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A Tale of Two Antiochs
You know, it's tempting to think that the issues and problems of the modern church are unique to our
times, but a close reading of the Bible often reveals that Christians of later eras experience many of the

same situations. Well, duh, that’s one of the key purposes of God providing the Scriptures to us—as a
foundational guide for us to better understand God, humanity, and the dealings of the two parties!

This episode is part of the Whitestone Podcast’s marketing series. And this episode is about the church,
purposely so. Part of my reason for doing that is that vast segments of the church have disagreed over
how the church should or should not connect to unbelievers, or what marketing should even mean.

Some would say that Christians shouldn’t take part in such a crass, unholy activity. Others might debate
the heart of church focus—should it be more to serve existing parishioners or to reach external
communities. Still others would disagree about what the overarching purpose of church activity is—is it
numerical growth of freshly-minted children of God or is it making a nation more virtuous? The list is
endless! And we have a strong glimpse of this type of tension in the early church. So, we’re going to dive
into a powerful revelation from God’s Word in what we’re going to call “a tale of two Antiochs.”

There were two cities named Antioch in the New Testament narrative known as the Syrian Antioch and
Pisidian Antioch. And each church self-crafted significantly different profiles in early-church history. Let’s
start with Antioch of Syria, a thriving seaport city and the third largest city in the Roman Empire in what
is modern-day Turkey. Antioch was cosmopolitan, full of different sub-cultures and vocational pursuits
and religions, not least diaspora Jews attracted to the freedom and meaningful citizenship of Antioch.

Now, when Jewish believers were more heavily persecuted in Jerusalem after the time of the stoning of
Stephen (Acts 7), a good number of them migrated to Antioch of Syria. And Gentiles were attracted to the
believing community at Syrian Antioch, too—one had been Nicolas who is specifically mentioned in Acts
6 as one of the Greek deacons in Jerusalem who would oversee feeding the previously-neglected widows.

In due time, the elders in the Jerusalem church became concerned that the Jesus-followers at Syrian
Antioch needed strong discipling, so they directed Barnabas to go. You remember Barnabas in Luke’s Bible
narrative—but what’s easy to miss is that Barnabas is easily one of the most effective believers in Kingdom
history. And it’s at this point that, by the Holy Spirit, Barnabas discerns the right course of action.

You see, Saul (who was later known as the Apostle Paul) was sidelined in his home city of Tarsus after his
striking experience with Christ and blinding on the road to Damascus and time in Arabia, where he grew
in the Lord and received continuing revelation. And it’s after all that when Barnabas recruited Saul to join
him at Syrian Antioch for ministering and discipling of the growing group of believers there for about a
year. And it was this church at Syrian Antioch that believers were first called Christians.

So Barnabas and Saul went to Antioch and discipled others in their own personal obedience to the Great
Commission. They built on the foundation of Christ and the true gospel, preparing Antioch to become the
great church that became known as a sending church, yeah, manifesting the most impactful marketing in
history, the proclamation of the gospel and the securing and maturing of followers of Jesus Christ!

So, let’s recall what happened, the formal kickoff of what’s come to be known at Paul’s first missionary
journey. In Acts 13:2-3: “While [the prophets and teachers] were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the
Holy Spirit said, ‘Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which | have called them.’ Then
after fasting and praying they laid their hands on them and sent them off.”

Next, Barnabas and Saul obeyed. So, being sent out by the Holy Spirit, Barnabas and Saul went down to
various cities and proclaimed the word of God in the synagogues of the Jews. And they had John [Mark]
to assist them.” (Acts 13:4-5) Wow, pure obedience, just like that!

Next, when they had gone through the whole island as far as Paphos, they fought spiritual battles with
the result of the proconsul believing “for he was astonished at the teaching of the Lord. Now Paul and his
companions set sail from Paphos and came to Perga in Pamphylia. And John [Mark] left them and
returned to Jerusalem, but they went on from Perga and came to Antioch in Pisidia. And on the Sabbath
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day they went into the synagogue and sat down. After the reading from the Law and the Prophets, the

rulers of the synagogue sent a message to them, saying, ‘Brothers, if you have any word of encouragement
for the people, say it.”” (Acts 13:12b-15)

So they first built up the church at the Syrian Antioch, so much so that the mature church was ready for
the sending of the two missionaries to these various cities. And now here Barnabas and Saul were, at the
second Antioch, the Pisidian Antioch. But the end result at this church was much different. However, it
did start out quite well, with the rulers of the synagogue asking for a word of encouragement. So Saul
stood up, and gave them a history lesson about the Jews and the gospel Word about Jesus the Savior.

