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Text 
In the church at Antioch there were prophets and teachers: Barnabas, Simeon called Niger, Lucius of 
Cyrene, Manaen (who had been brought up with Herod the tetrarch) and Saul. 2 While they were 
worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, "Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to 
which I have called them." 3 So after they had fasted and prayed, they placed their hands on them and sent 
them off. 
 
Introduction 
 I often say that the danger in what’s called expository preaching – preaching 
through books of the Bible little chunks at a time while trying to dig deep into those 
portions of Scripture – is that you can begin to lose sight of the big picture.  You can miss 
the proverbial forest for the trees.  And I don’t want us to lose sight of that here in the 
book of Acts because the overall product that Luke is piecing together is less like pearls 
on a string and more like a complex tapestry, a beautiful piece of fabric with a very 
intentional design.  This first century document tells us about the birth and early growth 
of Christianity and that story is told to us, to borrow Luke’s own terminology, as “an 
orderly account” (cf. Lk. 1:3).  There’s intentionality, theme, plot.  So let’s just briefly 
step back and look at the major contours of the story so far.  Let’s peak our heads above 
the canopy and look back at the forest we’ve wandered into; let’s recap where we’ve 
been. 
 Of course we have to remember this is the second part of a larger work.  Acts is to 
the Gospel of Luke what Chamber of Secrets is to Sorcerer’s Stone in the Harry Potter 
series.  Here Luke is telling of what this monumental figure, Jesus, continued to do 
through his Spirit and through his Church even after he died, was resurrected, and 
ascended into heaven.  Jesus is still around at the very beginning of the book giving final 
instructions to his small group of committed followers.  What does he say?  Stay in 
Jerusalem.  Wait for the Spirit.  And then he says, “You will receive power when the 
Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea 
and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (1:8). 
 Then what happens?  They stick around Jerusalem, take care of some internal 
business, and then the Jewish holiday of Pentecost/the Feast of Weeks comes and 
something unheard of happens.  The Holy Spirit comes down in an unprecedented way1 
to rest upon the church and to enable them to do what is seemingly impossible, namely to 
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bring massive numbers of others into the kingdom of God.  The church explodes in 
Jerusalem – 3,000 people instantaneously incorporated into this new movement!  The 
church continues to grow in Jerusalem and yet we still read that the community is 
genuine and real and tight.  And amazing things are happening like broken people being 
made whole again.  There’s a little opposition from the establishment as they notice 
something is afoot, but it doesn’t amount to anything initially. 
 The church keeps praying, and testifying to who Jesus is, and sharing their 
resources, and serving the poor.  Then there are some internal problems: some of the 
people had been pretending/faking it and God shows early on how serious that is by 
striking those two people dead.  And so there is a gravitas about this new movement, yet 
still more people begin to see Jesus as the One to whom all their religious longings had 
been pointing.  And now, however, the religious leadership centered in Jerusalem is 
getting more and more alarmed.  They try to break this up, but eventually they let the 
apostles off again with a warning. 
 Then we see how the church’s growth and its heavy community involvement and 
social programs call for an organizational overhaul – the structure needs to be refined – 
and the office of proto-deacon is established with the Seven.  Then we see how one of the 
Seven eventually becomes the lightning rod for the building storm among the religious 
power base.  After an eloquent recapitulation of salvation history, Stephen is stoned to 
death under the auspices of Saul – Luke introduces us to Saul in chapter 7.  So the 
opposition to this explosive movement heats up to boiling point, causing the church to 
spill over the city walls of Jerusalem.  Many are dispersed from Jerusalem throughout 
Judea and Samaria.  And the result is that the word is preached wherever they go (8:4).  
Another one of the proto-deacons named Philip sees large numbers of the Samaritans turn 
to Christ.  The apostles send Peter and John to check it out and a Pentecost type event 
happens there.  Then Philip shares the gospel with an Ethiopian official who is returning 
