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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. (Acts 11:19-

30) 

 

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. (Acts 13:1-3) 

 

This is the text of the letter that the prophet Jeremiah sent from Jerusalem to the surviving elders among 

the exiles and to the priests, the prophets and all the other people Nebuchadnezzar had carried into exile 

from Jerusalem to Babylon. 
2 
(This was after King Jehoiachin and the queen mother, the court officials and 

the leaders of Judah and Jerusalem, the craftsmen and the artisans had gone into exile from Jerusalem.) 
3 

He entrusted the letter to Elasah son of Shaphan and to Gemariah son of Hilkiah, whom Zedekiah king of 

Judah sent to King Nebuchadnezzar in Babylon. It said: 
4 
This is what the LORD Almighty, the God of 

Israel, says to all those I carried into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: 
5 
"Build houses and settle down; 

plant gardens and eat what they produce. 
6 
Marry and have sons and daughters; find wives for your sons 

and give your daughters in marriage, so that they too may have sons and daughters. Increase in number 

there; do not decrease. 
7 
Also, seek the peace and prosperity of the city to which I have carried you into 

exile. Pray to the LORD for it, because if it prospers, you too will prosper.” (Jeremiah 29:1-7) 

 

The Need for a Mission 
 I’m an incurable optimist by nature.  I really am.  In almost everything I refuse to 

accept defeat.  I believe that the Cubs will win the World Series in my lifetime, for 
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example.  I’m not, however, overly optimistic about American society.  When “almost 

half – 48.2 percent – of American males [between 18 and 34 play video games] on 

average, two hours and 43 minutes per day,” I’m not too hopeful about the future of our 

democratic republic.  “(That’s 13 minutes [a day] longer than 12- to 17-year-olds, who 

evidently have more responsibilities than today’s twentysomethings.)”
1
  We’ve got some 

serious cultural issues that are going to come home to roost… I believe in our lifetimes. 

 You see, one of the things that made America great was the clear sense of purpose 

and mission that people possessed.  There was something to aim for.  Whether it was 

found in the idea of Manifest Destiny and the opportunities offered by a ‘wide open’ 

frontier, or the task of industrialization in the 1800s, or saving the world from tyranny 

and spreading democracy in the 1900s, or the individual pursuit of the American Dream 

that took off post-War.  But now today’s emerging generation is the first one in American 

history that on the whole does not expect to be better off than its parents.  That is hugely 

significant. 

An agrarian economy that gave way to an industrial economy that gave way to a 

service economy that is now giving way to an experience economy doesn’t seem to have 

many more places to go.  The unchartered territory is diminishing.  And so we find 

ourselves at a juncture with growing numbers of aimless, unmotivated, drifters.  We’ve 

kind of run out of challenges to conquer.  There are still a number of driven types and an 

underlying rugged determination and so maybe this problem will be tackled with that 

celebrated American ingenuity and there will be a reversal of this trend towards 

pointlessness.  I hope so.  There’s the optimist in me talking, but I don’t know. 

 The point here is that human beings thrive on having a mission in life.  Without it 

we flounder and fall apart.  The Bible says that humanity was created by God and 

initially given a mission – to create culture in a way that reflected God’s glory (Gen. 

1:28).  We were made for a purpose, a noble task.  What happened at the Fall (the 

rebellion of humankind against God) is that that drive got distorted.  We rebelled against 

God and wanted to rule the world for ourselves, which has led to all sorts of disasters.  At 

that point the world then became in need of redemption first and foremost.  And that has 

been God’s great mission – to redeem a people a remake the world for them. 

And as history has unfolded, the recipients of God’s redemptive grace have 

always been brought in on that mission.  The nation of Israel had a charge, a part to play 

in reflecting to the nations the glory of God (“a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” Ex. 

19:6) and in ultimately anticipating the Messiah.  Then with Jesus the Messiah came, God 

in the flesh, here to inaugurate the redemption of the world by dealing definitively with 

sin through his death and resurrection.  He enacted the first stage of final redemption the 

world has been waiting for then left, sending his Spirit to empower his people to testify to 

this great, unparalleled event.  He gave his followers the Great Commission, the most 

noble, worthy cause for which to spend one’s life – witnessing to Christ’s work and 

participating in this viral kingdom that expands subversively until one day, at Christ’s 

return it is all that remains standing. 

