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WORKING TOGETHER

There is a lot of emphasis today on the importance of teamwork.  For so long we have been
convinced that rugged independence was the highest achievement for anyone.  We start out in life
being very dependent because we are young and immature.  We really have no choice in the matter.
It is considered normal progress for a child to develop more and more independence as he gets older.
In fact, if he didn't develop independence, then we would/should be very concerned.  Some children
have trouble in becoming less dependent on their parents and others get really good at independence
and totally rebel at everything for which their parents stand.  Neither of these is good.  Most people
go through a rather normal maturity and grow up believing that independence is the thing.  After all,
one of our major holidays that we celebrate is Independence Day.  We proudly hold up the
Declaration of Independence.  We have a tendency because of all this conditioning to think that we
don't need anyone else, that we are self sufficient.  The way we think influences the way we act and
many people act as if they are a one-person team.  

There is a better way!  It is the concept of "interdependence" in which our individual strengths
can be combined in such a way that each of us can bring the best of what we are and can do so that
the results are far better.  This is the concept by which the church operates, it is the concept by which
our body functions.  Each part fulfills its own mission and role while relying on the other parts for
what they do best.  Call it teamwork, working together, synergy, or whatever you wish, it is what
works in all of life and in all relationship.  Where ever it operates it recognizes the respect and dignity
of the individual, it operates out of integrity and honesty, it implicitly trusts others, it values the
differences that others bring to the team, and it is concerned for the well being of others.  Such a
group will succeed at what it does and that will engender a winning attitude and provide its own
reinforcement for continuing.  These value were recognized by a person named Joseph of Cyrene
whom you might recognize by the nickname Barnabas.  Because of his willingness to work with Saul,
the apostle was able to start his ministry among the Jews.

ACTS 9:26-30  After his Damascus road experience, Paul was a new man.  He knew that his
life had been changed.  He immediately starting spreading the gospel message that he had been trying
to stop.  He was so bold about what he did in Damascus that some of the Jews there plotted to kill
him but he was able to escape from the city.  The "new man" Paul went to Jerusalem to join with the
Christian brother and sisters there.  But, wait a minute!  They didn't know that he was a changed man,
that he had been born again.  For all they knew, he might have been just pretending to be a follower
of Jesus so that he might be able to gain the names of the disciples in Jerusalem and have them
arrested.  You see, it is extremely difficult to determine if a person is a Christian with just casual (or
even close) observance.  

Here was an obvious impasse and something needed to be done to create a breakthrough.
This breakthrough was provided by Barnabas who was willing to take a risk and exhibit some trust
in this person from an obviously different background than the typical Jewish convert living in
Jerusalem at that time.  Once Paul was accepted by the followers in Jerusalem, he again demonstrated
the boldness that he had shown in Damascus and once again found himself in danger of being
murdered by those that wanted to silence him.  Paul left Jerusalem and returned to his hometown of
Tarsus.  In the meantime, the Christian who had been scattered to other areas were doing what they
should have been doing.  They were witnessing and making disciples and starting groups of believers
in the places they found themselves.



ACTS 11:19-21  The spread of the gospel went first to the Jews because they would know
about the promised Messiah that was to come.  It was a natural step to take.  Eventually, the message
was shared with non-Jews even as Peter had done with Cornelius.  As a result, the church grew in
numbers.  We see the account of what had happened in Antioch.  

ACTS 11:22-24  When word reached Jerusalem of what was happening in Antioch, the
leaders took responsibility to provide some spiritual help to make sure that these new disciples
received the proper support.  In a manner similar to what had happen in Samaria when Philip went
there and Peter and John were sent to reinforce the group, Barnabas was sent to Antioch.  He was
a native of Cyrene and some of the leaders of the movement that was occurring in Antioch were also
from Cyrene.  This may explain why he was chosen to go.  Barnabas was also known for his
encouragement of people and this might have been a better reason for him to be the one to go.
Nevertheless, it was a good choice and the church grew even more after he arrived.  The growth was
so good that Barnabas concluded that he needed some additional help.

ACTS 11:25-26  Barnabas remembered the bold and daring new convert whom he had help
several years before in Jerusalem and saw that the kind of enthusiasm and knowledge of the word of
God that he had seen in Paul was what was needed to really establish this new church.  He returned
with Paul and the two of them established a teaching ministry in addition to the evangelism that was
going on in the area.  Both of these ministries are needed for any church to maintain it vigor and
health and continue to grow.  

Antioch was a significant city of the Roman empire and the influence of the church was felt
there.  In fact, the notice of what God was doing there led to the people of the area giving a label to
the followers of Jesus for it was here that they were first called Christians.  The church at Antioch
was not just a group of Jews that had started to follow another leader, but included Greeks and
Romans as well.  A new name was needed to recognize that all people could participate.  

The element of teamwork and the spirit of interdependence was at work in this church group.
Early in their history, they needed spiritual assistance in the form of someone from the main church
at Jerusalem to come and provide support and encouragement.  Now it was their turn.  The church
at Jerusalem was in need of physical food and money because of the persecution that was directed
toward the church.  

ACTS 11:29-30  Being concerned about the well being of others is truly a sign of love.  It
is part of what being a Christian is all about.  The fact that the group in Antioch recognized that they
were part of the same group of people that made up the church at Jerusalem even though one group
was a mixture of Jews and Gentiles and the other group was main all Jews.  They recognized and
valued the differences and realized that God's plan is inclusive for all people and that working
together we can see the objective of taking the good news to everyone become a reality.


