
Evangelism 102: Lessons from Acts #1

“The Mission-Minded Church”

Acts 13:1-3

Two years ago, in our Sunday morning services, we studied the first twelve chapters of the book of Acts under the heading, “Evangelism 101: Lessons from Acts.” I explained at that time that the “101” comes from the way colleges number their courses (or at least they used to…I haven’t been in college for a long time!) A course numbered in the 100’s was freshman level; 200’s was sophomore; and so on. Usually the most basic course in a subject would be numbered 101. 

I would like to pick up this study in our Sunday evening services, using the title, “Evangelism 102: Lessons from Acts.” We begin tonight in Acts chapter thirteen. The primary figure from chapter thirteen onward is no longer Peter, but Saul of Tarsus, better known as Paul. Peter’s ministry would continue to be important and effective but he would focus primarily on the Jews, as we see in Galatians 2:7. Paul, however, was called as the apostle to the Gentiles, and he takes center stage through the rest of Acts.

Not only do we see a shift in emphasis on a main character here, we also see for the first time a planned “overseas mission” carried out by representatives of a particular church, rather than by solitary individuals, and begun by a deliberate church decision, inspired by the Spirit, rather than somewhat more casually as a result of persecution. Luke thus describes in solemn detail how the missionaries were appointed at a church meeting under the guidance of the Spirit. He is well aware that he is describing a crucial event in the history of the church.

Probably most teaching and preaching on the early verses of Acts 13 focuses on Barnabas and Saul as they are called to a special missionary venture. Tonight, however, I want to focus on the congregation of Christians in Antioch who sent them. They were a mission-minded church.

Antioch was a massive city at the time, the third-largest in the Roman Empire, after Rome and Alexandria, with a population of half a million.
 Founded in 300 bc by Seleucus Nicator, it was one of sixteen cities that he built and named for his father, Antiochus. To distinguish this city from the others of the same name, it is usually referred to as “Syrian Antioch” or “Antioch-on-the-Orontes.”
 

Over the years it became known as “Antioch the Beautiful” because of its fine buildings.
 The main street was more than four miles long, paved with marble, and lined on both sides by marble colonnades, provided by Herod the Great.
 It was the only city in the ancient world at that time that had its streets lighted at night. It was also a wicked city, perhaps second only to Corinth.

By the time of Paul and Barnabas, Antioch had become a significant center of Jewish worship and culture. As a result, the very large community of Jews attracted numerous Gentile converts to Judaism (known as proselytes), including Nicolas, one of the seven deacons named in Acts 6:5.

We were first introduced to the city of Antioch in Acts 11:19-30. The persecution following Stephen’s murder drove many early Christians out of Jerusalem. Some made their way to Antioch, where some believers from Cyprus and Cyrene made it a point to share the Gospel with the Gentiles there. F. F. Bruce calls Antioch “the metropolis of Gentile Christianity.”
 The believers of Jerusalem dispatched Barnabas to Antioch to check things out. He was very pleased with what he saw, and went to Tarsus to find Saul, and together they spent the next year discipling these new believers. Luke informs us in Acts 11:26, “The disciples were called Christians first at Antioch.”
Despite their different racial and religious background, the Antioch Christians knew they were one with all other believers. Thus when the prophet Agabus predicted a famine, the Christians showed special concern for the mother church in Jerusalem. They made voluntary contributions and sent their gifts with Barnabas and Saul. We know the famine occurred in ad 46. Perhaps the Antioch church, by sending its two best leaders with the gift, wished to go the second mile to assure Jerusalem that its faith was genuine. After the two completed their task in Jerusalem they returned to Antioch, bringing with them young John Mark, nephew of Barnabas.

They Had Leadership Skills

The first characteristic of the church at Antioch was that they had leadership skills. We read in verse one, “In the church at Antioch there were prophets and teachers: Barnabas, Simeon called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen (who had been brought up with Herod the tetrarch) and Saul.”

