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Introduction 
We are living in an increasingly multicultural world. [pic] Toronto is the most multicultural city in the 

world, but the mixture of different races and cultures is a widespread phenomenon.  When Priory sent its first 

group of missionaries to Kenya back in 2011, we spent our last night in Nairobi, the capital of Kenya.  We went 

for dinner with the Godwins, members of our church who had been in the mission field for over a decade, most 

recently in Kenya for a few years.  We met them at a Chinese food restaurant in Nairobi. [pic]  It turns out that 

the owner of that Chinese restaurant in Kenya, was not Asian, but East Indian.  But not only was he East Indian, 

he was from Calgary! So there we were, a bunch of Canadians, in Africa, eating Chinese food, in a restaurant 

owned by an East Indian, also from Canada! 

Something else happens, too, when you experience this kind of multiculturalism.  When you’re in a 

foreign place, something happens in terms of your own identity.  Suddenly, it’s significant to be from where 

you’re from.  Think about it.  What do Canadians do when they travel?  They wear Maple Leafs to signify that 

they’re from Canada! If you’re in a foreign country and you see another person with a maple leaf pin, suddenly 

you have a connection with that person. You may not have any connection with them back home. In fact, they 

may be a person you wouldn’t even choose to be friends with back home. But when you see them in a foreign 

land, suddenly you have a connection.  Suddenly you have being Canadian in common and you celebrate your 

“Canadianness” together. 

Context 

 In our text today, we are going to see both of these phenomena at work.  But first, let me give some 

context for our passage.  Leading up to Acts 11:19, there are three things you need to be aware of: two of the 

main characters we see in our passage, and an important ideological shift that took place in the early church.  The 

two characters are Barnabas and Saul, aka Paul.   

 Barnabas first shows up in Acts 4:36.  Barnabas’ actual name was Joseph.  Barnabas was Joseph’s 

nickname which meant “son of encouragement.” Barnabas was Jewish.  He was of the tribe of Levi, which 

was the special tribe set apart to serve in the Temple.  Barnabas was from Cyprus.  It’s possible that Barnabas 

was one of the visitors in Jerusalem during Pentecost who heard the disciples speaking his native language 

praising God. 

 The second person of interest for us is Saul.  Saul, aka Paul, was also a Jew, of the tribe of Benjamin.  

But not only was Saul a Jew, he was a highly educated Pharisee, an expert in Jewish law.  Saul does not first 

appear as a hero in the NT, but rather a villain! Saul first appears in Acts 8:1 where he looks on with approval at 

the murder of a Christian named Stephen.  Saul then goes on to persecute Christians, having them arrested and 

thrown in jail! It is not until Acts 9 that Saul has a radical encounter with the risen Jesus on the road to Damascus 

that he becomes a Christian.  He preached about Jesus in Damascus until the Jews there tried to kill him.  Then 

he went to Jerusalem, where the disciples were afraid of him and didn’t believe his conversion to be genuine.  

But Barnabas found Paul and took him to the Apostles and vouched for him.  Once again, after winning debate 

after debate with the Jews in Jerusalem, the Jews plotted to assassinate Paul, so the Christians in Jerusalem took 

him to Caesarea and from there sent him home to Tarsus.  This all happened about 9 years before the events 

in Acts 11. [William Barclay, Acts, p. 90] 

 The third element of context that is important for us is what happens in the beginning of Acts 11, from 

verses 1-18.  In these verses Peter, the Apostle, meets with the other apostles and brothers and tells them about 

how the Spirit of God has come to the Gentiles and they have received the word of God.  The Jewish believers 

had criticized Peter for crossing religious, social and cultural boundaries by visiting with and eating with Gentiles.  

Peter, however, counters their criticism by describing the situation in which the Holy Spirit filled the Gentiles and 

they were converted.  The last verse before our text reads, “When they heard this, they had no further objections 
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and praised God, saying, ‘So then, God has granted even the Gentiles repentance unto life.’” [Acts 11:18] 

Text 
 Now let’s read our text together, Acts 11:19-26 and 13:1-3. 