home from Jerusalem and he gets baptized.  Whoa!  This is starting to become more than 
just a localized movement. 
 But it’s just beginning.  Then we see how Saul, the fiercest opponent of the 
church, converts too and testifies to the reality of Jesus in Damascus in Syria.  Then he 
comes to Jerusalem and gets in trouble with his former bosses and the church ships him 
off to his hometown of Tarsus.  But do you see what’s happening?  The church is 
spreading, it’s unstoppable.  Next it spreads into the Gentile realm for the first time ever.  
Peter is supernaturally led to share about Jesus the Jewish Christ (or Messiah Yeshua as 
Kirk Gliebe, our speaker from last week, would say) with Cornelius the Roman 
centurion.  And Cornelius and his whole household believe and receive the Holy Spirit 
just like the Jews did back in Jerusalem – a Gentile Pentecost of sorts.  Groundbreaking!  
But even that’s just the beginning. 
 In chapter 11 we are told of how a handful of those scattered from Jerusalem 
earlier had eventually made their way all the way up to the ancient metropolis of Antioch.  
And they too share the message of Jesus with non Jews and a great number of people 
believe.  It’s spreading like a California wildfire.  The church in Jerusalem sends 
Barnabas up to investigate.  Barnabas relocates there and early on it becomes obvious 
that he needs help so he goes and gets Saul who’s been living under the radar in Tarsus 
and the two of them strengthen the church there.  A famine is prophesied and the church 
in Antioch as a show of support sends a gift to the church in Jerusalem via Barnabas and 
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Saul.  We hear a little of what God is still doing back down in Jerusalem with Peter and 
the gang, and last week’s passage ended with Barnabas and Saul returning to Antioch 
with young John Mark. 
 When it’s put that way, can you begin to see the dynamic nature of this 
movement?  It truly is a movement.  Luke wants us to see a church that’s in flux.  It’s not 
standing still.  It’s fluid and it’s growing and it’s changing and new people are coming in 
and it’s being stretched and obstacles only seem to cause it to spread.  People are coming 
and going and the message that Jesus has brought the long awaited kingdom of God is 
expanding all over Jerusalem and Judea and Samaria and now the northern part of Syria.  
It’s bursting at the seams.  And with the juncture we come to today the final stage – the 
stage of reaching the ends of the earth – is about to begin.  As John Stott puts it, “Luke 
has reached a decisive turning point in his narrative.”2  It’s going further than ever before 
imagined because the people who make up the church know that following Christ means 
being on the move.  Did you ever think about how Jesus didn’t just settle down and live 
in Capernaum teaching the Twelve?  He was constantly moving about and his disciples 
followed him around everywhere.  Still today, following Christ does not involve sitting 
still.  He started a movement and what Luke wants us to get today is just this: the 
Christian life entails being on the move. 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
Antioch 
 13:1 starts off – “In the church at Antioch…”  Let’s stop right there and recognize 
that chapter 13 is picking right up where chapter 11 left off.  Let’s go back again and look 
quickly at chapter 11 and recall what kind of place this Antioch was.  Remember we said 
it was a large city.  It was the 3rd largest in the Roman Empire; 10-20 times larger than 
Jerusalem.  Remember we said it was like the Chicago of the 1st century.  This is a huge 
city with all that goes along with being a city – culture, capital, diversity, density [this 
place was dense; in Manhattan today the density is about 100 people per acre (and that 
includes high-rises), in Rome in the first century the population density was 300 per acre, 
in Antioch it was 200 (and they didn’t have high-rises!)]. 
 So Antioch was a major, cosmopolitan city… and the gospel flourished there!  
Look at v. 21 – “a great number of people believed and turned to the Lord.”  Look at v. 
24 – “a great number of people were brought to the Lord.”  Here’s Tim Keller’s thesis – 
“The more urban the environment the more Christianity flourishes.”3  The more dense, 
the more pluralistic, the more culturally advanced, the more crime, the more poverty, the 
more social troubles, the more Christianity is right at home.  We’re getting ready to 
embark with Paul on his missionary journeys and we’re going to see that Paul goes 
where?  He goes to the cities.  We don’t hear of him going to the villages and small 
towns. 

