
Evangelism 102: Lessons in Acts #6

“The Fundamentals of Follow-Up”

Acts 14:8-20

Few occasions bring more joy than the birth of a baby. Parents, grandparents, siblings, even doctors and nurses rejoice when a new life is brought into the world. The preparation, anticipation, and exertion of childbirth are all worth it in that moment.

The celebration of birth marks the beginning, though, and not the end. A newborn cannot be left to fend for himself (or herself). He must be fed, clothed, changed, and nurtured for many years before he can survive on his own. As difficult and pregnancy and labor may be, the real work begins once the child is born.

Tragically, however, we hear of babies that are left on their own. Just recently a baby was found dumped on the side of a road in a plastic bag. Thankfully someone nearby heard the baby crying and intervened, saving that precious life. Not all stories like this have such a happy ending, though. Some babies simply do not survive.

The same can be said in the kingdom of God.

The task of the Christian church is evangelism—to make disciples of Jesus Christ. When a person first trusts in Jesus as Lord and Savior, the Bible likens them to a baby being born. Jesus told Nicodemus in John 3:3, “I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.” Peter uses this imagery in 1 Peter 2:2-3, “Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation, now that you have tasted that the Lord is good.” And we read in Hebrews 5:13, “Anyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching about righteousness.” 
Like the birth of a baby, few occasions are more joyous than when someone is born into the kingdom of God. An entire church family is excited and energized when a new believer is added to their ranks. But we must remember that this newborn in Christ—even though they may be physically mature—needs to be nurtured in their faith if they are to survive spiritually. Our work in evangelism does not end when a person comes to Jesus; in many ways, it is only beginning.

Paul and Barnabas realized this important truth at the end of their missionary journey in Acts 14. As they wrap up their travels they demonstrate the fundamentals for follow-up that we can learn today.

They Reached the Sinners

Beginning in verse 21, we see that they reached the sinners: “They preached the good news in that city and won a large number of disciples.” The city mentioned here is Derbe, a border town in the southeastern part of Galatia.
 About 35 miles east of Lystra, Derbe was the last city in distinctively Roman territory on the road leading to the East.
 It was a relatively obscure town that was subsequently lost to history. 

All Luke tells us about the mission in Derbe is that the missionaries “preached the good news” there and “won a large number of disciples.”
 Though little is recorded about their ministry there, Derbe was the first place in Galatia where they had not encountered opposition.
 In 2 Timothy 3:11, when Paul was recounting the persecution he had suffered in Galatia, he does not mention Derbe among those towns.
 We learn later from Acts that a sizable community of believers formed a stable church and eventually supplied Paul with a helper named Gaius, who traveled with the apostle on his third missionary journey (Acts 20:4).

What is highly significant concerning the ministry in Derbe, however, is Luke’s use of the Greek verb μαθητεύω (“make disciples”) in describing the results of Paul and Barnabas’s preaching. Matthew used this verb three times, most notably in what we know as the Great Commission in Matthew 28:19-20,

“Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”

Evangelism is the starting point for making disciples. Whenever people “turn to God in repentance and have faith in our Lord Jesus” (Acts 20:21), they become disciples of Jesus.
 Everywhere Paul and Barnabas went, they began by reaching the sinners and calling them to repentance and faith in Jesus. As such many new disciples were “born” into the family of God.

They Retraced Their Steps

Having come to the edge of Galatia—and Roman controlled territory—Paul and Barnabas decided to return home. But this was not the “end” of the mission yet. One of the most important points of Paul’s missionary strategy comes into view at this time, namely his care of the churches he founded.

From Derbe it would have been simplest for Paul and Barnabas to continue eastward through the Taurus mountain pass and home to Antioch. Weather may have been a factor in their decision. If they left home at the beginning of March, nine months of ministry would have put them in Derbe around November. The region is known today for its severe winters and heavy snowfalls, so the men had three options: risk a foolhardy trek through the mountains, spend the winter in Derbe before crossing over, or return the way they came.
 So we read in verses 21-25,

Then they returned to Lystra, Iconium and Antioch, strengthening the disciples and encouraging them to remain true to the faith. “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God,” they said. Paul and Barnabas appointed elders for them in each church and, with prayer and fasting, committed them to the Lord, in whom they had put their trust. After going through Pisidia, they came into Pamphylia, and when they had preached the word in Perga, they went down to Attalia.

