God’s Grace at Work (Acts 11:19-30; 4/11/07)
Introduction
In August 2003 massive blackouts hit major cities in the eastern United States and Canada. The power failures caused chaos as they spread from New York to Detroit, and Toronto to Ottawa. Traffic lights failed, underground railways were evacuated and people were trapped in lifts in offices and apartments. Residents turned to candles and torches for light. On the pavements dozens of people queued up to use payphones after mobile phone networks broke down. What good are all these facilities without the power of electricity?
I want to speak of another power this morning: God’s grace. When the bible speaks of the grace of God it means God’s undeserved love towards his enemies. But perhaps we should say more. God’s grace in the bible refers to God’s undeserved love in action. God’s grace is powerful. That’s what Newton meant when he wrote:

Amazing grace, how sweet the sound/That saved a wretch like me!

I once was lost, but now am found/Was blind, but now I see

Newton describes God’s love at work him: finding him and opening his blind eyes to see his need of Jesus Christ. God’s grace is very powerful. Without it there would be no Christians. He must open blind eyes and soften hard hearts so that people turn to the Saviour.
What we see in this passage is more amazing evidence of the grace of God (v23) as Gentile people living in Antioch turn to the Lord Jesus Christ in great numbers. God is at work. In fact the first thing we see here is that God’s grace can turn evil into good (v19). Evil men had stoned Stephen to death. This had resulted in the Christians fleeing from Jerusalem. Some of them arrive in Antioch, the third largest city in the Roman Empire, with a population of 500,000, and the Olympic Games! The good news of Jesus Christ comes to this great city as a direct result of the tragedy of Stephen’s death, and many people receive eternal life.  But God often works his grace through people. And that’s exactly what we see here. God is at work through his people in Antioch. And what God did then he continues to do today through you and me, if we are his. 

1) God’s grace at work through believers - witnessing (v20-21)

We are not told much about these believers, just that they were Jewish Christians from Cyprus and Cyrene. We don’ know there names, but what an example they are! While other Jewish Christians spoke to fellow Jews about Christ, these people decide to speak to Greeks (Gentiles), telling them the good news about the Lord Jesus. That can’t have been easy. It’s much more comfortable mixing with your ‘own’ people – with the same customs and language. But they must have been convinced that Jesus Christ was good news for Gentiles too. So, filled with a desire for Jesus’ glory and for others’ good, they dared to speak about the Lord to them. What did they discover? God’s powerful grace was at work through them: The Lord’s hand was with them, and a great number of people believed and turned to the Lord. Isn’t that brilliant? They didn’t keep the gospel to themselves. And as they witnessed, the Lord worked.
I’ve been to a couple of food festivals recently, and there have been plenty of stalls offering tasters: cheese, honey, truffles or salami. The sellers of the food usually sit behind their stall and wait for people to approach them. Then they are happy to offer a free sample. But I did notice one person who took a plate of her samples and went out among the crowds to offer it to them. She was very enthusiastic and brave. She must have had confidence in what she was selling.

Sometimes Christians don’t have confidence in the gospel. That’s why we remain silent, perhaps sitting in churches waiting for people to turn up. “Nobody wants to hear this good news,” we think. Maybe we also think that we couldn’t answer people’s objections. But what we forget is the hand of the Lord, the grace of God. God can open blind eyes and soften hard hearts. Therefore we shouldn’t disregard anyone. Pray that the hand of the Lord would be with us –individually and as a church – to reach out with the good news to others, whatever their background. You do not have to preach in the streets but you can be ready to speak boldly about Jesus. Do you long to see this happening here: a great number of people believed and turned to the Lord? Let us pray for God’s grace to work through us.
2) God’s grace at work through Barnabas – encouraging (v22-24)

The church at Jerusalem hears what’s happening. Barnabas is sent to investigate. What does he see? A great number have turned to the Lord, and it’s described as evidence of the grace of God. And how does he respond? Is he jealous? Is he critical? No! He was glad and encouraged them to remain true to the Lord with all their hearts (v23). Barnabas is living up to his name: Son of Encouragement (4:36). What we see here is God’s grace flowing to these new Christians through Barnabas. He is full of the Holy Spirit and faith, and he wants others to love and be faithful to the Lord too. And it seems that God’s grace works powerfully through Barnabas to these new believers because a great number of people were brought to the Lord (v24). 
Fanny Crosby was prob​ab​ly the most pro​lif​ic hymn​ist in his​to​ry. Though blind​ed by an in​com​pe​tent doc​tor at six weeks of age, she wrote over 8,000 hymns, including Blessed Assurance and To God be the Glory. About her blind​ness, she said: It seemed intend​ed by the bless​ed prov​i​dence of God that I should be blind all my life, and I thank him for the dis​pen​sa​tion. If per​fect earth​ly sight were of​fered me to​mor​row I would not ac​cept it. I might not have sung hymns to the praise of God if I had been dis​tract​ed by the beau​ti​ful and in​ter​est​ing things about me. Her hymns have encouraged many Christians.
I received a book in the post last week. My Uncle and Aunt sent it ‘out of the blue’. Its title was: Encouragement – oxygen of the soul. It emphasises that encouragement is ‘a ministry open to all Christians’. But we encourage others when our words and actions help others to remain true to the Lord. Young Christians need encouragement. Older believers need it too. We all grow weary and sometimes lose focus on Christ and lose heart. Discouragement comes most naturally! Pray that God’s grace may flow through you to encourage others of his children this week. You can encourage Christians by your faithfulness, your prayers, your perseverance in hard times, your willingness to serve cheerfully, or your kind words or example. Pray, “Lord, make me a son/daughter of encouragement this week, so that others remain true to you.” By God’s grace you can. 
3) God’s grace at work through Paul – teaching (v25-26)

