THE ANTIOCH CHURCH

Acts 11:19-13:3
Key Verse:  12:24
“But the word of God continued to increase and spread.”


Today’s passage describes the growth of the church in Antioch as well as the growth of the church in Jerusalem. The church in Antioch grew beyond just the Jews to the formation of a ministry to the Greeks, or Gentiles. The church in Jerusalem continued to grow through persecution. In each case God was creating his people, born in the image of the Lord Jesus Christ. We learn in this passage that the Lord is doing his creation work as much as the word of God spreads. May God bless us to know what we are doing in this ministry of Bible study, that we may testify to the creation work of God happening in us and among us and through us, that we may have joy because of the hand of God.
I.  The birth of the Antioch church (11:19-30)

How far out, geographically, had the gospel reached as a result of the intensified persecution after Stephen’s martyrdom? According to 8:1, a great persecution broke out against the church at Jerusalem. As a result, men like Philip and many of the apostles—in fact all the apostles except Peter—were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria. Through Philip the gospel message reached one Ethiopian eunuch. Later, through Peter, the gospel was preached to Cornelius and his family in Caesarea. Verse 11:19 says, “Now those who had been scattered by the persecution in connection with Stephen traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch, telling the message only to Jews.” Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch were ancient port cities. They were to the north of Judea in present day Lebanon and Syria. Cyprus is an island in the Mediterranean Sea that would later be visited by Paul. The persecution in connection with Stephen was of such a severity that the apostles and believers, and the word of God, spread beyond where the early church might have gone without it. God used the time of intense persecution, which must have been so severe that the early believers fled to great extents to escape it, to spread the gospel of life through the ones who would not otherwise be willing to go.

Besides the geographical influence, how had the gospel reached beyond the racial boundary of the Antioch Jews? Verse 20 says, “Some of them, however, men from Cyprus and Cyrene, went to Antioch and began to speak to Greeks also, telling them the good news about the Lord Jesus.” The gospel being preached to Gentiles was not unprecedented. There is the example mentioned about Peter visiting Cornelius. But he was not a willing participant, according to Acts 10. But the Holy Spirit came upon them, and it became evident that the gospel was not merely for Judea, or even scattered Jews, but for Gentiles as well. Still, at first, those in the church at Jerusalem opposed Peter for going to the uncircumcised, but after his explanation they praised God saying, “So then, God has granted the Gentiles repentance unto life.” Still, it is clear that at this time in Jerusalem the gospel was considered first and foremost Jewish. If the gospel were to be preached to a Gentile, it required the intervention of the Holy Spirit in a highly visible way, and the testimony of someone as great as Peter himself. But in the church at Antioch, scattered Jews from Cyprus and Cyrene began to speak to Greeks as well, simply telling them the gospel of Jesus. What happened as a result of this rather simple overflow of the message of the gospel? Let’s read 11:21. “The Lord’s hand was with them, and a great number of people believed and turned to the Lord.” This is significant. It is certainly significant that the gospel went to the Greeks, that is, to the Gentiles. What makes the significance even more surprising is that, for the most part, the Jews, and especially those in Jerusalem, were not even attempting to teach the gospel to Gentiles. What is the significance? Verse 21 says that the hand of the Lord was with them. The hand of the Lord was with the few people who were scattered by persecution, who happened to have no one else to tell the good news of the Lord Jesus, who overflowed because of their joy and told it to some Greeks, and there is where the hand of the Lord worked. Here we see that the hand of the Lord works. It overcomes any geographical or racial boundaries. It overcomes the prejudices of people to spread the good news of the Lord Jesus. The gospel spreads, and the hand of the Lord is revealed in this way. It is not a matter of the right place, the right people, the right ministry, it is a matter of the hand of the Lord. The Antioch church was like Adam, created by the hand of the Lord.
Verse 22 says, “News of this reached the ears of the church at Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas to Antioch.” Who was Barnabas? According to 4:37, he was an early convert to the church, his name was Joseph, but he was called Barnabas, meaning “Son of Encouragement,” and he was a Levite from Cyprus. According to 9:27, he was instrumental in the Jerusalem church being able to accept Saul, or Paul, after his conversion. What could have been the purpose of Barnabas’ trip to Antioch in light of verses 22, 23? (ref. 11:2-18) Because of his background, it seems that the early church trusted his discernment in matters relating to the Gentiles. In this case it was men from Cyprus who were telling the good news to Greeks. No doubt the leaders in Jerusalem wanted to know if this was truly the hand of the Lord in the Antioch church. 

