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So then those who were scattered because of the persecution that occurred in connection with 

Stephen made their way to Phoenicia and Cyprus and Antioch, speaking the word to no one 

except to Jews alone. 20 But there were some of them, men of Cyprus and Cyrene, who came to 

Antioch and began speaking to the Greeks also, preaching the Lord Jesus. 21 And the hand of the 

Lord was with them, and a large number who believed turned to the Lord. 22 The news about 

them reached the ears of the church at Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas off to Antioch. 23 Then 

when he arrived and witnessed the grace of God, he rejoiced and began to encourage them all 

with resolute heart to remain true to the Lord; 24 for he was a good man, and full of the Holy 

Spirit and of faith. And considerable numbers were brought to the Lord. 25 And he left for Tarsus 

to look for Saul; 26 and when he had found him, he brought him to Antioch. And for an entire year 

they met with the church and taught considerable numbers; and the disciples were first called 

Christians in Antioch. 27 Now at this time some prophets came down from Jerusalem to Antioch. 
28 One of them named Agabus stood up and began to indicate by the Spirit that there would 

certainly be a great famine all over the world. And this took place in the reign of Claudius. 29 And 

in the proportion that any of the disciples had means, each of them determined to send a 

contribution for the relief of the brethren living in Judea. 30 And this they did, sending it in charge 

of Barnabas and Saul to the elders.  

 

But the word of the Lord continued to grow and to be multiplied. 25 And Barnabas and Saul 

returned from Jerusalem when they had fulfilled their mission, taking along with them John, who 

was also called Mark.  

 

Now there were at Antioch, in the church that was there, prophets and teachers: Barnabas, and 

Simeon who was called Niger, and Lucius of Cyrene, and Manaen who had been brought up with 

Herod the tetrarch, and Saul. 2 While they were ministering to the Lord and fasting, the Holy 

Spirit said, "Set apart for Me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them." 3 Then, 

when they had fasted and prayed and laid their hands on them, they sent them away.   

 
 

 
 

We’re looking at The Book of Acts. It tells the story of the fledgling Christian Church in the days 

and years immediately following the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

 

Today the Gospel (the basic message... which is a character in this book) the Gospel crosses a 

major hurdle – it enters the third-largest city in the Roman Empire (estimates range from 150-

500 thousand people in Antioch) it’s second only to Rome and Alexandria… And very quickly, the 

message does things in Antioch… People take note INSIDE the city and Christians in Jerusalem 

take note as well! 
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Antioch becomes NOT ONLY the new hub of Christian activity at this early stage…but also a kind 

of ideal for Luke, the historian. Luke wants us to see that this is what a local church should BE… 

 

And as I mentioned last week…this is VERY instructive for Christians because we’re all quick to 

think we know what a church should be, based on our feelings or our memories or our personal 

likes and dislikes…where we’re comfortable… but that tells more about US than the ideal. 

 

But what if Luke is recording history in such a way as to spotlight this church…to say “Aim at 

this…and use it to gauge or measure of what’s happening in YOUR church – THIS is what God 

intends a local church to BE!”  

 

And for people trying to explore Christianity to see if they can believe it (to see if it’s TRUE) this 

passage brings together so many strands and ideas that if you study it you’ll see very practically 

and tangibly what IS the MAIN IDEA and what it DOES to people who believe it…how it affects 

real-life people. 

 

Let’s look at: 1) People, Places, Problems 2) The Catalyst in Antioch 3) The Marks Then and Now 

 

The passage stresses people and places… and if we read between the lines (just a little!) we 

know that where there are people and places there are also PROBLEMS.  

 

The first PERSON mentioned (v. 19) is Stephen. He was executed for telling the Story in 

Jerusalem (CH 7) and that execution (by stoning) signaled a time of open opposition against the 

Christians in Jerusalem and many believers fled for their lives (“scattered”). 

 

And the PLACE where many of them went was this great city of Antioch in Syria…That city as 

many cities even today, Antioch was an open place, a center for commerce and open exchange 

of ideas, a place where people sought refuge/protection…and a kind of cross-roads for various 

ethnic groups… Cities are like that. THAT’S one reason Christianity flourished in the ancient 

cities… “PAG-a-nūs” from which we take the word “pagan” means villager/rustic…where people 

were stuck in superstition and not open to new thinking. 

