Romans 12:1-8

What is the Gift of Exhortation?

Simply put, the gift of exhortation helps believers mature in their relationship with Christ. 

1. Obedience

Ephesians 4:1 - “Therefore I, the prisoner of the Lord, implore you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling with which you have been called.”

Colossians 3:1 - “There if you have been raised up with Christ, keep seeking the things above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God.”

Exhortation is a call for obedience to holiness and righteousness for believers. It looks to God as the standard of holiness and righteousness and encourages believers to emulate that standard through the power of the Holy Spirit. God is holy, and He has raised us from spiritual death so that we too, can live in a holy way. Exhortation reminds us to remain faithful to God and His purposes, and not just for the sake of obedience. Therefore, I encourage and exhort you brothers and sisters, seek after Jesus and what pleases him, so that He may be glorified, and that it may be well with you.

2. Sovereignty of God

1 Thessalonians 2:13 - For this reason we also constantly thank God that when you received the word of God which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men, but for what it really is, the word of God, which also performs its work in you who believe.

Colossians 2:13-14 - When you were dead in your transgressions, and the uncircumcision of your flesh, He made you alive together with Him, having forgiven us all our transgressions, having cancelled out the certificate of debt consisting of decrees against us, which was hostile to us, and He has taken it out of the way, having nailed it to the cross.

Ezekiel 36:26-27 - I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you; and I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you will be careful to observe My ordinances.

Exhortation is not just a call to try harder or to put in more effort into your faith. It encourages us with the fact that even apart from us, God is working; the future of mankind is not dependent on me. His sovereignty is greater than my ability, both to be amazing and to be amazingly bad. Nothing is beyond His reach and control.

Exhortation draws us to the sanctifying work of Jesus. Essentially, the gift of exhortation is able to see what the Holy Spirit is doing and calls that out of people.

Acts 2:37-41

Peter saw the work of the Holy Spirit and began exhorting the crowd to repent and be saved. 

And so brothers and sisters, I exhort you today to focus on the sovereignty of God. In His mercy and grace, He has predestined you for adoption in Jesus before the foundation of the world. Take comfort in that, and know that He who began this good work in you will continue to perfect it until we see Him face to face.

3. Detailed Instructions

1 Peter 3:15 - Always be ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and reverence.

Phlippians 4:2 - I urge Euodia and I urge Syntyche to live in harmony in the Lord.

1 Timothy 5:23 - No longer drink water exclusively, but use a little wine for the sake of your stomach and your frequent ailments.

Exhortations are not only general calls for obedience or theological ideas and principles, but exhortations speak to specific situations. Much of what we learn from the Bible are principles that God wants us to live by and at times it is very difficult to find guidance from the Word on specific situations.

So my specific exhortation for you today is drawn from 1 Peter 3:15. What is the reason for the hope that you have? If someone were to ask you why you are a Christian, could you answer them coherently and without hesitation? 

4. Press Into Tension

Acts 14:22 - Strengthening the souls of the disciples, encouraging them to continue in the faith, and saying, “Through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God.”

1 Peter 1:6-7 - In this you greatly rejoice, even though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been distressed by various trials, so that the proof of your faith, being more precious than gold which is perishable, even though tested by fire, may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ.

The idea of suffering is something that has been on my mind quite a lot recently. The Biblical text does not prescribe us to chase after a comfortable life. It asks us to be patient and to even rejoice, because somehow, this ends up glorifying God. That’s a huge ask, especially in our day and age when individual rights is taken as an inalienable right.

And so I exhort you church - take tension as an opportunity to grow in your faith. Use it to help you seek after God in prayer and fasting and worship. Embrace the tension and not insulate yourself from it, for that helps you develop endurance in doing the will of God, and in so doing, will receive what He has promised.

How to Exhort

1. Drawing Close

Acts 9:26-28

This passage is talking about Paul not long after his conversion experience. He had come back to the city where he was a known persecutor of Christians and was rejected. But in comes Barnabas. We are first introduced to him in Acts 4 where he is selling all his land and giving the proceeds to the church. Pretty encouraging for the church to see right? In fact, this guy’s name literally meant Son of Encouragement. 

Everyone is afraid of Paul but Barnabas vouches for Paul. The Greek word for “took hold” is also used in other contexts as to rescue from peril. So this is what Barnabas did. He rescued Paul from peril and gave a positive testimony and account for Paul’s character. 

