Mr. Positive #3

“Barnabas the Builder”

Acts 11:19-30

I remember hearing a group of people described as “believing nothing should ever be done for the first time.” If they had their way, of course, nothing new would ever come about. We would still be living in the dark…literally.

Some Christians and churches are like that. They don’t like innovation or change. They want to keep everything familiar and comfortable. They don’t want their church to grow too much, because they like the cozy feeling of knowing everybody else. And if some visitors would come in who were different—in their dress, hairstyle, or even skin color—they get very nervous. Some will go so far as to try to keep them out and, if that fails, they leave the church altogether.

Yet the Church of Jesus Christ is called to “make disciples of all nations,” to “preach the gospel to all peoples.” John describes his vision of heaven in Revelation 7:9 this way: “After this I looked and there before me was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb.” We should get used to the fact that not everyone in the body of Christ is like us!

The early Christians faced this same dilemma in Acts 11. Many of them had the same trepidation as folks do today about people coming into the Church who were very different from themselves. They needed the right person to handle this situation, and they found just the right man for the task: Barnabas the builder.
A Delicate Mission

Luke describes a delicate mission in Acts 11:19-22,

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. News of this reached the ears of the church at Jerusalem… 

Luke had written in Acts 8:1 that, as a result of the persecution that broke out after Stephen’s martyrdom, “all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria.” He now resumes his narrative: “Now those who had been scattered by the persecution in connection with Stephen traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch.”  In both cases he represents this fanning out of believers because of persecution. In both cases the result was the same, namely that “those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went” (8:4), “telling the message” (11:19).

Phoenicia is the ancient land now known as Lebanon. It was the area stretching along the Mediterranean coast in a narrow strip from Mount Carmel for a distance of about 150 miles; its main towns were Ptolemais, Tyre, Zarephath and Sidon, and Luke mentions Christian groups in three of these places in Acts 21:3, 7; 27:3, no doubt formed at this time.
 In verse 20 Luke identifies “men of Cyprus and Cyrene.” Cyprus 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, in what is now Libya.

The main focus of this chapter, though, is the city of Antioch. This city, known as “Syrian Antioch” or “Antioch on the Orontes”, was the capital of Syria, 300 miles north of Jerusalem. Don’t confuse this city with Antioch in Pisidia mentioned in Acts 13:14. There were 16 cities named “Antioch” in the ancient world; this one was the greatest.

The city was founded in 300 bc by Seleucus Nicator, one of Alexander the Great’s generals. He named it “Antioch” after his father Antiochus, and its port, fifteen miles west along the navigable river Orontes, “Seleucia” after himself. Over the years it became known as “Antioch the Beautiful” because of its fine buildings, and by Luke’s day was famous for its long, paved boulevard, which ran from north to south and was flanked by a double colonnade with trees and fountains. Although it was a Greek city by foundation, its population, estimated as at least 500,000, was extremely cosmopolitan. It had a large colony of Jews (numbering 70,000
), attracted by Seleucus’ offer of equal citizenship, and orientals too from Persia, India and even China, earning it another of its names, “the Queen of the East.” Since it was absorbed into the Roman Empire by Pompey in 64 bc, and became the capital of the imperial province of Syria, its inhabitants included Latins as well. Thus Greeks, Jews, Orientals and Romans formed the multitude of what Josephus called “the third city of the empire,” behind Rome and Alexandria.

The main street of Antioch, constructed by Herod the Great,
 was more than four miles long, paved with marble, and lined on both sides by marble colonnades. It was the only city in the ancient world at that time that had its streets lighted at night.

A busy port and a center for luxury and culture, Antioch attracted all kinds of people, including wealthy retired Roman officials who spent their days chatting in the baths or gambling at the races. Antioch was a wicked city, perhaps second only to Corinth. (One commentator referred to the city as “Las Vegas on the Orontes.”
) Though all the Greek, Roman, and Syrian deities were honored, the local shrine was dedicated to Daphne, whose worship included immoral practices. With its large cosmopolitan population and its great commercial and political power, Antioch presented to the church an exciting opportunity for evangelism.
 

Returning to our text, I think it is noteworthy that unnamed, ordinary believers took the gospel to Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Antioch.
 These places were evangelized not by apostles but by average members of Christ’s body willing to share their faith.
 Some English translations say that they “preached,” but the Greek word used here is the ordinary word for “talking” or “telling.” It’s been described as “gossiping the gospel.”

Verse 22 begins, “News of this reached the ears of the church at Jerusalem…” I can hear the dramatic music in the background of this verse. Uh oh! You may remember that the church at Jerusalem had given Peter quite a grilling for going to a Gentile named Cornelius in Acts 10. Separation from the Gentiles was a major principle in Judaism, and the church had been slow to make a change—despite numerous hints in the Old Testament that God would save the Gentiles (Genesis 12:3; Psalm 2:8; Isaiah 45:22; Jonah 4:11, etc.) and our Lord’s own claim to be the Savior of the world (John 3:16). After Peter’s account of the conversion of Cornelius, they had glorified God, saying, “Then God has also granted to the Gentiles repentance to life” (Acts 11:18). But was this a one-off, an exception, or were the Gentiles about to come flooding into the church? Events at Antioch seemed to suggest that they were.

No doubt there were many emotions when they heard about Antioch. Some, perhaps, rejoiced; others, perhaps, were skeptical; some may have been apprehensive. It needed investigation. It needed just the right person for this delicate mission.

