
Eastwood Baptist (AM, 30/7/’17)   A HEALTHY, GROWING CHURCH 
(Antioch in Acts 11-15)

Introductory Narrative When the believers in Syrian Antioch began to 
share the good news of Jesus Christ with Gentiles, many of these Gentiles 
came to faith. And when news of this reached Jerusalem, Barnabas was 
sent from Jerusalem to Antioch. What do you think would have been going
through Barnabas’s mind as he was travelling from Jerusalem to Antioch? I
believe that we can be confident that he was thinking about the news 
which had reached Jerusalem. He would have been thinking about the 
news that the Jewish Christians of Antioch had begun to proclaim the 
gospel to Gentiles as well as other Jews. He would have been thinking 
about the news that a great number of these Gentiles had believed the 
gospel. Was he excited about this news? We can’t be certain about this, 
but I think that he probably was. However, he probably had other feelings 
as well as excitement. He had been sent to Antioch by the Jewish 
believers in Jerusalem, and they at this stage were not sharing the gospel 
with Gentiles. Almost certainly, he had been sent as a virtual inspector to 
make sure that everything was in order.

So I imagine that Barnabas had a lot of questions in his mind. Luke 
doesn’t tell us what Barnabas was thinking, but he does tell us how 
Barnabas reacted when he got to Antioch and saw for himself what was 
happening. Luke tells us that when Barnabas “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”. More than that, Luke records
that, rather than returning to Jerusalem, Barnabas threw himself 
wholeheartedly into the work at Antioch. Indeed, he travelled on to Tarsus 
in order to bring Saul, the one-time persecutor of Christians, to Antioch. 
Together, Barnabas and Saul taught great numbers of people in Antioch, 
and the church continued to grow. But this brings us to something else 
which Luke doesn’t tell us. What do you think Barnabas eventually 
reported to the church in Jerusalem? I think that it is likely that he would 
have declared Antioch to be a healthy, growing church. Just the sort of 
church we want Eastwood Baptist Church to be, isn’t it? So I thought that 
it would be helpful to identify some of the characteristics of the Antioch 
church, characteristics which we might possibly hope to imitate.

God’s Work The first thing to be said about the exciting events at 
Antioch is that they were God’s doing. Luke makes this plain – Acts 
11:21,23. This emphasis should encourage us to be expectant, since the 
God who did great things in first century Antioch is the same God who is 
at work in our church today. But it also provides a safeguard against the 
wrong kind of expectancy. Our God is a sovereign God, and a God who 



delights to do new things. Therefore we should not treat the record in Acts
as a detailed blueprint for all churches to follow. Nonetheless, Luke’s 
account of the events in Antioch is part of God’s Word and we should 
expect to learn from it. So are there things which we can learn from the 
Christians of Antioch? I believe that there are several.

Active in Proclaiming the Gospel It is no accident that the exciting 
events which occurred in Antioch begin with what is described in Acts 
11:20. The Christians of Antioch were active in proclaiming “the good 
news about the Lord Jesus”. And what was more remarkable at that time, 
they recognised no boundaries to that proclamation. They crossed one of 
the greatest divides of the first century world, and certainly the greatest 
in the early church, the barrier between Jews and Gentiles. And in doing 
this they made an enormous impact. Acts 11:26c. Clearly these people 
believed that the gospel was a message to be shared with every person in
Antioch, without exception. And before long they went further. Acts 13:1-
3. The Christians of Antioch were not content to share the gospel with the 
people of their own city – they sent out two of their leaders to go to 
distant places. And not just any leaders, but two particularly valuable 
teachers. Which brings me to another characteristic of the church in 
Antioch.

Receptive to Good Teaching Acts 11:23-26b. Clearly Barnabas 
and Saul were good teachers and encouragers. But it is also clear from 
events that the Christians of Antioch were responsive to such teaching 
and encouragement. Teaching is mentioned twice more in Luke’s account 
of events in Antioch – Acts 13:1 and 15:35. Moreover, it is worth noting 
that in the first of these two examples the responsiveness of Antioch to its
prophets and teachers is illustrated by their readiness to send out their 
first missionaries. This sending out of missionaries also illustrates another 
characteristic of the Antioch church.

A Large Vision You could hardly have blamed the Christians of Antioch if 
they had been so taken up with the exciting things God was doing in their 
own city that they had forgotten about the rest of the world. But far from 
it. They responded promptly to God’s call, and sent out Barnabas and 
Saul. By the standards of their day, they sent them to distant places, to 
the island of Cyprus and to the Roman provinces of Pamphilia, Pisidia and 
Lycaonia. They were the first Christians to demonstrate an awareness that
the gospel of Jesus Christ was a message for the whole world. And they by
no means thought that they should merely send out others, then forget 
about them.  Acts 14:26-27. Clearly the Christians of Antioch maintained
a lively interest in the men whom they had sent out. As what happens 
next also shows – Acts 15:1-2. When controversy arose, the Christians of 



Antioch did not distance themselves from the men whom they had sent 
out, but supported them in seeking to deal constructively with the 
controversy. This section of Acts also demonstrates that Antioch’s large 
vision included the more conservative Christians of Jerusalem. The 
Christians of Antioch could well have decided to break from their mother 
church in Jerusalem. They could have said to themselves, “It is you who 
are in the wrong, and we who are obedient to God, so we are going to 
wash our hands of you.” But instead they sought reconciliation. As a 
result, the Council of Jerusalem both preserved the unity of the early 
church and endorsed the missionary vision of Antioch.

Conclusion: Antioch and Eastwood So Antioch was a church which was
marked by a large vision, by being receptive to good teaching and by 
being active in proclaiming the gospel. Might this church share those 
characteristics! Let us pray that we will, and let us all strive to make it so!