Barnabas realises that there is a wonderful opportunity opening up in Antioch. Many were turning to the Lord. But who could teach them and help them to grow? He goes to Tarsus to find Paul (Saul). Through Barnabas God opens up a great teaching ministry for Paul for they taught great numbers of people. Paul’s teaching helped new believers to become true disciples – that is, followers of Christ. And his teachings must have been blessed by God because the disciples were first called Christians at Antioch. It was a nickname at first, but it shows that the lives of these people were Christ-like. People noticed. God, by his grace, had given Paul the gift to teach his Word to his children, so that they would no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men (Ephesians 4:14).   
When we were born, we didn’t begin by eating beef and potatoes! Your mother provided you with milk. Then we moved onto solid food, but still not beef and potatoes! It had to be mashed up very small, so that we could take it and swallow. But we began to grow. Eventually we moved onto to sturdier food – including beef and potatoes! A healthy appetite is always a good sign! 
The same is true in the Christian life. Wouldn’t it have been great to have been in Antioch, listening to Paul? Yes, but God has given us the Bible, including Paul’s letters, as our spiritual food. We begin with milk and move onto solid food (Hebrews 5:12-13). And the aim is to grow more like Christ, as his disciples. The church I grew up in had no pastor. We had visiting preachers each week. Some were better than others. I was grateful to those who explained and taught God’s Word to me, because they helped me to grow spiritually. It’s by God’s grace that even today gives some the gift of teaching, explaining and preaching God’s Word. Some can teach God’s Word simply, so that babes in Christ can swallow it. Some can teach the strong meat of God’s Word to feed mature believers. Some write books. The question I ask is: are you feeding on God’s Word? Are you growing? Receive God’s grace to you through his Word.
4) God’s grace at work through the disciples – giving (v27-30) 

Lastly, we see something wonderful happening at Antioch. A prophet called Agabus predicts that a severe famine would spread over the entire Roman world. What do these Gentile Christians do? Do they just think about themselves? No! They are moved with compassion for their poor, Jewish brothers living in Judea (v29). Each believer, according to his ability, gives money towards helping them. Isn’t that beautiful? The grace of God that flowed through Jews to bring the gospel to Gentiles, now flows through Gentiles to Jews in practical giving. They would have learned from Paul the words of Jesus: It is more blessed to give than to receive (Acts 20:35). He would have reminded them of the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich (2 Corinthians 8:9). Giving is a sign of grace.

“Thousands of Iraqi minority Christians, specifically targeted because of their Christian faith, have been pushed out of their ancestral homeland. They have escaped to Syria and surrounding countries because of written threats, kidnappings, bombings and murder by Muslim extremists. Barnabas Fund boldly stepped in with its compassionate heart and has been offering help and support since March 2003 till this day. Thousands of families remain supported on a monthly basis. One of the families said: It is easy for a friend who knows you to support you, but I am really blessed and encouraged by such an organisation [Barnabas Fund] which is supporting me and thousands like me through you without even knowing us. The Union of the Baptist Churches of Syria wholeheartedly commend the work of Barnabas Fund and its ongoing work to assist Iraqi Christians."
(Prof. Jany Haddad, MD, FRCS (Glasgow), FICS Baptist Church leader, Syria)
So, even today, the evidence of God’s grace can be found flowing through Jesus’ disciples. What about us? Has God’s grace changed us so that we are no longer obsessed with ourselves and our wants? Has God’s grace made us cheerful givers to others who are in need? You may say, “But I can’t give much to others.” The amount is not important; we can give as we are able. God’s grace moves his people to be generous and willing to share (1 Timothy 6:18).
Conclusion

I love what God did in Antioch, don’t you? We have seen the evidence of God’s amazing and powerful grace in action, flowing through his people to others. God’s grace is seen in witnessing about God’s Son, encouraging God’s people, teaching God’s Word and giving to God’s needy people.
I’ve told you before about Johnny Farese. He has a disease that has left him unable to do anything for himself. He lies in a bed all day and night. But with the help of technology he can operate a computer by speaking to it. Among many other things he maintains this church’s website. This is the statement he has at the bottom of his email: 

I am only one, but I am one. I cannot do everything, but I can do something. And because I cannot do everything, I will not refuse to do the something that I can do. What I can I do, I should do. And what I should do, by the grace of God, I will do.
What can you do this week, by the grace of God? Pray for God’s grace to be evident and active in you, for his glory and others’ good.