*** Read text 

Observations 
 What do we see happening in these two passages? It can be a little overwhelming with all the names of 

people and places, so let’s take some time to make observations from the text.  The first verse talks about how 

Christianity came to Antioch in the first place.  It was taken there by “those scattered by the persecution in 

connection with Stephen.”  Why is this significant?  Two things: first, it was the persecution that forced 

Christians to take the good news of Jesus to other cities. Initially, the Christians stayed in Jerusalem together and 

didn’t feel the need to take the word to other people. They were comfortable in Jerusalem. The persecution forced 

them to leave. The amazing thing is that as they went to other cities they didn’t “shut up” about Jesus. Instead, 

they told more and more people!  They were being forced to flee their homes, but the good news about Jesus was 

so tremendous they couldn’t help talking about it. 

 Second, remember that Saul had been at Stephen’s murder and had approved.  In fact, he was one of the 

people behind “the persecution in connection with Stephen.”  He was one of the main agents that forced 

these Christians to go to Antioch in the first place! 

 What was it that these Christians did in Antioch?  What was it that was so special?  We are told in verse 

20 that some of the refugees, men from Cyprus and Cyrene, actually began talking to Greeks in Antioch about the 

good news about Jesus.  Remember, “good news” is a translation of the word “gospel.” These men were 

literally “sharing the gospel” with non-Jews in Antioch. 

 By the way, the word “Greek” usually refers to people who speak the Greek language, not necessarily 

ethnic Greeks.  In the NT the word “Greek” is often used for anybody who wasn’t Jewish.  

 These men met with tremendous success sharing the gospel with Greeks in Antioch.  We are told that 

“the Lord’s hand was with them, and a great number of people believed and turned to the Lord.” (v. 21)  There 

are two observations to be made about this verse.  First, notice that it is the Lord adding to the Lord.  It was the 

hand of the Lord that brought people to the Lord.  We see the same thing again in verse 24 when Barnabas, full of 

the Holy Spirit, was instrumental in many people being brought to or literally “added” to the Lord.  It is the Lord 

who brings people to the Lord.  Jesus is “the subject and object, source and goal of evangelism.” [John Stott, 

The Message of Acts, p. 204] 

 The second thing to observe is the appropriate response to the gospel.  That is, what does it mean or what 

does it take to be “brought to the Lord”?  The people “believed and turned to the Lord.”  Conversion is more 

than just knowing the truth.  It is more than just believing that Jesus is Lord. It means turning to him and 

accepting him as Lord. Turning is what is meant by the word “repentance.”  To repent means to turn away from 

our sin and to turn to God.  It’s not enough to turn away from your sin and turn towards less obvious, or less 

public sin. It’s not ok to just reform your outward behaviour but not change your inward thoughts, desires and 

will.  You have to turn away from your sin and turn toward Jesus. You have to submit to his authority over your 

life and accept him as your boss. 

Today, a person can know that something is against the law, they can know that the government has made 

a law and that the government has the power to make that law, but still choose to break the law.  They can still 

choose to rebel against the government.  Knowing the law and believing that the government has the authority to 

make the law does not mean you follow the law. In the same way, believing Jesus is the Son of God, that he died 

and rose again to forgive our sins, doesn’t mean you follow Jesus. It just means your rebellion against him is that 

much worse because you know the truth!  Hearing and believing the good news about Jesus must lead to a 

response of turning oneself over to Jesus if we are to be Christians. 

 Prior to this work in Antioch, a few Gentiles had been reached for the gospel.  There was Cornelius that 

Peter visited. There was the Ethiopian eunuch.  But there had been nothing on the scale of what was happening in 

Antioch. [F F Bruce, Acts, p. 239]  This is why word got back to the believers in Jerusalem. This wasn’t just a few 

Gentiles becoming Christians. This was massive conversion!   

