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I think I need to report back to you concerning an evening seminar I attended in the week before Labour 

Weekend - ‘Lost in Transition.’ It was disturbing and encouraging all at once. David Goodwin, the presenter, 

noted that the best research in Australia shows that 50% of children who attend church or Sunday school drop 

out in the transition between primary school and secondary school, and another 30% drop out around the time 

they get their drivers’ licences or when they leave school.   

 

The encouraging aspect was that when children are involved in significant service (I feel uncomfortable with 

the word ministry – it reminds me of the British comedian Dick Emery), especially music, only 20% of the 

children and young people drop out and they’re less likely to drop out when they’re in church for at least part 

of each worship gathering.  

 

He also said we need to be glad when the children upset adults by running around etc. at least contact is taking 

place between adults and children and that’s important. I think what we have to decide is do we want children 

in our church to stay as they grow and are we prepared to pay the price for having them here. I bought the 

book the seminar is based on and recognise this is only a starter. It does relate some churches’ experiences and 

gives some good ideas. But we must continually decide to be a child inclusive, child welcoming and child 

friendly community. For one thing I’m puzzled as to why I haven’t gone with my gut instinct and arranged for 

our kids have name tags – Jacquie Tetlow did this some years. Imagine the chaos it would cause, imagine the 

health it might bring to our community. And while I’m on the subject of name tags – visitors recently 

commented how helpful they found them. Do you think of others in relation to name tags?  

 

Back to the second last passage in Acts we’ll be teaching from this year. 

 

What a thrill it must have been in generations past and even today when the first Christian community is born 

where there has previously been none. Friends from another season in our lives worked for over 20 years in 

the southern Philippines translating the New Testament into a previously unwritten language. What pleasure it 

must have been when the fledgling Christian community came into being? And this is what happened at 

Antioch.  

 

Despite the best efforts of some Jews the first Gentile church was born in Antioch. Now where are we talking 

about? Antioch was the third most significant city in the world at the time. Show map of it. 
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Now those who had been scattered by the persecution that broke out when Stephen was killed travelled 

as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch, spreading the word only among Jews. 
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. 
21 

The Lord’s hand was with them, and a great number of people believed and 

turned to the Lord. 

 
22 

News of this reached the church in Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas to Antioch. 
23 

When he arrived and 

saw what the grace of God had done, he was glad and encouraged them all to remain true to the Lord with 

all their hearts. 
24 

He was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith, and a great number of people were 

brought to the Lord. 

 



25 
Then Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, 

26 
and when he found him, he brought him to Antioch. So 

for a whole year Barnabas and Saul met with the church and taught great numbers of people. The disciples 

were called Christians first at Antioch. 

 

Three things I’d like to comment on this morning. 

 

THE GOSPEL SPREADS IN UNLIKELY WAYS 

 

In Acts 8:4 we read of the time after Stephen’s death when the early Christians were persecuted: ‘Those who 

had been scattered preached the word wherever they went.’ 

 

Some of the places they went to were Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch - but still only preaching to Jews. But then 

there’s this change – men from Cyprus and Cyrene went to Antioch to preach to the Greeks; and there was an 

overwhelming response – great numbers of people. What an exciting time to be alive; all we can pray is ‘Lord 

please do this again!’ After all the people they preached to had their own religion, their own gods, their own 

values – just as people in our culture have.  There was obviously a ring of truth in what these Christians said – 

spoken as it was on the foundation of the powerful activity of the Holy Spirit. 

 

We’re praying for the harvest field – Jesus said to the people of his day. Matthew 9:35 ‘Don’t you have a 

saying, ‘It’s still four months until harvest’? I tell you, open your eyes and look at the fields! They are ripe for 

harvest.’ 

 

Prayer for the ripe fields: Lord, enable us to see what you see, to seek and to find or be led by the Holy Spirit to 

people who are like fruit that’s ripe around us. 

 

BARNABAS – A RARE COMBINATION OF PERSONALITY AND GIFTS 

This is such an unusual event – the story of the preaching to non-Jews and the resulting response finds its way 

back to Jerusalem. Presumably someone reported this on Facebook and before anybody knew there were 4000 

likes and Jerusalem was buzzing with the news. How do I know this could have been the scenario if it happened 

today? Some weeks ago a friend posted some students at Carisbrook School performing the Haka for some All 

Blacks. Within days there were around 3000 likes and dozens of comments. 

 

Why send Barnabas? We come across Barnabas earlier in Acts: 

 

Acts 4:36-7: Joseph, a Levite from Cyprus, whom the apostles called Barnabas (which means ‘son of 

encouragement’),  37 sold a field he owned and brought the money and put it at the apostles’ feet. 

 

Acts 9:27:26-27: When he came to Jerusalem, he tried to join the disciples, but they were all afraid of him, 

not believing that he really was a disciple. But Barnabas took him and brought him to the apostles. He told 

them how Saul on his journey had seen the Lord and that the Lord had spoken to him, and how in Damascus 

he had preached fearlessly in the name of Jesus.  

 

His name means encourager 

He was open to the Lord 

He was generous  

He defended Saul to the disciples 

He had a history of doing and being good 

 

Therefore when he came to Antioch he was glad the same God who encouraged him to be generous, the same 

God who inspired him to defend Saul had inspired this work among non-Jews. We’re not always glad when we 



see someone doing well when maybe we’re not; we’re not always glad when someone seems to experience 

God’s blessing and we aren’t. 