How is this an example of exhortation? Well, we need to understand the meaning of the Greek word. Exhortation comes from the Greek word Parakaleo

Parakaleo

Para - alongside, by, beside, or near
Kaleo - to call aloud, to invite, or to call by name. 

Parakaleo literally means “to call to one’s side” and it gives the meaning a sense of support for one to another. During the time of Jesus, Parakaleo was a technical term to describe a lawyer in the courts, one who was called in to aid the accused. Basically, it was one who acts on another’s behalf as a mediator, an intercessor, or a comforter.

Scent of a Woman illustration

This is what Barnabas did for Paul. Barnabas stood up for him, making a case, like an advocate in a court of law, before the disciples. He came alongside Paul as an intercessor and stays by his side throughout most of the book of Acts, undoubtedly exhorting Paul and the churches that they established.

Exhortation is not just blind encouragement, but it requires us to meet people where they are at. It’s easy enough to tell people “just pray more” or “have more faith” but to walk with people in their difficult seasons and their struggles, that’s what exhortation is really used for. 

2. Comfort

The idea of drawing close to people in order to help them grow is something that I avoided for a long time. I would never say it, but my actions would tell you that my idea of ministry meant that I would operate at an arm’s length. Personally, it’s difficult for me to share in other people’s feelings because my fear is that I won’t have enough energy after dealing with them to deal with myself. 

And so you can see how this would hamper my ability to minister. The ministry of presence is so important because that’s what Jesus did for us. He didn’t keep us at an arm’s length. Instead, he gave up all of his rights and privileges and came down to us. That is the model that we are to emulate. 

Job 2:11 - “Now when Job’s three friends heard of all this adversity that had come upon him, they came each one from his own place, Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite and Zophar the Naamathite; and they made an appointment together to come to sympathize with him and comfort him.”

Job’s friends met him where he was at but they’re terrible examples of what to do. So when we draw close, what are we to do? Let’s go back to the Greek word for exhortation - Parakaleo. This is also translated into English as “comfort.” 

Matthew 5:4 - “Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.”

Comfort is not something I think about when it comes to exhortation.

John 14:16 (KJV) - “And I will pray the Father, and he shall give you another Comforter, that he may abide with you forever.”

Jesus is talking about the Holy Spirit here when he says “Comforter.” The Greek word for “Comforter” is Paraclete, which is actually derived from Parakaleo. So, in essence, not only do we encourage and come alongside those we exhort, but also comfort, just like the Holy Spirit is sent to us to comfort us. And this makes sense right? When do you comfort someone? When they are done and in need of encouragement.

Comfort is so needed if people are to identify with our exhortation. We comfort people by acknowledging the pain and suffering and difficulty that they are currently going through before offering any advice or encouragement, or else we run the risk of sounding disingenuous or insensitive. 

John 14:5 - Thomas said to Him, “Lord, we do not know where You are going, how do we know the way?”

John 14:18-19 - “I will not leave you as orphans, I will come to you. After a little while, the world will no longer see Me, but you will see Me.”

Jesus recognized that the disciples feared that they would be left alone without any help and so he offered them comfort before exhorting them to action and obedience. He acknowledged their fears and basically told them it’s ok. 

My Personal Experience

My ministry is much more effective when I can stop giving people the stiff arm and allow them into my space so that I can exhort them in every sense of the word. 

Would I say that I have the gift of exhortation? Probably 80% yes. For sure, I can see when God gives me “gracelet” to operate in this gift and it’s really incredible to see people grow and transform. 

Jared at school

That’s what it’s like to see a believer grow in their faith. You see them struggling in areas of their faith and you go an exhort them - you comfort, you encourage, give them Scripture, a prophetic word, etc. And then you see them overcome what they were struggling with - it’s incredible. You know what that is - that is the work of the Holy Spirit, and it’s so amazing to experience. 

We always say that we want to experience the Holy Spirit - that’s one of the ways. It doesn’t always have to happen to you. I don’t have to experience the Holy Spirit working on me. If I witnessed His work, I experienced Him. And so I started praying this prayer: Lord, I just want to experience and witness the Holy Spirit at work. I don’t care if it’s not in me. I just want to see and experience you at work. 