To be a recipient of this good news and enlisted in spreading it is the most grand, 

fulfilling, purposeful, meaningful, challenging, thrilling endeavor imaginable.  It never 

ceases to inspire, never becomes boring.  Most worldly pursuits are vacuous.  Even the 

more noble ones are a mixed bag and temporal.  At the end of the day, “what good is it 

for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul” (Mk. 8:36)?  I may be somewhat 
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skeptical about the future of the American way of life, but do you know why I am 

eternally optimistic about the church of Jesus Christ?  Because the resurrected and 

ascended Lord Jesus Christ said, “I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not 

overcome it” (Mt. 16:18).  There is no better investment for your life than to lay it down, 

identify wholeheartedly with Jesus, and throw yourself into the advancement of his 

gospel through his church! 

 

The Mission of Immanuel 
 God has given his church a mission, something to live for.  It can be said several 

different ways depending on the context.  But for us we want to talk of it this way: the 

mission of Immanuel Baptist Church is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 

A multiplying… not maintaining, not retreating, but aggressively advancing, on 

the offensive, growing not just by addition, but by multiplication – constantly planting 

new churches like healthy cell division. 

…community… God’s redemption is not individualistic but corporate, he calls us 

in together and sends us out together; we don’t fly solo. 

…that enjoys… first, above anything else we are before we do, we receive, we 

simply soak in the status that is irreversibly conferred on us apart from our efforts, but 

solely by God’s lavish grace.  Our job is really just to enjoy. 

…and proclaims… our enjoyment inevitably leads us to freely open our mouths 

to speak widely of the wonders of what God has done for our lost world in Christ not out 

of duty and pride, but joy and love; we don’t produce anything, we simply proclaim what 

God has done in Christ, that is... 

…the Good News of Christ… the gospel, the cosmic headline that Christ has 

conquered sin, Satan, and death through his death for sins, burial, and resurrection; we 

don’t have an idea or philosophy or good advice, we have preeminently Good News.  Our 

world is clueless as to what this is.  I saw in a grocery store check-out aisle a bunch of 

disposable Gillette razors with the slogan “Good News” emblazoned on them.  Good 

News?  That you can get a close shave??  People don’t know what they’re missing!  We 

want to tell them!  We want to publish the truly Good News. 

…in the great city of Chicago… we love our city; if you have truly Good News 

you get up on a high mountain to herald it (Is. 40:9); there is no higher platform for 

disseminating the Good News than a major, world-class city like Chicago.  We are city-

positive, embracing the strategic possibilities of being right next to the downtown of one 

of only 10 alpha-class cities in the world. 

A multiplying community that enjoys and proclaims the Good News of Christ in 

the great city of Chicago.  This is our mission as a church! 

 

The Vision of Immanuel 
 That sounds exciting, in theory and on paper.  What will it look like in practice for 

us to be living out this mission?  What do we envision this looking like?  Well as the 

elders dream about living for this grand mission two pictures from the Scriptures emerge 

as paradigms for Immanuel.  So our vision comes from two examples in the Bible of 

God’s people living in major global cities: 
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The Church in Antioch 

 Turn to the book of Acts, chapter 11 and follow along with me here.  Some 

background info: Antioch was the Chicago of the first century Roman world, just behind 

Rome and Alexandria in size and strategic influence, like New York and L.A.  

Sociologist Rodney Stark has done some helpful research into this ancient city.  It was a 

cosmopolitan city, densely populated while highly segregated.  Every ethnicity stayed to 

itself, even building geographic barriers.  It was full of crime, poverty, violence and all 

the usual urban problems. 

It was into this setting, we read in v. 20, that some of the Jewish believers in Jesus 

(all followers of Christ for the most part at this time were Jewish) went to Antioch as a 

result of a persecution that had broken out in Jerusalem in connection with the martyrdom 

of Stephen (Acts 7).  But these converts were originally from outside of Palestine and 

they understood that this message of redemption wasn’t just Israel’s story, it was the 

story of the whole world.  So they got creative and thought outside the box (cities tend to 

attract people like that) and in Antioch they saw the potential and they “began to speak to 

Greeks also, telling them the good news about the Lord Jesus.”  The Good News had so 

gripped them that they couldn’t help but speak it wherever they went. 

And this Good News, enjoyed and proclaimed, had a great effect.  I finally 

finished reading Doris Kearns Goodwin’s Team of Rivals about the political genius of 

Abraham Lincoln (all 750 pages of it).  It had a great illustration of this.  When the 

telegraph came into the War Department in Washington stating that Union troops had 

captured the Confederate capital of Richmond “the telegraph operator leaped from his 

seat and shouted from the window, ‘Richmond has fallen.’  The news quickly ‘spread by 

a thousand mouths,’ and ‘almost by magic the streets were crowded with hosts of people, 

talking, laughing, hurrahing, and shouting in the fullness of their joy.’  A Herald reporter 

noted that many ‘wept as children’ while ‘men embraced and kissed each other upon the 

streets; friends who had been estranged for years shook hands and renewed their vows of 

friendship.’”
2
  Truly Good News if it’s understood creates community, generates 

experiences, produces change, and motivates mission.  That’s what we see in Antioch. 

