“They Were Called Christians”

Acts 11:19-30

April 19, 2009

Read Acts 11:19-26

Given where we have been in Scripture the last few weeks, this may seem like a bit of a mundane passage. It is a summary “meanwhile, back at the ranch…” kind of deal. 

In this case, the ranch is Antioch, and Luke is writing to show how the foundation of a tremendously missional congregation was established in Antioch. Charles Eerdman, an eminent Presbyterian of the late 1800’s and early 1900’s succinctly states the importance of these few verses, “…in four brief statements: A Christian Church is organized among Gentiles; a new center is established for witnessing; a new evangelist is called to active service; and a new name is given to believers.” 

1. A Christian Church is organized among Gentiles.

There have been instances of Gentiles receiving the Gospel – like Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch in Acts 8, Peter and Cornelius in the beginning of Acts 11 – but this is the first report of a large-scale infusion of Gentile believers into the church. 

Antioch was one of the principle cities of the Roman Empire, several hundred miles north of Jerusalem along the coast of the Mediterranean Sea. From its earliest times, Jews had settled in Antioch. They prospered within the pluralistic environment. Sources outside the Bible tell of how there were Jewish proselytes, God-fearers, among the Hellenists in the area. Think of New York, where there is a thriving orthodox community within the larger city that is not particularly noted for high standards of morality. Antioch had a well-deserved reputation for moral laxity, in part due to the nearby temples of Artemis and Apollo, religious sites that included ritual prostitution.

Luke began here by reminding his readers that the early church in Jerusalem was scattered by persecution, and here he demonstrates how far and wide the witnesses were dispersed, and then shows how the gospel then took root. 

Does that sound familiar? It is like a physical outworking of the parable of the sower. In Luke 8, the first part of Luke’s two-volume gift to the Bible, he shares the story:

Jesus said, “A sower went out to sow his seed; and as he sowed, some fell on the path and was trampled on, and the birds of the air ate it up. Some fell on the rock; and as it grew up, it withered for lack of moisture. Some fell among thorns, and the thorns grew with it and choked it. Some fell into good soil, and when it grew, it produced a hundredfold.” As he said this, he called out, “Let anyone with ears to hear listen!”

This is one of the examples of seed falling into good soil. Antioch was rich soil, just waiting for the gospel to be shared. 

But do not miss the significance of what is happening; the believers in Antioch looked very different than the believers in Jerusalem. This was a tough thing for the early church and it is a tough thing for us today.

As we look at what God is doing on this campus with Trinity Life Church, we have some sense of what life in that early Antioch church was like. This is not our ministry, it is not something we began, it is simply something we are witnessing God doing in our midst. In just a few short months, Trinity has seen regular attendance of more than 100 on most Sundays. On Good Friday, they had twelve people receive Christ – new believers who have proclaimed Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. Last Sunday, on Easter, there were 177 people in worship.

There are many new things going on here at CVPC. We must have eyes to see what God is doing when a new thing is happening in our midst. It will not look the same as what already exists. It will look very different, sound different, and act different than we do – and different than we expect. It does not make the truths of the Bible any less true, it does not diminish the power of the gospel at all; in fact, it is a new application of the timeless truth into a new situation. 

At the same time, it is important we recognize that change has not been comfortable for everyone. There are many who lament that things are not the way they were – and those voices need to be heard. It is important to remember how God has been faithful. At the same time, there are voices who are singing God’s praise because of the new things that are happening. Those voices need to be heard, also. It is important to see where God is leading. Both voices are needed to make up the one song that we offer in worship.

Just like God was organizing his church among Gentiles in Antioch, so God also is organizing his church in Chula Vista. As they celebrated and learned what that meant, so we also celebrate and struggle to learn what God would have us do in the midst of this new thing. 

A new center is established for witnessing.

Antioch was not Jerusalem. God took the gospel to Antioch and made it prosper; it was not a target market for the early church in Jerusalem. There were no demographic studies made to determine the feasibility and potential viability of a new church development in Antioch. It was something new God was doing.

