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“And What Is a Christian?”
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What does it mean to be a Christian?


I liked the way Frank Hamilton put it on Thursday night:



If you were charged with being a Christian, 

would there be enough evidence to convict you?

Our passage today tells us that it was here in Antioch

that the disciples were first called “Christians.”

Let’s take a step back and look at this central section of Acts as a whole:


Acts 1:8 sets the tone for the whole book.



You shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem, 

and in Judea and Samaria, 

and to the end of the earth.

Part one, the section on Jerusalem, ended with the martyrdom of Stephen.


Chapter 8 introduced the “great persecution” led by Saul.



Then we had the four conversions – the four baptisms –




the Samaritans (and especially Simon the magician)




the Ethiopian eunuch




Saul the great persecutor




and Cornelius the uncircumcised Gentile.


The movement has been from Saul at the beginning of chapter 8,

to Philip’s witness in Samaria,

to Peter’s laying hands on the Samaritans,

to Saul’s conversion in chapter 9,

to Peter’s raising of Aeneas, Dorcas, and Cornelius,

(and the story of Peter and Cornelius is really the center of the section)

now we come back to Saul’s ministry in Antioch,


and next week we’ll look at Peter’s imprisonment,

and then Herod’s death,


concluding with Barnabas and Saul returning from Jerusalem at the end of chapter 12.

So the central section of the book of Acts, the witness to Judea and Samaria,


is a back-and-forth narrative bouncing between Peter and Saul,


centered on the conversion of the Gentiles,


which prepares us for the last part of the book.

Our passage today provides us with a glimpse of the ordinary life 

of the church in the first century.
I’ve entitled the sermon “And What Is a Christian?”


because this passage in many ways gets at the heart of what this “Jesus-movement”



was all about.

1. The Church at Antioch (11:19-26b)
The first thing that we hear is that those who were scattered 

because of the persecution that arose over Stephen 

traveled as far as Phoenicia and Cyprus and Antioch, 

speaking the word to no one except Jews.
This is the first movement of the gospel outside of Judea and Samaria –

but the preaching of the gospel is limited to Jews.

In this instance, Jews refers not merely to those of Jewish descent,


but also to those who spoke Aramaic.

They are culturally as well as religiously and ethnically Jewish.

So most of the dispersion is preaching to the Jews.

But there were some of them, men of Cyprus and Cyrene, who on coming to Antioch


spoke to the Hellenists also, preaching the Lord Jesus.

Hellenists are also of Jewish descent,


but they have abandoned Jewish customs and cultures,


adopting the Greek language and living in Greek culture.

If you want to understand the difference between Jews and Hellenists,


drive out past Goshen.

The difference between Jews and Hellenists 

would be something like the difference between the Amish and the Mennonites.
The Jews were like the Amish of their day.

They were religiously and culturally different from everyone around them.

The Hellenists were like the Mennonites.


They came from the same basic religious and cultural background as the Jews,



but they had adopted the dominant Greek culture.

Many Jews thought of the Hellenists as sell-outs and compromisers,

because, in the eyes of the Jews, the Hellenists had abandoned the faith of their fathers.

It is not enough to believe in Yahweh,


you must observe Torah; you must walk in the ways of Moses;



you may not live like a Gentile!

But verse 21 says that the hand of the Lord was with them, 

“The hand of the Lord was with them.”

What does this mean?
The hand of the Lord is an interesting phrase.


It is only used three times in the NT (always by Luke),



once to refer to John the Baptist,



once here,



and once in chapter 13 to refer to God’s judgment against Elymas.

But it is a familiar OT image.


Over and over again “the hand of the Lord” refers to God’s judgment


“the hand of the LORD” fell upon Egypt (Exodus 9:3)



The hand of the LORD was against his own people 

when they rebelled (Judges 2:15)



To fall into the hand of the Lord is to fall into his judgment 

throughout most of OT history.

This will be the picture in chapter 13 with Elymas.

But there is another usage.


1 Kings 18:46 says that the hand of the LORD was on Elijah when Elijah ran 

in front of Ahab’s chariot after the execution of the prophets of Baal.


Ezra 7:6 and 28 says that the hand of the LORD was upon Ezra



when he led the people of Israel back to the land out of exile.


Ezekiel uses the phrase “the hand of the LORD was upon me” seven times –



as he proclaimed the Word of the LORD.


