Sunday, April 30, 2006

Sharing in -- Sharing the Gospel!
Guest preacher: Micah Adamson

Acts 11:18-30
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.

Acts 11:25-26
--------------
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Acts 11:19-21 19 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.

The word for “Greek” in Acts 11:20 can either mean a person who was Greek by nationality or a Jew who spoke only Greek. If it just meant “Jews who spoke Greek” I don’t think there would be a contrast between the people who were sharing the good news with only with Hebrew speaking Jews and the people who were sharing the good news with Greek speaking Jews. It seems to fit a lot better with the story since earlier in Acts 11 Peter just explained that God instructed him to share the gospel with non-Jewish people too. 

Acts 11:19 surprised me when I first read it and it made me a little sad. Acts 11:1-4, 13-18 seem to explain that the church had finally realized that the good news about Jesus was to be shared with even people who had not yet believed in God and been following the Law of Moses as the Jewish people had.
Acts 11:18 When they heard this, they had no further objections and praised God, saying, "So then, God has granted even the Gentiles repentance unto life." Even though they had just heard Peter tell this story and then they come to this conclusion, in Acts 11:19 it seems like the believer’s actions didn’t change right away. Acts 11:20 shows that there is hope that the church is catching on that Jesus isn’t just for the Jews. Acts 11:21 states again that God was in this sharing. 1 Corinthians 12:3 says “Therefore I tell you that no one who is speaking by the Spirit of God says, "Jesus be cursed," and no one can say, "Jesus is Lord," except by the Holy Spirit.” - Remember Pastor Dan’s affirmation, “If someone is earnestly seeking God, then God has already been seeking them.”
It would be very sad to go from the conclusion in Acts 11:18 to Acts 11:19 and think that the church had missed this lesson entirely and was still telling the message only to Jews. It seems like a far better explanation that Acts 11:19 is simply summing up what had been happening in Acts chapters 8-11 where the church struggled with sharing the gospel with anyone but people who were following the Law of Moses. It looks like from Acts 11:20 and on the church preached the good news to Jews and to gentiles alike. After all the good news that Peter shared with the Gentiles in Acts 10:39-43 is pretty clear that Jesus death and resurrection is good news that applies to EVERYONE not just people who were already following the Law of Moses as practicing religious Jews. 

Acts 10:39-43 39 “We are witnesses of everything He did in the country of the Jews and in Jerusalem. They killed Him by hanging Him on a tree, 40 but God raised Him from the dead on the third day and caused Him to be seen. 41 He was not seen by all the people, but by witnesses whom God had already chosen—by us who ate and drank with Him after He rose from the dead. 42 He commanded us to preach to the people and to testify that He is the one whom God appointed as judge of the living and the dead. 43 All the prophets testify about Him that everyone who believes in Him receives forgiveness of sins through His name.” 

As we have seen the believers in Jesus weren’t really racist, they were willing to share Jesus with anyone who was already following the Law. This is evident even in those who were the preachers in this story.

The missionaries who started preaching the gospel even to the gentiles were from Cyprus and Cyrene, which were both foreign cities. Cyprus was an island in the middle of the Mediterranean and Cyrene was in northern Africa in what is now Libia. The church was willing to accept religious Jews of other races like the Ethiopian Eunuch in Acts 8:38 they just couldn’t understand how Jesus could forgive people who weren’t already following the law.

And yet in Antioch a great number of Greek people had believed and turned to the Lord without first becoming Jews. Let’s see what the believers in Jerusalem thought about that.

Acts 11:22-24 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.

Remember who Barnabas was? He was introduced in Acts 4:36 as Joseph, a Levite from Cyprus, whom the apostles called Barnabas (which means Son of Encouragement). He was a Jew by nationality but whose family lived on Cyprus (which is where some of the first missionaries to Antioch were from) and he was such an encourager that he got the nick name Son of encouragement. By the very fact that the church in Jerusalem chose Barnabas to go to Antioch it appears that they weren’t trying to stop the good news from spreading to uncircumcised gentiles but they wanted a good man there to make sure that this new ministry was done right. And Barnabas appears to have done very well as a servant of God at this gentile great awakening where so many gentiles were believing in Jesus.

