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What’s in a Name?

Sometimes it’s interesting to think about what’s behind a name. 

No doubt you’re familiar with a lot of surnames which are current and prevalent here in 
the United States. I’m not familiar with them. Some of them are very hard to pronounce, 
but in the UK, if we go back in history, a lot of names have their origins in the trade or 
profession. So you would have names like Carpenter, Farmer, Fisher, Tailor, and Smith. 
In fact, Smith is the most common surname in the UK with, surprisingly, Singh, which is 
an Indian name, ranks pretty close behind that. It shows you just the cross cultural 
dynamics of the UK. Singh is nearly the second most popular name. 

Names may also reflect something of history. In the Congo, for example, the market 
language is called “lingala,” and white men are called “Mondelé.”  “Mondelé”is a 
derivative of the French meaning “model.” They were told when the first while man 
came in that they were the model man the Congoleze had to represent or follow or 
emulate the model man. That’s why they were called “modèle,” the model man. 

If you were in England and a car was coming towards you on the wrong side of the 
road, we would automatically think that there must be a Frenchman behind the wheel! If 
the same thing happened here in the states, I’m not so sure that you would be quick to 
think, “Ah, there must be an Englishman behind the wheel” until now. It may be, but 
often you would start to think of some appropriate ways of describing that irrational 
behavior. You might invent a name for that person. 

In Chad, white man is called “Nasara.” That we believe has its derivative from the early 
people who came in who were missionaries. “Nasara” meaning “Nazareen” or “followers 
of Jesus of Nazareth.” So there’s always something behind a name. 

Ever since coming here, I felt God challenging me about some scripture and also about 
names, what’s behind a name. So this morning we’re going to be looking at a familiar 
passage but unpacking it to discover with God’s blessing what is behind a name. 

If you have your Bibles with you this morning, would you turn with me to Acts 
Chapter 11 verse 19. We’re going to read from 19-26.

Acts 11:19 -26

Now those who had been scattered by the persecution in connection with 
Stephen, traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch, telling the message 
only to Jews. 20 Some of them, however, men from Cyprus and Cyrene, went to 
Antioch and began to speak to the 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. 
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22 News of this reached the ears of the church in Jerusalem, and they sent 
Barnabas to Antioch. 23 When he arrived and saw the evidence of the grace of 
God, he was glad and he 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. For a whole year Barnabas and Saul met with the church 
and taught great numbers of people. The disciples were first called Christians at 
Antioch.

Let’s pray.

Father, I would pray that you would take these words and as inadequate as my 
explanation will be, I pray, Father, that you would take them and use them and amplify 
them, that you would speak into the heart of your people. Lord, I thank you that we can 
trust in you. We thank you, Lord, for your word that speaks to us today. We give you 
praise and glory in Jesus’ name. Amen.

Well, I think it’s quite helpful to have a little bit of background about Antioch, the Antioch 
that we are reading here. Antioch is about 300 miles north of Jerusalem and 20 miles 
inland from the Mediterranean. It was founded in 300 BC by a leading officer of 
Alexander the Great who named it after his son or his father. 

In 64 BC, Antioch was made a free city, but it also became the center of Roman rule for 
Syria. At that time it was the third largest city in the world. The population was round 
about half a million. 

It was frequently referred to by different names such as “Antioch the Beautiful” and the 
“Queen of the East.” It was a favorite place to stay for wealthy businessmen and for 
Romans alike. But it was better known for its lax sexual morals due to the cults and the 
ritual prostitution that took place under the Greek’s organization.

The people of Antioch were famous for giving nicknames and for their wit. Unfortunately, 
this is what got them into trouble later on in history. Because of their wit and because of 
their mockery, the Persians took revenge by destroying the city. 

That’s a bit of the background of Antioch that we read of. So if we look now at the text 
with that backdrop, we can better appreciate the dynamics which were at play. 

God used the trials and persecutions in Jerusalem to lead new believers to Antioch. 
Arriving at Antioch, some daring believers at Cyprus and Cyrene decided to take a 
momentous step forward by spreading the word to other people of the Greek 
population. Up until this time they had only been sharing the gospel with Jews. 

In AD 45, however, as they traveled away from what was familiar to them, the good 
news was shared only with Jews. These people were knowledgeable and familiar with 
the religions of the Eastern Mediterranean but knew nothing of the Messiah who had 
conquered the grave in Palestine.
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The Gospel message met with instant success. The Gentiles accepted the Christian 
message as the very thing that they were looking for but couldn’t find in their Greek 
cults. Just as Peter and John had earlier gone to investigate Philip’s missionary service 
in Samaria, the church in Jerusalem sent Barnabas to look into the strange events that 
were now happening in Antioch. 

