The hand of the Lord was with them
Acts 11:19-30
Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord Jesus said on one occasion, “That which is of the Spirit is Spirit and that which is of the flesh – of mere mankind – is flesh” – and can never be any more than that. If we want the Lord to use us in this world there are a couple of things that must be in place. The first is: we must, in a certain sense, be like Barnabas, of whom we read that “he was a good man; full of the Holy Spirit and of faith” (v.24). We have seen that before, several times, in the earlier chapters of the book of Acts.
 The other thing that is necessary is, as we read here in verse 21, that “the hand of the Lord be with us.” That is how the first Gentile congregation ever was established. And that is how the first Gentile congregation was built up into what later became a strong missionary congregation, the congregation in Antioch. 
Even so, things didn’t happen quite as we might expect. 
#
Back in chapter eight we read about the Ethiopian eunuch who was converted to Christ through reading Isaiah 53 with an explanation from Philip the evangelist. He’s the first Gentile convert that we know of, but his conversion doesn’t result in the first Gentile church. He carries on to Ethiopia, we suppose, and we don’t know what happened after that. Maybe the Coptic Church is a result of his conversion. But so far as the Bible is concerned it seems no longer interested. In some ways he just seems to be some stray Gentile convert. 
#
Then you come to chapter 10 and we read about Cornelius and his household, along with some fellow-soldiers, being converted. Furthermore we read that the Holy Spirit came down upon them all in Caesarea in a very dramatic way, “as on us at the beginning,” Peter says (11:15), at Pentecost, to confirm that the gospel has indeed gone out to the third ripple of mankind in the pond of the world. It was first to go to Jerusalem, then to Samaria, then to the uttermost parts of the earth – the Gentiles. But we don’t hear any more about Cornelius either! And as far as we know we’re not even sure that the converts in Cornelius’ household became an instituted congregation of the church. 
#
The first Gentile congregation we know about in the New Testament is this congregation in Antioch. 
I have no idea why we don’t hear about a church arising out of the conversion of the Ethiopian eunuch. I have no idea why we don’t hear about a church being established with the household of Cornelius in Caesarea – because we certainly hear of other household congregations in the New Testament. I’d be a bit surprised if there wasn’t a congregation formed out of the converts from Cornelius’ household, but the Bible doesn’t tell us about it. 
William Cowper, in one of his hymns, has us sing, “God works in mysterious ways, his wonders to perform.” That is certainly the case here. God isn’t always tidy; and maybe for a couple of reasons:
i)
he wants us to know that he does things according to his will and his plan and not necessarily according to our plan and certainly not according to any mechanical methods or techniques; 
ii)
and maybe the other reason for which God is not tidy is to bring us all the time back to him: to strive to be full of the Holy Spirit; to pray that the Lord’s hand be with us in whatever we do so that all the time we are reminded that any progress of the gospel in the world is his work; so, in that way, we will always be truly Christian and not merely human and thence humanistic, mere flesh. 
There are four things that I want to have a look at in our text this morning and in terms of my headings I’ve done a little alliteration on the word alliteration; I want to speak about the initiation of the church, the confirmation of the church, the consolidation of the church and the manifestation of the church. So first of all,

1.
The initiation of the first Gentile church
Antioch is called Antakya today. It’s five hundred miles north of Jerusalem, north of Lebanon, north of Syria. It’s just in modern Turkey on that north-eastern corner of the Mediterranean on the Orontes River.
 It was then the capital of the province of Seleucia and had half a million inhabitants. It was the third city in the Roman Empire.
 
