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Text: Acts 11:19-26 (40)

Acts 11:19-26  9 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.

Summary from last week (39)
Man’s whole nature is unclean and impure from his birth in God’s eyes. Spiritually, its substance is chaos, emptiness, and darkness. However, God’s law comes into man’s life and reveals all hidden crimes caused by this evil substance.  One doesn’t become clean and pure through keeping the law. Only by God’s grace, are one’s evil crimes revealed through the law covered, so that he can bail out all the condemnation caused by his unclean and impure deeds.  That makes one distinguished from the world. We are unworthy to be chosen and saved because of our sins, and God invited us into His salvation unconditionally through the work of the cross. If one truly knows the depth of God’s redemptive works for him, he won’t live anymore with anything that includes something of his old nature. One who receives the dwelling and guidance of the Holy Spirit as the result of his salvation is now free from the law. But his life shouldn’t fall into self-indulgence.  Instead, his life should be set upon a new spiritual order guided by God. “Known, yet regarded as unknown; dying, and yet we live on; beaten, and yet not killed;  10 sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; poor, yet making many rich; having nothing, and yet possessing everything” (2 Corinthians 6:9-10).  The filling of the Holy Spirit enables us to enjoy this amazing true freedom and power found through God’s grace. 

“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”(v.19)
How is the gospel movement progressing? It grows more strongly through severe sufferings and persecution. Many believers are scattering all over due to the martyrdom of Stephen. This “dispersion”(“diaspora”) is God’s providence. What is the darkness of mankind? People always attempt to gather to build up their power and expand their territory.  The work of the Holy Spirit took place enormously in Jerusalem, yet everyone tries to settle down in their own home, forgetting the world mission entrusted by God.  The expansion of the gospel is obstructed by their fleshly focus based upon their old nature again, such as “Jerusalem”, “Jews” and “the law.” God has to scatter them.  It began with Stephen’s death. It is indeed a painful scattering. It is a farewell from what one loved and trusted. One must start anew by trusting God’s grace and power. This kind of incident is, in fact, a true blessing that takes place in the life of God’s saints.  

All attempts to make a union with man are sin.  When people gather, they always build their own “tower of Babel” at all costs.  Only the union with God is true “goodness.” For this reason, God has to break man’s union with man and bring us into union with Him through the means of “scattering.” Our body as well as our mind suffers and wanders in fear and confusion, yet God’s voice begins to be heard by our ears, and His amazing plan begins to be seen by our eyes.   “I will scatter you among the nations and will draw out my sword and pursue you. Your land will be laid waste, and your cities will lie in ruins” (Lev.26:33). "They will know that I am the LORD, when I disperse them among the nations and scatter them through the countries” (Exe.12:15). Why does God allow such painful “scattering” in our lives? It is because of our new status gained through Christ. We can’t find anything that used to belong to us but only His new treasure in our new being. Christ became our new foundation, and we became His temple that speaks in the voice of His light and life. “The LORD is my rock, my fortress and my deliverer; my God is my rock, in whom I take refuge. He is my shield and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold” (Psalm18:2).  “Because your love is better than life, my lips will glorify you” (Psalm 63:3). 

“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”(v.20)
What is happening in the midst of Gods’ providence of their “scattering?” They are in great anxiety and confusion. They absolutely have to seek God’s good guidance for their new future.  However, in spite of their painful scattering, there appear among them  “some of them” who boldly preach the gospel not only to the Jews but also to the “Greeks.”  This is the one of the greatest moments in which God’s covenant is fulfilled at last (Acts. 1:8). Almost everyone spends their time by praying within their legalistic and religious minds to overcome the hardship of their scattering. But among them, “some” are filled with true filling and guidance of the Holy Spirit and began to preach the message of the gospel to the Gentiles. Who are “some of them?” Their names and positions are not even mentioned. They don’t’ have any legalistic and humanistic obstacle to carry God’s mission immediately.  Our faith should be like this. Our old clothes should be put off, and God’s new clothe should be put on. We wear too many unnecessary clothes and make our gospel unmovable. Our fancy name, position, fame, pride, custom, and culture make us stuck in Jerusalem. “All of us have become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags; we all shrivel up like a leaf, and like the wind our sins sweep us away.  7 No one calls on your name or strives to lay hold of you; for you have hidden your face from us and made us waste away because of our sins” (Isaiah 64:6-7). All those legalistic and religious clothes we are wearing for our own self-satisfaction make our ears and eyes spiritually deaf and blind.   However, in spite of our wicked sins, the Holy Spirit continues to lead us into the wilderness with His loving rod and whip so that we may know more clearly and confidently about our new status and authority given by Christ.  “You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus,  27 for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ” (Gal. 3:26-27). “Let us rejoice and be glad and give him glory! For the wedding of the Lamb has come, and his bride has made herself ready.  8 Fine linen, bright and clean, was given her to wear." (Fine linen stands for the righteous acts of the saints.) (Rev. 19:7-8).  When “some” take off their old clothes and go out in the wilderness wearing the clothe of God’s righteousness, God’s great works arise within them. At last, the gospel burst into blossoms in the land of the Gentiles. Through “some of them” who solely trust the Lord’s guidance and power, the great covenant of God’s salvation is fulfilled toward the Gentiles. The work of the gospel doesn’t occur through our position, fame, and power.  Only when we discover ourselves naked sitting in the place of selflessness, will God come and put His clothe on us and fulfill His divine plan through us.