Barnabas was filled with joy at what he found. He saw the grace of God in action 
bringing blessing to both Jews and Gentiles as they accepted the good news of Jesus 
Christ. In keeping with his name, Barnabas gave encouragement. With the help of this 
man of character, he encouraged the believers to grow and continue their missionary 
work even more vigorously than before. The work seems to have been so great that 
Barnabas was unable to cope with it on his own, so he went to look for Saul who he felt 
would be the perfect guy to come and help grow the church. 

Antioch was a cosmopolitan city, so it was not difficult for the Jews and Gentiles to 
combine in fellowship together as one body.

The pagans knew all about these people because they didn’t keep quiet about their 
faith, but proclaimed it wherever they went. To the pagans, Christ was simply the name 
of the man of whom these people were always talking about, and so they simply called 
them “Christians” which is taken to mean “those of one household” or “those who follow 
Christ.”

I believe there’s a lot we can learn from this. As we have read in verse 19, God allowed 
the persecution of believers in Jerusalem order to bring the Good News to Antioch. 
These circumstances were beyond the control of the believers, but they ended up in 
exactly in the place where God wanted them.

I want us to pause for a moment, because we can so easily miss something concerning 
persecution. As we so often heard during these past months, Pastor Larry has been 
talking to us about persecution. We need to face up to the probability of personal and 
corporate persecution. You may think it may never happen to you, but as we step out in 
faith it can and probably will. I’m not talking about circumstantial things that we call 
persecution. I’m not talking about happening to be at the wrong place at the wrong time. 
I’m talking about people who deliberate take steps of violence against us because we 
proclaim the name of Jesus. That’s persecution. 

Christianity Today notes that only 3% of the Christian population recognize suffering and 
pain to be associated with Jesus. So if only 3% of us recognize that suffering and pain 
are associated with Jesus, then even fewer of us properly even associate persecution 
with knowing Jesus.

God called Anna and I to serve overseas along with our children nearly 20 years ago. At 
that time we never imagined that we ourselves would be subjected to persecution and 
that we would face death or the potential for injury so frequently. Deep in the remote 
Congo forest where we were called to serve, people openly told us that they were 
praying against us to their gods because of who we represented. That resulted in a near 
tragedy on the river where we nearly all drowned. It also resulted in a poisonous snake 
being dropped through the bedroom of our window where our children were sleeping. 
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How do we know this is true? Because we intercepted a letter from the person who was 
issuing the instructions to the population. 

Later on in Chad for our first year or so, every time or nearly every time we went 
through the neighborhood, people would throw stones at us whether we were on foot or 
whether we were walking because of who we represented. When there was that fury 
about the cartoon in Sweden, the religious leader of the neighborhood came 
deliberately to our door and told us in uncertain terms if Jihad was ever proclaimed 
against Westerners, he would be the one who would come and kill us. 

Friends, if persecution can happen to Anna and I who are simple, ordinary folk who are 
following Jesus and going where he may lead us, then it can happen to any one of us 
here. We may not believe that, but it can. Jesus himself said, “Remember the words I 
spoke to you: ‘No servant is greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, they 
will also persecute you.” (John 16:20). 

Paul said to Timothy, “In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life will be 
persecuted.” (2 Tim 3:12).

Because of some of the hard lessons that I have learned, I want to ask you the same 
question I frequently ask of myself, “Am I ready to die for Jesus?” 

If I am unable to answer this fundamental question with a “Yes,” then I know there is 
something wrong with my relationship with Him.

If we believe that Jesus died for us to give us the gift of eternal live, and if we value our 
relationship with him above all else, He then should not only be worth living for but 
worth dying for. We need to remember, as we continue to think about what happened in 
Antioch, without persecution, the church may never have grown and we may never be 
here today.

Historical events that we read in Acts11 serve to remind us afresh that God very often 
uses circumstances to move His people where He wants them. Just as the movement 
of Christians from Jerusalem was involuntary, the same can sometimes be true of us. 
God sometimes uses circumstances to move us involuntarily to the place where He 
would want us to be. Are we convinced that we are here because God has placed us 
here, and are we fully connected with His purposes and His plans that He has for us in 
proclaiming his grace to those around us? 

I know that many of you are serving God’s purposes and are faithfully giving yourself to 
Him, but for those of you who are a little reserved or a little unsure, we would encourage 
you to pray and seek what He has for you. 

Oswald Smith said, “We often talk about the Second Coming, but half the world hasn’t 
heard of the first.” I wonder if this could be true of the communities on our doorstep? We 
talk of the Second Coming, but half of our community hasn’t heard of the first.