 

But being an urban-dweller THEN and NOW is not without its difficulties. I’ve mentioned the 

work of Rodney Stark (an Urban Sociologist – Baylor) and Stark showed how these ancient cities 

were often very dangerous places – a lot of disease, frequent fires and earthquakes, open 

sewage, crime/violence. 

 

Antioch may have been not much larger than our own fair city (Hollywood) in population but 

much, MUCH smaller geographically. He estimates that it was extremely dense. Chicago is about 

21 people/acre; New York is about 37 and Antioch (given the number of temples and public 

buildings) was about 195/acre … denser than Mumbai, India. 
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And with that kind of density comes tremendous strife and aggravation and tension. AND as you 

may have heard me stress in the past – no soap (I like soap!) 

 

And then the Christians from Jerusalem come to this city so dense/immense…and they're 

accepted there (as is often the case in open-minded cities) but they themselves are less-than-

open-minded… They stick to their kind…i.e. to Jewish people (Us vs. Them)… except, some of 

them started to branch out, “began speaking to the Greeks also, preaching the Lord Jesus”. They 

were persecuted in Jerusalem for telling this story so they moved… but kept telling. 

 

And NOW as Greek Gentiles start hearing and believing this message about the Jewish Messiah, 

these Greeks are added to the Jewish believers in Jesus Christ…in fact, v.21, “a large number 

who believed turned to the Lord” and v. 24 “considerable numbers were brought to the Lord.” 

 

And IN this whole process… the Jewish believers IN Jerusalem get wind of this and…are starting 

to wonder…maybe thinking (after what we saw last week with Cornelius) thinking, “Well…it’s ok 

that SOME Gentiles come…especially if they were God-fearing types…who value Judaism…but 

this seems like the ‘slippery slope’ – where will this end? How many Gentiles are we talking?” 

 

So they send the “fruit inspectors” to see if this is real. The leaders in Jerusalem send Barnabas 

(250 miles!) to see if this Antioch has become a spiritual free-for-all. 

 

And Barnabas (meaning “son of encouragement”) is himself very encouraged – there’s an 

engine at work in Antioch…there’s something real/true…there’s a catalyst at work in this 

enormous city (that’s our second point) v. 23 “When he arrived and witnessed the grace of God 

he rejoiced and began to encourage them…” (‘cause that’s how he rolls – he’s the son of 

encouragement!) and HE’S encouraged! 

 

It’s NOT just a “flash in the pan” or a kind of purely emotional flare-up or even some sort of 

program of social engineering or movement – Barnabas sees what he has hoped to see (I 

wonder what he was expecting during that long 250 mile trip – maybe 10 days!) but when he 

looks around he concludes, “Nope! This is the real disease!” 

 

A very diverse group of people in an overcrowded place …people with big problems (and NO 

soap!) have believed the Story – that a Man lived the ideal life, a life of unbroken communion 

with God and always harmonious with His Father’s will (the life we are all required to live BUT 

NONE of us does it – WE all sin but He never sinned) and this ideal Man, Jesus Christ, then took 

the blame for everyone in every age who would trust Him – He died under the justice of the 

Law…and He did that for ME. 

 

Barnabas saw that people in Antioch were hearing that message…and believing it. And that 

message was DOING something to the people who believed… The implications of God’s grace in 
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Jesus Christ were playing out…were visible to observers. It was more than just a private 

experience for people. “He witnessed the grace of God.” Changed lives. 

 

People in this stressed-out city who lived in ongoing competition and suspicion and racial-

tension …people who would normally avoid one another… Jews and Gentiles who could easily 

be enemies…The Gospel enabled them to see, “Oh! We’re really ALL in the same boat! We’ve all 

sinned and fall short of the requirements of God, and are now justified as a gift by God’s grace 

through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus (Rom 3.23-24).”  

 

And somehow… (though they still didn’t have soap…and their neighbors still threw sewage out 

their windows and they had profound cultural differences) … somehow THIS MESSAGE showed 

that they were all the same – all condemned by God’s broken requirements and all justified…all 

made acceptable to God…all now become innocent and delightful in God’s sight because of 

Jesus… God was looking at them ALL as if they themselves had lived the ideal life! 

 

And that catalyst translated into a community, a common life, where former enemies were now 

a family and “the son of encouragement” was encouraged! Barnabas, a good man, and full of 

the Holy Spirit and faith saw the Gospel at WORK. 