“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”(v.21),  “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” (v.23)

An enormous number of Gentiles now comes to believe in Jesus as a result of that “the Lord’s hand” is with “some” disciples of God.  How is this possible? They preached and delivered the pure gospel, Christ the Lord Jesus alone.   We should not mix anything with our ministering other than the gospel itself. We shouldn’t plant our worldly standards and thoughts in others’ minds while delivering the gospel message. Ours are all bitter and dirty. The pure gospel delivered to the Gentiles through the mouth of “some” disciples was shaped and molded in the wilderness where they found themselves to be nothing and God is the only trustworthy one. Look at the power of the gospel working though their lives. Nothing can stop the power of life flowing through the city. Even the high and thick barrier that has been built between the Jews and the Gentiles for such a long time now begins to crumble down. How many barriers have been accumulated in our lives? There are so many high barriers between family, children, race, culture, and so on in our lives. Who divides us in this way? That is the work of the devil that causes us to keep building our own walls based on our lustful knowledge of good and evil. Then, we have to begin judging others right or wrong for our selfish benefit. If we can’t get along, we have to dispute, quarrel, and even kill someone to resolve our barriers. The gospel is the only solution. Look at the wall that seemed to be too high and strong to break, standing like an enemy for a thousand years between the Jews and the Gentiles begin to collapse. That is why the gospel is the only hope. “For he himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility,  15 by abolishing in his flesh the law with its commandments and regulations. His purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the two, thus making peace,  16 and in this one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death their hostility.  17 He came and preached peace to you who were far away and peace to those who were near.  18 For through him we both have access to the Father by one Spirit” (Eph. 2:14-18).  The way of gaining true peace is not conceding or adjusting to each other’s standard and thoughts. If so, that comprising peace will be broken someday if one side is dissatisfied. The true peace can be gained through the gospel when we all truly realize our own death in Christ and find ourselves being set free from our own lustful judgment of good and evil.  This spiritually means that we all now remain in the same body of Christ with one faith, one hope, and one purpose. Every true believer is united with Jesus’ mind and heart. Therefore, the gospel is not a religion in which we try to unite as one in peace by our own effort. Our Christian living is about discovering the amazing reality that we have already gained perfect peace that made us one through Christ’s work and we enjoy that blessing together. “ Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love.  3 Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.  4 There is one body and one Spirit-- just as you were called to one hope when you were called” (Ephesians 4:2-4 ).

