically on the spiritual gifts listed in Romans 12:6-8. This, of course, is not a 

comprehensive list of all the spiritual gifts. There are others listed in 1 Corinthians 12, Ephesians 

4, and 1 Peter 4. However, for our study we are focusing specifically on this list because of the 

purpose of these gifts. Most scholars refer to these gifts as the “Motivational Gifts” or the “Ministry 

Gifts.” They are described in this way because the purpose of each of these gifts is to motivate us 

to ministry. So, while these gifts can certainly be used in many different areas of our life – at home, 

work, in the community, etc. – the primary purpose of these motivational gifts is to motivate us to 

serve the Lord in the Church.  

Since discovering the basis of spiritual gifts, we have also learned about three of the specific gifts. 

We have learned about the prophet who has a deep conviction of right and wrong and is deeply 

burdened to share the truth. We have studied the gift of serving. The servant is the one who quickly 

recognizes the needs of others and sees practical solutions to those needs. The gifted servant is 

deeply burdened to get involved and help to meet the needs of others. Next, we studied the gift of 

teaching and learned how the teacher is a faithful seeker of truth. The teacher has a deep desire to 

know the truth and a deep burden to share it in a systematic way.  

This is what we have studied up to this point. This is what was accomplished in the first half. Now, 

I want to challenge you to finish strong here in the second half of the study. Some of you have 

already identified your gift and are now seeking to develop it and use it for the Lord. Others of us 

are still trying to identify our gift. I challenge you to be faithful to the services and study diligently 

to learn your gift and seek to find ways to use it for the glory of God and the good of others.  As 

the Lord leads, over the next month we will study these final four gifts leading us all the way up 

to Easter. Let’s finish strong.  

Read Text 

It is important to realize that we each have responsibilities with the spiritual gifts. First, we each 

have a responsibility to identify and discover our gifts so that we might effectively put them to 

work for the glory of God. This should cause us to listen, consider, and examine ourselves. Second, 

we each have a responsibility to express various aspects of the gift being taught. For example, 

the last gift given in this list is the gift of mercy. This doesn’t mean that only those who are gifted 
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with mercy are to show mercy. All Christians are called to show mercy. Jesus commanded in Luke 

6:36, “Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.” The fact is that every believer should be 

merciful; however, there are some who have this as a spiritual gift. Third, we have a responsibility 

to learn the gifts because we are a body and each member of the body impacts the others. 

Understanding these gifts and how they work together helps us understand the strengths of each 

gift, what it contributes to the body, but also its limitations so that the other parts of the body can 

support it. Today we learn of the gift of exhortation – what it is, what it looks like, how it is used 

in the body, and things we must be careful of.  

I. The Explanation of the Gift of Exhortation 

One of the things that blesses me about the study of spiritual gifts is that God has placed them all 

on a level playing field. From man’s perspective we often put more emphasis on those who are 

gifted as preachers and teachers. We tend to quickly notice those who are gifted in areas that places 

them on stage in front of people. However, from God’s perspective every gift is valuable. The gift 

of serving, for example, is equally as important as the gift of teaching. This is important to know 

when we learn of the gift of exhortation. The word exhortation here in Romans 12 has one primary 

meaning – “Encouragement.” While many see this as the “lifting of one’s spirits”, the idea here is 

that the exhorter is one who encourages and motivates others to grow. The exhorter isn’t just a 

teacher who presents facts for growth, nor is he the prophet that confronts and seems pushy trying 

to make someone grow. The imagery of the word was used to describe someone who comes 

alongside of you and puts their arm around you and motivates you. In fact, the same Greek word 

“parakaleo” that gives us our English word “exhortation” is related to the Greek word “parakleet”, 

which was used to describe the Holy Spirit. Jesus said in John 14:16, “I will ask the Father, and 

He will give you another Helper, that He may be with you forever.” He was describing how the 

Holy Spirit would come to them and help them. To be clear, the exhorter is NOT the Holy Spirit, 

but like the Holy Spirit, the exhorter comes alongside of others to encourage them and motivate 

them to grow in ways that they simply would not grow otherwise.  

