"Home is Where the World Is" 

A Message in Honor of Dr. Bob & Mary Taussig

This morning's message complements last week's. My purpose is to follow up on the exposition of Romans 16:25-27 with an illustration of the kind of church we looked in that message. If you were not here I would urge you to visit the website, http://www.gracebchurch.org/ to read the manuscript or listen to the audio.

This morning's message is also intended to highlight international student ministry and the faithful service of Bob & Mary Taussig. I've called it "Home is Where the World Is" because that is what Bob and Mary helped us realize. They recognized that the world had come to their hometown and they had a sacred obligation to share the gospel with the world in their home.

My plan in this message is to take us to several passages that give us glimpses of the church in a city called Antioch. The world had come to Antioch. The city lies just off the northeast tip of the Mediterranean Sea, shown here within the yellow circle. One historian summarizes its significance:

"In ancient times the population numbered half a million. Because of its location on navigable waters reaching to a Mediterranean port 15 [sic]miles away, and because of its ready access through passes in the Taurus Mountains eastward to the interior, Antioch was a busy, cosmopolitan center of trade, religious ferment, and high levels of intellectual and political life.... Side by side with a truly high culture were the degrading institutions of strange fertility religions, brutalizing sports spectacles, and a variety of mystery religions."([1988]. Baker Encyclopedia of the Bible (120).

You could draw some interesting parallels with Manhattan, Kansas. The world was coming to Antioch and, as we will discover, the gospel was coming to Antioch. The result was a church that could relate to Bob's & Mary's heart for the world. It was a church that took seriously mandate to make the gospel visible and audible. We would be blessed to imitate this church in Antioch.

The first passage I take you to is in Acts 11 and the founding of this church.
Acts 11:19-30 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. 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. 21 And the hand of the Lord was with them, and a great number who believed turned to the Lord. 22 The report of this came to the ears of the church in Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas to Antioch. 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. 25 So Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, 26 and when he had found him, he brought him to Antioch. For a whole year they met with the church and taught a great many people. And in Antioch the disciples were first called Christians. 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. 30 And they did so, sending it to the elders by the hand of Barnabas and Saul.

It's important to make a few background notes:
1. The Church began as a result of persecution.

Stephen was one of the first deacons in the church (Acts 6:1-7). God used him to perform great signs and proclaim the gospel attracting the attention of Jewish authorities who arrested him (Acts 6:8-15). Stephen gave a long Christ-centered retelling of Israel's history before his accusers and was stoned to death (Acts 7). Persecution followed.

Acts 8:1–5 And Saul approved of his [Stephen's] execution.  And there arose on that day a great persecution against the church in Jerusalem, and they were all scattered throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria, except the apostles. 2 Devout men buried Stephen and made great lamentation over him. 3 But Saul was ravaging the church, and entering house after house, he dragged off men and women and committed them to prison. 4 Now those who were scattered went about preaching the word.

This scattering and preaching continued up to Antioch. In hindsight we see how God achieved his good purposes through great trial and suffering. Perhaps this will help us to trust God when He leads us through difficult and tragic circumstances.

2. The Church began in a melting pot.

The first evangelizers went only to Jews. They came from areas fairly close to Antioch. Others came from further away. According to v. 20 some came from Cyrene. Cyrene is diagonally across the Mediterranean in North Africa, 1000 miles as the crow flies. 

These evangelizers realized that the gospel was for all nations. They found Antioch a city full of people from all over the Roman world. They would not restrict the gospel to just one nation.

The Bible teaches us to beware such a restriction. God always intended to go to the Jew first. But it was not to end there. We cannot look at the various nationalities that come to Manhattan for whatever reason and act as if the gospel were restricted to Americans. The second passage I draw our attention to is Acts 13 and the growth of this church.

Acts 13: 1 Now there were in the church at Antioch prophets and teachers, Barnabas, Simeon who was called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen a member of the court of Herod the tetrarch, and Saul. 2 While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, “Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.” 3 Then after fasting and praying they laid their hands on them and sent them off.

This group of leaders (functioning as NT elders) reflected the international flavor of the city and the church. Barnabus was a native of Cyprus, the island west of Antioch in the Mediterranean. Simeon was a black man from Africa. Lucius came from Cyrene which we located on the north coast of Africa. Manaen probably hailed from the area around Galilee as at one point he lived in Herod's household. He probably grew up as a prince with Herod. Saul came from Tarsus, northwest of Antioch. James Boice described the mix of people in the church in Antioch this way.
"There were blacks and whites at Antioch, but the integration was more than that. There was also an integration of those who were from high levels of society with those who were from lower levels of society, the disadvantaged or slaves. And there was a mingling of Greeks and Jews too. The church had within it all the various groupings of people in the Roman Empire." ([1997]. Acts: An Expositional Commentary [227]).

A third passage appears at the end of chapter 14 and into chapter 15. We recognize that there was conflict in this church.

Acts 14:26-15:2 and from there [Attalia] they sailed to Antioch, where they had been commended to the grace of God for the work that they had fulfilled. 27 And when they arrived and gathered the church together, they declared all that God had done with them, and how he had opened a door of faith to the Gentiles. 28 And they remained no little time with the disciples. 1 But some men came down from Judea and were teaching the brothers, “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.” 2 And after Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and debate with them, Paul and Barnabas and some of the others were appointed to go up to Jerusalem to the apostles and the elders about this question.