Notice, then, what the church in Jerusalem did.  Just before this passage they recognized that the gospel 
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had come to the Gentiles and that God had, indeed, granted them repentance unto life. [Acts 11:18] So when they 

heard about mass Gentile conversions in Antioch, they sent somebody to investigate and, in theory, to aid the 

work by making sure the people were being taught well. They didn’t send one of the 12, though, they sent 

Barnabas.  Why was he a better choice?  First, we know he had the gift of encouragement. That was what his 

nickname meant- son of encouragement!  But also remember that he was from Cyprus.  Two things are 

important about that.  

First, it was some men from Cyprus and Cyrene who began sharing the good news with Greeks. If the 

Jerusalem church knew who started the cross-cultural evangelism, then sending Barnabas may have been 

intentional because he either knew them or at least knew of them, having also come from Cyprus. 

 Second, Barnabas himself, being from Cyprus, had more cross-cultural experience than any of the 12 

Apostles.  Remember, the followers of Jesus, the original disciples, were all from Galilee, or at least from the 

larger region of Judea.  They were all Jews from Israel. They were culturally isolated.  Barnabas, however, was 

a Jew from Cyprus, another country all together.  He was used to multicultural experiences and knew how to be a 

Jew in a foreign culture. Barnabas had more cross-cultural experience than any of the disciples born and 

raised in Judea.  [Bruce, p. 240]  He was the perfect candidate to go investigate and oversee cross-cultural 

missionary work. 

 Barnabas got to Antioch and “did his thing.”  He saw the evidence of the work of God in these people’s 

lives, especially the Greeks.  This brought Barnabas joy (not jealousy) and he encouraged them, living up to his 

name. He also encouraged them to persevere, to remain true to the Lord in their hearts. [v. 23]  Through 

Barnabas' work, even more people were added to the Lord. 

 In fact, the work was so successful that Barnabas needed to find reinforcements.  It’s interesting that he 

didn’t go back to Jerusalem to see if one of the Apostles would join him in Antioch. No. Instead, he went to Tarsus 

to find Saul.  It seems that Saul was hard to find there, in fact, based on the word used for “to look for.”   

But why was Saul such a good choice?  Remember, Saul had debated with the Greek speaking Jews in 

Jerusalem.  So we know his Greek was great, which would be helpful in Antioch, where few people would have 

spoken Hebrew or Aramaic, the main languages in Judea. But beyond the language, Saul, too, had cross-cultural 

experience.  Tarsus was a Greek city.  Saul was a Jew. Later in Acts we discover that Saul was also a Roman 

citizen by birth.  So Saul was a Jew, born a Roman citizen (which was a significant privilege), raised in a 

Greek city.  That’s quite the cross-cultural résumé! Saul was also highly educated, having been trained as a 

Pharisee. When Barnabas needed to bring in the “big guns” to help teach all these new Greek converts, he knew 

Saul would be a greater help than the Apostles from Jerusalem.  The two of them spent a year working together in 

Antioch, teaching the new believers about Jesus. 

 Now, let’s take a minute to consider our passage in Acts 13. These verses contain a description of a 

number of the leaders in the church in Antioch.  We are told about Barnabas and Saul, whom we’ve been talking 

about already.  We are also told about Simeon called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene and Manaen who had been raised 

with Herod the tetrarch.  Who were these men? Why did Luke see fit to include them in this passage? 

 First, these men were prophets and teachers.  That means that they spoke for God, serving as his 

mouthpiece or spokesman. They also taught the people, likely from the OT.  Remember, there was no NT yet, so 

the church had to rely on the OT and God’s direct revelation to them through people with prophetic gifts if they 

were to understand Jesus, his nature, his life, death and resurrection. 

