
Evangelism 101: Lessons in Acts #18

“What’s in a Name?”

Acts 11:19-26

What’s in a name?

Sometimes names have family ties, sometimes children are named after famous people or personal friends, and sometimes names have special meaning. In the Bible a name often reflected the personality of the individual. 

One name all believers in Jesus have in common is “Christian,” and the beginning of that name is found in our text this morning. Contrary to usual practice, I want to start with the end of the passage and then come back to the beginning. We read at the end of Acts 11:26, “The disciples were called Christians first at Antioch.”
“Christian” is from the Greek Christianos. The central idea is “Christ.” The suffix -ianos denotes partisanship or identity with the leader of a movement or community.
 Some have suggested that the enemies of the church gave the name “Christians” in derision.
 Yet that may not be the case.

As it appears in Acts 11:26, the verb chrematisai that the English versions regrettably translate “were called,” as though it were passive and someone else was calling them Christians, is in fact an infinite in the middle voice. The problem of the translators is two fold. 1) English verbs have no middle voice and 2) they seem to completely ignore the context in which this new name appears. The linguistic evidence for this conclusion is found in the phenomenon of the Greek language that is foreign to English. In addition to the active voice, in which the subject of the verb performs the action, and the passive voice, in which the subject receives the action, the Greek language has a “middle voice” in which the subject acts upon or in behalf of itself. This is the grammatical construction of Acts 11:26, “The disciples called themselves Christians…”

Unfortunately, the word Christian has lost a great deal of significance over the centuries and no longer means one who has turned from sin, trusted Jesus Christ, and received salvation by grace. Many people who have never been born again consider themselves “Christians” simply because they say they are not “pagans.” After all, they may belong to a church, attend services somewhat regularly, and even occasionally give to the work of the church! But it takes more than that for a sinner to become a child of God.
 And it takes more than a sign in front of a church for it to be truly Christian.

This morning I want to highlight three characteristics of the disciples in Antioch that ought to mark every Christian church today. In Acts 11, we discover that

· the Christians were marked by evangelism

· the Christians were marked by encouragement

· the Christians were marked by education
The Christians Were Marked by Evangelism

First, the Christians were marked by evangelism. We read in Acts 11:19-21,

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. 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 Lord’s hand was with them, and a great number of people believed and turned to the Lord.
After the martyrdom of Stephen, Saul’s persecution of the church had scattered the believers in all directions. For the most part, these Jewish Christians proclaimed the gospel to Jews only. Some, however, shared the news with any Gentile who would listen. Luke identifies the more broad-minded Jews as “men of Cyprus and Cyrene.” Cyprus, the homeland of Barnabas, is a sizable island in the Mediterranean off the coast of Syria. Cyrene lay on the coast of North Africa almost 500 miles west of Alexandria.
 

Antioch was a massive city at the time, the third-largest in the Roman Empire, after Rome and Alexandria, with a population of half a million.
 Founded in 300 bc by Seleucus Nicator, it was one of sixteen cities that he built and named for his father. To distinguish this city from the others of the same name, it is usually referred to as “Syrian Antioch” or “Antioch-on-the-Orontes.”
 

Over the years it became known as “Antioch the Beautiful” because of its fine buildings.
 The main street was more than four miles long, paved with marble, and lined on both sides by marble colonnades, provided by Herod the Great.
 It was the only city in the ancient world at that time that had its streets lighted at night. It was also a wicked city, perhaps second only to Corinth.

When the persecuted believers arrived in Antioch, they did not at all feel intimidated by the magnificence of the buildings or the blatant sin of the people. The Word of God was on their lips and the hand of God was on their witness, and “a great number” of sinners repented and believed. It was a thrilling work of God’s wonderful grace.
 F. F. Bruce calls Antioch “the metropolis of Gentile Christianity.”

The Christians Were Marked by Encouragement

Second, the Christians were marked by encouragement. Verses 22-24 read,

News of this reached the ears of the church at Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas to Antioch. 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. He was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith, and a great number of people were brought to the Lord. 