They retraced their steps, revisiting (in spite of the danger) the same three Galatian cities they had evangelized on their journey—Lystra, Iconium and Pisidian Antioch (21).
 This wise move led to permanent Christian churches in all these cities.

Everett Harrison observes, “It took courage to return to the very places that had resisted the gospel and mistreated the messengers, yet the decision to return was not dictated by bravado but by the practical necessity of shepherding the converts.”
 

The first activity of Paul and Barnabas in following up was encouraging the saints. Verse 22 states that they were “strengthening the disciples and encouraging them to remain true to the faith.” Once we evangelize the lost and they believe, we have a duty to equip them for this new life. In this case, the believers continued to meet under difficult circumstances. The hostility shown to Paul and Barnabas would have attached to their disciples. The persecuted Christians needed reassurance. Paul’s stoning and subsequent refusal to quit would have inspired the new believers to persevere. They needed training, which—in the absence of a written New Testament—was reliant upon verbal teaching and memorization as well as personal mentoring.

Notice that Paul did not make the kingdom an easy gospel, for he taught the people in verse 22 that, “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God,”
 It is almost taken for granted throughout the New Testament that tribulation is the normal lot of Christians in this age: it is those who suffer for and with Christ now who will share his glory. “No cross, no crown.”

Paul and Barnabas encouraged these new believers to remain true to the faith. Continuance is a proof of true faith in Jesus Christ.
 They knew that it is not enough to count “converts.” Those who are young in the faith can easily be led into error, fall into sin, or even turn from their newfound faith. They need pastoral care. The New Testament knows nothing of “hit-and-run evangelism.” In three years Jesus could have gone through most of the Near East. He chose to concentrate on His few disciples in Galilee. Paul and Barnabas might have gone on to new and unreached regions. But they were led by the Spirit to retrace their steps, to spend their time with men and women already converted.

The second activity of follow-up is establishing leadership. Verse 23 records that “Paul and Barnabas appointed elders for them in each church…” The practice of selecting elders came from centuries of tradition that went clear back to Israel’s wilderness years, but it became especially prominent as the leadership structure in the Jewish synagogues, which was the immediate background for the establishment of elders in the first churches. These elders were always hand-selected by other mature leaders who were themselves qualified to recognize the necessary traits for leadership. The leaders were to be men of spiritual maturity, strong character, and good reputation in the community, regardless of their age, wealth, experience, power, or position. An elder holds a spiritual office; therefore, he must demonstrate that he lives under the control of the Holy Spirit.

If you compare Titus 1:5 and 7, you will see that “elder” and “bishop” (overseer) refer to the same office, and both are equivalent to “pastor” (shepherd). The Greek word translated ordained means “to elect by a show of hands.” It is possible that Paul chose the men and the congregation voted its approval, or that the people selected them by vote and Paul ordained them.

Spiritual leadership is key to effective local church ministry, and Paul and Barnabas provided for this need as they established churches in Lystra, Iconium, and Antioch. In an apparently relatively short time, they were able to appoint in each church “elders”—those who had reached a certain level of spiritual maturity that enabled them to serve the church by strengthening and encouraging the disciples just as Paul and Barnabas had done.
 In light of this passage, it is apparent that Paul did not consider a congregation to be firmly established until it has a functioning eldership.

The third activity of follow-up is launching the church. The end of verse 23 says, “Paul and Barnabas…with prayer and fasting, committed them to the Lord, in whom they had put their trust.” This is perhaps the most difficult task of a church-planting ministry. After witnessing the birth of new believers, nurturing them from infancy, helping them stand on their own, and training them to lead others—all the while cultivating deep personal relationships—the time must come to leave.