Then at the end of chapter 15 we read what happened when this Jerusalem Council dispersed.

Acts 15:30-35 So when they were sent off, they went down to Antioch, and having gathered the congregation together, they delivered the letter. 31 And when they had read it, they rejoiced because of its encouragement. 32 And Judas and Silas, who were themselves prophets, encouraged and strengthened the brothers with many words. 33 And after they had spent some time, they were sent off in peace by the brothers to those who had sent them. 35 But Paul and Barnabas remained in Antioch, teaching and preaching the word of the Lord, with many others also.

It may have been during this time that Peter came to Antioch and Paul openly opposed him because he was not walking according to the truth of the gospel. He supported the concept of forcing Jewish laws on non-Jewish believers in the church. We read about the incident in Galatians 2.

From these glimpses we can summarize some of the strengths of this church in Antioch that we can imitate. First Antioch was:
1. A Church Planted and Nurtured in the Gospel

They heard the gospel preached, received it, and saw its impact. Acts 11:20 affirms that the believers flooding into Antioch were “preaching the Lord Jesus.” As people came to find forgiveness of sins in Jesus name, they formed a church. In that church they saw how the gospel had turned Paul from a persecutor to an apostle. They saw how Manaen had turned away from his association with Herod who tried Jesus and became a follower of Jesus. All of us are Manaen. We were born into a kingdom, the kingdom of sin. We were being raised as princes to serve this kingdom by demanding our own way, believing our own truth, and rejecting God’s right to rule over us in love. But God in his mercy came to us in the person of his Son, Jesus Christ. Jesus lived perfectly to his Father’s delight and died sacrificially to accept the punishment that we deserved and God’s law demanded. He snatched us from this kingdom of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his Son. Anyone who remains in that deathly dark kingdom may by faith be united to Christ the redeemer and ruler of a superior kingdom.
This church in Antioch modeled what we spoke of last week. They sent disciples into the community and the world with the gospel. Antioch launched the church's first missionary movement. When Paul returned from that first missions trip, the church enthusiastically received the report of how the door of faith had opened to the non-Jewish people (Acts 14:27). Later it was the gospel that Peter was violating in his behavior which drew Paul's rebuke. This church defined itself by the gospel. We closed last week with the prayer that Grace Baptist would be that kind of church. One of the reasons we honor Bob & Mary is that they have been careful to keep their ministry focused on the gospel and its power to transform lives. Second, Antioch was: 

2. A Church Led with Servant Authority

Antioch had a slew of strong leaders. Leaders led and the church thrived. Leaders exercised authority. They sent missionaries, they taught and and preached, they handled finances, etc. The church was blessed. Specifically, Antioch had:

Leaders Who Protect the Flock

The church had both prophets and teachers. They had leaders who could preach and others who could instruct. Barnabus came to preach. 

Acts 11:23-24 When [Barnabus] came [to Antioch] 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.

He had their best interests at heart. He went and found Paul and brought him to carry on the teaching ministry (Acts 11:25-26). The Jerusalem Council began because the leaders in Antioch were concerned that this teaching that one had to follow Moses in order to follow Jesus was undermining the gospel (Galatians 2:14).

After the council Paul remained in Antioch to teach for a year. This was a church saturated in the Scriptures. They also had:

Leaders Who Provide an Example

Chapter 13 describes a group of elders doing what elders should be doing, modeling worship. They were seeking God in worship with fasting as the Holy Spirit led them to send out Paul and Barnabus as missionaries. This church had:

Leaders Who Pray

Leaders like Agabus in chapter 11 and the group in chapter 13 sought God's direction and waited for his leading. They fasted before the Lord. But these were also:

Leaders Who Pilot the Work of Christ

They gave direction. They sent out missionaries. They appointed a delegation to the Jerusalem Council. They confronted false teaching. I honor Bob & Mary for the demonstration of these qualities. I am grateful for the many godly leaders we have in this church. I am grateful for the ten other elders and pastors who serve this church.

At the same time, I ask God to strengthen our elders in these leadership qualities. As elders we are aware that we have become too administrative and neglected the ministry of the word and prayer. We have sought merely to govern by consensus rather than lead according to the direction of the Holy Spirit and the word of God. My personal desire is that we as elders would lead as godly servants so as to encourage the congregation to trust and rejoice in our leadership. Finally, it is clear that Antioch was:

3. A Church Engaging the World at Home and Abroad

We have seen how the world came to Antioch and the church at Antioch became an international church. Her members transcended the cultural boundaries that divided the empire. United in the gospel they became a launching pad for the gospel into the rest of the world.
The end of Acts 11:26 reads " ....  And in Antioch the disciples were first called Christians.” 
I suspect that this was the only name that fit this diverse group. No other label seemed appropriate. They belonged to Jesus. They did not all belong to one ethnic group, one social class, or one generation. They were Christ's. They followed Him and desired to make Him known by their lives individually and corporately. They made his gospel visible and audible.

Yesterday the speaker at the ACMI conference asked the delegates a penetrating question, "If Jesus plus nothing is sufficient for your relationship with God, then is Jesus plus nothing sufficient for your relationship with your international friend? Today we honor international student ministry because Christ is enough for anyone in the world wherever they are in the world.
We can honor Bob and Mary best by befriending a guest student who may be thoroughly unlike you and me. By God's grace in the gospel, we can come to share the greatest treasure we could ever have in common, Christ Himself.