The ‘magic’ wasn’t ultimately a product of these disciples’ own creativity.  Verse 

21 – “The Lord’s hand was with them, and a great number of people believed and turned 

to the Lord.”  The gospel, boldly let out of the bag, was the means by which God caused 

an awakening and a church was formed… by the preaching of the Good News.  We want 

to be a church founded on the gospel, not gimmicks. 

Now what was happening in Antioch was something exciting because the mother 

church back in Jerusalem caught wind of it and sent one of their leaders, Barnabas, up to 

check it out.  Verse 23 – “When he arrived and saw the evidence of the grace of God…”  

When the grace of God is grasped in all of its glory it produces tangible, palpable change, 

change you can see.  We want to be a people markedly different as a result of the gospel.  

When Barnabas saw “the evidence of the grace of God he was glad…”  When the gospel 

permeates a church the result is a contagious joy, a gladness.  An experience starts 

spreading.  We want to be a people experiencing gladness. 

Good News, by its very nature, elicits enjoyment, like those people on the streets 

of Washington when news of Richmond’s fall reached them.  This doesn’t mean 

sappiness, but an enduring, bedrock joy no matter what happens… even if our society 
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crumbles around us and the recession slips into a depression and the city erupts in riots.  

We want our church to be known for a contagious spirit of joy. 

Now, we expect all out commitment from our members, but not because you’re 

guilted into it, but because your guilt has been lifted and there is no other place you’d 

rather be than where you will be reminded again and again of this.  Sometimes there’s a 

place for shooting straight – ‘Dude!  You’re eating feces and you think it’s a candy bar!”  

But never without saying, “Come feast on the richest of fare, which is Christ!”  Several of 

you commented this summer after being away for a few weeks saying something to the 

effect of, “I can’t wait to get back to Immanuel.  I so need the gospel!”  That’s cool.  

That’s the kind of place we envision being as we keep the Good News central. 

Barnabas’ name meant ‘Son of Encouragement’ and he poured fuel on the fire of 

Antioch church’s joy, “encouraging them all to remain true to the Lord with all their 

hearts” (v. 23).  Because there is a constant pull towards complacency, isn’t there?  

Forgetting who God is and what he’s done.  Notice in v. 24 that through Barnabas’ 

teaching ministry “a great number of people were brought to the Lord.”  This thing 

wasn’t just a short-lived flash in the pan, it was continually growing.  New people were 

being brought in all the time.  It kept growing.  It didn’t plateau.  Oh, may God so inhabit 

us with his Holy Spirit that more and more people are being attracted by the goodness of 

the Good News!  We envision a constant stream of new people intrigued by this thing 

going on here. 

But also notice that it wasn’t just some shallow, cooky charismatic thing where 

people are barking like dogs or erupting into ‘holy laughter’.  People weren’t attracted to 

it because it was a circus show.  Their mainstay wasn’t just a rockin’ worship band that 

appealed to emotions, hyping them up.  What was happening in Antioch wasn’t naked 

experience; it was a truth induced experience.  They had a strong hunger for and 

emphasis on solid teaching.  Barnabas went and recruited Saul (a.k.a. the Apostle Paul), 

one of the sharpest minds in the early church, to come help him teach this fledgling 

church.  Likewise, we at Immanuel highly value truth, solid teaching by gifted preachers.  

This is a hallmark and non-negotiable at this church.  The supernatural movement of the 

gospel will be furthered by the cogent and powerful ministry of the Word. 

And not just one guy, but a team.  Paul and Barnabas worked together, but glance 

over to ch. 13, v. 1.  “In the church at Antioch, there were prophets and teachers…”  

Plural.  And then there’s a list of names given.  This was team leadership.  Likewise we 

believe in multiple pastors, not just one guy here, not a cult of personality.  Right now 

me, Adam, and Mike, but we’re always looking for and trying to train up more. 

Next, staying in ch. 13, notice how the list of the leadership includes names that 

reflect ethnic and cultural diversity: Barnabas (an ordinary Joe Jew), Simeon called Niger 

(Simeon sounds Jewish, but Niger means black and many have thought he was a dark-

skinned man perhaps from the African continent), Lucius of Cyrene (Lucius was a Latin 

name, Cyrene was the capital of a Roman province in Libya on the northern coast of 

Africa), Manaen (someone connected with Herod and the Roman establishment), Saul (a 

highly educated Jewish Roman citizen).  And this was no doubt representative of the 

make-up of the whole church. 