The exhorter tends to be a simple, practical person who encourages and motivates others to keep 

moving forward, keep trusting God, and keep growing. This can be done in many different ways. 

In fact, some of the synonyms for exhorting are words such as persuade, urge, appeal, admonish, 

etc. They speak with a sense of urgency. Larry Gilbert said it this way, “When the exhorter 

instructs how to live and how to solve problems or to carry out God’s work, he usually is 

encouraging the listener to ‘get with it’ and put the plan to work.” Something unique about the 

exhorter is that he/she can thrive in any environment. At any given moment or season, they can 

motivate and encourage an individual, a small group, or even a great crowd of people.  

Do you have the gift of exhortation? I ask you to consider a few questions for examination. Are 

you concerned about the growth and development of others around you? Do you care deeply about 

helping others avoid mistakes? Do you enjoy motivating people to action? Do you tend to focus 

on practical application to situations? Do you tend to simplify your advice, counsel, or teaching 

with 3 or 4 key points? Do you get frustrated with too many details? Are you usually result 

oriented? If you answered “yes” to any of these questions, you likely have the gift of exhortation. 
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II. The Example of the Gift of Exhortation 

There are several great examples of the gift of exhortation in Scripture. The example that Charles 

Stanley gives in his book is the example of the Apostle Paul. I do agree that this was a gift that 

Paul demonstrated. I do, however, think that it was a gift that Paul had to really grow in. The 

majority of the uses of this word in the New Testament were used by Paul as he challenged and 

called others in how they were to exhort the Body of Christ. But, before Paul walked in this gift, I 

believe there is an even better example of this gift. In fact, the person who best practices this gift, 

in my opinion, is the one who exhorted Paul and stood up for him when nobody else would take a 

chance on him. The man I am referring to was nicknamed Barnabas.  

Barnabas was one of the unsung heroes in the Bible. Unfortunately, most believers know very little 

about him. Some know his name and recognize him as the sidekick to the great Apostle Paul, but 

there is much more to learn about him. For starters, his real name was Joseph. He was a Levite 

which means that he had been a part of the Jewish religious system, but at some point along the 

way he recognized that his Jewish religion couldn’t save him. At some point, likely on the day of 

Pentecost, he heard the truth of the Gospel and became a believer and follower of Jesus. Then as 

he lived his life among the believers he became known for one primary thing – his encouragement. 

He was such an encouragement to the Church that, according to Acts 4:36, the apostles began to 

call him “Barnabas” which means “Son of Encouragement.” This nickname identified his 

position in Christ – he was an adopted son – and his gift – he was an encourager. As we study 

this incredible example of exhortation, I want us to make several observations about the exhorter.  

A. The Perspective of the Exhorter (Acts 9:26-28) 

The simple perspective of the exhorter is that the exhorter sees potential in others. Charles 

Stanley said it simply, “Central to the gift of exhortation is a heart that desires to encourage 

other Christians and to see them become all that they can be in Christ Jesus.” We see this 

clearly in how Barnabas dealt with Saul.  

Show Text 

Most of us have heard of the Apostle Paul. Without question, he is the greatest missionary 

who ever lived. But, before he was a great ambassador for Christ he was simply known as 

Saul. Saul was a brilliant man, but a spiritually blind man. He was well educated and 

trained, but he did not believe in Jesus. Therefore, he did not know God. He found the 

Good News of Jesus to be ridiculous. In fact, he thought it was blasphemous and a complete 

sin against his Jewish religion. As a result, he tried to remove the message by removing 

those who were proclaiming it. He did all that he could to persecute Christians and silence 

their belief. However, in Acts 9 something amazing happened. While Paul was on his way 

to Damascus to persecute more Christians, Jesus appeared to him. Aggressive Saul was 

arrested by the presence and the power of Jesus and he fell to his knees. Instantly Saul 

became a believer in Jesus Christ. Saul was soon baptized as a believer in Jesus. 