The same is true today. I have asked this previously, but how many of you are here because you received a persuasive communication from our denominational headquarters in Louisville, Kentucky? Exactly. The point is that the people who made up the church in Antioch devoted themselves to the teaching and witness of the apostles, and it was their witness and manner of life that drew others. 

God’s plan is bigger than one person. 

This passage is filled with named and unnamed people. There are the people who scattered as a result of the persecution. Among the people who went to Antioch were some men of Cyprus and Cyrene, who spoke to non-Jews. Then, when word came to Jerusalem, the early church leaders sent Barnabas to check things out. Barnabas realized that things were more than he could handle by himself, so he went and found Saul (Paul) to work with him. Then, there were some prophets from Jerusalem.


All of these different people were used by God to develop the church. Each was significant for their own purpose, none was responsible for the whole – the Holy Spirit was responsible.

God’s plan involves ever-increasing numbers of people. 

My goal and vision for Chula Vista Presbyterian Church is that we would become like the Antioch church described here in Acts. They were devoted to Scriptural integrity and mutual accountability. They wanted to grow in their faith and they wanted to share with others the joy that they had found. They realized the blessing they had been given and looked for ways to reach out – in material giving and also in supporting missionaries to proclaim the gospel elsewhere. In short, they were a teaching, training and sending congregation. 

They did not have the credentials that came with being from the Jerusalem church. That did not stop them. They did not have the blessing of the “home office” in order to branch out and grow. Barnabas was sent after the fact. They did not have an all-star cast: Paul was a known name, but he had only a limited role in the larger growth of the Antioch church. 

God uses all sorts of people in all sorts of ways in order to build his church. Not everyone is gifted as a speaker, not everyone is gifted as an administrator or musician. Some are, though. And everyone has something to offer as a gift into the life of the church. As the people give, the church is strengthened. If the people come to worship only to “get something out of it,” very quickly will the church be weakened and exhausted.

The church at Antioch became a church that was a teaching, training, and sending church by the hand of God. It became a new center of worship, a testimony to God’s power manifest in their midst. 

A new evangelist is called to active service.
So, God had established a church among the Gentiles. God had created a new center of witness and worship outside of Jerusalem. God also called a new evangelist into active service. 

Barnabas is a different kind of evangelist – he is not an eyewitness of Jesus’ death and resurrection, nor is he like Paul in that the Lord appeared to him directly. Barnabas is more like you and me. He is an encourager, a positive force who sees what God is doing and rejoices. 

Barnabas was sent from Jerusalem to check things out. He was trusted by the church leaders in Jerusalem. He had the reputation of being a “good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith.” That is not a reputation that is won quickly. 

In fact, Luke compressed a lot of time into a few verses here. We do not have any indication as to when Barnabas was sent or how long he was there before he went out looking to find Paul in Tarsus. It is likely that all of this was taking place more than a decade after Paul’s conversion on the road to Damascus. 

It takes time to build a reputation. It takes time to gain trust. It takes time to have an impact. Yes, individuals can make a huge difference, but it is not always just like a snap of the fingers. Barnabas spent years working faithfully. Only looking back can we see the significance of what he accomplished.

This week, some of you may have heard the news of the death of Phillies play-by-play man, Harry Kalas. I can tell you that, outside of my immediate family, I grieved the news of his death almost as much as anyone I can remember. That sounds like a strange thing to say, but emotionally his passing has a huge impact. 

I never met Harry personally. I saw him a few times – at Veterans Stadium, through binoculars, as we looked to see him in the broadcast booth. I cannot tell you much about his life outside of that booth, but the impact he had on my life – and on the life of many in Philadelphia – would be difficult to measure.


To put it in perspective out here on the West Coast, Harry was our Vin Skully. In theological heritage, he was our Barnabas. Growing up with a love of baseball and a devotion to the Phillies, Harry had a constant presence in our lives. He was a guest in our home thousands of times, literally. Night after night, both in triumph and in defeat, month after month, season after season, and year after year, Harry was a gentleman. He expressed joy and disappointment with grace. 