Skip back over to ch. 11, v. 26.  “The disciples were called Christians first at 

Antioch.”  What does that mean?  Is it just some random trivia?  No.  The need for a new 

name came from the novelty of this phenomenon.  This wasn’t just some Jewish sect or 
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some movement among the Jewish Diaspora in Antioch.  The watching world had to 

come up with a brand new name for this exploding phenomenon because for the first time 

ever in the history of civilization people were crossing ethnic/social barriers to worship 

the same God!  Here we are in the Antioch of today, a cosmopolitan city, enjoying and 

proclaiming the Good News…  From top to bottom we will expect and celebrate 

diversity.  We don’t want to just be one ethnicity, one economic or education level, one 

age group, one personality type… a niche, homogeneous church that displays nothing 

supernatural to the world – “Oh, a bunch of urban hipsters who ride bikes to Whole 

Foods and listen to NPR; never seen that before.”  We want what brings us together first 

and foremost to be Christ.  And for the world to notice something supernatural about the 

community here.  So we will fight against clichés and affinity groups and organize 

around heterogeneity.  This is a testimony to the power of the gospel.  Listen: you don’t 

need other people who are just like you!  You need the gospel. 

           Then there’s this account toward the end of ch. 11 where we see that the church in 

Antioch wasn’t isolated and only concerned about itself – “Look at how special we are.”  

No, they were part of a larger network, an association of churches; and there was a 

sharing of people and resources between them and the Jerusalem church, an 

interdependence.  We won’t be a maverick church, but partner with other churches in the 

city preaching the same gospel, and also cherish ties to brothers and sisters around the 

world through international missions. 

 Now again to ch. 13.  What was the church in Antioch found doing in v. 2?  

“Worshipping the Lord.”  They loved this God who had redeemed them.  “The Holy 

Spirit,” we read, was active.  We want to be enthralled with God because of who he is 

revealed in what he’s done and open to his surprising work among us to spread his glory. 

 And then get this; this is the icing on the cake: God said to them, “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” (Acts 13:2-3).  To do 

what?  To plant more churches!  They took a huge risk and sent away some of their best 

leaders because they weren’t content with just having a happy little church themselves, 

they wanted to replicate and multiply and be part of a larger movement of the gospel.  

And good thing they did because through that effort the gospel eventually spread into 

Europe and from there to places like… Chicago. 

We want to keep riding the wave of this movement.  Our dream is to constantly 

be sending people off to start new churches.  We did it this summer.  We sent some of 

our best people away.  Our best friends.  It was hard.  But it was right.  Because we want 

to see more churches founded on the gospel, experiencing the gladness of God’s grace, 

fed on truth, seeing large numbers turn to the Lord, worshipping Jesus, and starting more 

churches… exponentially. 

We know nothing will happen unless the Lord’s hand is with us, so we will be a 

church that fasts and prays.  This has been another hallmark of our church through the 

years.  We mixed things up a bit for the summer, but starting tonight and every Sunday 

night here on out there will be a chance to come back together in the evenings and pray, 

pray for God’s Spirit to empower our witness and keep us faithful to him and aid others 

in the same work and cause us to enjoy him more, and help us multiply. 

 

The Israelites in Babylon 
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Okay, so that’s the church in Antioch.  Compelling picture, isn’t it?  There’s one 

more snapshot for us to look at.  Turn to Jeremiah 29.  This is roughly 600 years prior to 

the events at Antioch.  God’s people had been attacked in 597 B.C. by Nebuchadnezzar 

and carried away from Jerusalem, this time due to their repeated forsaking of God.  But 

God never forsook them.  He had plans for them.  Nebuchadnezzar took these exiles to 

the capital city – Babylon the Great.  Babylon was another big and powerful city in 

ancient times.  As the seat of the empire that subjugated God’s people it represented all 

that was against God.  It was in many ways a dark place, synonymous with sin, and full 

of idolatries. 

Many false prophets were telling the Israelite exiles that this would all be over in 

no time, maintain a holding pattern.  But God encouraged his people through the prophet 

Jeremiah in this letter not to form a ghetto, riding it out, hoping for a quick return to 

Jerusalem.  They were to recognize that God ‘carried’ them there and had good ‘plans’ 

for them.  He told them this: 

 

Build houses and settle down; plant gardens and eat what they produce.  

Marry and have sons and daughters; find wives for your sons and give 

your daughters in marriage, so that they too may have sons and daughters.  

