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WIDER, DEEPER, STRONGER
(Acts 11:19-30)

TEXT:  
SUBJECT:  
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INTRODUCTION:


A.  The book of Acts is one of the most exciting in the Bible.  In Acts we see the Lord Jesus Christ working out his plan to save sinners from all nations.  He is building up the church, the new people of God.  And what we see as we turn each fresh page is that God is at work building up the church.

We see this powerful expansion in our text for this morning from Acts 11.  What we find is that the church is not regional, but global.  It is not national or racial, but universal.  And the church is not temporal, but eternal.  The church is for all peoples in all places in all times.  That’s because the God who made all things has interjected a new age in the midst of the old age, a new kingdom that has barged into the present, broken, fallen age which is passing away.  The church is where it’s at.  If you’ve come to the church of Jesus Christ, then you’ve come to the right place.  


B.   As we see this pattern of the growth of God’s people we need to take heed.  In many ways the church in our land is in decline.  In other areas, the church is expanding rapidly.  R.C. Sproul writes in the November issue of Tabletalk magazine:  “Though there still exists a vibrant Christianity in the United States, we have also seen serious decline in the substance of our faith and commitment.  The discouragement that ensues from an evaluation of what’s happening in America and Europe is unwarranted, however, when we evaluate the church from a global perspective.

“Though the Christian faith may be on the wane in certain sections of the West, there is a burgeoning vitality found in Korea, in Africa, in Latin America, and even now in China.  The excitement of the discovery of the Reformed tradition in the Ukraine, for example, is contagious throughout the eastern part of Europe and into Russia.  Sociologists and historians have predicted that by the year 2050 the strongest center for Christianity will be in Africa and in Latin America.”  


C.  That news is encouraging, but also challenging to us.  It calls us to make the church here all she can be with God’s help.  And as we read our text for this morning, we find a clear pattern for the expansion of the church.  We must seek to make the church wider, deeper, and stronger.  Let’s follow the pattern: 


First,

I. WE MUST MAKE THE CHURCH WIDER.


A.  Luke takes us back to the time right after Stephen has been martyred for his faithful witness and the believers are scattered because of persecution.  “19 Now 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.”  Those who were scattered were most likely the Hellenistic Jews, the progressives.  They traveled to Phoenicia, about 100 miles north of Jerusalem, to Cyprus, an Island about 250 miles northwest of Jerusalem, and to Antioch, a large city some 350 miles north of Jerusalem.  As these Christian laypeople went they could not keep quiet about the good news of Jesus and shared it with the Jews who would most likely understand it.  


But some sought to extend the church’s reach a bit wider.  “20  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.”  These Hellenists were Greek-speaking Gentiles, not Jewish in the least.  And when they heard the good news about Jesus the Savior, many of them embraced him as well.  “21  And the hand of the Lord was with them, and a great number who believed turned to the Lord.”

B.  What is so exciting about this text is that these were laymen and laywomen who were so amazed about Jesus, the Son of God, that they had to talk about him.  It’s hard to keep excited people quiet.  We tend to talk much about that which we think the most.  And they thought most about the astonishing news that the Son of God came and walked among them.  He died as a criminal in their place and then rose from the dead to demonstrate his power to save sinners from death.  And they are so overwhelmed by this incredible truth that they even tell it to people who are not like them.  God gives great success to their faithful witness, and many Gentiles come to faith in Jesus.


And word of this reaches back to the home office.  “22  The report of this came to the ears of the church in Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas to Antioch.”  They sent Barnabas, an official, to check it out.  How wonderful when the Presbytery gets a call.  “Hey, we’ve been sharing the Gospel here in our town and there are a lot of Christians here now.  We want you to pull us together as a church!”  So they sent Barnabas, and what a good choice.  Barnabas is his nickname which means, “son of encouragement.”  He was also born and raised in this area, so he is one of them.  And he lives up to his nickname as a “son of encouragement”:  “23  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, 24  for he was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and of faith. And a great many people were added to the Lord.” 

C.  Beloved, we have wonderful opportunities all around us to witness for Christ.  Twenty-two year ago our church evangelism committee sat in the home of the chairman and went through the phone book.  We found four families in the community who were not already connected to some church.  So we broke for lunch because we didn’t seem to have much to do.  But all that has changed in this community and in the communities around us.  There are many people who are not affiliated with some church.  God in his wonderful providence has brought them to us.  And now we need to be faithful to reach out to them with the incredible message of the Son of God becoming one of us, dying on a cross for sinners, and rising again to give us eternal life.  We have God’s marvelous opportunity to make the church wider—to expand the kingdom to lots of people who may not be that much like us.  God grant that we would be faithful.  We must make the church wider.  And, 
II. WE MUST MAKE THE CHURCH DEEPER.


A.  When Barnabas had a large number of new believers on his hands, he knew he needed help.  So he went looking for that fiery teacher who breezed through Jerusalem some time back and then stirred up so much controversy because of the power of his teaching, that the church had to send him fleeing to his hometown of Tarsus.  “And a great many people were added to the Lord. 25  So Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, 26  and when he had found him, he brought him to Antioch.”  The implication behind this language is that Barnabas went searching for him and had a bit of trouble finding him.  Why couldn’t he just look up his family?  Probably because Saul had been disowned by his family back in Tarsus.  In Philippians 3:8, Paul says that for the sake of Christ, “I have suffered the loss of all things….”  Some of those “all things” may have been the love and acceptance of his family.  


