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Text 
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. 20 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. 21 The Lord's hand was with them, and a great number of people believed and turned to the 
Lord. 22 News of this reached the ears of the church at Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas to Antioch. 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. 24 He was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith, and a great 
number of people were brought to the Lord. 25 Then Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, 26 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. The disciples were called Christians first at Antioch. 27 During this time 
some prophets came down from Jerusalem to Antioch. 28 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.) 29 The disciples, each according to his ability, decided to provide help for the 
brothers living in Judea. 30 This they did, sending their gift to the elders by Barnabas and Saul. 
 
Clarification on Last Week’s Sermon 
 Before we go into this week’s text, I actually want to revisit last week’s text.  I’ve 
realized this week that I didn’t express the application of that text as clearly or as 
sensitively as I should have.  I’ve realized that there’s a history to some of the things I’ve 
done in the past that have hurt people and caused them to interpret my words last Sunday 
as hurtful to them and I want to say up front, “Please forgive me.”  I want to try to do it 
over again and explain things a little better. 

Last week’s text was a doozy.  It was 66 verses long!  So we had a lot to cover.  
The story was of how in the life of the early church they came to realize that Jesus wasn’t 
just for Jews, that the gospel was for everyone and was intended to knock down those 
barriers of ethnicity.  My main point was that God calls everyone, irrespective of 
ethnicity, to find his or her comfort solely in Christ.  I wanted to go after our idols of 
comfort, ethnic comfort in particular.  We all have idols – every one of us.  And the role 
of preaching is to chip away at them.  If it doesn’t do that then it isn’t doing its job… and 
sometimes it hurts, but it’s ultimately good for us. 

So I was asking hard questions and trying to demonstrate from Peter and 
Cornelius’s story that God desires churches, where at all possible, to be multi-ethnic; it’s 
a demonstration of the realities of the gospel – the good news that Jesus saves sinners by 
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grace alone and we’re all equally sinners.  Now my application of the text was what 
caused some confusion.  I applied it corporately, not individually and I said that the way 
our church as a whole becomes multi-ethnic is to focus all of our energies on this 
ethnically diverse neighborhood – the UIC area – loving all the people who live here 
indiscriminately.  If we do that we will most likely begin to reflect the ethnic make-up of 
the UIC area over time.  If we don’t do that it’s pretty certain that this church will remain 
predominantly Asian and will draw from people who live all over Chicagoland who, I 
think it could be said in some sense, come because they’re comfortable around other 
Asians.  That’s all I was saying. 

Any time you talk about race and ethnicity you’re treading on thin ice and so 
many people try to just stay away from it, but the Bible talks about it and so I had to 
address it with the Bible’s truths and apply them to our church.  But it wasn’t really the 
ethnic component of the message that caused the controversy.  A few people felt 
offended because they perceived me as attacking anyone who didn’t live in the UIC area, 
pronouncing personal judgment on them for being ‘selfish’ just for living in the suburbs, 
and in doing so excluding them from the church.  That’s what some people heard.  To 
those of you who felt that way I want to say that’s not what I meant and I want to beg 
your forgiveness for not articulating myself in a way that prevented that kind of 
interpretation and I want to ask you to please give me the benefit of the doubt when I say 
that I was addressing the church as a whole and not any individuals in particular and I ask 
that you allow me to try to make myself more clear. 

Before I can do that, let’s back up.  There’s a history to all this.  For those of you 
who are new (and that’s a large number of you) you have to realize that Immanuel has 
been around for 12 years and we haven’t always been here in the UIC area.  For most of 
our existence we’ve met up on the Northside.  We were not a church that focused on a 
particular neighborhood in the city, but rather met in the city and grew by word of mouth 
from people that lived all over Chicagoland who found a home at IBC because of things 
like solid biblical teaching and deep fellowship among others. 