“Let it be known to you therefore, brothers, that through this man forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to
you, and by him everyone who believes is freed from everything from which you could not be freed by the
law of Moses.” (Acts 13:38-39) ...“As they went out, the people begged that these things might be told
them the next Sabbath. And after the meeting of the synagogue broke up, many Jews and devout converts
to Judaism followed Paul and Barnabas, who, as they spoke with them, urged them to continue in the
grace of God. The next Sabbath almost the whole city gathered to hear the word of the Lord.” (Acts 13:42-
44) So far, so good, these Antiochians wanted to hear the gospel!

“But when the Jews saw the crowds, they were filled with jealousy and began to contradict what was
spoken by Paul, reviling him. And Paul and Barnabas spoke out boldly, saying, ‘It was necessary that the
word of God be spoken first to you. Since you thrust it aside and judge yourselves unworthy of eternal
life, behold, we are turning to the Gentiles. For so the Lord has commanded us, saying, ‘I have made you
a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring salvation to the ends of the earth.” And when the Gentiles
heard this, they began rejoicing and glorifying the word of the Lord, and as many as were appointed to
eternal life believed. And the word of the Lord was spreading throughout the whole region.” (45-49)

“But the Jews incited the devout women of high standing and the leading men of the city, stirred up
persecution against Paul and Barnabas, and drove them out of their district. But they shook off the dust
from their feet against them and went to Iconium. And the disciples were filled with joy and with the Holy
Spirit.” (Acts 13:50-52) At the end of the canvassing of the city, the religious Jews at Pisidian Antioch stood
against the Gospel of Christ! But, as Jesus had instructed, the missionaries were undaunted: they shook
the dust from their feet and left for other places, still filled with joy and with the Holy Spirit.

So, here’s the sad but amazing tale summarizing the two Antiochs. The Syrian Antioch embraced the
teaching and discipling of Barnabas and Saul and worked to support and send them out in pioneering
missionary journeys! And that set the standard for the Kingdom from that day forward to this very day!
But within that journey, the supposed God-followers at Pisidian Antioch did not accept their Spirit-led
outreach, their Spirit-led marketing—their proclaiming of and their discipling of the true gospel. Worse,
the religious Jewish leadership incited devout people to persecute the preachers of the gospel of grace.

But this was no surprise to God. Jesus had already instructed His followers to shake the dust from their
feet when that occurred, whether from unbelieving pagans or from religious folk masquerading as true
God-followers. That is central in the tale of the two Antiochs that Luke wrote in the book of Acts.

And from that time until the very end, only a fraction of people will proclaim the true gospel and fulfill the
Great Commission, yeah, addressing God'’s desire that all people be saved. As we saw in Acts 13, there
were Jews who were first open to Paul’s initiative—until they became jealous of his popularity and reach
and shut it down. So there we have the two Antiochs: Syrian Antioch was eagerly sending missionaries
while the Pisidian Antioch closed ranks to be inward-focused and elitest. And that’s very much found
today, too: some religionists do not work to create wins for others, just themselves.

Every local church today has the duty to discern exactly which of the two Antioch-tracks they are fulfilling.
That’s because the proclaiming and the grounding of the Gospel is still gloriously imperative: go forth and
make disciples!
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A&A: Application & Action

1. Think about the proclaiming of the gospel and the making of disciples who in turn go forth and
make other disciples (like Barnabas and Saul did). Is that process likely the ultimate example of an

organization’s opportunity for a highly-participatory marketing triumph instituted by God for His
people? Discuss.

2. Isthe church you attend more like the church in Pisidian Antioch or the church in Syrian Antioch—
or perhaps somewhere in the lukewarm in-between?

3. Are you rightly impressed by your local church’s unique tale? Discuss.
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