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A Model Church 

Acts 11:19-30; 13:1-3 

 

If you had to pick your favorite church from those the New Testament tells us about, which 

one would you choose? 

 Now we often idealize the churches in the New Testament. We think that if our church could 

just be like those churches, all would be well. But the fact is that those churches had problems, 

difficulties, and weaknesses too—some worse than others! For instance, the church at Corinth 

had some cantankerous and conceited members. The Galatians were gullible. The Philippian 

fellowship was in danger of being fractured. By the time John wrote Revelation, the Laodicean 

church was lukewarm, and the congregation at Ephesus, though very orthodox, had forsaken the 

love they had at first. 

 But some churches in the New Testament still provide some good models. The Philippian 

church, while threatened with fracture, was still healthy and effective. The Thessalonian church, 

though young and sometimes confused, was very vibrant. And in Revelation, the risen and 

glorified Christ was setting an open door before the church in Philadelphia because they had 

faithfully and patiently endured persecution. 

 And then there’s the church in Antioch of Syria that we read about in the book of Acts, 

particularly in the passages that serve as our text this morning, Acts 11:19-30 and 13:1-3.  

 From what we’re going to see in these passages this morning, I believe that the church at 

Antioch of Syria provides a good model for our church today. Apparently a lot of other folks do 

too—at least 24 Baptist churches in North Carolina bear the name Antioch, not to mention 

churches of other denominations! 

 

The church in Antioch 

 What can we learn from our text about the church in Antioch? What characteristics of that 

congregation make it a good model for our church today? 

 It’s important to understand how the church in Antioch of Syria came into being. I make that 

distinction because there was another Antioch that Luke mentions later in Acts. It was in Pisidia 

in Asia Minor. Antioch of Syria was the third city of the Roman Empire, behind Rome itself and 

Alexandria in Egypt.1 

 Luke tells us here in 11:19-21 that when the Jewish leaders killed Stephen in Jerusalem, the 

believers there scattered out into the ancient Mediterranean world. Some went to Phoenicia to the 

north, some to the island of Cyprus in the Mediterranean Sea, and some farther north to Antioch 

in Syria. As they scattered, they proclaimed the good news about Jesus—but only among the 

Jews. Then some from Cyprus and Cyrene also started telling the Greeks in Antioch the good 
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news about Jesus. And as Luke puts it, The Lord’s hand was with them, and a great number of 

people believed and turned to the Lord.2 

We’re not told how, but news of this got back to the church in Jerusalem. While many 

members of the congregation in Jerusalem had left, many of the leaders were still there. So they 

sent Barnabas to Antioch to investigate and certify what was going on. He immediately saw how 

God was working as he observed clear evidence of God’s grace and God’s hand at work. As a 

result, he was glad and encouraged them all to remain true to the Lord with all their hearts. And as 

this good and Spirit-filled man continued to minister, a great number of people believed and turned 

to the Lord (11:22-24). 

So the first thing we see about this church was that in her origin and her life together, the 

grace of God was evident. 

And because it was, discipleship was a priority. Barnabas knew that these new believers had 

to be taught the faith and how they were to live for and follow Christ. And he knew it was too 

much for him to accomplish by himself. So he went to Tarsus in Cilicia in southeastern Asia 

Minor—not terribly far from Antioch—and found Saul, the one who was now preaching the faith 

he once tried to destroy (Galatians 1:23). Saul came back with him, and for an entire year they 

taught those who turned to Christ.  

These Christians in Antioch were a community of learners. They submitted to Barnabas and 

Saul’s teaching. This teaching was aimed at growth toward maturity. And Barnabas and Saul’s 

teaching must have been effective, because it was in Antioch that people first called the disciples 

of Jesus Christians (11:25-26). 

Now because discipleship was a priority, the Christians in Antioch were attentive and 

responsive to God’s word. When Christian prophets from Jerusalem foretold a coming famine in 

Judea, they believed God’s word and were willing to send financial help as a tangible expression 

of their care and concern (11:27-30). 

They were willing to do this because they understood their relationship to the universal 

church (11:29). Even though the Jewish believers were at first skeptical about them, the 

Christians at Antioch, who were predominantly Gentile, understood the Jewish Christians in 

Jerusalem to be their brothers and sisters in Christ. They understood that Christ had been sent 

first to the Jews, but through them also to the Gentiles. Now, based on the word of God that 

Barnabas and Saul had been teaching them, they viewed themselves as being in fellowship with 

the whole church, the universal church made up of all believers, Jewish and Gentile, on earth or 

already in heaven. 

 Another characteristic of the church in Antioch was healthy balance. They were committed to 

both ministry and mission 13:1-3). 