If you saw the news about him, it talked about his arrival with the Phillies in 1971. I remember when Harry joined the team with long-time and long-suffering By Saam. Even as young as I was, I wondered how this new guy would do taking over from the sentimental, popular Saam. It was not long before he had seamlessly woven himself into the theater that was baseball on the radio. During the long hot, humid summer nights, you could hear his voice coming through the screened windows of many homes in our neighborhood. 

Phillies radio broadcaster Larry Andersen -- who worked with Kalas in the booth after being a Philadelphia pitcher whose play was documented by Kalas – said, "He found the good in everybody, especially the players," Andersen said. "He loved the players. He loved being around them."

So, why do I dwell on this? Because Harry Kalas had no idea the extent to which his witness changed the world around him. It did not happen instantly, but over the course of a life well lived. Harry Kalas was a good man who transformed a community by his constant integrity and joyous soul. He was remarkable for his steadfast dedication to treating both the game and the audience with respect. The depth of his impact has been seen in the response to his loss. 

“He was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and of faith.” You may never know the lives that are being transformed because God is using your witness right where you are. 

A new name is given to believers.
After a year with Paul and Barnabas, the faithful in Antioch began to be known as “Christians.” And?

Well, this is important on several levels. First, we should note that the designation was probably not intended as a compliment. It was attached to these people by those who were not part of the faithful. It was the first century equivalent of “Yankee Doodle;” where it was intended to mock the people that were hard to understand. Gentiles were dubbing their fellow Gentiles who followed Christ “Christians.” More importantly, though, it means that the Antioch church was beginning to have a separate and distinct identity; no longer simply a subset of the Jews.

Names are important; if you don’t think so, listen to this: 

When the 1960s ended, San Francisco's Haight-Ashbury district reverted to high rent, and many hippies moved down the coast to Santa Cruz. They had children and got married, too, though in no particular sequence. But they didn't name their children Melissa or Brett. People in the mountains around Santa Cruz grew accustomed to their children playing Frisbee with little Time Warp or Spring Fever. And eventually Moonbeam, Earth, Love and Precious Promise all ended up in public school.
That's when the kindergarten teachers first met Fruit Stand. Every fall, according to tradition, parents bravely apply name tags to their children, kiss them good-bye and send them off to school on the bus. So it was for Fruit Stand. The teachers thought the boy's name was odd, but they tried to make the best of it.
"Would you like to play with the blocks, Fruit Stand?" they offered. And later, "Fruit Stand, how about a snack?" He accepted hesitantly. By the end of the day, his name didn't seem much odder than Heather's or Sun Ray's. 
At dismissal time, the teachers led the children out to the buses. "Fruit Stand, do you know which one is your bus?"
He didn't answer. That wasn't strange. He hadn't answered them all day. Lots of children are shy on the first day of school. It didn't matter. The teachers had instructed the parents to write the names of their children's bus stops on the reverse side of their name tags. The teacher simply turned over the tag. There, neatly printed, was the word "Anthony."
How different did the teachers look at Anthony after that event? How different do people look at you when you tell them you are a Christian?

Just like Yankee Doodle, the derogatory tag “Christian” stuck and actually was owned with some measure of pride by those to whom it was attached. It became part of their identity. It marked them as being different – different from the culture around them, different from the Jews. The notion of being a follower of Christ shaped who they were individually and corporately. The group had a different sense of themselves and a different kind of presence than the Jewish community. 

Friends, you carry the name Christian wherever you go. People understand what it means to be a Christian through your life and faith. It is a name that has come to us at a price; a price that was willingly paid by the savior who gave up his life for us. It is our legacy, our gift, our prize to treasure. 

Conclusion

So, as you go forward from this place:

1. Know that God is at work in our midst, establishing his church in his time and in his way and with people who are not at all the same;

2. Know that God is creating centers which will teach, train, and send out the message of salvation through the grace of Jesus Christ;

3. Know that God is using your long witness to reach out and touch others’ lives; and, 

4. Carry the name Christian joyfully and carefully – knowing that you represent the LORD to all who see you.

In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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