By the time news of Gentile conversions filtered down into Judea and up the slopes of Jerusalem, the church had come to terms with the ministry of Peter to Gentiles in Caesarea. But this was the first instance of vast numbers of Gentiles coming to faith in Christ. It was a critical moment: much—far more than they could have realized—depended on their choice of a delegate. In the providence of God, they chose the best man for this delicate and important work—Barnabas, the “son of encouragement.” Barnabas himself was a Jew from Cyprus by birth, like some of those who had begun to preach the gospel to the Gentiles in Antioch, and his sympathies would in any case be wider than those of such Jerusalem believers as had never set foot outside Judea. It may indeed be that he took the initiative in offering his services for this mission, and his offer was eagerly accepted.

Barnabas was the perfect man for the job. Luke says, “He was a good man, and full of the Holy Spirit and of faith.” Upon his arrival, he saw authentic Christians very much in need of organization and training. Barnabas rejoiced at the sight of God’s grace taking over the city, and he encouraged the new believers. That’s what new Christians need—lots of encouragement. He didn’t draw out a list of dos and don’ts or mark up a local map with places to avoid around Antioch. He mainly “encouraged.” The verb is parakaleo, a multifaceted word that carries the idea of standing alongside someone in order to provide counsel, courage, comfort, hope, and positive perspective. Like an athletic coach, an encourager challenges without condemning, instructs without lecturing, inspires without condescending, and helps another toward excellence. Barnabas, like a coach encouraging and challenging an athlete to reach a particular goal, urged the new believers in Antioch to grow in grace while remaining true to their Savior.

Every Christian church should be marked by encouragement. Paul wrote in 1 Thessalonians 5:11, “Therefore encourage one another and build each other up, just as in fact you are doing.” We read in Hebrews 3:13, “But encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none of you may be hardened by sin's deceitfulness,” and later in Hebrews 10:25, “Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching.” In a world that seems intent on tearing people down, Christians ought to be known for building each other up.

The Christians Were Marked by Education

Third, the Christians were marked by education. We see in verses 25-26,

Then Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, and when he found him, he brought him to Antioch. So for a whole year Barnabas and Saul met with the church and taught great numbers of people. 

There for a whole year the good work proceeded apace under their joint direction. More converts were added to the believing community, and when they were added, they received systematic instruction in the principles of the new way on which they had entered.

Barnabas was mature and knowledgeable, more than capable in his own right; nonetheless, he also knew he needed help. The last part of Acts 11:24 connects with 11:25 to provide an explanation. This could be translated, “And sufficient enough crowds were added to the Lord. So he went to Tarsus to search for Saul.” Barnabas was humble and wise: humble enough to recognize his limitations and wise enough to seek the best man to assist him in these responsibilities. Note that he didn’t send to Jerusalem for Hebrew scholars; he journeyed a hundred miles in the opposite direction for the man God had set aside for a ministry to Gentiles. Saul agreed to come.

Unfortunately, most Christian churches fail in this responsibility. Jesus told His disciples in Matthew 28:18-20,

All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 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. 

Many churches are good at “going” and “baptizing,” but making disciples does not end there. It is like a couple having a baby, then never having anything to do with their child. That would be criminal neglect! And many churches are guilty of just that when it comes to baby Christians.

Yes, every church ought to be involved in evangelism. We are called to make disciples of all nations. And, just like it happened in Antioch, it should not only be the church leaders and preachers who are involved in this work; everyday people were the ones spreading the good news.

Once bringing new converts into the family of God, every church ought to be involved in encouragement. Baptism initiates a new Christian into the local church. While it is true that one does not have to be involved in a local church in order to be saved, I would say that it is much harder to live the Christian life on one’s own. We need each other! And we need to build one another up, not tear one another down.

And every church ought to be involved in education. We are to teach these new believers “to obey everything” Jesus has commanded. This is how we grow. Peter ended his second letter in 2 Peter 3:18, “Grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.” New Christians need to be brought up in the faith, encouraged and educated to the point that they can bring others to Christ themselves.

What’s in a name? Sure, anybody can call oneself Christian, but it doesn’t make a difference to slap a label on an empty bottle. When it comes to a “Christian,” we ought to be one known as “belonging to Christ.” When it comes to a “Christian church,” we ought to be known for evangelism, encouragement, and education. Then “Christian” will be more than a name.

It will be a description.
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