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THE EARLY CHURCH’S DISRUPTION                                        ACTS 8:1-4; 11:19-21 
 
The Church in the Canyon was engaged in its typical Sunday morning activities back in 
January when its normal routine was shattered by the sound of a helicopter crashing 
into the hillside across the street.  Pastor Bob Bjerkaas, sensing the crash was fatal, 
immediately led his small congregation toward the parking lot for a moment of 
impromptu prayer.  He expected to see first responders descend on the area.  What he 
didn't expect was a steady influx of news reporters, camera crews, and people from all 
walks of life.  They were coming to remember the lives of those who perished in the 
crash: retired basketball star Kobe Bryant, his daughter Gianna, and several others.  
The church was unprepared for the number of visitors, but they quickly found ways to 
be hospitable. They offered coffee, water, and fruit as refreshments, provided outlets 
and power strips to charge smart phones, and welcomed grieving visitors into 
impromptu prayer services. "The Bible says we're to practice hospitality," said Pastor 
Bjerkaas. "That's what we did.  We prayed with people who were emotionally 
overwhelmed, in tears, and in open grief.  Sometimes all people need is a hug, a 'God 
bless you,' a short prayer, and a cup of water.” Sometimes God even disrupts churches 
in order to get us to fulfill His mission. 
 
For several weeks now, we’ve been reflecting on the fact God is very comfortable with 
disruption.  We aren’t.  We dislike it, resist it, and avoid it.  But God often creates 
disruption or allows it in order to accomplish His will in some way.  You could say He’s 
the God of disruption.  We’ve seen how God used disruption in the lives of different 
people in the Bible: Joseph, Moses, David, and Daniel.  God also created or allowed 
disruptive events such as the Passover and the crossing of the Red Sea.  Today we 
want to consider another event that happened to the very first followers of Jesus, the 
early church.  It was most disruptive.  It was very painful and difficult.  But by it and 
through it, God’s will was advanced.  Let’s read about it in the book of Acts.   
 
Scholars suggest the events we just read about in Acts 8 and 11 were probably a good 
15 years after Jesus returned to Heaven – around 45 A.D.  During those years, the 
early church grew numerically and organizationally, but its members didn’t venture 
much beyond the city of Jerusalem.  They seemed quite content to enjoy the teaching of 
the apostles, great worship services, and wonderful fellowship with other followers of 
Jesus.  Sound familiar?  It’s likely the vast majority of them were either ignorant of - or 
oblivious to - Jesus’ very clear command 15 years earlier.  He had said, “‘But you will 
receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you.  And you will be my witnesses, 
telling people about me everywhere—in Jerusalem, throughout Judea, in Samaria, and 
to the ends of the earth.’”  (Acts 1:8 NLT)  Well, the Holy Spirit had indeed come upon 
those first believers on the Day of Pentecost and they had become effective witnesses 
in the city of Jerusalem and maybe a little bit of Judea.  But witnesses in Samaria?  
Witnesses to the ends of the earth?  Not so much.  Not yet anyway.   
 
It was then God decided to allow some major disruption to come upon His people.  
Stephen, a wonderful man of God and a gifted leader, was martyred for his powerful 
witness to Jesus.  That kicked off a period of intense, painful disruption in the form of 
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persecution.  It likely involved harassing those first Christians in order to persuade them 
to give up on Jesus.  It ranged from ridicule, to social rejection, to occasional beatings, 
to confiscation of property, to imprisonment, and even to execution.  The primary leader 
and organizer of this campaign of persecution was a zealous, young Pharisee by the 
name of Saul.  You know his story, right?  On the way to the city of Damascus to 
persecute followers of Jesus living there, Saul met Jesus Himself in a vision and 
became His follower.  Saul became Paul – maybe the greatest Christian who ever lived.   
 
What was the result of this disruptive persecution initially?  Those first Christians were 
scattered in all directions!  What else happened?  As they went into many new areas, 
they shared the message of salvation through Jesus with lost people!  Jesus’ words 
started to be fulfilled -  “‘And you will be my witnesses, telling people about me 
everywhere.’” (Acts 1:8 NLT)  It’s not an overstatement to say that because of disruption 
– in this case, persecution – Christianity was finally launched on its world wide mission.  
This incredible story provides us with some very important insights into who God is, 
what God wants, and how God operates.   For example, it reminds us… 
 
GOD’S MISSION HAS ALWAYS REMAINED THE SAME. 
 
