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Scripture: Acts 11: 19-30





At a conference made up of delegates from a number of colleges, the young men present were asked, “What is your definition of a Christian?”  The delegate from one college answered “Oscar Westover.”  He was the president of their college YMCA that year.  They had read his life, every day, and it told of the manhood of the Master.





There is something about a real Christian that reminds people of Christ.  Something of his or her thoughts, actions, spirit, which shows under all sorts of trying circumstances, seems to reflect the shining life of the great soul that lived in Palestine over 19 centuries ago and that still lives in our experience.





Not too long ago there was a great Christian teacher in one of our colleges of whom one student said: “If there were only one such man produced in a century, I should know that there is something real in the Christian religion.”





A taxicab, going down the street of a modest sized city, passed the automobile in front of him, recognized the occupant of the other car, and waved a friendly greeting.  He then spoke to his own passenger, remarking, “If there is any such thing as a true Christian in this world, that man is it.”  It happened that the taxicab passenger also knew the occupant of the other car, and he nodded his head in agreement.





It is something to give one pause for reflection that one man can exert such Christian influence merely driving down the street of a busy town.  Quite unaware of what was going on, he was an effective witness for Jesus Christ, and the Christian way of life.  





It might give each of us Christian folk quite a bit to think about if we were to ask of ourselves such questions as “What might people choose to say of me as I drive, or walk, down the street?”  “Do people have any right to say that I am a Christian?”  “Can they tell by my life that I am Christian?”   “Does my personal character reflect the qualities of a genuine disciple of the Master?”  “Does anyone else want to be a Christian because of me?”





Just how effective, do you suppose, is the witness of each one of us, not only spoken, but inherent in the way we live and deal with other people about us?





The disciples at Antioch certainly made an impression on that city!  It was a thriving metropolis - a great city - and the little group of followers of the Nazarene were no more than a handful of sand compared to the whole beach.  But the influence of their lives was all out of proportion to their numbers.  It was in Antioch that they were first called “Christian.”  Probably the name was first bestowed in some derision upon the followers of Jesus.  But the very fact that they did become known by that name bears eloquent testimony to the character, and manner of life, of those early disciples who became known there as Christian.





The biblical record, in the book of Acts, does not elaborate on the simple statement that the followers of Jesus were first known as “Christian” in Antioch.  Nothing more is said about the origin of the name.  But it is safe to say that those folk made a noticeable impression on the people of that city.





It is not difficult, as we read the record of outstanding Christians in that period, to ascertain what were the characteristics of those disciples in Antioch that distinguished them as Christian and made them particularly noticed by others, and influential among others.





(1)  For one thing, they were noticed because they were different.  The city of Antioch, not only a very big city, and a city so beautiful that it was called the “Queen of the East,” was also known throughout the ancient world for its evil ways.  It was a center of pagan idolatry.  It was noted for abominable sex practices carried on in the name of the pagan religion.  It was a melting pot of East and West, combining not only the enlightenment of each but the immorality and crooked ways of each.  And its reputation as such was unchallenged and unrivaled in the East.





It was right there, in the midst of that environment, that the disciples of Jesus were branded with the name “Christian,” which name has been the particular glory of the Christian Church.  It is one of the paradoxes of Christian history that so evil a city should have played such an important role in the development of the Christian church.





As part of their lives that were different, the early Christians were known because of the things they did not do.  They believed in the dignity of life.  Consequently they would not attend the amphitheater of that city to watch people slaughtered to make a Roman holiday.  They believed that their bodies were temples of the Holy Spirit.  Therefore they would not defile themselves with pagan immoral practices.  Believing in decency and in purity of mind, they would not attend Roman theaters to witness the obscene stage productions which were popular in that decadent society.  In part, it was because they would not participate in these aspects of Roman society that they were mocked and derided and scornfully referred to as “Christians.”
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