TEXT: Acts 11:19-30PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Acts 12


Today, with the Lord's blessing, we'll continue our study of Acts.  Its theme is indicated in the opening verse.  "The former account I made, O Theophilus, of all that Jesus began to do and teach". The Gospels begin the story of Christ.  Acts picks it up where they leave off.  Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John tell us what Christ did for us on earth. Acts tells us what He's doing for us in heaven.  


Thus far, we've seen Him in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and Caesarea.  Now He's somewhere else.     

ANTIOCH


The story takes place in and around Antioch, a big city about 200 miles north of Jerusalem.  


A few years before, believing Jews had come there and witnessed to their friends from the Synagogue.  Many trusted in Christ and found "The Hope of Israel".  This was good news but not very surprising.  After all, thousands of Jews had been saved in Jerusalem, Judea, and elsewhere.  


But then something took place that was very surprising: the believers in Antioch began sharing their faith with...Gentiles.  Had that ever occurred before?  Of course it had--two times already.  But only in response to a direct command of God.  Philip spoke to the Ethiopian eunuch because God told him to do it.  Peter preached to Cornelius and his Italian friends on strict orders from heaven--and only after a good argument.


But now, the Gospel is going out to everyone without distinction.  And God is showing Himself "No respecter of persons".   


The prophets had foretold such a day.  But it would be a long time coming.  Most gave up hope.  But some waited.  Those who did had their patience fully repaid.  For Christ has come is now making good the old promises.  He's 


"Gathering together in one the children of God who were scattered abroad".


Good news in Antioch.

BARNABAS


Word soon reaches the Church in Jerusalem.  A man is chosen to have a look-see and bring back a report.  The man is Barnabas--and a better choice could not have been made.  We've heard his name before, but Luke reminds us of the kind of person he is,


"A good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith".  

He travels north to Antioch, takes a look at the Gentile believers, sees "the grace of God" in them, and is fully satisfied that they belong to the Lord.  


Unlike Peter who is a little uneasy about Gentiles in the Church, Barnabas is "glad to have them.  Upon seeing their faith, he urges them to stick with it--"With purpose of heart, to cleave to the Lord".  That's good advice.  To them--and us.  Remember, it's not starting well that matters most.  But ending well.  "He who endures to the end shall be saved".
BARNABAS AND SAUL


The Church in Antioch is full of faith and love, but it's a bit lacking in knowledge.  Good teaching is needed and Barnabas can't do it alone.  He travels to Tarsus and there finds his old friend Saul (or, Paul).  The two of them make their way back to Antioch, and for 

"A whole year they met with the church and taught a great many people".  


How they divided the work or what format they used, we don't know.  But we do know what the focus of their teaching was: Jesus Christ.  


That's why "they were first called Christians in Antioch".  Before this time, they were called "Jews, Disciples, and Nazarenes".  But now they're called "Christians".  F.F. Bruce says that means they were "Christ-People".


Their lives and conversations, their sermons and prayers were full of Christ!   


"In all things He [had]


 the preeminence".
AGABUS


About a year later, others came from Jerusalem--prophets.  One of them was named "Agabus".  He foresaw "A great famine throughout the whole world".  It would be most severe in Judea.  


The Church was deeply moved by this bad news and got busy gathering relief for the churches in Israel.  The efforts were not confined to a few rich believers, but "every man, according to his ability" was involved.  The rich gave a lot; the poor gave a little--but everybody gave.  


Who carried the money?  Barnabas and Saul.  How could they do this?  They were the teachers!  Must the ministry of the Word cease while they run an errand?  Of course not.  For their teaching did more than transfer knowledge; it 


"Equipped the saints


for the work of the ministry".

Within one year the Church went from no native leadership to getting along just fine without Saul and Barnabas.  How?  Because


"God supplied all their needs according to His riches in glory by Christ Jesus".    


That's the story.

THE MESSAGE


What does it say to us?  


There are several subplots in the story.  We have Jews witnessing to their countrymen; we have Jews winning Gentiles to Christ; we have a man from Jerusalem encouraging the new converts; and we have the new church sending relief to the older church.  


What do the stories have in common?  In a word, it's unity.  Jesus Christ knows how to unify His People. 