But as time went on the elders of the church sensed God calling us to take what 
was great about IBC and make it even better by focusing its energies on one specific 
geographical neighborhood, maintaining the intimacy and genuine community (even 
making it better in the process), but not allowing it to make us inward focused.  That’s a 
drastic change of mindset that doesn’t come about easily or overnight.  But the elders felt 
that even though it was going to be hard it was in the best interests of the church as a 
whole and the members of the church individually to try to shift to this.  Another thing 
we realized is that if this was going to happen we needed to have a majority of the church 
actually live in this neighborhood (whereas at the time only 3 of our current resident 
members did).  We knew that getting that to happen was going to take a big corporate 
push and a lot of explaining and reasoning.  And so we challenged people to do this, on 
several different occasions in several different ways.  Looking back on it now, maybe the 
call for people to move wasn’t always gone about it the best way, but it was put out there 
in hope that there would be some who could do it. 

And there were!  Many people responded by moving down here and making this 
their literal home and now just over half of the membership lives in this area or will in the 
next couple months.  That’s exciting!  Some, however, could not move here for 
legitimate, godly reasons.  Now we realized from the beginning that not everyone could 
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relocate physically and we pledged to not disown those from the original group who 
couldn’t; we promised not to cut them off.  Shortly after we began meeting down here 
last August the corporate push for people to move came to an end (at least in my mind), 
and starting last fall I’ve tried to meet personally with each of you who felt like you could 
not live down here in order to listen to you and to reassure you that I care for you, that I 
understand your situations, and that I don’t want you to feel like I was upset with you in 
the least for living in the suburbs.  I didn’t want you to feel like there was any pressure 
for you to move.  I wanted to focus on going forward as a church unified in its vision for 
being a neighborhood church – which requires a majority of people living down here and 
those who can’t still helping where possible, still doing what they can to love and serve in 
our church’s new neighborhood. 

So what am I trying to say?  I guess what I’m saying is that I don’t want anyone 
who has been a part of this body going back to before we had this UIC area vision, but 
can’t live here for valid reasons… I don’t want any of you guys to feel like you’re no 
longer welcome or are being pushed out or judged or thought of as second-class 
members.  I’ve tried to say that privately and now I just want to go on the record publicly 
as saying that.  And it has also come to my attention that as a result of this shift to having 
a neighborhood church mentality, those who do live down here could look with judgment 
on those members who don’t and perpetrate a sense of superiority or suspicion.  I want to 
nip that in the bud.  That’s not acceptable. 
 Also, I want you to realize that when I address and talk to or about our church I’m 
going to talk with the general assumption that we’re a neighborhood church where a 
majority of people live in the neighborhood and the neighborhood is our primary mission 
field.  God has called us to that and by his grace we have started to become that and that’s 
what we want to remain.  It’s still new and fresh and the necessary proportion of those 
living here vs. those who don’t is still tenuous and I want to make sure that as we grow 
the scales don’t tip back and have us revert back into the mode of being a commuter 
church.  But those who are currently a part of the church who don’t live here aren’t being 
excluded.  Sure, it will be a little harder, but you can still make this part of the city your 
home away from home and be on board with what God is doing down here.  You can 
throw your weight into it.  You can still be a vital part of this church and I that’s what I 
consider you.  And we all – whether in the suburbs or the city – still need to have an open 
heart to God’s Word and how he is challenging us and chipping away at our idols. 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
Antiochian Christians 
 Last week’s text recounted a momentous event in the growth of the church.  For 
the first time, Gentiles where included in the church and the trans-ethnic nature of the 
gospel was beginning to be realized.  Next, Luke refers back in the story to when 
persecution of the church had broke out in connection with Stephen’s stoning as he sets 
up the story of the first, major, truly multi-ethnic church.  If you remember at the 
beginning of chapter 8 Luke said that, “On that day a great persecution broke out against 
the church at Jerusalem (where it had all started) and all except the apostles were 
scattered,” and he goes on to say, “Those who had been scattered preached the word 
wherever they went” (8:1, 4).  Note that the message of Christ was such an integral part 