Up till now none of the new steps in the advancement of the gospel has been the result of human planning or deliberate effort. It has all just happened in this apparently willy-nilly way that God does things sometimes. That doesn’t mean to say that we shouldn’t plan evangelism work or mission work, for very soon, as a matter of fact, it was this church in Antioch that did just that. And so much of the progress of the gospel in the world came from that first effort and other organised missionary effort. I just want to emphasize that God had his way of getting things done and we shouldn’t be surprised at that. 
#
When the gospel went to Samaria it was entirely unexpected and it went there as a result of the persecution of the church that began upon the death of Stephen. 
#
When the Ethiopian eunuch was converted it was the result of an angel telling Philip to go south to the desert road between Jerusalem and Gaza and talk to a man in a chariot. And then afterwards the Spirit snatched Philip away and took him over to the coast, all unplanned and completely out of the blue. 
#
When Cornelius and his household were converted it was the result of Cornelius being given a dream to go and look for Peter; and Peter being given a dream to go and see Cornelius; and so they meet. And you can be quite sure that going to a Gentile’s house would have been the last thing that Peter would have planned at that time in his life. It would even have been, on his own, the last thing he would dream about and it would have been the last thing that Cornelius would have expected or hoped for. 
Yet, in all of these cases the Lord had been preparing the ground beforehand. The Samaritans had Old Testament religion in their background. They were part-Israelite. The Ethiopian eunuch was a God-fearer and perhaps his people had known about the God of Israel since Solomon’s day; certainly since Jeremiah’s day. Cornelius had come to believe in the God of Israel. He had become disillusioned with the old gods of Rome. 
And now we come to the conversion of so many Greeks, or Gentiles, in the city of Antioch. That also is a result of persecution, the same persecution that drove others only as far as Samaria. We read in verse 19: “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 – Phoenicia is on the coast; the cities of Tyre and Sidon; Cyprus is the island in the north-eastern corner of the Mediterranean; Antioch is five hundred miles north of Jerusalem – and they were mainly preaching to Jews. But there were some of them, men of Cyprus and Cyrene, who began speaking to the Greeks also, preaching the Lord Jesus.” 
Brothers and sisters we should take encouragement from this. Maybe we do not see too much fruit from our efforts to evangelize our neighbours or our friends. Maybe you don’t see much result from taking that Bible in Schools class. But sometimes you go back years later to a place where once you lived and tried to witness for the Lord and you see fruit of your work that you never expected. 
On the other hand, maybe it will be without our planning, or in spite of our planning, that the Lord will advance the gospel in New Zealand. Maybe the Lord will bring people to us or drive us to the people in a way we don’t expect and maybe won’t even like, that won’t be pleasant, as it wasn’t with these people being persecuted. So a man who lived in Cyrene in North Africa we find up there in Antioch, nearly a thousand miles away from home. But one thing is clear. When God drove these early Christians by persecution to these unbelievers in Antioch, they talked about the Lord Jesus. They did not allow the fact that they were fleeing persecution – they didn’t allow the fact that they were even having to go in the opposite direction from their own home countries – to close their mouths. 
There is something in here congregation that I think is a hint. “They talked about the Lord Jesus.”
 People often wonder, maybe your neighbours or workmates or friends, when you’re talking to them, where the world is going. The answer to that question is simply that it’s going downhill because we have rejected the Lord. We have said, like the Jews, “We will not have this man to reign over us.”
 Maybe we need to emphasize that. For people do ask that question and maybe that would give us a connection with them. We’ve rejected the will of God. We’ve rejected Jesus Christ as the divine ruler and Lord of the world and that is why the world is in such a mess. That’s why so many peoples’ lives are in such a mess. Maybe if we emphasized Jesus’ lordship, we would also be able to bring in the idea of sin in a natural and meaningful way. And we must get people to that point somehow, because unless people have an idea of sin in their minds the idea of salvation doesn’t make any sense. 
So much, then, for the initiation of the first Gentile church. We come next to