This offering they were sending for the Jewish Christians in Judea was an act of relief 

ministry. Their brothers and sisters there would be hurting. They would be in need. The church 

in Antioch was in a position to minister to them, and did. This was a church committed to 

ministering to needs (11:27-30). 

But the Antioch church was also committed to mission. It was born out of mission. Though 

the mission that brought it into being was providential rather strategic, those who had come to 

Antioch were intentional about proclaiming Jesus. At first this proclamation was only made to 

the Jews, but then some Jewish believers who had come also started telling the Greeks about 

Him as well. God moved, they believed, and the church in Antioch came into being. And they 

kept on proclaiming Jesus so that more and more came to know Him and became a part of their 

congregation. 
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But the Holy Spirit revealed to them in a time of worship that their mission went beyond the 

city of Antioch.  

 
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.” So after they had fasted and prayed, they placed their hand on them 

and sent them off (13:1-3). 

 

The Antioch church was a worshiping congregation, and a crucial part of their worship was 

prayer. When you think about it, all these characteristics we find in these passages were evident 

in and grew out of their worship (11:22-30; 13:1-3). 

 Barnabas’ observations were made in worship. 

 Barnabas and Saul’s teaching took place in worship. 

 The prophecies about the coming famine and the decision to send relief took place in 

worship. 

 They were worshiping God when the Spirit told them to set apart Barnabas and Saul for 

the mission, and they sent them out from worship. 

 

Following the model 

So when you take all these characteristics together, the church in Antioch is indeed a good 

model for the church today. 

I think you could make the case that the church in Antioch is such a good model because it 

was a worshiping church. But it was also a nurturing church and a missional church. There was 

the right balance among heavenly orientation, inward nurture, and outward focus. And those are 

precisely the things we can learn from them about the kind of church we should be. 

 

First and foremost, we have to have a heavenly orientation. That doesn’t mean that we have 

no concern for the world around us, but rather that we have our bearings right. We must be God-

focused, Christ-centered, and kingdom-driven. 

Somewhere in one of his many sermons (I don’t remember exactly where), the great British 

Baptist preacher Charles Spurgeon said that just as if a surveyor doesn’t set his transit compass 

on the right starting point, his survey will be wrong, if God is not our starting point, our theology 

will be wrong. And I would add that if God is not our focus, and Christ is not our center, and His 

kingdom is not our motivation, all we do will be off-center and out of balance! Our 

understanding of God and His ways and our motivation and methods will all be skewed.  

We must have a heavenly orientation. We experience it in worship, it’s nurtured in worship, 

it’s grounded in worship, it grows out of worship, and it leads back to worship!  

 

We must also be committed to nurturing disciples and to raising up kingdom workers (both 

clergy and lay). This commitment involves nurturing children into the kingdom, discipling new 

believers, giving spiritual direction and guidance, and challenging people (especially youth and 

young adults) to consider whether God might be calling them to ministry or missions. This is one 

of the missing links in most churches, and it’s one that our church needs to work on more 

carefully. This is the right kind of inward focus, helping those who have not yet believed come to 

faith and helping new believers grow in their faith to become mature disciples serving in Christ’s 

kingdom. 
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And finally, we must have an external focus as well, not content simply to focus on those 

who are already here. We must get our eyes off of ourselves and our desires and preferences, and 

look at the community and world around us through Jesus’ eyes, as we heard from Him in our 

Gospel reading this morning from Matthew 9:35-38. 

It’s so easy to focus on ourselves. And when a church has been through difficult times and 

experienced numerical decline like so many traditional churches have over the past three 

decades, it’s easy for us to focus on surviving rather than thriving. 

But an amazing thing happens when a church develops this healthy balance of heavenly 

orientation, inward nurture, and outward focus. When we see the needs around us, and we 

understand that the community around us is our mission field, and that we as disciples and as a 

congregation are called to be on mission with Christ in the community around us and beyond, we 

begin to understand that we are to be about Christ’s kingdom and His mission rather than 

survival. And as we understand that, reaching out with the good news of Christ through deeds of 

love and mercy and words of witness becomes our passion. And we begin to thrive rather than 

just survive. 

 

The heavenly orientation keeps us centered on Christ. The inward nurture keeps us healthy 

and prepares us to reach out. The outward focus moves us to be on mission with Christ. 

And little by little, day by day, week by week, month by month, year by year, our church 

becomes more and more like that wonderful model that we see in the church at Antioch in Syria. 

Will it be so?  

May it be so! 

 

 MEG 
                                                 

1 Note on Acts 11:19 in The Zondervan KJV Study Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), 1577; also Glanville 

Downey, “Antioch (Syrian)” in The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, A-D (Nashville: Abingdon, 1962), 145. 
2 Scripture quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version® (2011 edition). 