Immediately after experiencing the amazing gift of salvation, Saul began to go into the 

local synagogue and preach to the Jews. His message was simple. Acts 9:20 says he was 

preaching, “He (Jesus) is the Son of God.” He had come face to face with that reality and 
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was forever changed. Can you image the change that had taken place? In one life-giving 

moment he had gone from a persecutor of Christ to a preacher of Christ. It is hard for us to 

grasp, even today. Can you imagine how difficult it was for those who had known him in 

that day? As you can imagine, the Jews no longer liked Paul. They once promoted him and 

bragged that he would be the next lead Pharisee, but now that he was preaching Jesus he 

was despised and hated. They saw him as a traitor, so they planned to kill him. He was too 

much of a threat to their organized religion, so they sought to get rid of him. However, 

some of the believers in Damascus heard about their plot and helped Saul escape safely. 

So, where do you go if you are a new Christian and the Jews in your current town are trying 

to kill you? You go to Jerusalem. After all, the apostles were all in Jerusalem. Surely, this 

was the place to be.  

Unfortunately for Saul, his arrival wasn’t very well received. In fact, none of the disciples 

wanted anything to do with him. Who can blame them? They thought this was just a trick 

that he was using to capture them. Saul was the most dangerous man in their day. However, 

it does disappoint me a little with the disciples. The text says that he “tried to join himself”, 

which means that he kept on trying to associate with them, but he had no success. They 

were all afraid of him and didn’t believe him. They had heard his claim. Perhaps they had 

even heard the report of what happened in Damascus, but they shut their doors to him. 

They wanted nothing to do with him. To them, Saul was the most feared man in the region.  

It is here that God brings us back to the great encourager – Barnabas. Peter, James, John, 

Thomas, Matthew, Andrew, and the others may have all been very skeptical. The rest of 

the believers in Jerusalem were likely following their example and sharing their same 

concerns. But, thank God someone saw potential in Saul. In fact, the contrast between the 

end of verse 26 and beginning of verse 27 couldn’t be more extreme. Everyone was 

rejecting, but there was one who opened his heart to him. Barnabas was that man. Barnabas 

saw potential in Saul, so he was willing to trust him. Yes, Saul had done many bad deeds 

and caused reason for fear to exist, but Barnabas was willing to look past all that and look 

to the possibilities of what God could do through Saul if he was truly yielded to the Lord. 

Are you like Barnabas, seeing potential in others that others, including themselves, may 

not even see? Barnabas had a wonderful perspective.  

B. The Priority of the Exhorter 

The priority of the exhorter is simple. They not only see potential in others, but their goal 

is to come alongside of others to help them fulfill their potential. Charles Stanley said it 

well, “The exhorter does not want another person to be anything less than what God has 

called him to be…Once an exhorter sees your potential, he feels compelled to encourage 

you to reach your potential and to turn away from anything that might diminish your growth 

in Christ.”  

What did Barnabas do? He had to act. The Scripture says that he took hold of Saul. This 

suggests that Saul was rejected and likely feeling dejected. He has had a closed door for 

the final time in Jerusalem and he is now walking away to find someone who will help 
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him. Barnabas went to him and put his arm around him. Barnabas cared about Saul and 

wanted to know his story. So he asked some questions, listened, and learned what God had 

been doing in his life. Barnabas was quickly convinced that the change in Saul was real. 

Barnabas believed in him and was willing to go out of his way to encourage. This was his 

priority? Are you like Barnabas? There are people all around us who need someone to 

believe in them. Like Saul, they may even have a terrible or scary past, but we must strive 

to see their potential in Christ and go after them to encourage them to pursue Jesus. 

Barnabas saw potential and then he made steps to helping Saul. 

C. The Price of the Exhorter  

When it comes to exhortation the exhorter recognizes that there is always a cost involved. 

There is certainly a cost in time as sacrifices are made to spend time with the one being 

exhorted. This is no big deal, though, because the exhorter loves to be with those they are 

exhorting. There is sometimes even a financial cost involved as we see in Acts 4 as 

Barnabas sold a piece of land and gave the proceeds to minister to those in need. However, 

the exhorter never worries about the financial cost because they see it as an investment. 

