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Acts 11:19-26 

What Does It Mean to Be Christ’s Friends? 

 

What makes a friend?  Honesty, dependability, loyalty, trusting and trustworthy.  

Empathetic, non-judgmental, good listeners, supportive in good times and bad 

times, able to put a smile on your face and enjoyable to be around. Would you 

agree? Anything else you’d want to add? “A real friend will tell you when you 

have spinach in your teeth.” “A real friend has your back.”  What makes a 

friend? 

 

Perhaps there are times in our life when we’re asking that question for very 

personally reasons.  As you’re wondering ‘who are my friends’, really? Or 

perhaps you’ve been forced to wonder, “Am I a good friend?” What makes a 

friend? 

 

It’s a question worth asking.  Especially given the fact that Jesus used that 

language to describe us.  I said this morning that we’re reminded today that 

we’re “friends with Christ”.  Perhaps a claim too presumptuous to make for 

ourselves, but there it is, clear as day in the gospel.  The Son of God himself 

saying, You are my friends.  So what makes a friend?  And what does it mean 

to be Christ’s friends? 

 

This morning we’re continuing to focus on the story of God’s early church as it 

grew out into the world. As we do, we’re getting a picture of what it means to be 

Christ’s friends. And we see that the early church understood that being Christ’s 

friends means exactly what he told them.  You are my friends if you continue 

to do the things I instruct you…These things I am instructing you, so that 

you love one another.  Being Christ’s friend means love. 

 

Look at how you see it in vv.19-21 These times were the ones after Stephen had 

been killed, when persecution drove the believers away from Jerusalem to cities 

all over. When they had every excuse to feel like God was failing them and 

they’re lives would be a whole lot easier if they just kept quiet and went about 

their life.  

 

And yet in the face of that persecution we find the exact opposite.  It was at that 

time that God’s people were viewed as being so close to Christ…so open about 

their friendship with him…that others began to identify them by his 
name…calling them for the first time Christians.   

 

They were showing themselves as Christ’s friends by showing love to all kinds 

of people. Those who fled to Phoenicia and Cyprus and Antioch did the same 

thing those in Jerusalem had been doing – the very same thing Stephen had died 



doing – they told the message. They told it to Jews: to people who would have 

shared their background, their Scriptural worldview, their longing for a Messiah. 

But more than that… People from north Africa and Cyprus came to Antioch and 

also told the message to Greeks. They told non-Jewish people – people who 

would have worshiped pagan gods and eaten non-Jewish foods, people who 

found Jewish culture weird and who would have been scandalized by a crucified 

Savior. And, with both, “the Lord’s hand was with them, and a great number of 

people believed and turned to the Lord.” Christ’s friends showed love in the 

worst of times to everyone. 

 

Alright, fast forward to us here in the 21st century church, assessing what does it 

mean to be Christ’s friends for us?  How would you describe the general 

atmosphere of our world’s attitude toward our faith?  On the one hand, we can 

find lots of positives.  We can open up churches.  We can still gather for 

worship.  We can mail a message about Jesus to our neighbors.  We can talk 

freely about him.  But we can also find plenty of evidence that trends are heading 

in a more difficult direction.  I saw a video last week of a pastor being arrested in 

England for publicly preaching a message about the Biblical view of marriage.  

He was arrested for hate speech.  You know, I intentionally added a few extra 

verses to the scheduled gospel reading this morning to show that juxtaposition: 

Jesus reminding us that we are his friends and called to love right next to his 

words following that which spoke about the hatred we can expect from the 

world.   

 

I don’t know how the climate of our times will shift, but whatever the time, do 

you ever find yourself afraid that the Lord’s hand won’t be with you if you show 

love…if you show the kind of love these believers did…where you preach the 

message of Jesus’ love? What about with those who are like us with a Christian 

worldview and a Savior knowledge…but not a full unity of understanding? Isn’t 

it tempting sometimes with those to say, “This conversation will be too 

complicated. We’ll get caught up in all the little differences. It’s not worth it.” 

And then we don’t tell the message; you don’t love. What about 

that other category: those who are so different from us (at least we’re tempted to 

think). Those who don’t worship any god; the ones who think we’re truly 

unintelligent for this first-century blood-atonement faith we have or the “anti-

science” views we hold or our 1950’s views of sex and marriage. Isn’t it 

tempting to flee to other places – tuck yourself away at home or in your cubicle 

if your back to in person work, keep your head down on your phone, seeking to 

avoid?  Isn’t it tempting to think that God’s hand cannot possibly turn those 

kinds of people to him? 
 

Maybe a sports analogy. If our Christian faith were a football game, this may be 

a bit like one of those pre-game huddles teams do…which are important. That’s 

the team revving each other up. They’re getting their heads in the game. They’re 

prodding each other – knowing each other’s talents and weaknesses and saying, 



“Let’s do this!” But if we can carry the analogy a little further, to then not share 

the message of Jesus’ love would be like if a team just stayed in the huddle. 