 

Note how Luke describes what happened: 

 

Barnabas encouraged the people, most likely the missionaries and their converts – it’s not spelt out how he did 

this either. Two life stories to help us understand this: 

 

1.  Jackie Robinson was the first black person to play major league baseball. Breaking baseball’s colour barrier 

wasn’t easy; he faced jeering crowds in every stadium. Players would stamp on his feet and kick him.  While 

practicing one day at Crosley Field in Cincinnati, he made a mistake. The crowd began to ridicule him. He stood 

at second base, humiliated, while people jeered. Then ‘Pee Wee’ Reese came over, engaged him in 

conversation and stood next to him. He put his arm around Jackie Robinson and faced the crowd. The fans 

grew quiet. Robinson later said that action probably saved his career.  

 

2. A Theology professor was on holiday with his wife in Tennessee. One morning, they were eating breakfast at 

a little restaurant, hoping to enjoy the quiet. While they were waiting for their order, they noticed a 

distinguished looking white-haired man moving from table to table, talking to the guests. The professor leaned 

over and whispered to his wife, ‘I hope he doesn’t come here.’ He did. 

  

‘Where are you from?’ he asked in friendly voice.  

‘Oklahoma,’ they answered. And the man started singing ‘Oh what a beautiful morning.’  

‘Great to have you here in Tennessee, and what do you do for a living?’ 

‘I teach at a theological school.’ 

‘Oh, so you teach preachers how to preach, do you? Well, I’ve got a really great story for you.’ And with that, 

the gentleman pulled up a chair and sat down at the table.  

  

The professor groaned and thought to himself, ‘Great ... Just what I need ... another preacher story!’  

 

‘See that mountain over there? Not far from the base of that mountain, a boy born was to an unwed mother. 

He had a hard time growing up, because every place he went, he was always asked the same question, ’Hey 

boy, who’s your father?’ It didn’t matter where he was, people would ask the same question, ‘who’s your 

father?’  

 

At school he’d hide at interval and lunchtime from other students. He’d avoid going in to shops because that 

question hurt him so badly.  

 

‘When he was about 12 years old, a new minister came to his church. The boy would always go in late and 

leave early to avoid hearing the question. But one day, the new minister said the blessing so fast he was caught 

and had to walk out with the crowd.  

 

Just as he got to the back door, the new minister, not knowing anything about him, put his hand on his 

shoulder and asked him, ‘Son, who’s your father?’  

 

The crowd around turned deathly quiet - he could feel every eye in the church looking at him. Now everyone 

would finally know the answer to the question, ’Who’s your father?’ This new minister, though, sensed the 

situation and discerning through the Holy Spirit, said to the fearful little boy ... ‘Wait a minute! I know who you 

are. I see the family resemblance now. You’re a child of God.’ With that he patted the boy on his shoulder and 

said, ‘You’ve got a great inheritance but you need to claim it.’  



 

‘With that the boy smiled for the first time in ages, and walked out the door.  He was never the same again. 

Whenever anybody asked him, ’Who’s your father?’ he’d just tell them, ’I’m a child of God.’’  

 

The distinguished gentleman got up from the table and said, ‘That’s a great story isn’t it?’ The couple 

murmured their agreement. And as he turned to leave he said, ‘you know, if that minister hadn’t told me that I 

was one of God’s children, I probably never would have come to much at all!’  

 

That’s Barnabas encouragement. And I know that’s what you’re like. Any fool can criticize, critics are a dime a 

dozen; an encourager is beyond putting a price on – Shona when I think of encouragers I think of you; and you 

are one among many. 

 

Who makes a good encourager? You just have to be like Barnabas – be a good man/woman, be full of the Holy 

Spirit and faith. 

 

Result: 

 

A great number of people were brought to the Lord 

 

SAUL I NEED YOU; WE NEED YOU 

 

And what was Barnabas going to do with all the new believers? For one thing he knew his gifts were 

encouragement and faith but not necessarily teaching. He racked his brains – oh yes I remember Saul, he’s so 

good at teaching, preaching, challenging and making things plain. I wonder where he is. Last thing I heard he 

was at Tarsus. Oh well I’ll go and find him – he possibly went by boat, much shorter time than overland. Hope 

the boat didn’t cost as much is it does on the Alexandra to Roxburgh cycle trail. Refer back to Slide 1 

 

He found him and probably gave him very little opportunity to say no. And together, maybe with Saul the 

master and Barnabas the learner, they taught great numbers of people – this favourite expression of Luke’s. 

 

And it was while all this was happening that the followers of the way were first called Christians. Why? And 

they’d know they were Christians by their love, by their love, yes they knew they were Christians by their love. 

Well Luke doesn’t say it was quite like this and the song hadn’t been written. 

 

I just love going over this account of the early church’s growth and life. But remember where we started today. 

‘Those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went.’ 

 

Fruit born out of persecution and suffering for the name of Jesus. 

 

Different kinds of suffering exist and as we prepare to remind ourselves again that Jesus died that we might 

live, I’d like the choir to sing the words written out of deep and lasting suffering. 

 

It is well with my soul 
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