Verse 22 concludes, “…and they sent Barnabas to Antioch.” Ah yes, Barnabas, the “Son of Encouragement,” whom Chuck Swindoll describes as “the perfect man for the job.” William Barclay called him “the man with the biggest heart in the church.”
 
Barnabas was the perfect man for the mission. Luke gives us a “spiritual profile” of Barnabas in Acts 11:24, and he appears to be the kind of Christian all of us would do well to emulate: “He was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith, and a great number of people were brought to the Lord.” New Christians and new churches need people like Barnabas to encourage them in their growth and ministry.

Raised on the island of Cyprus, Barnabas was a Hellenistic Jew. He probably had personal friends among some of those evangelizing in Antioch because some of them were from Cyprus too.
 Barnabas also had a reputation for discernment. He had been right about Saul; he could be relied upon to judge whether this was of God or not. If the work was genuine, Barnabas was the man to encourage these new converts. Sending gentle Barnabas rather than some stern inquisitor was maybe an indication that Jerusalem was inclined to view the new work favorably.

Barnabas’ reaction is seen in verse 23, “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 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. 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.
 This may not have come easy for Barnabas. Worshiping with Gentiles was a new experience for him, but he approached it positively and did not look for things to criticize. It was a work of God, and Barnabas gave thanks for God’s grace.

May his tribe increase!

A Discarded Minister

Barnabas faced another challenge, though. He recognized that something more was required in Antioch. All these converts needed teaching. And it was too much for Barnabas. He was not too proud to admit that he needed help. He needed someone to help teach these people, and to do so he reached out to a discarded minister. 
Verses 25-26 record, “Then Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, and when he found him, he brought him to Antioch.” Barnabas turns “apostolic head-hunter,” searching out the right man for the job. And the right man, for Barnabas, is Saul of Tarsus. It is easy for us to see, in retrospect, why Saul was the man for Antioch. Here was a church, predominantly Gentile, and there was a man called to the Gentiles—it was a perfect match. But we have the benefit of knowing only the main characters—we can only think of one candidate! Imagine Barnabas, with all his contacts in Jerusalem and, perhaps, across the water in Cyprus. It was not so easy for him to choose. But choose he did, and again he showed great discernment.

Not everyone would have viewed Saul that way, though. He had been benched. Shelved. Set aside. Taken out of circulation. If we go by what Luke reveals about Paul’s activity during Peter’s historic evangelism among the Gentiles in Acts 10, we might get the impression that Saul was out of action for ten years after his dramatic conversion. The truth was, Saul was never inactive. But he certainly wasn’t in the limelight or in the mainstream of activity; at this time he was in the background, in obscurity.

What was Saul doing during this decade of obscurity? We can’t say for certain, but in his letter to the Galatians he seems to indicate that he was preaching in Syria and Cilicia (Gal. 1:21).
 Perhaps this is when he received the five sets of thirty-nine lashes at the hands of synagogue officials and underwent other persecutions (2 Cor. 11:23–27). Probably this is when he experienced the loss of all things (Php 3:8) and was disinherited by his family.
 Yet this did not deter Barnabas. For a second time he served as a bridge to help Saul get connected to other believers.

This search apparently was not an easy one, however. Luke’s wording of verses 25-26, “Then Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, and when he found him, he brought him to Antioch,” indicates difficulty in locating Saul, suggesting that persuasion was necessary.
 Thankfully, though, Saul did go with Barnabas to Antioch.

What Barnabas did for Saul needs to be practiced in our churches today. Mature believers need to enlist others and encourage them in their service for the Lord.

A Distinguished Match

This all led to a distinguished match being made, as the rest of verse 26 reveals: “So for a whole year Barnabas and Saul met with the church and taught great numbers of people. The disciples were called Christians first at Antioch.” When Saul went with Barnabas to Antioch, they were a dynamic duo! They complemented one another nicely, thanks to the orchestration of the Spirit of God. Barnabas was sensitive, empathetic, and gracious. Paul had a brilliantly honed, razor-sharp lawyer’s intellect. Together, with the Spirit’s power working through them, they were unconquerable.

Luke adds the side note that Syrian Antioch was the birthplace of the term “Christian” (Greek, Christianos). Of course, the central idea is “Christ.” The suffix -ianos denotes partisanship or identity with the leader of a movement or community. For example, the Gospel writers used “Herodian” to denote someone who supported or worked for the dynasty of Herod the Great.

The origin of this name is debated, however. Many scholars believe that the name “Christian” was a nickname given by the people of Antioch, perhaps containing an element of ridicule. It only appears in the New Testament in Acts 26:28 and 1 Peter 4:16, both on the lips of hostile unbelievers. The believers seemed to prefer other names for themselves, such as “disciples”, “saints” and “brothers.”
 One scholar in particular, however, Clint Gill, argues that the grammatical construction of Acts 11:26 suggests that “the disciples called themselves Christians.”
 Either way, the term originated here.

The church in Antioch would become vital in the history of Christianity. Later in the book of Acts it was this church that sent Barnabas and Saul as the first official missionaries to spread the gospel. This church became an early center of Christianity, preserving proper biblical interpretation and theology. Among its members were church fathers Ignatius and Chrysostom.

Likely none of this would have transpired had it not been for Barnabas the builder. He was sent on a delicate mission, recruited a discarded minister, and with him became a distinguished match that the Lord used mightily. The fact that these new Christians in Antioch were very different in their culture and lifestyle did not turn off Barnabas from embracing them as brothers in Christ. The fact that Saul had seemingly been shelved did not keep Barnabas from recruiting the man who would eventually overshadow him. We need more Christians like Barnabas in the church today! 
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