He did just that, didn't He?  At Antioch, Jews and Gentiles are worshiping One God through One Mediator by One Spirit--and in One Place.  Never had that happened before!  But we have it in Antioch.  


What was the cause?  


Was Antioch more liberal than other cities?  More open-minded?  No it wasn't.  Later chapters will make that plain.  


Was it human leadership that united the people?  No, for they had it before the leaders got there.  


The source of their unity was Jesus Christ.  He did it--Personally.  The Bible says so.  


"For He Himself is our peace, who has made both one, and has broken down the middle wall of division between us".  

The verse is very emphatic--"He Himself is our peace".  Not that He's only involved in it or contributes to it or makes it possible.  No!  He did it--all by His Lonesome! 


Christ is the unifier of His People.  Not programs, not slogans, not organizations--but Christ.  And Christ alone!  


Forging unity is never easy, but it was especially hard at Antioch.  For the division was not between Labor and Management or Democrats and Republicans.  It was between Jews and Gentiles.


Gentiles hated Jews.  Jews despised Gentiles.  And this was not true of a few radicals, but applied generally to both sides.  Yet these people--with their long histories of contempt and persecution--are now in fellowship with each other.  


How did the Lord do it?  How did He get these long-time enemies into one church?  And like it?  


Negatively, He did not make them quit being themselves or renounce their heritage.  Paul was proud of being a Jew without looking down on Gentile brethren.  


He didn't pass laws or manipulate guilt or otherwise force people to get along.  This kind of unity is unreal and won't last.  


What He did to unify His People in Antioch was to give them two Spiritual Gifts.  And no, I don't mean "tongues" or "vision", but things better that these.  He gave them Faith and Love.  

When strangers believe in Christ, they now have something in common.  When enemies believe, what brings them together is more important than what keeps them apart.  


Thus, Jesus Christ unified His People by giving them a common faith in Him.  


The other thing He gave them is Love.  Believers from Jerusalem loved the Syrians enough to witness to them.  The Syrian believers loved the Judean brethren enough to take up a collection for them.  


Jesus Christ unified His People by giving them a mutual love.  


In those days, unity was achieved through faith and love.  These are the best indicators of a church's health...or sickness.  When writing to the Ephesians, Paul knew all was well when he learned of their,


"Faith in the Lord Jesus and their love for all the saints".  


Are these the only things that matter?  No.  But they are the most important.  And when they're missing, nothing else compensates for them.  See Hebrews 11:6 and I Corinthians 13:1-3.  


The unity they enjoyed was not perfect.  But it was real.  It glorified God, blessed the Church, and made unbelievers admit,


"God sent Christ into the world".     


 Unity remains a priority.  If our Lord died for it and prayed for it and commanded it, it most be important to Him. 


Many Christians pay lip service to unity, but do nothing about it.  Oh, maybe they talk about it, but mere talk doesn't get the job done.  


Other Christians do something about it (and that's good).  But they do the wrong thing (and that's bad).  


Some seek unity through...unity.  The only thing that unites them is the desire to be united.  That will do for awhile, but it cannot last.  


Others seek unity through detailed doctrinal agreement.  Note the word, "detailed".  Basic agreement is necessary, but secondary things are not.   Now, by all means, we ought to seek as much agreement as we can, but we have to be realistic enough to know that perfect agreement can't be had in this world.  Due to ignorance and sin on both sides.  


[I once heard a pastor decry the lack of unity we Reformed Baptists have.  I agreed with him on that one.  But then he said, "If we can only get those other people to agree with us on the Sabbath!"  The problem with his thinking, of course, is that the other side thought the same way!  His "solution" was, in fact, the problem.  He made secondary issues primary.  And rallied around--not Christ--but what to do on Sunday]. 


The Lord unifies His people through faith and love.  His way worked long ago in a place far away.  And it will work here and now too.  


But only if it's tried.  


So what are we waiting for?  Let's try it.  Maybe we don't have everything in common.  I'm 20 years older than you are.  You're better educated than I am.  You like cars and I like baseball.  You don't go to movies and I do.  Maybe you're cool and I'm a geek.  Differences.  Differences that divide.  But if we both belong to Christ, don't we have enough in common to live in peace and love and cooperation?  If we do, let's live that way.  For Christ's sake.  Amen.  