What did the apostle see in Antioch and how did he respond to the new development of the gospel work? “When he arrived and saw the evidence of the grace of God, he was glad and encouraged them all to remain true to the Lord with all their hearts.” Barnabas saw evidence of the grace of God. That was all he needed to see. Barnabas encouraged them as his name suggests. Barnabas is described as “a good man.” What does it mean that he was “a good man”? According to verse 24, it means that he was full of the Holy Spirit and faith. “Good” means that he was of God. He sought the evidence of the grace of God only, not Jew or Gentile. He could be encouraged because of the hand of the Lord. As a result, a great number of people were brought to the Lord. (24b) As a result, Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, and when he found him, he brought him to Antioch. (25-26a) And as a result, for a whole year Barnabas and Saul met with the church and taught great numbers of people. (26b) 

What can we learn from Barnabas? I learn that he saw evidence of the Lord and he obeyed it and followed it completely. In this case it may have meant overcoming some racial prejudice. It certainly meant difficulty in travel. And it also meant a great change in his life, for he moved to Antioch, then to Tarsus to get Paul, then back to Antioch where he stayed for a whole year teaching the Bible, and later would go with Paul on a missionary journey. When Barnabas saw the birth of the Antioch church, born of the grace of God, he encouraged it and taught it and nurtured it until it could become a missionary sending church. Verse 26c can help us to know the significance of such a man and such a church. “The disciples were called Christians first at Antioch.” They could be called nothing else. They couldn’t be called Jews, because not only were they not from Jerusalem, they were not even Jewish. At the same time there was the undeniable evidence of the grace of God, beyond just a one time event such as Cornelius, but now in the entire church at Antioch. Here the members were defined by what they were in essence, followers of Jesus, or “Christians.” It is a term that for the first time went beyond the geographical or even racial boundaries of Judaism. How can a person overcome the influences of racism or nationalism and live truly as a “Christian?” Barnabas sought the evidence of the grace of God. We are guided by the Holy Spirit when we seek the Lord and the evidence of the gospel grace. What we witness is no less than the creation work of God, the creation of his people and his church out of nothing but the grace of God. May God bless us to know the greatness of the gospel work we see in the hearts of young students as the creation of God’s people. May God bless us to be guided by the gospel grace.
Verse 27 says, “During this time some prophets came down from Jerusalem to Antioch.” The phrase “during this time” must refer to the time when the gospel was growing in Antioch, the time when Barnabas had moved from Jerusalem to Antioch. Some prophets came including Agabus. Verse 28 says, “One of them, named Agabus, stood up and through the Spirit predicted that a severe famine would spread over the entire Roman world. (This happened during the reign of Claudius.)” What did the disciples in Antioch do in this time of need? Verses 29-30 say, “The disciples, each according to his ability, decided to provide help for the brothers living in Judea. This they did, sending their gift to the elders by Barnabas and Saul.” What does this show about them? (ref. 2 Cor.8:9; Acts 20:35) What do you learn from them? These verses show that the church did not consider their own self-protection in the matter of offering for the church in Judea. According to the prophecy, this famine was to be of such a scope that it would affect the entire Roman world. But the church in Antioch did not offer with practicality or calculation. Their offering was full of the grace described by Paul in 2 Corinthians 8:9. “For you know the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich.” We can learn from the Christians in Antioch the nature and character of those created by the grace of the gospel. They carry in them the image of the Lord Jesus Christ.
II.  King Herod, James, Peter, Barnabas and Saul (12:1-25)

How was James, the brother of John, martyred in Jerusalem around this time? Verses 1-2 say, “It was about this time that King Herod arrested some who belonged to the church, intending to persecute them. He had James, the brother of John, put to death with the sword.” The persecution at the church in Jerusalem continued, this time at the hands of King Herod. There is no specific reason given for this persecution other than it pleased the Jews. So the persecution of Herod was not religious but political in nature, and it was important for Herod to have the backing of the important people in the region, the Jewish leaders. 