As we’ve read in verse 20, through the born-again believers that God led to Antioch, the 
message of salvation was shared not only with the same cultural group (the Jews) but 
cross-culturally with the Gentiles (Greeks and others). This example reminds us that 
God both chooses and wants to work through us to share the Good News with people 
irrespective of their cultural identity. Our lives should be wrapped up in Christ and in his 
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mission to bring glory to himself. The question you and I need to constantly ask 
ourselves is whether or not we are living according to his purposes. Is Christ really 
being expressed through us?

Without realizing it (verse 21), the people of Antioch were ready to hear the Good News 
of Jesus. They were simply ignorant of the Gospel, and they didn’t know what they 
didn’t know! At this time, many citizens were caught up in vain and sinful activity, and 
never before had they heard a message of such hope as they heard and witnessed in 
the lives of these people who had come into their community. Never before had they 
heard a people with a consistent message of salvation and personal witness. What they 
saw were not adherents to the philosophies and vices of the age, but a people 
transformed by Jesus Christ. No one knew that thousands were ready to respond to the 
Gospel message. God’s timing was perfect. All He needed to do was to bring into the 
midst of a community, people who were sold out for Christ.

Friends, John MacArthur said, “The true gospel is a call to self-denial. It is not a call to 
self-fulfillment.” 

We must ask ourselves, “Does Christ truly reign in our hearts, and is He allowed to 
direct all that we do?”

In Acts 11, God’s people had a story to tell (verse 21), a story of life-changing 
proportions; a story of hope, of joy, and of peace; a story of redemption; a people who 
understood sin and the power of forgiveness; a people compelled to act by Christ’s spirit 
living in them; a people who saw reality through Jesus’ eyes. Jew or Gentile they could 
not contain themselves and hold back from sharing the Good News of salvation and of 
life. God’s hand was upon them, and great numbers believed and turned to the Lord.

We too must ask ourselves about stepping out in faith and not having fear. God is the 
same today as He was then. Jesus has no other hands or feet to reach these people 
except through you and I. God can and does work in supernatural ways, but He 
chooses us to fellowship with Him in what He is doing in the world.

As we’ve seen with Barnabas (verse 23), God can use our gifts and abilities to advance 
the kingdom. We must be encouraged and not hold back from participating in what God 
is doing in the life of our church, in our community, and our world. 

Just like Barnabas and Saul and the believers, God uses service opportunities to grow 
and launch us into even deeper purposes with Him. It’s also very important to notice 
that Antioch became the base from which world missions were launched. With the 
support of the church in Antioch, Paul set out on his missionary journeys that impacted 
the world.

It’s good for us also to remember that Saul (Paul) had been a primary figure in the 
persecution of the early church, “Going from house to house, he dragged men off and 
women and put them in prison” (Acts 8:1-4). It’s incredible to realize that even though 
Paul had played a wicked part in the persecution of God’s people, he was later 
redeemed, and God used him to expand the church. This example reminds us afresh of 
God’s merciful nature. Irrespective of our past, through Christ we are forgiven and 
redeemed to serve his purposes for His glory.
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As we’ve understood, Christ was so evident in the lives of so many that a transformation 
of the culture occurred of such magnitude that it is recorded that Antioch was now 
known as a Christian city (verse 25). Before it was known as a sinful city, but now it was 
transformed to become known as a Christian city. 

What happened in Antioch can serve as a vision for what God can do through His 
people today. Do we believe this? Can the God of the Universe work through His 
people? Can He answer our prayers for our nation, our communities, our family? Can 
we collectively say “Yes”? I believe we can. 

The people of God were led by God to the place where they would grow and mature as 
they outlived their lives in Christ. They all had a story to tell. They knew from where they 
had been saved and experienced the power of the redeeming Christ at work within 
them. Motivated by their love for Jesus and led by God, they shared their story with their 
community. They understood salvation and sin and so recognized and responded to the 
lost people of Antioch. Christ’s compassion and saving grace expressed through them, 
combined with the hand of God, to win souls from the very edge of hell. Paul’s later 
letter to the Corinthians may be an encouragement to us:

14 But thanks be to God, who always leads us as captives in Christ’s triumphal 
procession and uses us to spread the aroma of the knowledge of him 
everywhere. 15 For we are to God the pleasing aroma of Christ among those who 
are being saved and those who are perishing. 16 To one we are an aroma that 
brings death; to the other, an aroma that brings life. And who is equal to such a 
task? 17 Unlike so many, we do not peddle the word of God for profit. On the 
contrary, in Christ we speak before God with sincerity, as those sent from God. 
2 Corinthians 2:14-17

Later there were issues at Antioch (Galatians 2) that led to Paul’s response that should 
also apply to us: “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in 
me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God who loved me and gave 
himself for me.” Galatians 2:20

Knowing that Christ is at the heart of the believer should radically change the way we 
relate to each other as we seek to honor Christ in one other. Remember, just as Christ 
is in us, He is also in our believing spouses, our believing children, colleagues, and 
friends. Would we argue or insult Christ if He were standing in front of us? No! But that’s 
what we do when we don’t grasp this reality and we don’t honor the life of Christ in our 
brothers and sisters even in dispute or disagreement.