4 

of their life and their conception of reality that it just naturally oozed from their pores and 
their dispersion was a guarantee that the gospel would be spread too.  Interesting… 
 Well Luke is talking about them and says that people went all the way to 
Phoenicia (modern day Lebanon), Cyprus (an island in the Mediterranean off the coast of 
Phoenicia) and also Antioch (a cosmopolitan city way up in modern day Turkey).  As 
was natural, being Jews themselves, they spoke to the Jews in the synagogues in these 
locations about Jesus the Messiah.  “Some of them, however, [Hellenistic Jews] from 
Cyprus and Cyrene, went to Antioch and began to speak to Greeks also, telling them the 
good news about the Lord Jesus” (v. 20); not Messiah Jesus, mind you.  That’s an 
interesting example of contextualization because Greeks would have had little 
understanding of a Messiah – that was a Jewish term.  But they knew well what a Lord 
was – they were expected to refer to Caesar as lord.  Interesting… 
 “We do not know whether the conversion of Cornelius had taken place earlier and 
was known of in Antioch, so that it could have acted as a precedent”1 – maybe, maybe 
not.  But somehow it seemed natural to share the good news of Jesus with Greeks who 
lived there; that the gospel applied to them as well.  As I said, Antioch was a 
cosmopolitan city – a city of half a million people including all kinds of ethnicities like: 
Syrians, Romans, Greeks, Arabs, Persians, Armenians, Parthians, Cappadocians, and 
Jews.  There was population density, and poverty, and unsanitary conditions.  The 1st 
century Jewish historian Josephus notes that Antioch was the third city of the empire” 
after Rome and Alexandria,”2 kind of like Chicago is to New York and L.A.  Sociologist 
Rodney Stark also states that “Antioch was a city filled with hatred and fear rooted in 
intense ethnic antagonisms and exacerbated by a constant stream of stangers.3  The 
similarities to Chicago and hence to us today as a church in Chicago are great.  
Interesting… 
 But you know what?  It says that “the Lord’s hand was with them, and a great 
number of people believed and turned to the Lord” (v. 21).  It was a hard nut to crack, full 
of ethnic tensions, but the gospel took off there and a multi-ethnic church sprang up.  If 
you know a little bit about church history, Antioch was for many years an epicenter of 
Christianity and biblical studies – producing people like St. Ignatius and later St. 
Chrysostom.  It certainly is a pivotal station in the spread of the gospel “to the ends of the 
earth” in Acts. 
 We’ve seen in Acts that even though they didn’t have CNN or email, news still 
spread relatively quickly.  News of this Gentile revival reaches Jerusalem and the mother 
church and they decide to send Barnabas.  Remember Barnabas – Son of Encouragement.  
The fact that they sent him leads me to believe that the Cornelius thing has already 
happened and they send him to encourage and welcome the new church that’s largely 
Gentile up there into the universal body of Christ.  Barnabas arrived and saw 
unmistakable evidence of the Spirit’s work and his heart was not embittered, not jealous, 
not threatened, he was glad and true to his name he encouraged them, because (the NIV 
doesn’t have it, but it’s there) “he was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith” (v. 
24a).  That’s the way people who have the Spirit act.  He had the Spirit, they had the 
Spirit and there was unity and mutual love for each other. 
 God blessed Barnabas’s ministry and more people came to the Lord, so Barnabas 
needed help and remembered Saul and how he had shown evidence of God’s gifting in 
his life several years ago and how he had taken a liking to him and how the church in 
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Jerusalem had shipped him off to nearby Tarsus to protect him and Barnabas went off to 
Tarsus to get Saul and bring him in for help in the ministry there in Antioch.  The 
dynamic duo preached the word of God and taught Antioch Institute Foundations classes 
and did discipleship/spiritual formation with the people there for a whole year and there 
was deep growth in the Lord happening and maturity.  And it says, “The disciples were 
called Christians first at Antioch” (v. 26).  It’s a name that has stuck and think about what 
it means – first of all, it means that they were people who by their words and their deeds 
were obsessed with this man named “Christ;” but secondly, the fact that they were called 
Christians and not something like the Way (a term used before delineating a certain sect 
of Judaism) they didn’t get a moniker like that which reflects the fact that they 
comprised, as F.F. Bruce points out, “a social but not an ethnic group.”4  They were 
Christians, not Jews, because they were multi-ethic followers of Christ.  Interesting… 
 Luke tells us of one quick vignette that displayed the maturity of this new, multi-
ethnic church.  A prophet named Agabus – an intriguing character we’ll see again in Acts 
who had the Spirit wrought ability to at times predict the future – came from Jerusalem to 
Antioch and during a meeting of the church foretold a famine that would affect the whole 
world.  So the Antioch Church responded by taking up a voluntary offering to send to the 
Jerusalem church to help them either prepare for this event or maybe they gave after it 
happened a few years later.  What a gesture of solidarity and love!  We learn from this 
that the church is bigger than just the local expression of it.  In today’s setting the church 
transcends denominational and national boundaries and we should see ourselves as part 
of a federation of churches around the world that are unified around the gospel of Jesus 
Christ. 
 That’s an interesting consideration if you’re someone who is exploring 
Christianity to realize that it’s global and that churches in the States have fellowship with 
churches in South America and Africa and Asia.  Our church has a close relationship with 
an indigenous church in Bangkok, Thailand and Pastor Sangwien and his wife there.  We 
also have a close relationship with a seminary in Sri Lanka that trains pastors in that part 
of the world and with Ivor – the president of the seminary – and his family and we have 
in the past sent Christmas gifts to all the student/pastors studying there and this year have 
sent money to help them with their building project.  So this text is a reminder to us to 
keep up that global awareness and recognition that we are a part of something bigger than 
just IBC and Chicago.  We need to maintain that global Christian awareness. 
 It’s an interesting story of the church’s growth across ethnic barriers and its 
geographic expansion and yet its unity and interdependence. 
 