He arrived and saw evidence of the grace of God. Titus 2:11-14 shows us what that probably looked like. Titus 2:11-14 For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. 12 It teaches us to say "No" to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age, 13 while we wait for the blessed hope--the glorious appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, 14 who gave Himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for Himself a people that are His very own, eager to do what is good.
Can you imagine this: People doing what is right without a long list of specific rules and laws to follow? Just doing what is right by the power of God’s spirit! Galatians 2:20-21 tells us more about how the grace of God can perform this miracle in us without our need for the Jewish law. Galatians 2:20-21 “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me. 21 I do not set aside the grace of God, for if righteousness could be gained through the law, Christ died for nothing!"
Understanding Christ’s love for us in his willingness to die for us should change our actions far more than any rules and risks of punishment.

It sounds like Barnabas was encouraging the gentile believers there to follow the principle of the law the same what that Jesus had summed it up in Matthew 22:37-40 Jesus replied: " `Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.' 38 This is the first and greatest commandment. 39 And the second is like it: `Love your neighbor as yourself.' 40 All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments."
And Barnabas’s wording is very similar to the wording that Joshua had used to sum up the law for the Israelites in Joshua 22:5 But be very careful to keep the commandment and the law that Moses the servant of the LORD gave you: to love the LORD your God, to walk in all his ways, to obey his commands, to hold fast to him and to serve him with all your heart and all your soul."
1 Corinthians 9:21 says “To those not having the law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free from God's law but am under Christ's law), so as to win those not having the law.” Paul talks about this freedom from the letter of the law but not freedom from following Christ. This is a hard thing to understand as Christians. Do we still have to obey God or are we free to do whatever we want because we will be forgiven? I recommend reading Romans chapters 3,4,5,6,7, and 8 on your own as Paul writing by God’s Spirit pretty well says everything that needs to be said on the subject. Many great reformations of doctrine in the church have started with individuals reading the book of Romans. Understanding this lesson of the law and grace and putting it into practice is our homework assignment for life, not just for next week.

In Acts 11:24 (24 He was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith, and a great number of people were brought to the Lord.) we are told that in addition to being a good man Barnabas was full of two things: The Holy Spirit and Faith. It is always a temptation to either give the credit for someone’s behavior completely to God or completely to the individual. God is always working and even works good from bad situations, but how pleasant it is when God is able to work good through faithful servants! God was working through Barnabas in a mighty way and Barnabas trusted in God completely and followed Him. And so it appears that an even greater number of people turned to the Lord than had originally in verse 21. So many people believed in fact that Barnabas went to get help to teach them all.

Acts 11:25-26 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.

Acts 11:25 seems almost miraculous to me. Can you imagine a preacher taking time out in the middle of a huge revival to go hundreds of miles away to look for a specific person to come help him? That would take a lot of humility too. He would have to admit that the work was too much for him to handle on his own and it could even have been a little insulting to the men who had originally arrived from Cyrene and Cyprus to Antioch before him who had started the work that he was now caring on. They had to have great humility already to allow Barnabas to come along side them and help them out. They shared their ministry with Barnabas in the same way that Barnabas was now looking to share the ministry with Saul. 

The early church seemed to do a good Job of submitting to each other as well as to the leadership of the church in Jerusalem where the Apostles still were. It’s interesting because of that that Barnabas went away from Jerusalem to Tarsus to enlist Saul’s help instead of returning to Jerusalem to ask the apostles for help in teaching the young church at Antioch. Maybe he just thought they were too busy but I have a different theory.

Let’s review Saul and Barnabas’s previous relationship and look at why he would want Saul specifically to help him in this ministry in a gentile city with a predominantly gentile church.