 Simeon was called Niger.  Simeon is a Hebrew name.  Niger is the Latin word for black.  Simeon 

was a black man, likely from Africa.  Lucius was from Cyrene, which is a city in North Africa.  Remember in 

our first passage that it was men from Cyprus and Cyrene that first shared the gospel with Greeks.  Likely Lucius 

was one of those men!  Manaen was a foster-brother of Herod.  They were raised together, getting the same 

education and living in the same household.  It has been pointed out that Luke, more than the other Gospel 

writers, seems to know a lot about Herod’s household and what went on there.  Likely it was this Manaen who 

was his source! [Stott, p. 216]  Herod the tetrarch was the King in Jerusalem who had John the Baptist beheaded 

and who interviewed Jesus as part of his trial before he was crucified. 

So we see that these men also represented a cross-cultural section of the church.  They were Jews from 

non-Jewish regions.  Add them to Barnabas, the Levite from Cyprus and Saul, the Pharisee from Tarsus, and we 
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see in them “the ethnic and cultural diversity of Antioch.” [Stott, p. 216]  And these were not just random men 

that heard from the Spirit to set Saul and Barnabas aside. They were leaders in the church, prophets and teachers.  

So the leadership of the Antioch church was multicultural, just like the church in Antioch. 

 What were these men doing when they heard from the Spirit?  They were worshipping and fasting. In 

fact, it was likely the entire church that was worshipping and fasting with them during this time.  Fasting means 

giving up meals in order to devote your time, energy and thoughts to God.  It is an act of sacrifice and 

commitment to God.  After the church heard from the Spirit, they fasted again and prayed to discern that this was 

the right thing to do, and to intercede for Saul and Barnabas, to pray for their upcoming work. 

Interpretation 
 What does all of this mean? How are we to interpret these verses and the events they describe? What does 

it mean for us today in 2014? 

 Why was it that Antioch was the place where the gospel was spread beyond the boundaries of Judaism?  

Why was it that the gospel was so well received there?  Why was it that it was the church in Antioch that 

launched the missionary work of Barnabas and Saul and not Jerusalem? 

 Part of this has to do with Antioch itself. Antioch was referred to as “Antioch the Beautiful.” [Stott, p. 203] 

It was the third most important city in the Roman Empire, after Rome and Alexandria.  In modern terms, think of 

Canada. Our two most important cities are Toronto and Montreal. Vancouver places third on the list and is a 

beautiful city.  It’s also very multicultural. Think of Antioch as the Vancouver of the Roman Empire.  Antioch 

was known for its beautiful boulevard running down the centre of the city, lined with trees, colonnades and 

fountains.  Antioch was home to a large colony of Jews, but also Persians, Indians and even Asians! [Stott, p. 

203]  It was a provincial capital and at times its citizens had been given equal citizenship rights as Romans, so it 

was a very important city. 

 Antioch itself was a very multicultural city, which is why it was easier for the gospel to cross cultural 

boundaries there than in Jerusalem.  But it was also a very sinful city. Not far from Antioch, just a few km away, 

was a temple to Artemis and Apollo.  Part of the worship there involved re-enacting the sexual activities of 

Apollo and the temple employed numerous prostitutes.  So we can see that the multiculturalism of Antioch also 

made it a city with loose morals.  In many ways, though, this also made it a place where the gospel would thrive.  

Many people there found wholeness in Christ that they had not been able to find in sexual practices outside of 

marriage.  It is often the people whose lives are the most broken who come to Christ most willingly because they 

recognize their sinfulness, they understand their own inability to overcome their sin and they are looking for 

wholeness which only Christ can provide. 

 Another important lesson to take from this passage happens to fit well with our Advent week- the candle 

of peace.  Remember that Saul was one of the most violent persecutors of early Christians.  Yet here we see him 

working alongside and teaching some of those same Christians who were forced to flee Jerusalem!  In Antioch 

we see Paul’s reconciliation with other Christians at work.  The men from Cyprus and Cyrene, including 

Lucius, would have known who Saul was and maybe even had run ins with him in Jerusalem before they fled to 

Antioch. Now, a decade later, they’re working side by side, sharing the gospel and teaching believers about Jesus.  

In Christ, there is peace and reconciliation.  When we find peace with God that peace should then extend to our 

interpersonal relationships too, especially in the church. 

