
Paul in Antioch 

The Apostle Paul began his formal ministry in Antioch. Paul had shared his faith in Damascus, in 
Jerusalem and in the region of Tarsus where he grew up but it was not until Barnabas sought Paul 
out and invited him to return to Antioch and minister there that Paul began ministering in a real 
church. There is so much to think about when we think of the Christians in Antioch  

Acts 11:26 tells us that it was in Antioch that the disciples were called “Christians.” A Christian 
is, of course, a “Christ-One.” Have you ever thought about where that name came from? It 
would not have come from the Jews because for the Jews the word “Christ” was another name 
for the promised Messiah. The Jews would never have associated Jesus with that title. I doubt it 
came from the Christians as they already had lots of other names that they used including 
“followers of the Way”, “disciples of Jesus,” and “believers.” The Christians took pride in calling 
themselves “witnesses” since that is what Jesus called them when He commissioned them just 
before His ascension into heaven. We can’t prove it from Scripture but in all probability it was 
the pagan community around them that chose to call them “Christians” or “Christ’s Ones.” If so. 
we can assure they chose to call them that not because they had their names on the church role 
but because they were living each day, individually and collectively, as God wanted them to live. 
The only legitimate right they had, or we have, to be called Christian is if we are living as 
Christ’s Ones. 

Antioch is an ideal setting to study how both Christians and Christian churches are supposed to 
function. The characteristics of this church, and the Christians in it, are the characteristics that 
should be central in the life of every believer and every church.  

The first thing we note about the Christians in Antioch is that they were evangelistic.  The 
church began with a handful of Christians who were forced by persecution in Jerusalem to flee 
for their lives. It would have been easy, I am sure, to huddle together in their new city and praise 
God for safety in their new home. Instead they shared Jesus with their new neighbors and soon 
word of their growth reached Jerusalem. Every Christian should be so committed to personally 
sharing his faith in Jesus that others will come to find Him as their Savior also. Acts 11:24 tells 
us that “a great number of people were brought to the Lord.” The only legitimate way to 
grow the church is through those who call themselves Christian reaching the lost with the gospel. 

The Christians at Antioch were not only evangelistic they were committed to studying 
Scripture. Read Acts 11:26. This was not a Sunday morning Bible study but many studies day 
after day and week after week. No Christian will grow if he is not willing to take the time to 
study God’s Word. Life is hectic but somehow we all need to find time to be in God’s Word. We 
all can do personal Bible study. 

In addition, the Christians in Antioch were giving Christians. Acts 11:29 tells us, “The 
disciples, as each one was able, decided to provide help for the brothers and sisters living in 
Judea.” If we are truly God’s people we are God’s mouth to share His Word, God’s hands to 



show His love, and God’s wallets to meet the needs of those around us, especially the needs of 
His people. 

Acts 12 breaks from Antioch and looks at the early Christians in difficult times. That chapter 
details the persecution of Peter and of God’s miraculous care for him. Acts 13 picks up again the 
picture of the Christians in Antioch. Acts 13:2 reads, “While they were worshiping the Lord 
and fasting.” They were worshipping Christians. Worship is essential for every believer. We 
find in worship the encouragement from God we need. In worship we find the instructions God 
wants to give us. Worship helps us keep our priorities straight and becomes a time of renewed 
commitment to a task that otherwise can grow cold. A vital part of worship is prayer, both 
personal and corporate. Unless we are deliberate about prayer it slips away. The Christians in 
Antioch were deliberate and God spoke to them because of that commitment. 

Finally, the Christians in Antioch were committed to missions. Read Acts 13:3. We cannot be 
faithful to our responsibility if we are not involved deeply in missions through giving, praying 
and helping where possible.  

The believers in Antioch were called Christians because they were doing the things “Christ’s 
Ones” are supposed to be doing. They were evangelistic, studying God’s Word, worshipping, 
and giving toward the needs of the others. In other words, they were growing in a lifestyle that 
reflected the way Jesus wanted them to live. 

Returning to Acts 11. Luke told us about the church in Antioch taking up a collection for the 
church in Jerusalem. Giving is one expectations of God’s people and a characteristic of God’s 
church. Read Acts 11:27-30.  

The activity of the prophets in the Old Testament is well known to Christians. It was a two-fold 
ministry. In the New Testament only a few are identified as prophets. They were primarily called 
upon to proclaim a message from God and occasionally were called upon to predict the future. 
The foretelling aspect of that ministry has largely ended, although God has given some 
individuals the gift of seeing trends in the church, missions and in society. Before the completion 
of the New Testament it was an important position, listed second after “apostles” in I Corinthians 
12:27ff.  

Luke wrote in Acts 11 that a group of largely unnamed prophets traveled from Jerusalem to 
Antioch. One, Agabus, was named. (See Acts 22:10.) In Acts 11, under the direction of the Holy 
Spirit, he foretold of a famine that would impact a large portion of the Roman Empire. Historical 
records testify to the truth that during the reign of Claudius, from 41-54 AD, there was serious 
famine on several occasions. Critics of the Bible downplay prophecy, often saying that events 
were not foretold but added after the fact. History, however, is God’s story and He knows the 
future because the future as well as the past belong to Him. Nothing will happen but what He 
does not already know it and will either direct or permit it. We may be surprised or even shocked 



by events but they do come by surprise to God. God already knows what needs we have and will 
walk that future with us.  

It is interesting what Luke does not tell us about this incident. Luke wrote that Agabus predicted 
the famine but Luke does not say that Agabus told them what to do. That is exciting, and perhaps 
why the believers were called Christians by the community. Upon hearing that there would be a 
need they decided, on their own, to act as Jesus would act. Read Acts 11:29. It is exciting when 
God’s people know what is right and go ahead and do it. We are given no indication from church 
history that they were a rich church, only that they were a faithful church.  

An important guideline for giving is found in the phrase, “as each one was able.” The important 
part of that statement is “each one.” They all had a responsibility.  Read I John 3:17.  

Remember that the Christians in Antioch was primarily Greek and the Christians in Jerusalem 
primarily Jewish. It would have been easy to say, “Let the Jews take care of the Jews.” Instead, 
the church that bore the name “Christian” stood up and acted the way their name implied they 
should.  

The Christians in Antioch were not perfect Christians, none of us are. They were not fully 
mature, no Christian is. Every Christian can and should grow. But they were on the right track 
and because of that they become a challenge to each of us to follow their example. We should all 
be serious about evangelism, studying God’s Word, worshipping and being involved in both 
giving to missions and praying for those involved in it. Why should we? Because we bear the 
name of the One who set those standards of living. Because we call ourselves Christian. 