Allow me to sum up for you Acts 9:26-30
In Acts 9:26-27 Some time after his conversion Saul ends up back in Jerusalem and Barnabas is the only one who believes his conversion story and sticks up for him. Barnabas sounds like he did his research on Saul and probably knew very well what Saul had been told that he was supposed to do. To trust that Saul was really a Christian was to trust that God had spoken to him and that he had been told by Jesus to preach to the gentiles and Barnabas probably had a heart for the gentiles as he was from the gentile island of Cyprus himself.

Then in Acts 9:28-29 Saul spoke chiefly to not just Jews but Greek Jews. He did this possibly because he was a Greek Jew from Tarsus and maybe because he was starting to take to heart what God had commanded him to do.

Finally in Acts 9:30 The believers send Saul safely home to Tarsus. Barnabas would have Saul would be in Tarsus when he needed him. And so in Acts 11:25-26 (25 Then Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, 26 and when he found him, he brought him to Antioch.) it seems that he did.

Barnabas appears to have chosen Saul as a coworker in the ministry because he trusted that God had a plan for Saul as a preacher to the gentiles which is something that the rest of the church had a harder time accepting. It is not clear exactly how long Paul had been in Tarsus by the time that Barnabas went looking for him but it probably wasn’t too long, a few years at most. We don’t know what Saul was doing in Tarsus. He might have been preaching or just working a 9 to 5 job. We aren’t sure. Either way he came when Barnabas found him and God used him as Barnabas shared his ministry with Saul. 

Again I am amazed at the humility of Barnabas because we will see Saul change his name to Paul and take over as the lead human characters in the book of Acts and see him become an important apostle who wrote almost half of the books in the New Testament. And Barnabas seems to have noticed that this was God’s plan for Saul and he was willing to launch him into ministry without jealousy.

In Acts 11:26 (26 . . .  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.) I first wondered what you could possibly teach a church of people for a whole year! Then I remembered they probably didn’t know the Bible very well because they weren’t Jews. In Acts 4:13 (13 When they saw the courage of Peter and John and realized that they were unschooled, ordinary men, they were astonished and they took note that these men had been with Jesus.) we find out that most of the apostles probably didn’t have any formal Bible training they just hung out with Jesus for 3 years. In Acts 22:3 (3 . . .  Under Gamaliel I was thoroughly trained in the law of our . . . .) and Galatians 1:14 (14 I was advancing in Judaism beyond many Jews of my own age and was extremely zealous for the traditions of my fathers.) we find out that Saul did have a formal Bible training! Saul would have been a very wise decision for Barnabas as a church leader to choose to bring to help him teach the first church that included such a large non-Jewish membership.

It is interesting to note that it was a church of both Jews and Greeks believers together who were first called Christians. It’s not clear who first called the believers Christians at Antioch, whether it was outsiders trying to insult them or the church leaders trying to unite them or the church members themselves. All we know for sure is that the name stuck. We are still called Christians today close to 2000 years later because of someone in Antioch. There are many good reasons that the church in Antioch was the first one to come up with a name. Until then all churches had been started in places where all the members were Jews. They were seen as a Jewish sect. In Antioch however Jews and Greeks formed the church. It was possible to be a Jew without being a believer in Jesus and it was possible to be a gentile without being a believer in Jesus, and it was even possible to be a gentile who converted to Judaism with out being a believer in Jesus. But to be a Christian you had to believe in Jesus.

It’s also interesting to note that they were called “Christians” not “Jesusians”. To say that we believe in the Christ is to acknowledge that Jesus is more than just a man but the one and only chosen one of God who was with God in the beginning and was God as John 1:1 (In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.) says. The whole Old Testament idea of the Messiah or Christ doesn’t allow for the messiah to be any less than our Savior and God. As Peter quoted from Psalm 110:1 about Jesus in Acts 2:34-36 (34 For David did not ascend to heaven, and yet he said, “‘The Lord said to my Lord: “Sit at My right hand 35 until I make Your enemies a footstool for Your feet.”’ (Ps. 110:1)) David called the Christ his Lord, so how could he only be a descendant of David and only a man? But that is another study in itself.

