Sent by the Spirit by Rev John Castle

A sermon given on Sunday 2026 at St John the Baptist
Church, Aldenham

Reading(s): Acts 13:1-13

Introduction:

Our lectionary readings from the New Testament have been
taking us through the Book of Acts. Last week we heard about
Peter’s miraculous escape from prison in Jerusalem. This
week the focus shifts to Antioch in Syria, where a thriving
church had been established by Christian refugees who had
fled Jerusalem during the persecution that followed the
martyrdom of Stephen.

In chapter 11 Luke recounts how some of these, who were all
Jews, started sharing the gospel of Jesus’ death and
resurrection with non-Jews, and so a mixed Christian
community made up of both Jews and Gentiles had broken
new ground in the fledgling Church.

One of the leading lights in the Antioch church was Barnabas,
a native of Cyprus who had introduced Saul to the church in
Jerusalem after his conversion on the road to Damascus. Saul
had later returned to his native Tarsus, but a little while later
Barnabas had gone after him and brought him to Antioch,
where he was now one of the leading teachers of the new
Christian faith in the mixed Jew-Gentile church.

A year after Saul’s arrival in Antioch, a prophet called Agabus
had predicted a famine in Judea, and the church in Antioch
sent Barnabas and Saul to Jerusalem with aid. At the end of



chapter 12, Barnabas and Saul return to Antioch, bringing
with them Barnabas’s young cousin John Mark.

We have come across John Mark before. Some think that it
was at the house of John Mark’s mother Mary that Jesus had
held the Last Supper. It was certainly here that the prayer
meeting for Peter’s safety took place in last week’s reading?,
and this house is mentioned elsewhere in Acts as one of the
meeting places of the church in Jerusalem. John Mark may
also have been the young man who fled naked from the
Garden of Gethsemane in Mark’s gospel?, and early Church
tradition named this John Mark as the writer of Mark’s gospel
— but that was to happen many years after the events we
have read about this evening.

The voice of the Spirit

So now we have a new departure in the story of the church.
We read that

While they were worshipping the Lord and fasting, the Holy
Spirit said, “Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to
which I have called them.” 3So after they had fasted and
prayed, they placed their hands on them and sent them off.3

The church in Antioch were open to new things. Not only had
they broken down the barrier between Jews and Gentiles, but
now they were ready for God to tell them to send out two of
their top leaders on a mission to take the gospel of Jesus to
new places.

U Acts 12:5,12
2 Mark 14:51-52 — this incident appears in none of the other Gospels.
3 Acts 13:2-3 NRSV



Luke is very clear that this was an initiative of the Holy Spirit.
We assume that this came through a prophecy. Notice how it
came: it was during a time of worship, accompanied by
fasting. Fasting nowadays is often associated with a particular
diet, but it was a normal practice in Judaism at the time of
Jesus, and in the early Church. By fasting, the Christians in
Antioch were saying to God that they were serious about
listening to him and doing his will. And in this state of
obedience to the voice of God, they were receptive to what
the Holy Spirit wanted to reveal about his purposes for them.

| wonder whether we are open to guidance from the Holy
Spirit, both as individuals and as a church. | think it is
significant that the message came to the church, and it was
the church’s responsibility to commission Saul and Barnabas
for their new mission. It’s certainly true that the Spirit does
speak to individuals privately as well, but there’s something
powerful about Christians praying and worshipping together.
Jesus said, “Where two or three are gathered in my name, |
am there among them.”* So if during a service you have a
sense that God is speaking to you with a message for our
church, please don’t hold back — have a word with me and
share what you think God is saying. We can consider it
together and discern whether we think this is a message or a
prompting from God.

First destination: Cyprus

It’s not clear in our text whether the Spirit particularly
mentioned Cyprus as the first port of call on the expedition
that Saul and Barnabas now made. But Barnabas came from

4 Matthew 18:20 NRSV



there, and there were clearly a number of Jewish people who
lived in Cyprus, as Luke mentions that they visited several
synagogues.

This first mission was a new step into the unknown — but at
the same time it was not that unfamiliar for Barnabas, who
came from Cyprus, and may well have known people in some
of the synagogues they visited. We read that his young cousin
John Mark was with them, and I’'m sure accompanying
Barnabas and Saul on their first missionary journey must have
been both exciting and daunting.