Exhortation 
 I want to go back, however, and look a little more closely at something I kind of 
skipped over.  There’s this phrase in here that caught my eye and that I really felt like the 
Lord wanted to direct my attention to.  It’s in v. 23 and it’s the description of what 
Barnabas did as he taught and strengthened the fledgling church in Antioch.  It says that 
he “encouraged them to remain true to the Lord with all their hearts.”  Another translation 
has, “he exhorted them all to remain faithful to the Lord with steadfast purpose” (ESV).  
That’s a great line, isn’t it?  And that’s what I want to do for the last few minutes of our 
time together today.  I just want to encourage you to remain true to the Lord with all your 
heart. 



6 

 Barnabas encouraged these new believers living amidst a pagan, racialized city to 
keep their hearts set on God/their sights set on Jesus, to hold on tight because there will 
be so many distractions.  What I forgot to tell you about Antioch is that it was well 
known all over the empire for its moral laxity.  One of its distinctives was its temple for 
the worship of Daphne nestled among of grove of laurel trees outside of the city.  
Daphne, in Greek mythology, was pursued by the god Apollo who chased her, trying to 
make love to her, and when “she felt his breath upon her neck”5 at this place outside 
Antioch she cried out to her father, who was a river god, and he changed her into a laurel 
tree. 
 While the church was taking root in Antioch, “Apollo’s famous pursuit of Daphne 
there was reenacted night and day by the men of the city and by the priestesses, who were 
in fact ritual prostitutes.”6  Men would chase these women out to the laurel grove where 
they would engage in a religious orgy.  Antioch had a reputation.  Antioch had a culture 
of sexual lewdness and unrestrained hedonism.  Barnabas knew there were many 
temptations that would seek to lure these baby believers away from a pure love for Jesus 
in that setting. 
 Brothers and sisters: we live in a largely pagan, highly racialized, sexualized city.  
The broader culture we swim in is saturated with obvious moral evils like sexual 
immorality, gambling, addictions, that are becoming more and more prevalent and 
noticeable, but it’s also the more subtle and I dare say more dangerous ones like 
materialism, individualism, racism, and entertainment.  We live among a culture 
permeated by the American Dream and its corresponding love of money and status and 
the resulting social inequalities and rugged individualism.  Since the sexual revolution of 
the 60s our culture unashamedly worships at the altar of sexual idolatry “with a continual 
lust for more” (Eph. 4:19) that has insidiously made its way onto billboards and 
newspapers.  All those things if unrecognized and left unchecked are detriments to our 
whole hearted pursuit of the one true God.  They’re idols that seek to steal our hearts 
away. 
 But I don’t want to discourage you by telling you everything that is bad and 
destructive.  I want to encourage you that the Lord is better.  There is nothing more 
sweet.  There is no one more satisfying.  There is no greater purpose in life, no deeper 
fulfillment, no longer lasting thrill, no richer comfort, no more enjoyable reward than the 
very God who made you for himself.  Not success in your field, not financial stability, 
not career fulfillment, not church growth, not family, not a suburban lifestyle, not an 
urban lifestyle, not peak physical health,… nothing.  We are made to crave joy, but must 
resist finding it in false substitutes that rival Christ – “in whom are hidden all the 
treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:3).  Christ is more satisfying and he has 
made himself available to us. 
 But we must have determination, steadfast purpose.  It’s a daily struggle.  We can 
never rest on yesterday’s spiritual achievements.  Jesus says, “If anyone would come 
after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me” (Lk. 9:23).  
Paul described the Christian life as a constant battle.  At the very end of his life he said, 
“I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.  Now there is 
in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will 
award to me on that day” (2Tim. 4:7-8a).  It requires a determination that we must hold 
on to with tenacity right up until the day we die. 
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Just this last week on Thursday I had some sweet, precious times with the Lord as 