2.
The confirmation of the first Gentile church
When the gospel first went to Samaria we read, “and the apostles in Jerusalem heard that Samaria had received the Word of God so they sent Peter and John” to Samaria (8:14). And through Peter and John the Samaritan Christians received the Holy Spirit. In chapter eleven we read that “when the Gentiles also received the Word of God” (11:1) in Cornelius’ house, a very similar thing, with a slight difference, happened. God had already sent an apostle to them, Peter, and while he was there, along with other Jews from Jerusalem, God poured out the Holy Spirit upon the Gentile believers, even as he spoke to them. But when the other apostles in Jerusalem heard about it they wanted an explanation from Peter. The Holy Spirit came down upon those Gentile converts and Peter had to explain that he came upon them in a very similar way to how he came upon the Samaritans and to how he came upon the Jews at Pentecost – under the hand and authority of an apostle. 
But now in verse 22 of our text we read, “When the news of the conversions in Antioch reached the ears of the church at Jerusalem they sent Barnabas to Antioch.” Barnabas was not one of the twelve apostles. Furthermore, there is no record of the Holy Spirit coming upon the church at Antioch as he did in Jerusalem at the beginning and then Samaria and then upon the Gentiles in Caesarea. 
That is important to notice, because here is the first Gentile church being instituted, but we don’t read about them being given the Holy Spirit. How come? Because the Holy Spirit and the apostles understood that the gospel has now gone out to those three representative groups of mankind spoken about in chapter one verse eight, that Jesus said was going to be the apostles’ task; the story of the fulfilment of which forms the layout of the book of Acts: to the Jew first, then to Samaria, then to the Gentiles – “the uttermost parts of the earth.” It is now recognized and understood, as Peter said in chapter ten, that “God is not one to show partiality but in every nation the man who fears God and does what is right, is welcome to him” (10:35). 
So the Jerusalem church has now seen that God has put his stamp of approval on the believers of all races. “Well, blow me down,” they said in surprise when they heard about it, “God has granted the Gentiles also the repentance that leads to life” (11:18). And since that day the gospel always goes with the Holy Spirit and wherever the Holy Spirit takes the gospel he also himself goes and gives himself to every believer. We don’t need to be looking for any more Pentecosts. 
So Barnabas came to Antioch and, verse 23, “He saw the grace of God and he rejoiced and he encouraged them all with resolute heart to remain true to the Lord.” And the apostles and the elders couldn’t have chosen a better man to do it because he himself “was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and of faith.” 
But there is a question: how did Barnabas see the grace of God in these new believers? We are not told directly. But Antioch had a reputation a bit like the city of Corinth in southern Greece. It was very cosmopolitan, very wealthy, given over to sexual pleasure, including cultic prostitution, religious prostitution.
 It would be a pretty good guess that Barnabas could see that there had been a decisive turning-away from this kind of dissipated lifestyle. He could see that the grace of God had changed these people’s lives, so he encourages them in the Lord. Well, encouragement is a wonderful thing, but it is not all we need. So we come, thirdly, to
3.
The consolidation of the first Gentile church
What a wonderful man Barnabas was. He could see that the congregation needed more than he was able to give them, so he went to Tarsus, just around the corner of the Mediterranean, about 150 kilometres of pretty hilly terrain actually, to get Paul with that great intellect of his, to teach the congregation better than, apparently, he, Barnabas, thought he could do. And the interesting thing is: he still thought Paul was necessary even though, under his encouragement, “considerable numbers were brought to the Lord,” verse 24, in addition to the others who had been saved under the witnessing of those who had fled to Antioch in the first place. 
It’s not ever so hard to ask for help when you’re struggling. But here is a man having success and he still goes looking for help to fill the gaps in his ministry. So, for a whole year, Paul and Barnabas taught the church and as a result of that we read, “the disciples were first called Christians in Antioch.”  They became known as followers of Jesus Christ. And that tells us where the centre of Barnabas and Paul’s teaching was. It focussed on the Lord Jesus Christ. 
There is a pattern here, congregation. When Barnabas came to Antioch he could see the grace of God in the changed lives of those who had come to believe. When the general populace in Antioch looked at the church they could also see that. And when they asked the people a reason for their new lifestyle, it is obvious that the answer focussed on Jesus Christ, because the people called them Christ-followers, Christians. And this brings us directly to my last point.

4.
The manifestation – the showing forth – of the first Gentile church
Barnabas could see the grace of God in their lives. The people around could see the grace of God in their lives, even though they wouldn’t have expressed it like that. But then some prophets came down from the Jerusalem church – came up, we would say. But in the Bible you always go up to Jerusalem and you go down to anywhere else, whether you’re going north or south. So they came down from Jerusalem and prophesied that there would be “a great famine all over the world” (v.28). That took place in the Emperor Claudius’ reign which began in 41AD.
 How long after the prophecy this happened we don’t know but it couldn’t have been too many years later and the congregation responded generously to their Jewish brothers and sisters. You can almost see Barnabas behind that too, can’t you? Because, remember, we first read of Barnabas back in chapter four, selling a piece of land and giving the proceeds for the relief for the poor believers in Jerusalem.
 Thus he became known as Barnabas, the Son of Encouragement. That is what his name means. 
What a wonderful manifestation of the fellowship of the saints, of the fruit of the Spirit. What are we intended to learn from this congregation? 
#
What a wonderful response to persecution. This church was begun by people who were fleeing persecution and yet they were still speaking of the One for whose sake they were suffering, Jesus Christ. They were not afraid to carry on taking his name on their lips and speaking about him. 
#
What a wonderful example of individual initiative and yet, at the same time, the necessity of authority and being part of the one church. The gospel goes to Antioch completely spontaneously, at the sole initiative of individual Christians, without any involvement of the church as such, at all. Yet, when the church in Jerusalem heard about it, they just as spontaneously understood there could be no such thing as Christians on their own, outside the church, without formal recognition as a sister congregation. So they send Barnabas.