The Roman Empire was an extremely urbanized civilization, in fact it was one of 
the most urbanized ever and historians, anthropologists, and archaeologists will all 
confirm that the first 300 years of the Common Era in the Roman Empire is when 
Christianity had its best time ever.  By year 300 AD, 50% of the urban populations of the 
Roman empire were Christian, while over 90% of the countryside was still pagan.  
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Actually, that term pagan most likely comes from the Greek word paganus which means 
a farmer or a man of the country.  What does that tell you? 
 It tells you that the gospel was made for the city!  That flies in the face of 
common wisdom, doesn’t it?  The city?  The “secular city?”  The city’s a hard, dark 
place.  People are cold.  You go to the city to lose your faith.  It’s complex.  It’s 
pluralistic.  It’s progressive.  It’s sophisticated.  They will laugh at the message of 
Christianity.  Its problems require solutions more substantial than the church.  I mean, 
Christianity’s for the red states, right? …the rural settings, the Bible-belt, or at least the 
suburbs: the Wheatons and the Barringtons and the Deerfields, not the Wicker Parks and 
the Bucktowns and the downtowns. 

But that’s not true.  The book of Acts demonstrates, and if we had time I could 
walk you through a biblical theology of the city that would demonstrate that the city is 
where it’s at; the message of Christ is designed for and meant for cities.  Antioch is a 
prime example.  And this is encouraging (and challenging) for us today as we live in 
Chicago and in a global urban culture that’s just now getting back to what the 1st century 
culture was like… in many ways.  Did you know that even up until 1850 there were only 
4 cities in the whole world that were a million people (and those were mostly ethnically 
homogeneous)?  In many ways our world today is more like the landscape we see in Acts 
than the West was for 1600 years.  The 1st century Mediterranean world was littered with 
pluralistic, multi-ethnic, multi-cultural, major city-centers.  And Christianity had a 
heyday! 

Now if it’s true that God desires churches, where possible, to be multi-ethnic 
because it’s a by-product of the genuine gospel, as we’ve said before in our look at Acts, 
then you would expect that the church in Antioch would reflect the diversity of this city, 
wouldn’t you?  Look again at 13:1 – “In the church at Antioch there were prophets and 
teachers.”  Whether those are two very distinct offices – prophet and teacher – or two 
aspects of what the church’s leadership did, we’re not quite sure.  As I’ve said before, I 
see preaching as involving both a didactic and a prophetic element.  But here the word 
also carries with it a sense of receiving and transmitting supernatural messages like 
setting two people apart for mission work or something like that.  Maybe a couple of 
these guys were prophets like Agabus was. 

But more importantly, look at who these guys are.  Luke specifically mentions 5 
different leaders representing 3 different continents and 4 different racial groups.  
Barnabas, we know already; he is a Jew from the island of Cyprus.  Simeon called Niger 
is new to us, but the additional name is included by Luke to tip us off that this guy is “of 
dark complexion;”4 he’s black.  Lucius of Cyrene some have attempted to identify with 
Luke himself, but that has little support; Cyrene is the capital of Libya in north Africa.  
Manaen, we read was raised with royalty to be Herod Antipas’ playmate (Herod Antipas 
remember was Herod the Great’s son); he may be a Jew, but an aristocratic one we’re 
told.  This is a hodgepodge.  And then there’s Saul, a Jew from Tarsus.  So the leadership 
team is quite diverse. 

We know they are only a microcosm of an even more diverse church because 
Luke is sure to note that the church began by some telling the gospel to Greeks – non 
Jews (11:20).  When Seleucus built the city of Antioch some 300 years earlier and named 
it after his father, Antiochus, he not only built a wall around the city to protect it from 
outsiders.  He also built walls within the city to protect the different ethnic groups from 
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each other.  Remember, this city had Persians, Indians, and even Chinese people if you 
can believe it… quite ahead of its time.  One account I heard stated it had at least 18 
different ethnic quarters all walled off, because you know why?  Even in the first century 
every race had a naturally proclivity towards ethnocentrism.  And also keep in mind that 
just like today, every culture was generally tied to a religion – I’m Mexican so I’m 
Catholic, I’m Greek so I’m Orthodox, I’m Indian so I’m Hindu, etc…  Well the gospel 
comes to Antioch and for the first time ever people were climbing walls to come together 
and worship.  And “the disciples,” Luke points out, “were called Christians first at 
Antioch” (11:26) because this religion was not just a function or outgrowth of some 
culture or ethnicity.  The gospel transcends those barriers that divide cities.  Following 
Jesus is not just a Jew religion, or Indian religion, or Chinese religion.  It’s not just a 
white thing or Asian thing.  It’s a whole new thing. 
 