The word translated “committed” (παρέθεντο) was used by Jesus as He breathed His last words on the cross, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit” (Luke 23:46), and later by Paul as he bade farewell to the elders of the Ephesian church, “Now I commit you to God and to the word of his grace” (Acts 20:32). This verb carries the sense of entrusting something to God’s care, and this is exactly how Paul left the churches he had founded on his missionary journey.

Paul majored on establishing and organizing local churches. Jesus had the local church in mind when He gave the Great Commission. Once folks come to Jesus, we must baptize them and then teach them to obey the Word of God. Merely winning people to Christ is but fulfilling one-third of the Great Commission! It takes the local assembly of believers to help us fulfill all of what Jesus commanded us to do.

Once this work was done, the evangelistic team traveled roughly 90 miles south from Pisidian Antioch to Perga, where they had originally landed from Cyprus.
 You may recall that when they first landed in Perga, they did not preach there, but moved immediately to higher elevations. This time they did not bypass Perga, but preached the Word there, though they did not stay for a length of time.
 We should not, however, assume that this evangelization was indifferent or mere routine. The apostles may have been trying to get back home to Syrian Antioch before the sea-lanes closed.

They Reported Their Success

Finally Paul and Barnabas reported their success, recorded in verses 26-28,

From Attalia they sailed back to Antioch, where they had been committed to the grace of God for the work they had now completed. On arriving there, they gathered the church together and reported all that God had done through them and how he had opened the door of faith to the Gentiles. And they stayed there a long time with the disciples.
Attalia was a busier and more modern port, carrying the bulk of traffic between Ephesus and Syria. A ship carried them back to Seleucia, where they disembarked and walked fourteen miles up the Orontes River to arrive home again to the church in Syrian Antioch.

Upon returning, they reported to their “sending church” on the work God had done. This must have been exciting for them and for the church when they arrived back home. They had, by the grace of God, fulfilled the work God had given them to do; and they joyfully reported the blessings to the church family. This is perhaps the first “missionary conference” in church history, and what a conference it must have been!

I remember growing up in a Christian & Missionary Alliance church, how every year we would have a missionary conference, usually a week-long series of meetings featuring missionaries home on furlough sharing their work overseas. Back in those days the missionaries had slide presentations depicting their ministries, and it always seemed like the last slide was the picture of a sunset! Paul and Barnabas probably didn’t show slides to the church in Antioch, but they could deliver a very colorful missionaries’ report, for God “had opened a door of faith to the Gentiles” indeed.

Something important in their report is seen in verse 27: they “reported all that God had done through them…” In other words, they did not boast of what they had done. They simply told all that God had done “with them,” as the literal Greek reads. This is an interesting expression; it loses some of its force in English. I can drive a nail “with” a hammer—but in Greek that would take a different preposition. Or I can spend an evening “with” my family. This is the word used here. They had gone on the mission and God had gone with them. While He was with them, He performed His wonderful and gracious acts—acts of saving, of healing, of watching over His own, of advancing His redemptive purpose in this world.
 But the bottom line was, it was not the apostles who had done the work, but God.

This text represents much more than the conclusion of Paul’s first missionary journey. We see the apostle’s “philosophy of ministry” in this passage, and one from which we can learn valuable lessons in evangelism for today. 

Paul and Barnabas’ prime focus was on reaching the sinners. This is the first and foremost responsibility the Church of Jesus Christ has in any generation. We much reach the lost for Christ. We must tell them of their sin, their hopeless condition because of their sin, and the only way out of their sin through Jesus. All the good deeds in the world are meaningless if we do not reach the sinners.

Once they come to Christ, though, we must be busy raising the saints. New believers are like newborn babies—they need nurtured and fed and cared for. This includes their identification in Christ through baptism, their instruction in the Word of God, and their involvement in the work of the local church.

Only when these new Christians can stand on their own, feeding themselves from the Word, and bringing folks to Christ themselves can we truly report the success of our evangelistic efforts. Evangelism must include discipleship if we are obeying His words.
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