Other team’s waitin’. Ref’s throwing flags – team’s still huddled though, 

encouraging, swaying… You would say, “Hey guys, there’s a game to play!” To 

be Christ’s friends means taking the message of his love out into the world and 

telling all kinds of people: people you know who don’t know about sin; people 

who misunderstand “small” doctrines of Scripture, and people within our own 

walls who just need encouragement and hope. 

 

We each have sins of fear to take the message out to the people we know and 

don’t. Perhaps that makes us wonder, “Are we Christ’s friends?” And perhaps 

it’s made worse by reading on further about Barnabas – because he was a good 

man. Read about Barnabas sometime. Barnabas wasn’t the star athlete, he’s the 

guy in the high school yearbook who’s face you find smiling somewhere 

in every picture. Barnabas appeared after Saul the persecutor has been changed 

to Paul…when the believers wouldn’t even go near him. Who did? Barnabas.  

He got Paul and forced those believers to see who he really was: a disciple like 

them. Later on when Paul didn’t want to bring John Mark along on his mission-

trip because of a lack of confidence in his commitment, who stepped in to stand 

up for the down-trodden apostle-in-training? It was Barnabas. And here, when 

the church was growing in new places and new ways in Antioch, who did the 

church send? Barnabas… whose name fittingly means “Son of Encouragement”, 

a good man. 

 

Perhaps our sin comes in self-assessment. We worry that we aren’t the 

encourager, the preacher, the arguer, the fount Scriptural knowledge. We aren’t a 

good man or a good woman. In fact, we’re too much the sinner to share Christ’s 

love – he probably shouldn’t even call us his friends. Sometimes we’re afraid to 

tell the message not because the Lord’s hand won’t be with us but because we’re 

thinking about our own hands and what they’ve done and all they cannot do. 

And so we don’t love because we’re not good enough. But did you notice why 

they called Barnabas “good”?  He was full of the Holy Spirit and faith. Do you 

recall how the Holy Spirit works? He doesn’t come to you because you’re good. 

He comes to you and calls you good. And you know him, as St. John said in his 

epistle, because the Spirit acknowledges Jesus. Do you remember how faith 

works? It’s trust in the most beautiful yet simple thing. John said it in his epistle 

this morning: 

 

This is how God’s love for us was revealed: God has sent his only-begotten 

Son into the world so that we may live through him. This is love: not that we 

have loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning 

sacrifice for our sins. Dear friends, if God loved us so much, we also should 

love one another.  

 



Full of the Holy Spirit…who preaches to our hearts about Jesus so that we latch 

onto him and be [full of] faith…trust in this Jesus who loved us by giving up his 

life when we were sinners and not good, so that our sins would be atoned for, 

every one. And God would call us his friends. 

 

Christ has called you his friends in his amazing love. Christ’s friends show his 

love in faithfulness. As you find it in Barnabas – the kind of thing that is not so 

much about what you can do, but almost entirely about what God can do. 

 

• Because faithfulness is glad when it sees God at work. Barnabas 

rejoiced at the growing church. But you don’t have to go to Antioch or 

Africa or Afghanistan to find that joy. Be filled with joy when you this 

morning walk see little children in Sunday school and adults gather 

around the Bible, when you look around as people join you in worship, 

or when you see the possibilities in the faces of those standing next to 

you in line at the store. Faithfulness is gladness of heart that God is 

working – through you and others. 

 

• Faithfulness encourages people to remain true to the Lord who has 

saved them. It helps others steer away from the things of this world that 

call to us. It holds the Word of God out as a rallying-point which we 

gather. It encourages others to see that Word of God as the treasure that 

shows us Christ in his loving forgiveness and the source of any love 

we’re going to share. 

 

• Faithfulness isn’t worried about itself. Rather, like Barnabas, it looks at 

all the gifts and talents around and seeks out those who can help to 

serve. Barnabas went and got Paul and they got down to the business of 

training this young church for over a year. And they used their hands, 

their teamwork, their brains, their talents – along with all those in that 

church – and the Lord’s hand was with them too, to bring blessing and 

growth. 

 

At this church right now, we’re thinking about big things. Praying for a full 

school and new hearts to reach with Christ.  Praying for opportunities through 

that to bring more families into God’s family.  Maybe he’ll bless our ministry to 

grow and grow in church and school. I don’t know. But I do know that Christ has 

called us his friends. And, church or no, persecution or no, money or no, Christ’s 

friends go out with his love for everyone. And Christ’s friends love faithfully – 

filled with his Spirit we gather around his Word, trusting in the amazing love and 

grace that has made us God’s own, and smiling, laughing, and encouraging one 

another to grow in the same. Not because of our own goodness, but because of 

Christ’s good love, we are his friends. And it leaves us with this good 

expectation: in whatever we do, the Lord’s hand will be at work to bring great 

blessings to us and through us to many others. Amen. 