#
And what a wonderful example that is of the freedom of the individual Christian and yet at the same time a completely willing submission to the authority of the church when Barnabas brought it. And what a gracious and encouraging way he brought it. 
#
What a wonderful example of the humility of a Christian leader – Barnabas. More people being converted under his ministry and yet he still knows there’s something he can’t bring and he’s not too proud to go and get Paul to come and help. 
#
What a wonderful response on the part of the converts. They received Barnabas and Paul’s teaching. They received Barnabas and Paul’s authority. And they received and took up their responsibility to help out their fellow-Christians in Jerusalem. 
And why was all this, congregation? There is something that is repeated several times in our text. I’ve mentioned it already before but I want to come back to it. Because these people, fleeing persecution, “came preaching the Lord Jesus” verse 20. And we read, “Thus the hand of the Lord was with them … and a large number turned to the Lord,” verse 21. And then Barnabas encouraged them “to remain true to the Lord,” verse 23. “And so more people were brought to the Lord,” verse 24. The use of the word Lord here in this passage is a new emphasis in the book of Acts.
 These people knew themselves to be people under a lord, under one who had authority over them. 
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, do we live like this? Do we live our lives as people living under a lord; under one who has authority over us; to whom we owe obedience? But also, do we live as people who owe a debt? For he bought us with his blood. He died for us. How can we not therefore live for him? Or do we live for our own comfort and our own advantage; our own pleasure; to build the kingdom of John Rogers – replace that with your own name – rather than the kingdom of God? You see, congregation, the gospel is about a Saviour who is a Lord over his people. 
But the gospel is also about a Saviour who is a Lord for his people. The one who saved us and the one for whom we must now live is one who is the Lord of all. He is the Lord of nations. He is the Lord of this nation. He is the Lord over all our affairs. He is the Lord over all those who have authority or power over us. So in the Book of Hebrews we hear the writer saying, “So what can man do to me?”
 And that was the attitude of these Christians. That is why they could go there to Antioch, fleeing persecution yet still taking the name of the Lord Jesus on their lips. 
We have to remember that too, people of God. Whatever is going on in the world, whatever is going in this country – and there is a lot going on in the world and in this land at the moment that is really very disturbing; it’s in your face, against God – but it’s all under the hand of the Lord who is our Lord and Saviour. And Paul tells us in the book of Ephesians that “He rules all things for the good of the church.” And Paul tells us in Romans that “He works all things together for the good of those who love him.”
 
And that means also that when it is his will to bless the gospel he will bless it. In the meantime it is our duty to proclaim it, as these Christians did fleeing persecution in our story this morning; as Barnabas did, “full of the Holy Spirit and of faith” and the hand of the Lord will be with us too, and in his time he will bless his Word in our land. As the Christians in Antioch were encouraged to remain true to the Lord, with resolute, or, if you will, with purposeful hearts, so let us also be. 
 Amen.
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 12th November, 2006
�    Acts 4:8,31.


�    Twenty miles inland from its port, Seleucia.


�    After Rome and Alexandria.


�    The translations have “preached”; the word is actually “evangelized the Lord Jesus”; literally, they spoke the good news about Jesus.


�    Luke 19:14.


�    Per “the cult of Artemis and Apollo at Daphne, five miles distant, where the ancient Syrian worship of Astarte, with its ritual prostitution, was carried on under Greek nomenclature” (Bruce).


�    According to Stott & Bruce, historians do not record such, but, Bruce says Claudius’ reign (41-54AD) “was marked by a succession of bad harvests and serious famines in various parts of the empire.” For this reason he suggests the AV’s “great dearth” is a better translation. Josephus also notes a great famine that caused great distress in Judea in this period.


�    4:36f.


�    The term, Lord, is repeated in this passage (vv.20,21 twice, 23,24) whereas to the Jews the emphasis was on Christ (2:36,38; 3:13,18.20; 4:10,27,30,33). That is not only a general accommodation to Gentile thought, which would not immediately have understood the Messiah idea; it also spoke to the growing claims of the Roman emperor, which later developed into emperor worship.


�   Hebrews 13:6.


�   Ephesians 1:22; Romans 8:28. Actually, Ephesians says, he “is head over all things to the church.” But, and especially in the light of Romans 8:28, what can that mean but for the good of the Church?
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