What happened to Peter? Verses 3-4 say, “When he saw that this pleased the Jews, he proceeded to seize Peter also. This happened during the Feast of Unleavened Bread. After arresting him, he put him in prison, handing him over to be guarded by four squads of four soldiers each. Herod intended to bring him out for public trial after the Passover.” Obviously Herod knew that it pleased the Jewish leaders when the followers of Jesus were persecuted, and he sought to please the Jews. Though the church had grown in influence beyond any geographical or racial boundaries to some extent, they were still not politically influential. They had no way of appealing to Herod. All they could do was pray. Verse 5 says, “So Peter was kept in prison, but the church was earnestly praying to God for him.” What else could the church do in this situation? They were brought to God in prayer because they had no other recourse. They were brought to God in prayer because it was always God and only God who ever helped them, and they had come this far. It must have been a tremendous shock to see any one of the Twelve suffer death at the hands of Herod, much less one of the sons of Zebedeee, John’s brother James. So the prayer of God’s people became earnest on behalf of Peter.

How did the Lord help Peter? The story is in verses 6-10. “The night before Herod was to bring him to trial, Peter was sleeping between two soldiers, bound with two chains, and sentries stood guard at the entrance. Suddenly an angel of the Lord appeared and a light shone in the cell. He struck Peter on the side and woke him up. “Quick, get up!” he said, and the chains fell off Peter’s wrists. Then the angel said to him, “Put on your clothes and sandals.” And Peter did so. “Wrap your cloak around you and follow me,” the angel told him. Peter followed him out of the prison, but he had no idea that what the angel was doing was really happening; he thought he was seeing a vision. They passed the first and second guards and came to the iron gate leading to the city. It opened for them by itself, and they went through it. When they had walked the length of one street, suddenly the angel left him.” Since Peter was so sleepy he didn’t fully realize that what was happening was real, but when the angel left him and he was alone on the street, he came to himself and said, “Now I know without a doubt that the Lord sent his angel and rescued me from Herod’s clutches and from everything the Jewish people were anticipating.” (11) What did he do when he realized what the Lord had done? Verse 12 says, “When this had dawned on him, he went to the house of Mary the mother of John, also called Mark, where many people had gathered and were praying.” Evidently it was unbelievable and astonishing to everyone that the Lord worked in such a miraculous way. Though the people of God were praying, and though God answered their prayer directly, still it was beyond their comprehension that Peter was now at the door. Look at verses 13-17. “Peter knocked at the outer entrance, and a servant girl named Rhoda came to answer the door. When she recognized Peter’s voice, she was so overjoyed she ran back without opening it and exclaimed, ‘Peter is at the door!’ ‘You’re out of your mind,’ they told her. When she kept insisting that it was so, they said, ‘It must be his angel.’ But Peter kept on knocking, and when they opened the door and saw him, they were astonished. Peter motioned with his hand for them to be quiet and described how the Lord had brought him out of prison. ‘Tell James and the brothers about this,’ he said, and then he left for another place.” The work of God and answered prayer is always a joyous yet astonishing and even unbelievable experience. But God was nurturing the church of God as a church of prayer. This does not mean that they had great expectations of some great and miraculous work of God among them. Instead they seem to have had no such expectation. But what did they do? They prayed. They prayed when their apparent expectation was that God would not answer their prayer with such power. They prayed when they had no other choice but to pray. But God honored their prayer. God does honor and hear and answer the prayers of his people. We pray many times out of weakness, and that is where God reveals himself. We pray when we can do nothing else but cry, and God reveals himself. In this way God reveals himself and produces joy in his people. In some sense the rescue of Peter would not make the lives of the early church easier, but probably even more dangerous. But when God revealed his hand, they were overjoyed.
Look at verse 17b again. “‘Tell James and the brothers about this,’ he said, and then he left for another place.” Why did he want to inform James about the miraculous escape? This James must be the Lord’s brother. He was a leader of the church in Jerusalem at this time, so he had to know what happened to Peter, for Peter was not going to stay, but go to another place. 