The cost that is most prevalent among the exhorter is that there is a potential cost in 

relationships. Can you imagine being Barnabas in this situation? He was growing in the 

early church and was greatly respected. He has gone after Saul and has come alongside of 

him to encourage him. Barnabas had heard Saul’s testimony and, being convinced that Saul 

was changed, Barnabas took the next step. He brought Saul to the disciples and spoke on 

Saul’s behalf. He stood in the gap for Saul. He explained everything to the disciples – how 

Saul had met Jesus, how he had talked with the Lord, how he had been baptized and 

immediately began preaching in Damascus. This whole situation sounds simple, but it was 

very risky. The disciples could have rebuked him. The disciples could have broken 

fellowship with him. They could have blamed him. “Barnabas, what are you doing? Are 

you trying to get us killed?” It would be easy to come to that conclusion. Barnabas would 

potentially face a high price for reaching out to one who had been rejected by the apostles. 

His actions seemed insubordinate and thus could be divisive. In fact, ironically it would be 

a similar situation that would cause a break in he and Paul’s ministry because Barnabas 

was so convinced on exhorting another person who wasn’t well trusted. The point is that 

the exhorter is willing to pay the price because they see the amazing dividends that can 

occur through their investment.  

Notice the result in verse 28, “And he was with them, moving about freely in Jerusalem, 

speaking out boldly in the name of the Lord.” When the passage started Saul was on the 

outside, limited to what he could do, and not even the disciples would hear his testimony. 

Now he has been received by the disciples, he is moving freely, and is sharing his testimony 

with everyone he meets. What made the difference? The encourager, Barnabas.  

D. The Prompting of the Exhorter (Acts 11:19-26) 

From there, we don’t hear anything else about Saul for two more chapters. By the time we 

read of him again we learn that he returned home to Tarsus where he was trying to minister 



6 
 

to people there. Meanwhile, God was working mightily in the city of Antioch. The Gentiles 

there were hearing the Gospel and believing in Jesus as Lord and Savior. When the report 

spread to Jerusalem, the apostles needed someone to go to Antioch to learn more about the 

situation. Who could be a better choice than an encourager – Barnabas? They needed an 

exhorter who could assess what was going on, where the people were spiritually, how they 

needed to grow, and who could best help them.  

Show Text 

Barnabas went to Antioch and was excited to see all that God was doing. He encouraged 

(exhorted) them to “remain true to the Lord”. The word that he used meant “to cleave to, 

to abide with.” It was the same phrase that you and I think of in a marriage relationship. 

He was calling them not to a religion, but to a relationship. This message was powerful and 

refreshing. It was literally life-giving. The result is that “considerable numbers were 

brought to the Lord.” In fact, the work of the Lord was so great that it was more than one 

man could handle. I believe that Barnabas began to realize that God’s working in Antioch 

was only the beginning. He could’ve tried to be a one-man show, but he was an exhorter. 

He wanted someone to work with him so that together they could accomplish more. So, he 

began to think, “Who can I get to join the work with me?” Perhaps he considered Peter but 

determined that Peter would rub these young Gentile converts the wrong the way. What 

about Phillip? Phillip had a large family and had settled down in Caesarea, so he was 

needed there. What about Saul? Yes, he was the perfect man for the job. Barnabas saw Saul 

as bold as a lion, brilliant in his scholarship, and burdened for souls. It had been almost 10 

years since Saul had been converted, but Barnabas believed that God had bigger things in 

store for Saul than even he realized. So, Barnabas packed his bags and instead of heading 

South to report to the disciples, he headed North to find the one man he was convinced was 

the right man for the job. In fact, the word for “seek” here means that he searched up and 

down until he found Saul. Once he did, he got him and brought him to Antioch where they 

taught together for a year. The point is that Barnabas, the exhorter, prompted Saul to do 

something that was in his best interest that he likely wouldn’t have fully pursued on his 

own. Saul became his co-minister at Antioch. The power of Christ was so evident through 

their witness and through the lifestyle of the believers there that this is the very first place 

that the followers of Jesus were called “Christians.”  