 We should also note that God works for the good of his people in all circumstances. That includes 

persecution.  If God had not allowed the early Christians to suffer persecution, they would not have left 

Jerusalem, they would not have gone to Antioch, and the gospel would not have spread to Gentiles!  God 

allowed persecution and the result was the spread of the gospel. [Matthew Henry, Acts to Revelation, p. 143] 

 In Jerusalem, these Christians were seen as from Crete, or Cyprus, or Cyrene, or wherever else they were 

from.  But when persecution came, and the Christians fled, their identity became that of Christians.  In 

Jerusalem, the Judean Christians may not have had much to do with the Cyrenian Christians. But in Antioch, 

when they find themselves fleeing for their lives, suddenly their identity as Christians was more important than 

their city of birth.  Like Canadians finding each other in Europe, they were glad to see each other regardless of 

whether or not they would have been friends back home!  Sometimes it takes times of trouble to shake us up and 

help us to realize the truly important things in life, life being fellow believers, instead of dividing over less 
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important lines. 

 It’s important that we also zero in on a few words that we easily take for granted. We pointed these out in 

our observations. They have to do with what it means to come to the Lord.  Believe and turn to the Lord is how 

conversion is described in these verses.  Belief in our minds requires that we turn in our wills, desires and 

imaginations.  It is the Lord that does this work in us, the Lord bringing those to be added to the Lord. But it 

requires our cooperation.  The Spirit does not to violence to our wills.  He leads us and it is up to us to follow.  

The Spirit leads and we need to obey. 

 Take note, as well, as to how the believers in Antioch participated and cooperated with the Spirit. It 

was the Spirit’s work, but the people shared the gospel, they persevered in tough times, they took the initiative to 

break down cultural and social barriers, they worshipped, and fasted and prayed, and all of this served as evidence 

of the work of the Spirit. They were also active in reconciliation. It would have been easy for the Christians in 

Antioch who had been in Jerusalem to reject Saul. But they welcomed him, forgave him and worked alongside 

him. 

They listened for God and obeyed when he spoke.  They didn’t just do their own thing and hope God 

would bless it.  When it came to sending Barnabas and Saul, they were diligent as a whole community to seek 

God’s will.  It was the entire church in Antioch, not just a few people, who commissioned them in their work, 

prayed for them and sent them with their blessing. 

Now Apply It 
So what are we to do with this?  How do we apply this to our situation today? First and foremost, we 

should be encouraged as a church.  If you look around, we are a very multicultural church congregation.  That’s 

what we’ve been celebrating this Advent season.  We should be appropriately proud that we seem to have broken 

down a lot of cultural barriers in our church, as reflected in our diversity.   

But that doesn’t mean we are done!  We need to continue and to be intentional in our multiculturalism. 

Our individual attitude and task needs to be to seek out and welcome those we don’t naturally find 

familiar in our church.  It’s easy to always chat with the same people. It’s easy to seek out our friends at church.  

It takes a deliberate act of the mind and will to seek out new people, different people, and people who are not like 

us on the surface.  But we have something in common- Christ Jesus!  That which we have in common far 

outweighs our differences, if we take the time to explore what we have in common together.  So be intentional.  

Look for those who are new to the church, or even just new to you. Look for those who are of a different racial 

background, educational background, generation or culture than you.  Greet them, welcome them, share with 

them your common experience of knowing Jesus.  In Christ there is no Greek or Jew, male or female, slave or 

free. [Gal 3:28] 

Similarly, we need to be intentional to work with Christians in other denominations.  

Denominational background is no better reason to segregate than is racial background.  We don’t need to expect 

other denominations to change and be like us.  But we do need to expect to work with other denominations, with 

Christians from other churches, if we expect to have a credible witness in our city.  If the Christians in Antioch 

could forgive Saul and work with him, I’m sure we can forgive people of other denominations and work alongside 

them too. 