The Sending 

And so we see this multi-ethnic/multi-cultural church in Antioch – a world class 
city, a major crossroads for commerce and culture packed full of all kinds of people – 
growing under the teaching and prophesying of godly, diverse men.  We see them 
“worshipping the Lord [the one true God as revealed in Jesus Christ] and fasting [and we 
see that] the Holy Spirit said [through one of the prophets perhaps?], ‘Set apart for me 
Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.’  So after they had fasted 
and prayed, they placed their hands on them and sent them off” (vv. 2-3).  They got rid of 
two of their best leaders!  They didn’t stay put and try to build an empire there in 
Antioch.  They let go of some of their people in order reach the whole Roman empire. 

Ajith Fernando notes, “This is typical of churches that have a missionary vision, 
churches whose main aim is more than survival or maintenance.  Missions is so important 
to them that they willingly take steps that may seem harmful to the church in order for the 
missionary program to thrive.”5  They did something crazy.  The let their top two 
preachers go!  They didn’t hold on to what they had.  They didn’t settle down.  They 
didn’t stop the movement… they joined in it!  They kept it going.  They were on the 
move, you see.  Antioch was a launching pad for the planting of more churches.  They 
didn’t sit around and soak in their past achievements.  They didn’t stagnate and fossilize 
and become an artifact of what God could do in a great city.  They didn’t hold on to the 
nice thing they had going.  They, in obedience to the Holy Spirit, set apart some of their 
people to get out and go somewhere else. 

Barnabas and Saul were ready to go.  Maybe they were just starting to really form 
some real friendships there.  But they knew that the call to Christian discipleship is 
always, in some form, a call to get out.  Even in the OT.  What does God tell Abraham?  
Go!  What does he tell Moses?  Go!  What does he tell Isaiah?  Go!  What does he tell 
Jonah?  Go!  What does Jesus tell his disciples?  “Go and make disciples of all nations” 
(Mt. 28:19)!  God never pulls you in without sending you out.  God himself is a missional 
God and he calls his people to be a missional people, a people on the go, a people on the 
move.  Saul and Barnabas had to move out, others in the church had to move on up to fill 
their shoes.  It was a church with a missional mindset, not a fortress mentality. 

The church I was a part of before coming to this church had a revolving door.  
Due to the nature of the neighborhood and the university setting, it was very transient and 
they knew it and they embraced that.  Part of their vision statement was to “export” 
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people.6  They used this analogy of sailors and longshoremen.  Most of the church were 
sailors coming into to dock there for a short while and to get stocked up on what they 
needed, but they would leave eventually and take what they learned elsewhere.  A few 
were longshoremen; they were there for longer periods and worked steadily in the church.  
But occasionally even the longshoremen would leave to go somewhere else. 

I remember meeting with one couple as they were getting ready to leave because 
the husband got a new job in Atlanta.  They were just there for a couple years while he 
was in grad school and he helped lead the worship team and they served in other 
capacities during the short time they were there.  But the wife was sharing with me how 
she had just recently noticed as she read through Acts that people were leaving all the 
time.  Paul was picking up and going almost as soon as he got his bags unpacked.  She 
realized that this is supposed to be normal, but she also noted how this didn’t stop people 
from forming deep relationships or give people excuses for not putting in the effort and 
opening up their hearts because the other person would soon leave.  In Acts 20 we will 
see Paul saying good bye to the Ephesians and they’re all crying because the bonds that 
had been established were deep.  But people are always on the move. 
 
Conclusion 

And those bonds didn’t turn into speed bumps or road blocks for the movement of 
the gospel.  They didn’t warp church into something that’s constant and cozy and 
unchanging and familiar and nostalgic and exclusive.  They were always looking 
outward.  The church in Antioch was asking how can we best multiply and duplicate 
what we have going on here somewhere else?  It’s easy to slip into the coziness model of 
life, though, isn’t it?  I love Andrea’s side of the family.  I’ve only been a part of it for 
like 5 years now, and I have great, warm memories of the family all together for 
Christmas with Andrea’s mom’s never ending supply of homemade Christmas goodies or 
family get togethers in the summer where we eat in the gazebo and play in the back yard 
or road trips to Iowa.  It’s a medium sized family.  Andrea has 3 brothers and the older 
brother is married. 

I’m ashamed to confess this, but sometimes I get resentful in my heart when 
Andrea’s parents invite other people over for Thanksgiving dinner that don’t have 
anywhere else to go, or have Andrea’s sister-in-law’s mother join us for Christmas 
because she’s a widow and doesn’t have anywhere to go for Christmas.  They’re 
intruding on my family and I don’t like it.  In some ways I’m not too cracked up about the 
younger two brothers getting married because it’s going to change the family dynamic 
and I want it to stay just the same.  I forget that I myself don’t really belong there but was 
welcomed in to the family with open arms at one point. 