E. The Promotion of the Exhorter (Acts 13:1-3, 13, 42-43) 

The final trait that we learn today about the exhorter is that the exhorter is quick to promote 

and build up others.  

Show Texts 

Barnabas and Paul became quite a missionary team. In Acts 13 they were there ministering 

in the early church and the Holy Spirit said, “Set apart for Me Barnabas and Saul.” He was 

calling them to the mission field to take the Gospel through all the world. But there is 

something subtle in this moment that we can’t miss. These opening verses of Acts 13 give 

us the last time that this team of ministers was referred to as Barnabas and Saul. In fact, by 
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the time we get to Acts 13:13, we see that Saul’s name has been changed to Paul, and he is 

clearly now the leader. In Acts 13:42 we see this change as now the order is different. The 

Scripture says, “As Paul and Barnabas were going out.” Paul was now the leader of the 

team. To be clear, it is God who makes this distinction between these two men. However, 

I believe it was perfectly in line with Barnabas’ desire for himself and for Paul. From this 

point forward, the remainder of Acts will emphasize the preaching and ministry of the 

Apostle Paul. But, please understand that this was no bother to Barnabas. He didn’t mind 

not being in the spotlight. He never complained about playing the second chair next to 

Paul. He wasn’t concerned about his lack of attention. Yes, he saw potential in Saul when 

nobody else did. Yes, he had encouraged Saul when nobody else would. Yes, he spent time 

pouring into him and helping him. Yet, he didn’t mind a bit when people began to listen to 

Paul. All Barnabas cared about was that the Gospel was being shared with as many as 

possible. President Ronald Reagan once said it this way, “There’s no limit to what we 

can accomplish if we don’t care who gets the credit.” In fact, Barnabas had done so well at 

encouraging Paul to grow that God now had Paul where He wanted him. So, what did God 

do? God sent Barnabas someone else, John Mark, to exhort and encourage along the way. 

In fact, if not for Barnabas’ gift of exhortation we would have likely never received the 

Gospel of Mark. The point is that Barnabas built up Paul until God accomplished through 

him what was necessary and, when that point arrived, God sent him to someone else. 

III. The Encouragements of the Gift of Exhortation 

With every gift there are amazing strengths, but there can also be some serious weaknesses. It is 

important that we know the benefits of each gift, but we must also know how to apply each gift in 

the Body. While every gift has ways that it blesses others, we must also be aware that if used 

improperly each gift can cause hurt and harm to the Body and to self. There are several words of 

caution for the exhorter. 

A. Be Sensitive to the People Around You 

This sounds very simple, but it is very important. The exhorter must continually be mindful 

of the people that God is putting in his/her life along the journey. These relationships are 

not accidental. God places them there both for our development and theirs. Some need 

short term encouragement, and others will be long-term, but either way we must be faithful 

to identify the needs of others and help where we can. 

B. Be Strategic in the Direction You Point Others  

The exhorter is a motivator and there are many things that you can motivate them to do – 

work out, eat healthy, grow as an athlete, become a successful business man, pursue a 

degree, etc. But remember the purpose for every spiritual gift is that believers are edified. 

Exhorter, never forget that your primary purpose and calling is to motivate others to a right 

relationship with Jesus. If you aren’t careful, you can use your motivational abilities to 

motivate others to do things that are simply unimportant or unnecessary. Instead, focus 

your strategy on motivating others to make a difference for eternity. The Apostle Peter 

understood this. Listen to what he said in 1 Peter 5:12b, “I have written to you briefly, 
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exhorting and testifying that this is the true grace of God. Stand firm in it!” Peter 

understood that the greatest encouragement he could give was to be in a right relationship 

with God.  