Christ is glorified when people see Christians working together despite their differences.  When 

Christians of different colours work side by side and worship together, Christ is glorified. When Christians of 

different generations worship together, Christ is glorified. When Christians of different social status worship 

together and love one another, Christ is glorified. When Christians with different doctrinal distinctives or 

emphases work together, Christ is glorified.  When Jesus’ people can overcome their differences, reconcile their 

hurts and work together in spite of their diversity, people outside the church sit up and take notice. 

I wonder if the leaders in the Jerusalem church grasped the magnitude of their decision to send Barnabas to 

Antioch?  [Bruce, p. 240] This was a critical juncture in the history of the early church and they clearly chose the 

right man for the job!  The believers in Antioch needed encouragement. Saul needed encouragement.  And 

Barnabas provided it in both cases, and in both cases the Lord worked mightily for the spread of the gospel, the 

growth of the church and the glory of his name. 

Who can you encourage?  Barnabas encouraged the believers in Antioch and urged them to 
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persevere. Do you know anybody who needs encouragement to persevere in the faith? Maybe they’ve hit tough 

times. Maybe they’re new believers. Maybe their relationship with Jesus is going through a dry spell.  Encourage 

them!  Encourage them by sharing with them your own experience of Jesus. Encourage them by asking them of 

their experience of Jesus, reminding them of what God has done in their lives.  

In at least two places in Revelation, John describes seeing people of every nation and every language 

worshipping God. [Rev. 5:9-10; 7:9] This first began to happen in Antioch.  The Christians there were living out 

a slice of Heaven in advance.  It was these same Christians who were the sending church for Barnabas and Saul, 

the missionaries to the Gentiles.  They were the primary support for the outreach to non-Jews throughout the 

Roman Empire.  It was they who supported Paul while he did his work, including writing so many letter than are 

included in our New Testament.  Just think of the tremendous impact that multicultural church had through 

Barnabas and Saul. If it were not for them, we’d be missing most of the NT!  So think of the impact their ministry 

had through Paul even through the writing of so much of the NT, let alone the conversions through Paul’s ministry 

and church planting. 

In Heaven, all the mysteries of God’s work will be revealed.  We will see the glory of God’s plan of 

salvation fully, including all the people he used to bring about his work.  That means that in Heaven we will see 

all the lives touched through our ministry and our witness. 

This means that Paul and Barnabas will see all the Gentiles who became Christians through their 

missionary work in Acts.  This means that the Christians form Antioch will see all those people Barnabas and 

Paul brought to the Lord, because the Christians in Antioch supported them, commissioned them and sent them 

out.  Symeon called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen who was the foster-brother of Herod will all see the impact 

of Paul and Barnabas’ ministry, which includes all of us here in this room!  They will see all the people Paul 

touched, all the people they touched, and the people that generation touched, etc., etc. down through the centuries 

to see us!  Barnabas will see all the people he encouraged.  He will see all the people they encouraged, and all 

the people that layer encouraged, and on down the line. 

Those men from Cyprus and Cyrene, whom Luke doesn’t even name in Acts 11, will see all of us as the 

fruit of their willingness to listen to the Spirit and cross racial and social barriers with the good news of Jesus.  

They will see not only the church in Antioch, but they will see Paul, whom they sent out in missionary work. They 

will see the churches Paul planted. And the churches people taught by Paul planted. And they will see those 

reached by those churches. And the churches planted years later. And those reached centuries later by people 

ministered to in those churches.  And they will see our little church.  And they will see you, and me because we 

are all the product of Paul’s Gentile mission.  We don’t even know their names, and they can’t even imagine us, 

but we will stand as witnesses to their faithful obedience. 

Who will you encourage?  Who will you share the good news of Jesus with?  Who will you encourage to 

persevere and remain true to Jesus with their whole heart?  Who will you see that they, in turn, encouraged and 

share the gospel with?  Who will you see in Heaven who was affected by your witness and encouragement, 

directly or indirectly?  Are you willing to cross boundaries of race, class, gender religion in order to encourage 

even a few people, who may in turn become a Paul to thousands of others? 