So I know that feeling and I know how that works with a church family.  My 
grandma is the same way.  She wants everyone to be at her place for family get togethers 
at all the holidays and for the most part the whole family lives right around there, but God 
called me to Chicago and as a pastor my weekends are usually pretty booked.  She’s had 
to let go.  Are you willing to let go?  Are you willing to go?  And are you willing to let 
new people in and see the church morph and change?  We want to be a church like 
Antioch – in the city and on the move. 

God has placed us in the most strategic place to do ministry – the center of a 
world class city – just the kind of place where the gospel can work its magic.  A church 
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that’s the real deal/genuine Christianity in a place like this can’t help but flourish.  The 
gospel was tailor made for cities.  And a church that’s the real deal/the genuine article 
will be on the move.  It will desire to see other churches planted.  If you’re not a 
Christian or are curious about Christianity you have to ask yourself what could make a 
people so eager and willing to lay down their lives and take risks and die to see their 
movement continue.  And is there something to it that it has lasted this long and still has 
this missionary impulse.  And does it really have something to offer postmodern yuppies 
or disenfranchised urban dwellers? 
 For those of us who are part of this church family.  I just want to challenge us: are 
you eager so see small groups multiply even though you just started to get used to the 
way it is and feel really close?  And if my small group splits we’ll need 4 small group 
leaders instead of two; am I willing to be one?  Does my heart burn to see dozens of new 
churches planted all over this city?  Last summer we mentioned Vision 2010 – our 
commitment to have planted at least one new daughter church by the year 2010… at least 
one!  Have you been praying toward that end?  Are you willing to be a part of the group 
that gets sent off from Immanuel to go help start this other church?  Almost one year has 
past already and the time for that might be closer than you think.  Does that exhilarate 
you? 
 So many of the churches in America today have lost this sense of being on the 
move that is present in Acts.  It’s so sad.  God wants us to be a church on the move, 
willing to listen to the Spirit and always waiting to jump at the opportunity to plant a new 
church in Chicago or in China or in Bahrain or in the Ivory Coast by sending some of our 
own people away.  Even having people scattered involuntarily by job transfers or 
something like that is a way to be on the move. 

Finally, are you stale in your own personal spiritual life?  What steps have you 
taken lately to go out?  What have you let go of lately to further the kingdom?  What 
costly steps have you taken lately to see the gospel spread?  Are you on the move or 
treading water?  Stagnant?  Are you trying to hold on to yesterday’s achievements?  If 
you let go of yesterday and stick your neck out into tomorrow I guarantee you’ll 
experience a renewed passion and vigor in your spiritual life.  The Christian life entails 
being on the move. 

 
 
Immediate Application 

I love it when this happens: when we can put the sermon into immediate practice.  
God’s timing is impeccable.  Our sister ***** has grown and served at Immanuel for 
several years now.  She’s an integral part of this church.  But God has put a call on her 
life to use her medical training to see his gospel spread to the ends of the earth.  She has 
sought to discern and confirm this call with the help of the church and the elders here.  
Next Sunday she will be leaving for several weeks to do a medical rotation in *******; 
I’ll let her tell us more about that and then we’re going to have an opportunity to lay 
hands on her and send her out to do that.  But also this Thursday she gets matched by the 
computer for her residency program and it’s very possible that she could be matched 
outside of Chicago and be moving in a couple months.  Part of me is sad at that prospect 
and I can’t say I don’t pray that she would be matched in Chicago, but I trust the Spirit’s 
guidance of the lot that was cast to choose Matthias and the computer pick that 
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determines her next three years and I’m prepared to see her go just like he sent off **** 
off to ***** and JT and Grace off to Urbana and Josh and Deli off to Edinburgh last 
year.  Because I know that she will preach the word wherever she goes.  And even if she 
stays here she will be on the go in Chicago for a few years and then most likely go 
somewhere overseas after that.  She’s a perfect example of how this text applies to our 
church in Chicago. 
 
Benediction 
May you forget what is behind and strain toward what is ahead and press on toward the 
goal to win the prize for which God has called you heavenward in Christ Jesus. – Phil 
3:13-14. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 
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personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 
find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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