C. Be Supportive as Others Grow    

As we learn with Barnabas, the exhorter must encourage others to grow, help others grow, 

and then fade into the background as they do. Help others have wings to fly, and when they 

are able, don’t handcuff them through your own pride and insecurities. Pride can be a 

powerful hindrance to the exhorter. Strive to be so humble that when God raises up others, 

you can truly rejoice that He has allowed you to play a part in helping them to grow, even 

if that means that their growth and ministry surpasses your own. 1 Thessalonians 2:10-12, 

“You are witnesses, and so is God, how devoutly and uprightly and blamelessly we 

behaved toward you believers; just as you know how we were exhorting and encouraging 

and imploring each one of you as a father would his own children, so that you would walk 

in a manner worthy of the God who calls you into His own kingdom and glory.” The 

relationship of a parent to a child is a powerful picture of what the exhorter should do.   

D. Be Surrendered to the Lord  

 

Knowing that there is much “cost” for the exhorter, he/she must always be surrendered to 

the Lord. This may cost him time, finances, comfort, security, and even some friendships. 

However, recognize that the call to obedience is worth it. Additionally, make sure that you 

are at all times giving God alone all the glory. Many exhorters encourage people in things 

that are not true or for purely selfish motives. Our motive should simply be to bring glory 

to God and good to others. We must be able to say with Paul, from 1 Thessalonians 2:3, 

“For our exhortation does not come from error or impurity or by way of deceit.” 

  

E. Be Steadfast in Helping Others Grow 

Don’t give up on others because they didn’t listen the first time, follow your advice, or 

failed miserably. Many exhorters get discouraged along the way because they don’t see 

clear or consistent results. Don’t lose heart if you don’t see the results you are looking for. 

Trust that God is working through you even when you don’t see it in the moment. 1 

Corinthians 15:58, “Therefore, my beloved brethren, be steadfast, immovable, always 

abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that your toil is not in vain in the Lord.” 

IV. The Edification of the Body Through the Gift of Exhortation 

God uses this gift of exhortation in an amazing way to build up the Body of Christ. We see that in 

the example of Barnabas. If God hadn’t used him to reach out to Saul, it is likely that the apostles 

would have never welcomed him. Think about that. The greatest missionary who ever lived would 

have never impacted the Gentiles and all the regions that were radically changed by the Good 

News. What would the Bible be like without Romans, Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, 

Philippians, Colossians, Thessalonians, and the letters to Timothy, Titus and Philemon. One could 

argue that this all came about by the mighty working of God and the faithful encouragement of 
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someone behind the scenes. Exhorter, please never doubt the impact that just one word or one 

action of encouragement might have to others. This exhortation is so vitally needed in the church 

that Paul commands 1 Timothy 4:13, “Until I come, give attention to the public reading of 

Scripture, to exhortation and teaching.” We would all agree that God’s Word is important. We 

would all agree that teaching sound doctrine is important. But, just as important is God’s call to 

encourage and motivate others to be all that God wants them to be.  

Is this your gift? If so, seek to develop it. How do you need to be growing to be who God wants 

you to be? Who, in your life, do you need to invest in? 

Is this not your gift? That’s fine, thank God for those He has put in your life to encourage you and 

motivate you to growth. Additionally, be faithful over the next three weeks as we study the 

remaining spiritual gifts from Romans 12.  

Finally, how have you responded to Barnabas’ exhortation? Barnabas was just being faithful to 

God. He had no idea that his words all those years ago would still be motivating us to be who God 

wants us to be. Acts 11:23 tells us that when he arrived at Antioch he witnessed the grace of God 

and he rejoiced and began “to encourage them all with resolute heart to remain true to the Lord.” 

Friend, do you have a relationship with the Lord? If so, are you faithful and true to Him? The 

phrase “remain true” is better translated as the KJV word “cleave”. It means to have relationship 

and fellowship with the Lord. Barnabas knew that there was nothing more important than this so 

he calls them, and us, to make sure we know the Lord, stay close to the Lord, and grow in the Lord 

every step of the way. Praise God for this great motivation! May we each be faithful to benefit 

from his words. 