Increase in number there; do not decrease.  Also, seek the peace and 

prosperity of the city….  Pray to the Lord for it, because if it prospers, you 

too will prosper. 

 

Now this is in a different era of salvation history so some things aren’t one-to-

one, but there’s a lot that transfers.  The NT says that Christians today are to see 

themselves as exiles.  1 Peter 1:17 – “Live your lives as strangers [exiles] here in reverent 

fear.”  This is not our final home.  “Our citizenship is in heaven” (Ph. 3:20).  We don’t 

just blend right in, which is the constant pull.  Like the exiles in Babylon, we want 

Immanuel to be a community that is distinct and different from the sinful culture around 

us, the allures and idolatries of the city and there are many. 

But at the same time we want to be concerned and involved.  This is the tension 

Christians are to live in, represented so well by Jeremiah’s words.  Settle down here… 

even though it’s not your home.  Some of us were born and raised in Chicago, some have 

migrated here, either way God has brought us to this place to call it home and we want to 

be a church full of the absolute best citizens of Chicago.  We want to encourage humble 

servants of the city in our various vocations, praying and working for its ultimate good.  

We are intentionally simple so as to hopefully avoid a Christian bubble syndrome where 

all our friendships and time are consumed with ‘churchy’ stuff.  So don’t expect of 

proliferation of programs.  We have what we need through Sunday morning worship 

services with Word and Sacrament, then Sunday evening Prayer Meetings, then weekly 

Small Groups.  Beyond that we’re not creating anything else.  We want the gospel to free 

you up to move out in love for your neighbors, seeping into the city to serve it and share 

the Good News among it. 

Whatever the future holds for American cities, and there are many different 

prognostications – Joel Kotkin in his recent book The Next Hundred Million: America in 

2050,
3
 is extremely sunny and optimistic; Kotkin thinks our major cities will become 

luxury centers for the very rich; others paint gloomy pictures of riots and decay and an 
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unraveling of the gains made in the last twenty years in our cities.  Whichever way it 

turns out, we want to unleash a force for the common good that works to face whatever 

challenges come our way with beauty and justice and love.  We will encourage you in 

your various fields to see the worth and dignity of those callings.  We will seek the peace 

and prosperity of the city. 

And the final piece that sticks out from this picture of the exiles in the great city 

of Babylon is that it involved longevity.  They were to be committed, to settle down and 

stick it out.  We must realize that a movement of the gospel here will take time and 

require people really putting down roots for the long haul.  The city is a revolving door.  

Our churches will have an element of transience, that’s unavoidable (students, job 

transfers, etc…).  There are only two people at Immanuel today that were here when I 

came in 2004!  We do want to embrace this as an opportunity to impact and export 

people passing through our city.  But if that level of turnover continues and a greater 

proportion of people with a 70 year outlook doesn’t happen, Immanuel won’t be 

sustainable.  Let’s face it. 

So we will push hard for more and more Christians to settle down in the city, get 

married, have kids, buy houses, and embrace a multi-generation vision for a movement.  

My old church was in a similar setting in Evanston and it talked of sailors and 

longshoremen.  Longshoremen are those who live in the ports and load and unload the 

cargo.  We will see lots of sailors and that’s part of the beauty of a city and a tool for 

furthering the gospel, but without longshoremen living and dying, raising kids in the city 

and not bolting for the cheaper more convenient (in some ways) suburbs, owning homes 

and being integrated into the fabric of the neighborhood, this little outpost in the 

invincible kingdom of God will close up shop.  We want to capture some of you college 

students with an arresting vision for the gospel in Chicago so that you stay, even if there 

may be better career prospects other places.  We want to provide a support network for 

singles and families.  We want to raise up the next generation of faithful gospel witnesses 

in this great city. 

 

Conclusion 
 I hope these two pictures of what it could look like to live in this city with great 

purpose and a truly grand mission fill you with excitement and a desire to say I want to 

be a part of that?  How do I do it?  Well, it really involves “joyfully giving thanks to the 

Father, who has qualified you to share in the inheritance of the saints in the kingdom of 

light.  For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the 

kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins” 

(Col. 1:12-14).  Acknowledge that you have lived for yourself and advancing your own 

cause, for piddly things, acknowledge that you have no qualifications on your own to be 

part of God’s eternal kingdom, but that Jesus has lived the life you should have lived and 

died the death you should have died… 

 

Benediction 
 Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, 

according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in 

Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever!  Amen. (Eph. 3:20-21) 
 

 



9 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, August 29, 2010.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel Baptist Church is to be a multiplying community 

that enjoys and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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