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The Church grows through Judea 
Acts 11:1–30 
9am Walgett and 3.30pm Colly Sunday 1 January 2017 
Our Bible reading begins with an event that rocked the world. You and I wouldn’t be 
here this morning if this event didn’t happen. Verse 1: 
The apostles and the believers throughout Judea heard that the Gentiles also had 
received the word of God. 
This event that rocked the world, beginning an unstoppable movement, is the word of 
God being received by non-Jews. Before this salvation belonged to the Jews. Now 
Gentiles had received the word of God. 

It’s fitting that as the New Year starts we go back to the birth of the new church and 
see how we began. Let’s see how people become Christian, what a Christian even is, 
what a church is, and how we fit into God’s unstoppable plan of salvation spreading 
to the ends of the earth. 

Let’s pray for that now… 
Father God, thank you for your grace to us. That you save us from our sin, so that we 
be restored to you and have true life. Help us today to understand your plan of 
salvation and know our part in it today. Amen. 

 
1. Peter told the whole story (Acts 11:1–18) 

Peter retells what happened where we left Acts last year. This event was so significant 
it gets retold slowly and simply three times over. 

A quick recap: Peter had a vision of animals coming down from heaven. These were 
four-footed animals that were unclean to Jewish people, yet he was told to eat them. 

What did that vision mean? 
It meant there was no such thing as unclean anymore. God’s salvation was now 
available to Jews and Gentiles. 
Peter was then taken to a Gentile man named Cornelius in Caesarea. Cornelius had an 
angel tell him to send for Peter, who will bring a message through which you and all 
your household will be saved. 

So Peter told them the good news of Jesus Christ, and as he did the Holy Spirit came 
on Cornelius and his family. They were saved. 

And so the church is growing through Judea as people hear the gospel, receive the 
Holy Spirit, and are saved. People find this amazing – until this event you had to be 
circumcised, you had to obey the law of Moses to be God’s people. But they 
recognise this is the gift of God. It’s exactly what God said would happen. 

Let me point out some things in verses 15 to 17 that we need to know. 
In verse 15, Peter is saying this is Pentecost happening again for Gentiles. In Acts 2, 
Pentecost occurs where the risen Lord Jesus pours out his Spirit from heaven on the 
Jewish believers. They receive the Holy Spirit. Now a mini-Pentecost is happening 
where the Holy Spirit came down on Cornelius and his family… just as had happened 
to Peter and the others at Pentecost in Acts 2. 
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Peter remembers, in verse 16, this is exactly what the Lord Jesus had said. Verse 16: 
Then I remembered what the Lord had said: ‘John baptized with water, but you will 
be baptized with the Holy Spirit.’ 
Jesus said that over the 40 days before he ascended to heaven. You can read that in 
Acts 1:5. Jesus is the one who gives the Holy Spirit into the hearts of his followers, he 
baptizes with the Holy Spirit. 

So it’s no longer circumcision and keeping the law of Moses that defines the people 
of God, it’s the Holy Spirit who defines the people of God. The Holy Spirit is given to 
all who believe in the risen Lord Jesus Christ, and that’s what defines who belongs to 
God. 

How do you know if you are a Christian? 
You have the Holy Spirit. 

How do you know you have the Holy Spirit? 
You repent and believe that Jesus the risen Lord. 

The third thing I want us to see in verse 17, is Peter recognizes you can’t stop what 
God is doing. He recognizes that God is giving the same gift of the Holy Spirit to 
believers of the Lord Jesus Christ, and says he can’t stand in the way: ‘who was I to 
stand in God’s way?’ 

We’ll come back to that question in a few weeks when we get to chapter 15. Just to 
make sure we aren’t putting up barriers to the spread of the gospel. 

 
2. The disciples were called Christians first at Antioch (Acts 11:19–30) 

Now – in verses 19 to 20 - we zoom into Antioch. This is an important town for 
several reasons. 

The good news of Jesus got to Antioch because Stephen was killed. Back in Acts 7 
Stephen is stoned to death, and the believers flee from Jerusalem. The word travelled 
to Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Antioch. But so far the word had only spread among the 
Jews. 

Now, verse 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. The Lord’s 
hand was with them, and a great number of people believed and turned to the Lord. 

So the church begun to grow in Antioch. News of this gets back to Jerusalem, the 
headquarters of Christianity and they sent Barnabas to Antioch. He arrived – verse 23 
- and saw the grace of God, was glad, and encouraged them all to remain true to the 
Lord with all their hearts. 

That’s real encouragement, isn’t it?! 
Remain true to the Lord with all your heart. 

A great number of people were brought to the Lord - interesting that it’s written in the 
passive ‘were brought to the Lord’ that shows it’s not Barnabas saving them, it’s God 
doing it. Now Barnabas, realizes what these people who have just become Christian 
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need. When people become Christian they need to be taught in the Lord’s ways. A 
growing church needs to be teached the word of God. 