he was meeting my needs for that day and I was finding solace in him, but you know 
what?  When I woke up Friday morning I didn’t want to get up.  I felt depressed and life 
seemed to be not worth living and I felt empty and despairing and I had to fight those 
feelings with truth and get into the Bible and pray and seek God’s face for the grace I 
needed for this new day.  And, Lord willing, if I live to be 80 years old there will be 
another 19,000 and some odd days of doing this, of fighting for joy in him, of being 
disciplined in seeking him out, of remaining true to the Lord with all my heart.  That’s 
the way it is. 
 How do we do this?  There are many things.  We need to be faithful in our 
practice of the disciplines of Bible-intake, prayer, worship, evangelism, serving, 
stewardship, fasting, silence and solitude, journaling, learning; these are the disciplines 
that keep us on track and growing and seeking God’s presence.  And we need each other 
to rebuke us and “encourage [us] daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none of [us] 
may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness.  For we share in Christ, if indeed we hold our 
original confidence firm to the end” (Heb. 3:13-14; italics ESV).  It’s a long race with 
many pitfalls on either side and we have to run with endurance and focus (cf. Heb. 12:1). 
 And the path will take us through many dark valleys.  There will be suffering and 
hardship and trials.  “But we rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering 
produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope” (Rom. 5:3-4).  We 
must “consider it pure joy… whenever [we] face trials of many kinds, because… the 
testing of [our] faith develops perseverance.  Perseverance must finish its work so that 
you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything” (James 1:2-4).  I’ve found this to 
be true over and over again – that the hard times drive me closer to God and strip away 
the other things I had been leaning on and I have come to believe deep in my heart that 
suffering is a sublime grace, it’s a mercy, it’s a sweet thing that helps us keep our hearts 
true to the Lord and the Lord alone. 
 One more thing I’ll say: to remain faithful to the Lord in firmness of heart we 
have to be like Barnabas and be aware of and open to what the Lord is doing anew 
around us.  He’s always up to something, something new that breaks the mold and 
stretches our understanding of him and we have to see that and be gladdened by it and 
embrace it.  We can’t enshrine our spiritual understanding and circumstances of 
yesterday and be unwilling to adapt and grow, because soon our hearts will grow cold 
and petrified and will be devoted to some nostalgic idea of the past instead of the living, 
moving, and working, and ever fascinating God.  Brothers and sisters who claim to know 
God in Christ, I want to encourage you to and help you to guard your hearts and to feast 
everyday on the riches of his table.  They will never come to an end and they are 
infinitely, qualitatively better than the other entrees this world serves up.  This is my 
highest goal, that my ministry would point you to him for he is worth all our life and 
worship and devotion.  He is good! 
 
Conclusion 
 If you don’t know Jesus, the consummate gentleman with only the purest of 
intentions; he is pursuing you today, trying to capture your heart and satisfy your deepest 
desires with himself.  Would you give in to him and not resist?  You won’t be 
disappointed.  To those of you who have had your eyes opened to see his glory, his 
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beauty, his unmatched desirability and have pledged your hearts to him: this Sunday after 
Valentine’s Day I want to encourage you to be true to your God, to continually fall more 
and more in love with him, to continue to try to get to know him better with each day, to 
continue to spend quality time with him, to delight yourself in the Lord, and keep a close 
watch on your heart. 
 
Benediction 
The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make his face to shine upon you and be 
gracious to you; the Lord lift up his countenance upon you and give you peace. – Num. 
6:24-26 
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find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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