


In the world today, many people claim to believe in God and even display Bible verses on clothing, bumper stickers, and jewelry to advertise that belief. Some can even quote the Bible. These people often appear to be Christians but the Bible tells us that truly to be a servant of God is more than just appearing to be a Christian.

The Bible says, “You believe that there is one God. You do well. Even the demons believe—and tremble!” [James 2:19] James makes a strong case that faith (belief) without works is useless. That is, without obeying God’s word and showing our faith by our actions, we are no different than the demons.   

Titus 1:16 reads, “They profess to know God, but in works they deny Him, being abominable, disobedient, and disqualified for every good work.” The letter to Titus shows us further that without obedience to God, our confession of belief is meaningless and only proves the opposite -- that we really don’t believe.

Matthew 4:5-6 says, “Then the devil took Him up into the holy city, set Him on the pinnacle of the temple, and said to Him, ‘If You are the Son of God, throw Yourself down. For it is written: ‘He shall give His angels charge over you,’ and, ‘In their hands they shall bear you up, Lest you dash your foot against a stone.’’” In this passage we see that even the devil quotes scripture.

In all these examples, the Bible teaches us that even the demons believe, the devil can quote scripture, and professing a belief in God without accompanying actions is the same as unbelief.  Let us instead look to the Bible as our authority and do what God wants, if we truly wish to serve Him as a Christian.





       

                         -- Chris Slempa [kinshiro@juno.com]

Two thousand years ago, when the apostles began to preach the gospel of the Lord to the world, there was no variety of “churches,” denominations and sects, each with its own doctrines and methods for making disciples. In fact, Jesus and his apostles taught that there was but one church, which is the body of Jesus, He Himself being the head (see Matthew 16:18; Ephesians 1:22-23, 4:4, 5:22-23; Colossians 1:18). Therefore, as people were converted by the teaching of the gospel, no one asked them, “what religion are you?” or “what church are you a part of?” – for it was obvious that they belonged to the one church of which Christ Himself is the builder.
Many people today say they are looking for “the right church”. For some, this means simply a place where they can feel well or comfortable, salving their consciences with external acts of “worship” to God. However, for those who are more honestly seeking, this search is borne of a true desire to be part of the “…holy nation, His own special people, that you may proclaim the praises of Him who called you out of darkness into His marvelous light” [1 Peter 2:9].  

With the honest intention to discover the church that Christ said He would build, let’s travel two thousand years back in time to the city of Antioch of Syria, where the preaching of the gospel of Jesus Christ was arriving for the first time. As we read the Holy Spirit’s account of the conversion of the people of this city, let’s pay special attention to what happened, and let’s ask the question, “what church were these people a part of?”

What happened in Antioch? (Acts 11:19-20) After Stephen was murdered in Jerusalem for preaching the gospel (see Acts 7:51 – 8:4), the Christians that lived there were scattered throughout the neighboring regions, taking the word of the Lord to places where it had not yet been preached. At first, these disciples only preached to Jews, but some who had been born and had lived among “Hellenists” (people of Greek culture instead of Jewish culture) soon began to preach to non-Jews also.

What, exactly, did these disciples preach? Verse 19 says they were scattered “preaching the word”, and verse 20 teaches us that they were “preaching the Lord Jesus”. This fact is too simple and too important for us to ignore: those who were scattered from Jerusalem preached only the word, the gospel of the Lord Jesus. Showing this same pattern in his teaching, the apostle Paul said: “For I determined not to know anything among you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified.” [1 Corinthians 2:2]

What was the result of preaching only the word of the Lord? (Acts 11:21-24) The Bible affirms that hearing the word is sufficient to produce faith in people, in order to save them. The apostle Paul wrote to the Romans, “For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ, for it is the power of God to salvation for everyone who believes…” and “So then faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God” [Romans 1:16; 10:17]. Those who truly want to serve God together with His people do not need to hear of miracles or promises of material blessings, but will respond in faith at the simple preaching of the word of Christ. Let’s see what happened in Antioch when people heard and responded in faith:

People were converted to the Lord. When the honest people of Antioch heard the gospel, “…a great number believed and turned to the Lord” [Acts 11:21]. Preaching the gospel of Jesus results in people turning to Him, the Lord! 
No one in the Bible was ever converted to a church. However, many people are converted to churches today. If you listen for very long to two “believers” it will not be long before one says something like: “Did you hear that so-and-so left the church?” or “Thank God that after I was gone for so long I finally came back to the church!” This type of expression reveals that people are converted to a church and not to the Lord. The problem is that many who call themselves “preachers of the gospel” go out into the world announcing many things: the church, the pastor, theology, promises of cures or of material wealth, expulsion of demons, etc. But very few people seem to be interested in simply preaching the word of God. The result of this is that people are converted to these things and not to the Lord. In order for us to be a part of the church that belongs to the Lord, we must hear the gospel – the word that speaks of the Lord – so that we may become converted to Him.