 

Now what does all this mean for us – if you're trying to figure out what Christianity IS or if you 

ARE a Christian and are trying to put AWAY your own ideas and preconceptions about how a 

community of believers is to BE and what we’re to DO… HOW DOES THIS PASSAGE INFORM US? 

 

Our third point – what are the MARKS then and now … how did and DOES the Gospel and God’s 

grace when received by a group of people, what evidences can we expect to see – MARKS OF 

THE GOOD NEWS CHURCH. 

 

Let me highlight a few marks (not necessarily in order of importance): 

 

1) This church was a good news church. People got in trouble for sharing the story of Jesus 

Christ when they were in Jerusalem…and they had to leave…but they kept on telling that STORY. 

And I think it’s safe to say that they couldn’t keep a good thing to themselves! Just like you tell 

other people about a great restaurant or movie or sunset or vacation… 

 

Because you want to bring others into the joy with you. YOU PRAISE things to other people 

because you can’t help it! And if you feel the sense of relief in what God has  done for you in 

Jesus… then you want to praise that…commend that to other people. 

 

The best motive for Christians telling others about God’s grace in Jesus Christ is not to hang their 

scalps on our belts…it’s not to extend our tribe and certainly NOT to score points with God – it’s 

because it’s GOOD. God is good! Relief from GUILT is GOOD…and when we feel it…and the relief 

is real to me – then I want to praise it, to commend it to others. A Good News Church. 
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2) When this catalyst gets in a person or a group then it compels us to go to different people. 

They went to the Greeks because… WHY NOT?! I may be different in superficial ways like skin -

tone or manners or foods we eat or income but AT THE DEEPEST LEVEL we’re the same. I need 

grace and HE NEEDS GRACE… I am no better and HE IS NO BETTER THAN I AM (no call for 

arrogance OR inferiority!) … When I get the Gospel, I can look past superficial differences and 

get down to core similarities: we are both really the same – sinners in need of grace. 

 

3) A Good News church teaches this again and again and again because it takes a long time to 

sink in – it’s NOT how the world has wired us to think.  

 

So Barnabas sees this young, wildly diverse group of believers in Jesus and says, “These folks are 

gonna need this teaching constantly reinforced so they can trace out the ramifications of it 

when the human stuff comes up!” 

 

So he runs to find Saul… i.e. the Apostle Paul who’s been sort of in hiding for some years. And 

together, Barnabas and Paul teach (v. 26) “and for an  entire year they met with the church and 

taught considerable numbers.” 

 

It’s why St Andrews is a teaching church – because we have to help each other get the Gospel 

INTO our lives and let it saturate the way we think about every thing! Join one of these classes! 

 

4) We actually look for people to believe this message. We’ve experienced its life-changing 

power and we expect that it will work on others too.  

 

“They brought considerable numbers to the Lord” …not just searching for people but 

finding…embracing and including people. We come to identify: “I am a Christian… that’s the 

most important thing about me and however different we were, WE ARE NOW IN IT 

TOGETHER”: “and the disciples were first called Christians in Antioch.” (11.26)  

 

5) Diversity is reflected in their leadership – the men listed in v. 1 were different colors, 

backgrounds, different socioeconomically. Here again we hope to see that in a Good News 

Church. 

 

6) There was spiritual vibrancy in their worship and in their spiritual disciplines – “While they 

were ministering to the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said…” (Act 13.2) – God’s grace led them 

to want to actually know God and relate to Him and they were sensitive to the leading of God’s 

heart. 

 

7) Lastly (and I’ve definitely NOT exhausted this), they were a missionary sending and receiving 

church – ‘So great to have the Lalsees here to demonstrate this but a church that has this 

catalyst, that is infected by the GRACE OF GOD in the Gospel, that Church values planting 
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churches – they send Saul and Barnabas to do that and sends money for famine relief – because 

they are concerned for our brethren in need (spiritual needs and physical). 

 

You know on this Mother’s Day, we not only pray for you mothers but we thank you and we 

promise to learn from you. The Church IS the Mother of God’s ingathered children. And the 

Church, as mother, sees YOU moms…irrationally loving your children, never giving up, always 

hoping, sacrificing, giving and so with the Good News Church that is full of grace. 

 

Even now I appeal “as a mother” to any of you who are estranged – we have not given up on 

you. We want you to know this Grace… we want to sit with you (like mothers want their children 

to come home). We want you to know relief. We appeal to you: COME. 

 

 