The leaders of the church are described as “prophets and teachers.” Luke explains neither how he understood the distinction between these ministries, nor whether all five men exercised both or (as some have suggested) the first three were prophets and the last two teachers. What he does tell us is their names. The first was Barnabas, whom he has earlier described as “a Levite from Cyprus” in Acts 4:36. Secondly, there was Simeon (a Hebrew name) called Niger (‘black’) who was presumably a black African, and may have been none other than Simon of Cyrene who carried the cross for Jesus and who must have become a believer, since his sons Alexander and Rufus were known to the Christian community. The third leader, Lucius of Cyrene, definitely came from North Africa, but the conjecture of some early church fathers that Luke was referring to himself is extremely improbable, since he carefully preserves his anonymity throughout the book. Fourthly, there was Manaen [in Hebrew, Menahem, as in Menahem Begin
], who is called in the Greek the “foster-brother” of Herod Antipas, son of Herod the Great. Since Luke knew a lot about Herod’s court and family, Manaen may well have been his informant. The fifth church leader was Saul, who of course came from Tarsus in Cilicia. These five men, therefore, symbolized the ethnic and cultural diversity of Antioch.

One of the notable ways in which the Spirit expressed himself in the Christian community was through creating unity. This unity in the Spirit bridges the gap between Jews and Gentiles once they become Christians and breaks down the hostility between men of different ethnic backgrounds. What a varied leadership they had! Their names speak volumes for the unity the Spirit creates. Christ’s will for his Church, that they should be one, was being carried out in the Christian community at Antioch.
 This was no accident, but rather a deliberate work of God! The perfect profile for a missionary church was exhibited there at Antioch. They were in microcosm what the church would become in the world. 

They Had Listening Skills

Second, they had listening skills. This is seen in verse two, “While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, ‘Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.’”
One day, probably in ad 47, the Spirit told the praying believers there, “Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.”
 This missionary journey did not result from a planning session but from the Spirit’s initiative as they worshiped. The communication from the Spirit may have come through the prophets.

Part of their worship involved fasting, seen in both verses two and three. Fasting is always a mark of deep spiritual concern, indicating that a person is willing to set aside the normal demands of life in order to concentrate for a time on what God wants. It appears that the entire Antioch church was joined in this pursuit. They were “worshiping the Lord,” and during that time the call of the Holy Spirit came upon them. Worship and service go together and should never be separated. If we try to work for the Lord without worshiping him, we will settle for legalistic, self-centered service. And if we worship and never work, we will end up with a form of godliness but no power.

We notice that in neither reference to fasting does it occur alone. It is linked with worship in verse two and with prayer in verse three. For seldom if ever is fasting an end in itself. It is a negative action (abstention from food and other distractions) for the sake of a positive one (worshipping or praying).

Along with it goes the emphasis on prayer. To be sure, you might expect them to do that in a worship service! But this was no mere recital of petitions. The whole congregation was waiting on the Lord in a silence that could be felt. It was into this context that the Spirit could speak. It is in prayer that we are formed and remade, and it is through prayer that God is free to reach and use us. If we do things for God without praying he cannot afford the risk of allowing us to succeed. For we would get proud, and would be hardened in our conviction that activism, not dependence on God, is the way for Christians to serve their Lord. I believe there is no single lesson we need to learn more earnestly in the whole work of evangelism than prayer. If we prayed for God to send out laborers into the harvest; if we prayed that He would show us what He wanted our church to do; if we prayed in support of evangelism and missions instead of giving lip-service to it—we would see great progress. On the whole, we are very prayerless Christians. That is one reason why we are so ineffective.

Prayer is talking with God, but too often our prayers are very one-sided: We do all the talking and do very little listening. The church at Antioch had good listening skills.

The chief point of interest in this text is that the Holy Spirit was the source of the idea to go to other lands with the Gospel. The Spirit already had in mind an expanded mission for Barnabas and Saul. Now He urges them to the commencement of the mission. He is sending the best available workers to the first Gospel effort on a “foreign” field.

They Had Launching Skills

This leads us to the third and final characteristic: they had launching skills. We read in verse three, “So after they had fasted and prayed, they placed their hands on them and sent them off.” The elders of the church “laid their hands” on the two men, like the Jerusalem church had laid hands on the seven in Acts 6. Through the “laying on of hands,” the leaders said, in effect, “We endorse you and authorize you to carry out this mission on our behalf; we go with you in spirit as we pray for you here at home.”