People continued with the Lord. Good news travels fast, and soon the church in Jerusalem had heard that there were people who had turned to the Lord in Antioch. (Acts 11:22) In this particular verse, the words that describe the church in Jerusalem should call our careful attention. For example, the church has “ears”. Also, at the same time that the church is singular (“the church in Jerusalem”), we are told that “they sent out Barnabas to go as far as Antioch.” What can we learn from this? The word “church” in the Bible never describes a building or an organization (like a denomination). Rather, it always describes people. The church in Jerusalem was simply people converted to the Lord who had heard of the conversion of others in Antioch and decided to send help to them by sending Barnabas.

When  Barnabas  got  to  Antioch,  he  was

glad to see the grace of God among these new converts. (Acts 11:23) How is it possible that he saw the grace of God? The apostle Paul wrote: “For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men, teaching us that, denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should live soberly, righteously, and godly in the present age, looking for the blessed hope and glorious appearing of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ…” [Titus 2:11-13]. What Barnabas saw in Antioch was people whose lives had been transformed by the grace of God. His response to this was to encourage “them all that with purpose of heart they should continue with the Lord” [Acts 11:23].

Many people are proud to say that they will always continue faithfully in their church. Let us remember, however, that the church is people. And people – even good ones – can make mistakes. It would be foolish to remain faithful to people if those people are not faithful to the Lord! However, those who remain faithful to the Lord will not fall away even if the whole church and all the pastors should fall, because they will be following the one who is the true and “Good Shep-herd.” (see John 10:14)

People were added to the Lord. Because of the preaching of the gospel by Barnabas and others in Antioch, “a great many people were added to the Lord” [Acts 11:24]. The concept of being “added” to the Lord speaks of being united with Him, of being reconciled to Him. In fact, the result of people hearing the word of the Lord, turning to the Lord, and continuing with the Lord will always be people who are added to (“united with”) the Lord. That is the point of conversion – God offers us peace and reconciliation in Christ so that we can be united with Him for all eternity! (see 2 Corinthians 5:18-21; John 14:1-3; John 17:17-21)
What church were these people a part of? Unfortunately, the pattern we see around us in the religious world today is very different from what we have seen in Antioch. Today, people preach the church, turn to the church, continue with the church, and are added to the church. However, the focus of Barnabas and the other disciples that spread the word was never the church, but rather always the Lord! And what happens when people respond to the preaching about the Lord? “So it was that for a whole year they assembled with the church and taught a great many people.” [Acts 11:26] No one preached the church, but even so the result of preaching about the Lord was a church in Antioch that was actively teaching others! 

But our question still remains – “what church were these people a part of?” Was it the Catholic church? Baptist? Presbyterian? Mormon? No! For these people to have become members of one of these churches, they would have had to have heard and been converted to the particular doctrine of one of these churches. Was this church, then, a “daughter church” of the church in Jerusalem? Also, no! No one preached to them the church of Jerusalem, even though most of the preachers had originally come from there! The doctrine was not from Jerusalem, but from the Lord! So, then, what church was it? Simply put, it was the church of the Lord (after all, it belongs to Him!) that met in the city of Antioch. (see Romans 16:1; 1 Corinthians 1:2; 1 Thessalonians 1:1; etc.)

And what were the members of this church called? Catholics? Baptists? Presbyterians? Mormons? Also, no! “And the disciples were first called Christians in Antioch.” [Acts 11:26] Since these were people who had heard the word of the Lord Jesus Christ, had turned to the Lord Jesus Christ, continued with the Lord Jesus Christ, and were added to the Lord Jesus Christ, it makes perfect sense that they should be called by His title – “Christians”. They knew no other human doctrine in order to be called by any other name or method. They followed and served Christ.

Is it possible to have a church like the one in Antioch today? In terms of serving the Lord, why should we feel that today should be any different than the day in which the word was originally preached? We know that what the first Christians did, which was approved by the apostles and recorded for our learning, was according to the will of God. Do we not wish to do the same, following their example? It is therefore not only possible to have a church like the one in Antioch today, but it is essential that we be like them! Being a part of anything else brings the condemnation of the Lord! (see 2 John 9-11; Galatians 1:6-9) But how? The answer is simple – we do exactly what the Christians in the first century did. Let us stop seeking for churches whose loyalties are tied to denominations and man-made doctrines. Instead, let us seek the Lord through His word! And upon hearing the simple gospel message, honest people will turn to, continue with and be added to the Lord. When these people meet in one place to worship the Lord together – even if there are only two or three of them – they will be a church. (see Matthew 18:20) What church will they be? The one built by the Lord, over which He Himself is the head.

What church are you a part of? Is it the one built by the Lord -- or by men?



                 -- Carl D. Ballard



  [carldballard@gmail.com]
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What Religion Are You?


Discovering the church of the first century


Acts 11:19-26





“And the disciples were first called Christians in Antioch.” [Acts 11:26]
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