Acts 11:27-30 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.

We aren’t told why this group of prophets came down from Jerusalem to Antioch. Maybe they came just to visit, maybe it was because God told them to, but we do know that their coming to Antioch when they did helped the church in Jerusalem. Their message was true and it spurred the church in Antioch into action. They believed what Agabus said and gave generously as they were able even though this famine was going to affected them also. This was probably the famine that Josephus talks about taking place in 45 AD which was in the 4th year of Caesar Claudius. It was especially bad in Judea but it affected most of the Roman Empire to some degree. The gentile believers were willing to share their material possessions with the Jews who had shared the good news of the gospel with them.

Agabus will show up again in Acts 21:10-11 doing pretty much the same thing he did here; coming from Jerusalem and telling the truth about future events and warning that they will happen. And then they happen. That time it was foretelling Paul’s arrest. The job of a prophet is to speak the truth in the name of God. It doesn’t always have to be a new revelation. We can clearly say, “Thus saith the Lord” about a great many things and be right because we can apply the Bible to those things. We can for instance say that things are right or wrong based on what God has already said about them in the Bible and about the way that God feels about sin based on what he has already said about sin. For a prophet to say “Thus saith the Lord” about something new however it had better be from God or he is taking God’s name in vain. God won’t hold anyone guiltless who takes his name in vain. “Thus saith the Lord in Exodus 20:7”. There now I’m a prophet.

Many times in both the new and old Testament that was a simple as it was to be a prophet; simply someone who speaks only the truth in the name of God. Prophets in both the New and Old Testament however were often given specific messages from God that they had to speak to their generations that included information about the future. This doesn’t appear to have changed in the New Testament. These men appear to have held the position of prophet and prophesying wasn’t just something that they did once.  Ephesians 4:11-13 talks about different gifts given to build the church up. Ephesians 4:11-13 says “It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, 12 to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up 13 until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.”
Prophets should serve God’s purposes and not selfishly attempt to gain recognition. As with any gift it must be done for God’s purposes not our own.

Sending gifts by the hand of Barnabas seems like a very safe way to send them. In Acts 4:36-37 (36 Joseph, a Levite from Cyprus, whom the apostles called Barnabas (which means Son of Encouragement), 37 sold a field he owned and brought the money and put it at the apostles’ feet.) when Barnabas was introduced he was selling a field and putting the money at the Apostles feet. He had given up large sums of his own money for the work of the gospel, why should he not be trusted to handle rightly other’s money. But Barnabas didn’t go alone. He took Saul with him. This wasn’t a bad idea for appearance sake since there was money involved and sending it with two men would provide some accountability but more than that it is another example of the way that Barnabas shared his ministry with Saul.

As a missionary with SIM in Bolivia we were always encouraged to be able to leave our ministry for someone else to do if need be. I have to admit that I don’t know how well I did with that assignment. I tried to leave Bible studies I was involved in, in the hands of others but I don’t know how successful I was in training the new leaders to lead while I was still with them. I may never know.

This would be an interesting task for a church to take on . To be ready to pass on any ministry you are involved in to someone else. To always be training a helper if not a replacement. For Sunday school teachers, worship leaders, nursery attendants, power point operators and sound men, people making snacks, to always have a shadow. Could it be done? Should it be done?

Even more than our official ministries however we are all called to be sharing the good news of Jesus with all those we come into contact with. How do we do at sharing that ministry? One of the best ways to put your Christian friends in contact with your un-believing friends is to bring your un-believing friends to church. But if your un-believing friends won’t come to church with you, are you willing to take your Christian friends into the outside world as part of your life there?

Christian students at Christian schools, are you willing to get to know the unbelieving friends of your Christian friends who attend public schools? How about the same for Christian adults? This is something that I would like to get better at doing myself. I have heard a lot of people talk about sharing in ministry the way that Barnabas did but very few make a good stab at it. Let’s prayerfully talk about it and with God’s help give it a try.