Notice that in these usages, the hand of the Lord is still coming in judgment,


but in these cases, the hand of the Lord is rendering a favorable verdict!

So when it says that the hand of the Lord was with them,


we should expect to see God at work in judgment,

vindicating his people.
It is not our own hands that bring the victory.

It is the hand of the Lord!

This is an important thing to remember as we preach the Lord Jesus.

We cannot minister and serve effectively in our own strength.


It is only his mighty hand and outstretched arm that can work effectually



in the hearts and lives of others.


We are to be faithful in our calling,



but it is the hand of the Lord that gives strength.

But the result is that a great number who believed turned to the Lord.

They had been walking down the path of compromise with the world.

They had been born as Jews, but they preferred the Hellenistic way of life



to a Jewish life.

There are so many in our neighborhoods and workplaces who are baptized Christians—


and yet they prefer the American way of life to the Christian life.

When the message of Jesus the Messiah comes to the Hellenists,


a great number turn to the Lord.

The image of turning is crucial.


They turn from their Hellenistic path,



and turn to the Lord.


You cannot walk two paths.

When these Hellenized Jews hear the message of the gospel,



they repent and turn to follow the Lord.

But who has been proclaiming Jesus to them?

Think about what has happened.

The disciples have been scattered.

They flee from Jerusalem and Judea 

and spread throughout the Jewish population around the Roman empire.


The twelve stay in Jerusalem,



and most of the seven probably stayed in the area as well,




since the apostles had appointed them to care for the flock in Jerusalem. 


So it would appear that most of this “evangelism” is happening through word of mouth,



rather than by “evangelists” roaming the countryside.

There are no leaders in the church at Antioch – no ministers.

In fact, when the church in Jerusalem hears of what is happening at Antioch,


they send Barnabas.

We met Barnabas back in Acts 4:36.


When the church of Jerusalem was first formed,



Barnabas was the first to sell a field that belonged to him




and lay the money at the apostles’ feet.


Luke tells us that his name means “Son of Encouragement.”


He was a Levite from Cyprus.

This Levite from Cyprus had been the one who trusted Saul when he first returned to Jerusalem


after his conversion and baptism in Damascus.

Now he is sent by the church in Jerusalem to Antioch in order to organize the church there.

When he came and saw the grace of God, he was glad, 


and he exhorted them all to remain faithful to the Lord with steadfast purpose,

for he was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and of faith.

And a great many people were added to the Lord.
These are some interesting phrases:

He saw the grace of God.



How can you see grace?


You see it manifested in the lives of others.


Barnabas saw the grace of God.


He saw it evidently manifested in the church – in these new believers

who had turned to the Lord.


And so he exhorted them all to remain faithful to the Lord.



After all, these Hellenists got it on both sides




Their Jewish friends and relations urged them to return to Jewish practices





while their Gentiles colleagues 

tried to get them to return to their Gentile ways.


But Barnabas exhorts them to remain faithful to the Lord.
It is all very fine and good to begin down the path of discipleship,

but you are called to remain faithful to the Lord.
Antioch was a big city.

And Barnabas quickly recognized that there was more work than he could do alone.

So he went to Tarsus to look for Saul,


And when he had found him, he brought him to Antioch.


For a whole year they met with church and taught a great many people.
Saul had returned to Tarsus.

It is not clear what he was doing,



but it was clear that Barnabas thought that he would be more useful in Antioch.

(It is quite interesting to note that throughout the book of Acts,


you never see a man ministering alone for any significant length of time.

It would be anachronistic to call the apostles “Presbyterians,”


but this is where Presbyterians get the principle of the plurality of the elders.

If Peter took six brothers with him to Cornelius’s house,


and if Barnabas insisted on finding a fellow minister to join him in Antioch,


then no minister today should think that he is capable of serving alone.

Regional presbyteries are useful ways of doing this.

Strong sessions of well-trained elders are another.

But of course, the principle applies within the life of the congregation as well:


Ministry is to be done in groups.

That’s why we don’t appoint one person to do something and say 

“let us know how it goes!”

It can be useful to have one person serve as the “point person” for a ministry,


but there should be a team involved in doing the work!)

This brings us to the central point of the passage:

And in Antioch the disciples were first called Christians.
2. A Christian Is a Disciple (11:26)

Luke is explaining to us the origin of this word that quickly become the word 

that defined the whole Jesus-movement.