So off to Tarsus he goes to get Saul (also known as Paul) to help. Then Barnabas and 
Saul stay in Antioch for a year to teach them. 

The last sentence in verse 26 I find really interesting: 
The disciples were called Christians first at Antioch. 

It’s interesting to ask why did they start calling disciples Christians here at Antioch? 
We’re not told in Scripture, but I’m going to have a guess. Because I’m guessing I’m 
happy for you to disagree. Just a bit of fun to speculate! 
What’s special about this church in Antioch is that it was made up of Jews and 
Gentiles. There were already Jewish believers in Antioch (verse 19) but now there are 
Greeks (non-Jews) who have believed and turned to the Lord. So this is the first 
church made up of Jews and non-Jews, this was completely new to the world. A 
completely distinct group, like a third race. So a new name was needed to show how 
distinct their identity is. 
So they called them Christians. Which means ‘belonging to Christ’ or the people who 
‘continually named the name of Christ.’ 
I’m speculating that’s the reason disciples were first called Christians in Antioch, but 
whatever the reason it was significant in the life of the church. 
This account of the church in Antioch also shows us what a church is. It’s a group of 
believers (disciples) who gather around the Word of God in a geographic location, a 
town or a city. It’s believers meeting around the Word of God in a certain location. 

 
One other observation from Antioch is what else Christians do. The grace of God 
makes a different in a believer’s heart. In verses 27 to 30 we read of a famine coming 
to the entire Roman world. A prophet from Jerusalem predicts this famine, and it did 
happen in the reign of Claudius. 
How do the Christians respond to the famine? 

Verse 29: 
The disciples, as each one was able, decided to provide help for the brothers and 
sisters living in Judea. This they did, sending their gift to the elders by Barnabas and 
Saul. 

Mature Christians are generous Christians. The grace of God has touched their hearts, 
so they give because they know God is a giver. 

We saw that happen in our own drought over the last 4 years. Christians were giving 
money, groceries, dog biscuits, hay and silage. I can tell you now those who gave 
weren’t rich, they didn’t have much… they were just rich in God’s grace. They were 
mature Christians. Many of the cheques were from widows who are pensioners… and 
they wished they could give more! 
Mature Christians are generous Christians. 

 
Acts is our history. It’s our identity as the church, the people of God. 
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The risen Lord Jesus is alive and active. His mission of saving people to the ends of 
the earth continues. Acts is just the beginning. I know we all want to see our church 
grow as more people are saved. 
We continue to spread the word (Acts 11:19). It’s not just Disciples or special 
people... it’s ordinary believers who don’t even get a name in the Bible they just 
faithfully speak the word of Jesus Christ (Acts 11:20–21). 

It’s not us who convince people or argue them into believing Jesus, God goes before 
us and gives the gift of repentance that leads to life. God then gives repentance that 
leads to life (Acts 11:18). 
It’s the message that saves (Acts 11:14). The good news, we simply pass this on. We 
don’t have to be imaginative or creative or clever. We simply pass the message on, 
being careful not to add or subtract anything. 

This message saves as people believe in the Lord Jesus Christ (Acts 11:17). I take it 
that doesn’t simply mean agree that a man called Jesus of Nazareth existed in history, 
it’s believing he is the risen Lord the Son of God who rules our life. As Barnabas 
encourages the Christians in Antioch (Verse 23): remain true to the Lord with all your 
heart. A believer is wholeheartedly devoted to Jesus. 
Those who believe in the Lord Jesus receive the Holy Spirit (Acts 11:16). Jesus is the 
one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit. That doesn’t mean you have to be baptized in 
water to be Christian; but you must receive the Holy Spirit from Jesus, that happens to 
all who believe in him. Water baptism (whether it’s a full dunk in the Barwon River 
or sprinkle in the font at church) is an outward symbol of what Jesus does inward in 
believers. 
Take to heart that it’s God who saves, not us. The Holy Spirit is the one who gives 
repentance and faith and it’s the Lord’s hand with Christians as they share Jesus. We 
call this book Acts of the Apostles, really it is Acts of God as he saves people. 

So for us today, nothing has changed. Jesus calls us his disciples to share the message 
that leads to life. That’s why our church exists. 

 
Let’s pray for that now. 

Gracious heavenly Father, we acknowledge that salvation to new life is all your work. 
Please go before us preparing the hearts of people in Walgett/Colly to receive 
repentance and faith in you. Help us to be prayerful, depending on you to be at work. 
Help us to be faithful in knowing Jesus so that we can share who he is and what it 
means to live wholeheartedly with him as Lord of our life. 
We ask this for your glory, so that your glorious name would be known to the ends of 
the earth. Amen. 