This act did not add to their call or authority, for that came from God Himself, but it was important because it symbolized the participation of the whole church in the mission. Through its leaders the Antioch congregation recognized Barnabas and Saul as its “sent ones.” (Apostle and missionary both mean one sent out with a specific task.) In turn, the two missionaries continued to recognize their bond of partnership with the launching church, as the pair was later to return to and report back to them. They were not under its control but they continued to be a part of the church. In turn they enjoyed its support in prayer and hospitality.
 While God alone did the commissioning, he did it through the church, through the laying on of hands. Barnabas and Saul left on their journey with the full identification and support of the church. The missionary church at Antioch is a great example for us.

Now, let’s put ourselves in this situation. There must have been quite a stir in the church in Antioch—change was afoot. Two key leaders were about to depart for an undetermined amount of time. It could not have been easy for their fellow leaders or for the rest of the body there. But throughout a period of prayer, worship, and fasting, the church had come to a clear sense of God’s guidance: The Spirit was telling them to send forth Barnabas and Saul. What would they do?
 

Antioch itself was a missionary situation. It was a young church that owed its origin to informal missionaries. They could have argued that they had plenty to do in Antioch, and could not bother about anything beyond their borders. But that is not how a mission-minded church behaves. Antioch was a church that looked beyond itself.
 They acted in faith and followed God’s leading into this change.

What would happen to your church if God called your pastor to go to the mission field? You say, “We would lose our pastor.” Really? You’d send your pastor—you wouldn’t lose him. You’d keep him because he would be going out and building up the Church around the world. We get selfish in local churches. We do not pray that the Lord of the harvest will send forth laborers. Are you willing to give your best young people? Are you willing to give your best young couples? God may want to use a businessman in your church. Are you willing to let him go, or are you thinking only of building up your own local church here at home?

It’s a sad thing when a local church becomes ingrown, when the Gospel becomes a commodity to protect instead of a treasure to share. It’s a sad thing when the pastor does not proclaim the needs of a lost world, not just the needs of a lost city or a lost neighborhood. I agree with Dr. Oswald J. Smith that the light that shines the farthest is going to shine the brightest at home. I don’t think the church should ignore missions just to promote local evangelism. Both are important.

There should be no division between local and global evangelism. The truly mission-minded church sees its task as making disciples of all nations, going into all the world and preaching the gospel to every creature. If we try to preserve ourselves, we end up losing the very thing we are trying to save, like squeezing a handful of sand harder—it just slips between our fingers all the more. If we really want to grow, our focus must expand, and our willingness to go—and send—must be unselfish. As Michael Green concludes, “It is the church which waters others that is herself watered.”

I grew up in a mission-minded church in the Christian & Missionary Alliance. Every year we would have a week-long missionary convention, with missionaries from around the globe returning home to report of their work overseas. Often the missionaries would stay in our home, and I recall my brothers and I sitting with our parents as we heard first-hand accounts of what God was doing in the hearts and lives of people far, far away. While my brother Bob was in junior high school he felt called to the mission field of Germany, and, though it took longer than originally planned, he is completing a very successful mission there and looks forward to reaching out in different lands for Christ.

Through this exposure I learned many great missionary hymns, but the one that stands out the most is “O Zion, Haste.” While all of the lyrics are compelling, the final verse shows what we can all do to reach our lost and dying world:

O Zion, haste, thy mission high fulfilling,
To tell to all the world that God is light;
That He who made all nations is not willing
One soul should perish, lost in shades of night.
Behold how many thousands still are lying,
Bound in the darksome prison house of sin,
With none to tell them of the Savior’s dying,
Or of the life He died for them to win.

Proclaim to every people, tongue, and nation
That God, in whom they live and move, is love;
Tell how He stooped to save His lost creation,
And died on earth that we might live above.

Give of thy sons to bear the message glorious;
Give of thy wealth to speed them on their way;
Pour out thy soul for them in prayer victorious;
And all thou spendest Jesus will repay.

Publish glad tidings, tidings of peace;
Tidings of Jesus, redemption and release.

May we be known as a mission-minded church, one willing to give our money, our time, our prayers, and even our people to reach others with the gospel of Jesus Christ!
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