B.  But when Barnabas found Professor Saul, he brought back to Antioch to teach the believers there.  “For a whole year they met with the church and taught a great many people.”  Barnabas knew that what they needed most was a steady diet of the teaching of the Word of God.  That was the mark of the early church back in Jerusalem.  Acts 2:42 records:  “42 And they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.”  Verse 46 tells us that they were meeting together “day-by-day” for this teaching.  This is one reason why the church was so deep and so willing to sacrifice all for the sake of Christ—they were being steadily, daily supplied with the truth of God’s Word.  


In the same article I quoted from earlier, R.C. Sproul points out a weakness in the growing church in Africa and Latin America:  “The bad news is that there has been a lack of substantive doctrine feeding the people of these lands—as is often the case with fresh revivals and awakenings to Christianity.”  Barnabas anticipated this need and sought out Professor Saul so that this new church could grow deep in the things of God.  

C.  There really is no way around it.  The church can only grow deep on the strength of its teaching.  And for this to happen you really to have need two, essential components.  You must have the steady, systematic teaching of God’s Word, daily would be the best, as it was in the church in Jerusalem.  But you also need to have God’s people eagerly attentive to the teaching of God’s Word.  The result of these two will be a church that is deep in the knowledge of God.  The lack of either of these will be a church and individual Christians who are not deep, but who are shallow and superficial in their faith, and that shallow and superficial faith will not sustain them.  Sproul reports that “The historians are saying that western Europe has now entered a post-Christian era where only a tiny fraction of the populace attends church regularly.  The beautiful churches that dot the scene on the continent have become museums in many cases.”  This came about because of a loss of confidence in the Bible as the Word of God.  God’s people did not receive the steady nourishment of God’s truth, and in many places the church disappeared.  The church in North America is not far behind its Western European counterpart.  We must make the church deeper through the continual teaching of God’s Word.

We must make the church wider, deeper, and 

III. WE MUST MAKE THE CHURCH STRONGER.  


Perhaps the most exciting point of this text is how the church was growing stronger.  This strength is seen in two respects:  partnership and leadership.

A.  The church in Antioch became the center of the church among the Gentile world, just as Jerusalem was the center of the Jewish church.  And these two were not in competition, but were in partnership for the Gospel.  We find a remarkable expression of this partnership in our text.  The Gentile church has been greatly helped, made deeper through the contribution of the Jewish church in sending Barnabas to oversee and encourage them.  And soon it became time for the Gentile church in Antioch to come to the aid of their mother, the Jewish church in Jerusalem.  “27 Now in these days prophets came down from Jerusalem to Antioch. 28  And one of them named Agabus stood up and foretold by the Spirit that there would be a great famine over all the world (this took place in the days of Claudius). 29  So the disciples determined, everyone according to his ability, to send relief to the brothers living in Judea.”

B.  According to historians, the reign of Claudius was marked by a series of poor harvests and famines.  And this would have a great impact on the church in Jerusalem, already under the pressure of unofficial persecution.  The church in Antioch experienced a greater freedom in this cosmopolitan area.  So in their relative liberty and abundance, they were able to contribute funds to support their beleaguered brothers and sisters in Jerusalem.  Do you see how this strengthens the church?  It is no longer regional, but increasingly global.  It is no longer national or racial. but universal.  The church is not temporal, but eternal.  And this adds to its strength.  This partnership among the people of God in all places creates a resiliency and stability that enables them to weather these storms together.  


It is exciting to be a part of Presbytery that covers the state of Iowa, to partner together with our sister churches to accomplish more than we could do apart.  Because of our partnership, we are together reaching university students in Iowa City, planting churches in Cedar Rapids, Iowa City, and Ames, and supporting each other through prayer, through mutual worship, and encouragement.  It is exciting to be a part of a denomination that covers North America.  Together with other churches in our nation, we are planting churches all around the world, assisting the poor, educating pastors for the next generation.  We must continue to expand and build upon these connections as we enjoy and benefit from our mutual partnership for the Gospel.


B.  But we also see a growth in leadership.  When the believers in Antioch sent their love gift to Jerusalem, did you notice to whom they delivered it?  “30 And they did so, sending it to the elders by the hand of Barnabas and Saul.”  They did not send the gift to the Apostles.  Why not?  Because the Apostles had trained elders to take over this work from them.  They made the church stronger by training capable leadership.  The office of apostle was never meant to be permanent.  They had a unique work to perform in laying the foundation for the church.  But after that foundation was established, they trained elders to take on the more permanent leadership.  


We must likewise train and establish leadership among elders and deacons to make the church stronger.  
CONCLUSION


Wider, Deeper, Stronger.


Wider—the church must be constantly expanding, obeying the Great Commission to go and baptize new believers.


Deeper—the church must always be feeding the flock on the Word of God, obeying the Great Commission to teach.


Stronger—the church must always be strengthening its connections with other churches, supporting and planting churches worldwide, and developing new leaders for the coming generations.


The church is not regional, but global; not national or racial, but universal; not temporal, but eternal.  


May God grant that we strengthen the church for today and for all the tomorrows to come.
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