The news about many Gentiles’ conversions spread out all over even to the ears of the church at Jerusalem. They immediately send Barnabas to Antioch for confirmation.   Barnabas sees the clear evidence of God’s grace and so, strengthens their faith with the comfort and encouragement of the Holy Spirit. Barnabas appears here again because he can discern the work of God correctly. He can see the deep desire of God planted in the hearts of people. That is the divine passion and desire planted by God and can be recognized only through God’s grace. God’s grace surpasses our standards, ideologies, and common senses. If we are not filled with the Holy Spirit, our will may mistakenly stand against God’s purpose.  If someone was sent instead of Barnabas, he could make an incorrect report about the great work of God. It is like the case where the twelve spies were sent out to explore the land of Canaan as seen in the book of Numbers, chapter 13.  When they returned from their exploration, out of the twelve, only two, Joshua and Caleb made a good report. They encouraged the people of Israel to fight and take the possession of the land with great confidence of their victory. However, the rest couldn’t see God’s hand but instead saw things in the land with their lustful judgment of good and evil and made a bad report, causing great fear and complaints in the heart of the people of Israel. “And they spread among the Israelites a bad report about the land they had explored. They said, "The land we explored devours those living in it. All the people we saw there are of great size.  33 We saw the Nephilim there (the descendants of Anak come from the Nephilim). We seemed like grasshoppers in our own eyes, and we looked the same to them”(Num.13:32-33).  Because of their report, all the Israelites began grumbling against Moses by weeping aloud and raising their voice in complaint all through the night. Even more, they tried to stone Joshua and Caleb who kept insisting it is better to fight by faith in God. What happened as a result? Those who made a bad report were “struck down and died of a plague before the Lord” (Num. 14:37). Only Joshua and Caleb survived and entered into the land of Canaan and received the promised inheritance from God.  Now God wants to open a door of the gospel to the Gentiles. But those apostles and disciples of God who are stuck in their legalistic minds are not moving at all from Jerusalem. If someone went to Antioch instead of Barnabas, they could make a bad report like those wicked spies. Therefore, God used “some” unknown disciples and Barnabas who were set free from legalism and completely ruled over by God’s grace.  “Grace” is God’s progressive revelation.  It doesn’t make us remain in the same seat. Therefore, we must fight a good fight. In order to follow the working and moving of God’s grace, we have to receive the filling of the Holy Spirit in word and prayer.

“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” (vv.25-26). 

Barnabas immediately brings Saul to Antioch and built up a team ministry in order to preach and teach the gospel more effectively to the great number of people. Barnabas selected Saul instead of the apostles of Jesus for the new mission. It was a right decision. Saul is the right person for this mission. He is the only one who can perfectly teach the pure grace of the gospel to the Gentiles because he is the very person who came out of the vicious darkness of the law. He won’t deliver the gospel message mixed with the law to them. His deep realization of his past darkness is now a great platform of blessing for others. He was the most legalistic person among all in his past. But now he completely considers them to be rubbish.  So, Saul is the right person to explain the spiritual law of the gospel which leads one to God’s perfect grace out of the law.  Without the law, God’s grace can’t truly be realized. The law of God shouldn’t be denied but interpreted correctly to bring ones into the prefect grace of God.  Without realizing one’s own darkness through the law, the absolute necessity of God’s grace won’t be discovered. Then, he will receive the gospel legalistically and even more teach others in the same way.  That is not a life-giving blessing but a curse and death-giving to others.  

Because of Barnabas and Saul’s hard works at the church of Antioch over a year, their disciples began to be called “Christians” first at Antioch. What is the standard that truly makes us real “Christians” in the world? Carrying the bible, doing a good work, and attending church doesn’t make us Christians. How are true Christians born as seen in our text today? First, there were “some” disciples who went through tribulation due to the gospel but this caused them to love the gospel more. Secondly, there appears a man named “Barnabas” who ministered to people with the comfort and encouragement of the Holy Spirit and made the gospel more graceful and truthful at the Antioch church. Lastly, Saul who was brought into the light out of the darkness of the law boldly preached the mystery of Christ without any compromise, holding a consuming passion for the Lord. What did all of them try to do over a year at the church of Antioch? What kind of gospel message did they try to deliver to the people of Antioch church together? Needless to say, they gave the gospel of true grace revealed through Christ. As a result, they found the same grace out of their deep darkness, walked the Wilderness Road with tears and pain, and lived a life as a foreigner in the world.  So, the people in the world called them “Christians” “those who belong to Christ” or “followers of Christ.”  Today, those who discover the same truth and walk the same path are true Christians.

Conclusion
What is the true identity of Christians? They are the great masterpiece molded by God’s grace.  God’s masterpieces are created only through His passion and effort. None of man’s lustful passion and effort can be involved in this process. Christians should continue to realize the providence of the gospel working through grace in all situations and walk the wilderness road by faith.  True distinction of our identity as Christians in the world is recognized when our fleshly being disappears and only the image of Christ in us is revealed. Let us receive the sovereign rule of God in every aspect of our lives. Let the Holy Spirit continually guide us with His wisdom and power in truth .
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