Paul reminds us of this truth in Romans (8:9-11) that speaks to us today:

You, however, are not in the realm of flesh but from the realm of the Spirit, if 
indeed the Spirit of God lives in you. And if anyone does not have the Spirit of 
Christ, they do not belong to Christ. 10 But if Christ is in you, then even though 
your body is subject to death because of sin, the Spirit gives life because of 
righteousness. 11 And if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living 
in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies 
because of his Spirit that lives in you.
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Paul acknowledged – and as we sung earlier – it is a mystery. Colossians 1:24-27, “To 
them [the Lord’s people] God has chosen to make known among the Gentiles the 
glorious riches of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory.”

In the light of this, we can better understand why Christ’s people in Antioch were first 
called Christians, because Christ was clearly seen in their lives. 

As we obediently allow Him to reign in our lives, He will work in and through us 
according to His perfect will. We will then understand and experience the “fullness of 
life in Him” that he spoke of, and our lives will have eternal importance wherever we 
are.

The lesson we need to learn is: Trust Jesus and allow Him to reign in our lives. 

What happened to that great city of Antioch? Somewhere along the line, the truth and 
witness of the gospel diminished. History and human nature is telling. Modern day 
Antioch is no longer known as a Christian city. It is now a poor backwater with a 
population of just 35,000 people with no remarkable characteristics except for tourists 
visiting the ruined sites. 

So, what about the story of our Antioch here in California? Many of you may know the 
history. I didn’t.

On July 4th, 1851, 30-40 men, women, and children gathered from afar to have a 
picnic on high ground where the Antioch Ledger now stands. Rev. William Wiggin 
Smith, a preacher and church-planter, proposed that since the first settlers were 
disciples of Christ and since one of them had died and was buried on this land, 
the town be given the name of Antioch. By unanimous acclaim it was so 
christened.

At the corner of 10th and A Street in downtown Antioch, you will find a plaque that many 
of you are familiar with:

July 4th 1951

This city was named 100 years ago for Antioch in Syria is where the first disciples  
of Jesus Christ were called Christians. (Acts 11:26)

Today we rededicate ourselves to Him in grateful memory of our founding fathers 
who envisioned a city and a world under the rule of the Spirit of Christ.

A few weeks ago, Larry talked about the Great Awakening or revival. Charles Finney 
described revival like this: “Revival is nothing else but a new beginning of obedience to 
God.” 

Today, dear friends, is God calling you to rededicate yourselves to Christ and to allow 
Him to rule in your hearts?

Mission is nothing less and nothing greater than allowing Christ to be expressed 
through us as we fully and obediently surrender our will to His purposes whatever they 
are and wherever they take us. This will result in communities like Antioch being 
impacted for the praise of His glory through ordinary people like you and I.
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May our obedience be an act of joy, an act that affirms Christ in our lives, an act that 
causes us to proclaim afresh that He is the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords. 

Let us pray.

Lord Jesus, I thank you that we can proclaim that you are the King of Kings and the 
Lord of Lords. Lord, I thank you for the way in which you suffered on the cross, the way 
that you came down into the world to redeem man, and to give us life and to give us life 
to the full. Lord, thank you for that mystery that Paul talks about that it’s you that’s alive 
within us. Lord, we want you to be fully expressed through us as we die to self and rise 
to new life in you. 

Lord, for those of us who are struggling right now, I pray that you will, in your gracious 
mercy, make your peace be known to them. May your healing hand be upon them. For 
those who are seeking the truth, Lord, I pray as they call out to you that indeed you will 
lead them to the truth. Lord, would you give us eyes to see the realities of what’s going 
on around us? That we would weep as you weep for those who are going to a lost 
eternity? Lord, would you give us joy when we hear of a single person coming to know 
you? Oh, Lord, let your glory be known and expressed through your people here in our 
community, through our partners working overseas, for all your children wherever they 
are in this world, Lord, may your glory be known. 

So, Father, as we leave here this morning, we affirm afresh you are our Lord and we 
love you. We give you all praise and glory. In Jesus’ name, Amen.
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