Christians.
What does it mean to be a Christian?
In short,

a Christian is a disciple.
But what is a disciple?

Jesus gave us a simple definition of a disciple in Matthew 28:20


“Go make disciples of the nations, 



baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit



and teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you.

So a disciple is one who has been baptized,

and is being taught to observe all that Jesus commanded.

And if a disciple is a baptized person who is being taught to observe all that Jesus commanded,

then that is what a Christian is!

Notice the progression here in chapter 11

a great number who believed turned to the Lord


a great many people were added to the Lord


Barnabas and Saul met with the church and taught a great many people
The new converts in Antioch first believe and repent (or turn to the Lord).

They are added to the Lord (they become part of the church – 



and while baptism is not mentioned here, it is obvious from all previous passages



that all these people would have been baptized.


And now they are being taught.
And I think we can assume that Barnabas and Saul are being faithful to Jesus’ command,


and are teaching these people to observe all that he commanded.

Certainly this would include a doctrinal component,

as these converts are instructed in who Jesus is and what he has done.

But it would also include the practical side,


as the doctrine is fleshed out in the life of the church.

But as Saul and Barnabas teach and disciple,


one question would arise again and again:


What are we?

The Jewish community won’t have us.


We’ve been kicked out of the synagogue and have lost our privileges as Jews.

But at the same time, we don’t really fit in the syncretistic Roman culture either.


Some of us were Hellenists – we were living in Greco-Roman culture,



but we can’t do that any more either,



because we are followers of Jesus.

We are not Jewish Jews.

We are not Hellenistic Jews.

We are not Gentiles.

What are we?

We don’t know who came up with the name “Christianos,”


but we know where it started.

It started here in Antioch.


This new community of Jewish Jews and Hellenistic Jews 

(and possibly some Gentiles)

were a new thing –


a people devoted to the Christ.


Christians.

We are a people who belong to the Christ 

and who are being taught to observe all that the Christ commanded.

3. The Ministry of the Church at Antioch (11:27-30)
The strength of this new identity as “Christians” is revealed in verses 27-30.

Now in those days prophets came down from Jerusalem to Antioch.

A prophet is one who speaks forth the word of God.

They often foretell the future,



but that is only a part of their calling.


Their main calling is to proclaim the word of the Lord.


Moses had said that the test of a true prophet is that everything he says must come true.


So if someone claims to be a prophet, but is wrong about what he foretells,




then he has not been sent by God.

In those days God sent prophets to his church

as a way of revealing his will to his people.

As of yet there was no such thing as the NT (not even one letter had been written yet),


and so the prophets played an important role in directing the work of the church.


And one of them named Agabus stood up and foretold by the Spirit 

that there would be a great famine all over the world 

(this took place in the days of Claudius).

The Spirit, through Agabus, warned the church that a famine was coming.



And Luke wants us to understand that Agabus spoke truly –




so he points out when this took place.




So the disciples determined, everyone according to his ability, 

to send relief to the brothers living in Judea.


This is what Christian community is all about.



In Jerusalem we saw the disciples taking care of one another




whenever anyone had a need.



Now we discover that this same impulse crosses regional boundaries.

The church in Antioch remembers her mother church in Jerusalem and Judea,



and so pledges to give “everyone according to his ability”



to help their brothers in Judea.

This is why we have a monthly diaconal offering.

Most of the time it is just a regular offering for those in need within our own congregation



or our own community.


But when there are special needs, 

we hold special offerings to help those who are in trouble.


And they did so, sending it to the elders by the hand of Barnabas and Saul.

There is a recognition here of the proper way of working together,


one eldership communicating to another.

This is also one reason why I think that the seven (referred to in chapter 6) 

are probably “elders” in some sense.

There has been no mention of the election of anyone in Jerusalem except the Seven,


and so it would appear that the Seven are now functioning as the eldership of Jerusalem.

So you could broaden out our definition of Christian a little,

by saying that a Christian is a disciple,


so a Christian is one who has been baptized and brought into a new community,

in this new community (under the oversight of the elders), 

a Christian is being taught to observe all that Jesus has commanded,


also in this new community, because of what Jesus commanded,

the Christian is expressing his new identity by caring for his brothers – 
both in his own city,




and also for those at a distance who are in need.

Because a “Christianos” is one who belong to Christ.
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