After the escape, what happened to Herod and his people? Verses 18-19a say, “In the morning, there was no small commotion among the soldiers as to what had become of Peter. After Herod had a thorough search made for him and did not find him, he cross-examined the guards and ordered that they be executed.” There was no mercy in the reign of King Herod. When he learned of the disappearance of his prisoner he searched and came up empty. When he couldn’t find Peter he executed those who were guarding him. 

What can we learn from the way the Lord worked? What can we learn from the way Peter and the church followed the Lord’s work? The Lord’s work was never predictable. In the case of James, the Lord did not intervene to prevent his execution at the hands of the merciless one, Herod. But in the case of Peter, he intervened with his mighty hand to rescue him. In either case the church followed the work of the Lord with prayer. They never gave up, but neither did they have any false expectation. Even when Peter was led out of the prison by an angel of the Lord, what did he do? He followed the angel, and he did what the angel told him, not even knowing if it were just a vision, or if what was happening was real. The early church and the early leaders were remarkable in this single minded seeking of the hand of the Lord. They remind us of Barnabas, who went to Antioch to seek evidence of the grace of God. God revealed himself to those who sought him. He became the source of joy for the church when they were in deep trouble because of persecution. The Lord worked to reveal his gospel in all things. He created his joyous servants out of those who, in gospel weakness, could do nothing but pray and seek his face. May God bless us to seek him in our weakness, that we may know the gospel joy newly.
Then what happened to Herod? Verses 19b-23 tell us. “Then Herod went from Judea to Caesarea and stayed there a while. He had been quarreling with the people of Tyre and Sidon; they now joined together and sought an audience with him. Having secured the support of Blastus, a trusted personal servant of the king, they asked for peace, because they depended on the king’s country for their food supply. On the appointed day Herod, wearing his royal robes, sat on his throne and delivered a public address to the people. They shouted, ‘This is the voice of a god, not of a man.’ Immediately, because Herod did not give praise to God, an angel of the Lord struck him down, and he was eaten by worms and died.” Herod was a master politician. But in the eyes of the Lord he was evil. He was not put to death by the Lord because he put James to death or had Peter imprisoned. Rather he was struck down because he did not glorify God or give praise to him.

What does the author of Acts tells us in verse 24? “But the word of God continued to increase and spread.” The word of God will continue regardless of the intent of the leaders of this world. What did Barnabas and Saul do during this time? “When Barnabas and Saul had finished their mission, they returned from Jerusalem, taking with them John, also called Mark.” Evidently they were still in Jerusalem after bringing the offering to the church there. Now, after Herod’s death, they returned to Antioch, taking John Mark with them. The word of God was spreading in the Jerusalem church through persecution and in the Antioch church to the Gentiles.
III.  The Antioch church sent out Paul and Barnabas (13:1-3)

Verse 1 says, “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 leadership of the church in Antioch was diverse in many ways. There were prophets and teachers, there were people of noble birth and not so noble, they were from many regions, there were Jews and Gentiles. But in spite of their diversity, they had one thing in common: each was created newly by the word of God in the gospel of Jesus, maybe none in such a dramatic fashion as Saul. While the Jerusalem church grew through persecution, there were those in Antioch, who may have had no place among the leadership in Jerusalem, who were growing as well.
Verses 2-3 say, “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.’ So after they had fasted and prayed, they placed their hands on them and sent them off.” After the command of the Holy Spirit, the leaders of the church fasted and prayed. From this we can learn how seriously they took the command, and their desire to seek God in the matter of this journey. It was no small matter. Looking ahead, this time of prayer and fasting would mark a change in the direction of the ministry of the word of God to embrace the whole world. Acts 1:8 says, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you,; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” When the leaders of the Antioch church sent off Barnabas and Saul, they were simply obeying the command of the Spirit. At the same time they were obeying the command and the will of the Lord Jesus that the gospel may go to the ends of the earth.

We can learn from the creation of the Antioch church how God worked in the times of the early church to continue to spread the word of God and continue to create the people of God. We can learn to see in the matter of the spread of the word of God the creation of God’s people. We can learn how to pray in the matter of teaching the Bible, that God may continue to create his people through us.