We don’t know what the response was to their message that
the Messiah had come in the person of Jesus of Nazareth, and
that he had risen from the dead. We do know that in visits to
synagogues later in this expedition Saul and Barnabas met a
hostile reception, as many of their fellow-Jews did not believe
their message, and considered them heretics.

| wonder what members of your families and your friends and
acquaintances make of your Christian faith? Some may share
it, others may ignore it, and some may even be hostile.
Although we’re not all called to be evangelists, we are called
as Christians to be witnesses — to share openly what we
believe with those we are already in contact with.

An audience with the Governor

Luke tells us that after beginning at Salamis, on the east of the
island of Cyprus, the missionaries made their way along the
south coast to the headquarters of the Roman governor at
Paphos on the west side. Here we have a remarkable
incident: the governor was clearly interested in the Jewish



faith, and had a Jewish magician at his court, who is described
as a false prophet. This man may have told the governor of
the arrival in town of two Jewish missionaries who had visited
the synagogues. The governor was intrigued, and summoned
Saul and Barnabas to hear what they had to say. The Jewish
magician seems to have been jealous of the newcomers,
afraid that he would lose the ear of the pro-consul and
thereby his status at court, so he contradicts what Paul is
saying. By the way, this is the first time that Saul is called by
the Roman name Paul —a name he seems to have used to fit
in better with Gentiles. This is also the first time that we read
of a miracle being performed by Paul, as he curses the Jewish
magician with temporary blindness. We read that the pro-
consul “believed” — it seems that the miracle validated the
truth of what Paul was saying, which clearly impressed the
governor — he was “astonished at the teaching about the
Lord®”.

Unfortunately we don’t know whether this led to a full
acceptance of the Christian faith by the governor, but it is
significant that Paul has now managed to share the gospel
with a very high-up official of the Roman Empire, a sign of
things to come later in the book.

The fruit of the mission

We don’t know much about the fruit of this first major
Christian missionary expedition in Cyprus. Later Christian
tradition says that Barnabas later became the Bishop of
Salamis, the city they visited on arrival on the island, and we

3 Acts 13:12 NRSV



do know that many years later the island was a strong centre
of Christianity.

It is often true that we don’t get to see the fruit of our acts of
witness. But | can testify that years after leaving a church
where | have worked | have learned of how individuals whom
| helped to connect with the church have become committed
believers and taken up roles of leadership.

The story of John Mark

And this brings us to the last verse of our passage today,
which tells us that after Paul, Barnabas and John Mark left
Cyprus and landed in Anatolia (modern Turkey), Mark left
them and returned to Jerusalem. Had it all been too much for
him? Was he daunted at the prospect of continuing the
mission into territory that was completely unknown? Was he
homesick? Certainly, Paul took a dim view of his abandoning
the mission, and when he and Barnabas started planning their
next mission some time later, Paul refused to take Mark with
them. Perhaps he thought he was too much of a liability. And
So Barnabas took Mark and returned to Cyprus.

But it seems that Mark made good in the end. Many years
later, Peter writes from Rome of Mark, who he describes as
his “son” being with him. And even Paul came to recognise
Mark’s worth. In his second letter to Timothy, he writes:

Get Mark and bring him with you, for he is useful in my
ministry.®

There’s room for everyone to have a second chance!

%1 Timothy 4:11 NRSV



Lessons for us

Today’s passage is an interesting insight into how the mission
of the early church developed, such that within 50 years after
the death and resurrection of Jesus there were churches all
over the Roman Empire.

But it also has some important lessons for us. The mission of
the church is to spread the good news of Jesus throughout
the world, and that includes our church here in Aldenham,
which has a mission to reach people who live and work in our
parish. How are we to go about this? The church in Antioch
was open to the guidance of the Holy Spirit because they
made worshipping together a priority, and used the discipline
of fasting to reinforce their seriousness in obeying whatever
God directed them to do. It was a church that was willing to
do new things and cross boundaries.

Here in Aldenham, we are trying to follow this principle both
by our regular Sunday worship and by having a monthly
prayer meeting. As we make ourselves available to God, may
he guide us and help us to reach those entrusted to our care
with his love. Amen.