Maybe the most succinct description of God’s mission is found in the Bible’s most well-
known verse, “For this is how God loved the world: He gave his one and only Son, so 
that everyone who believes in him will not perish but have eternal life.” (Jo. 3:16 NLT)   
God’s mission is for everyone to experience the blessing of an eternal relationship and 
fellowship with Him.  But God’s mission was proclaimed a good 2,000 years before 
Jesus arrived on the scene.  It came into focus in the person of Abraham.  When God 
called Abraham into a relationship with Himself, He said, “‘I will make you into a great 
nation. I will bless you and make you famous, and you will be a blessing to others….   
All the families on earth will be blessed through you.’”  (Gen. 12:2-3 NLT) 
 
The word “blessing” appears frequently in those verses.  What does it mean?  I’m not 
sure our English word “blessing” does the original Hebrew word justice.  Essentially, it 
means someone greater offers all the benefits of a permanent relationship and 
fellowship with someone lesser.  In this case, God offered an eternal relationship and 
fellowship with all human beings.  God’s people were taught early on that this was 
God’s passion and mission.  For example, the psalmist wrote about God, “May your 
ways be known throughout the earth, your saving power among people everywhere.  
May the nations praise you, O God.  Yes, may all the nations praise you.”  (Ps. 67:2-3 
NLT)  So, the mission of restoring a broken relationship between God and us didn’t start 
with Jesus.  It started way back 2,000 years before Jesus with Abraham. 
 
The mission to experience God’s blessing and to be a blessing to the whole earth was 
the whole idea behind the development of Israel as a nation.  God said to His people 
through the prophet, Isaiah, “‘I will make you a light to the Gentiles, and you will bring 
my salvation to the ends of the earth.’” (Is. 49:6 NLT)  Then, Jesus came into the word, 
died on the cross, and rose again.  Before He ascended back to Heaven, He restated, 
emphasized, and underlined God’s original passion and mission.  “‘Therefore, go and 
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make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son 
and the Holy Spirit.’”  (Mt. 28:19 NLT)  And for the last 2,000 plus years, the message of 
Jesus and salvation through Him has been spread by His people throughout the entire 
world.  God wants everyone to know and worship Him.  God wants everyone to enjoy 
the blessing of an eternal relationship and fellowship with Him.   

According to new research from the Center for the Study of Global Christianity, one out 
of five non-Christians in North America does not personally know a single follower of 
Christ.  That's almost 13 and 1/2 million people who don't have a Christian friend or 
even an acquaintance who follows Jesus.  The percentages get higher for certain 
religious groups.  65 % of Buddhists, 78 % of Hindus, and 43 % of Muslims in America 
do not personally know a follower of Christ.  Worldwide, the numbers are much worse.  
More than 8 in 10 non-Christians do not personally know a follower of Christ.  Todd 
Johnson, one of the researchers for the study, said that relatively small gestures—like 
inviting families into your home for Thanksgiving dinner — can have a bigger impact 
than huge mission campaigns.  He said, "You should really have lifelong friendships 
with Hindus, Buddhists, and so on.  It's so simple, and yet it becomes a great deal."  
Those statistics are both sad and ironic when you consider this question. 

How does God go about accomplishing His mission?  He accomplishes His mission by 
bringing His people and lost people together.  God is a Person.  Persons have the 
ability to relate to other persons.  In other words, people are relational beings.  God 
accomplishes His mission through those who have already received the blessing of that 
eternal relationship and fellowship with Him.  Those who have not yet received the 
blessing need to be brought close to those who have received the blessing.  Then, 
those who have been blest explain to those who don’t have it yet how they, too, can 
receive it, enter into it, and enjoy it.   Or, to use words more familiar to us, those who are 
saved and born again explain to those who aren’t yet how they can be saved and born 
again, too.  Couldn’t God use another method?  Of course, He could.  But, He hasn’t.  
God insists on extending His blessing through those who have already been blest.  God 
insists on accomplishing His mission by bringing His people and lost people together.   
 
Here’s something else that’s important to remember.  An essential part of receiving 
God’s blessing is to become the channel of His blessing to others.  Think of that word 
“blessing” as everything you might receive if you were born into or adopted into some 
great, famous, and fabulously wealthy family.  Yes, you would receive many privileges 
and an incredible inheritance:  influence, prestige, money, property.  But part of the 
blessing – part of the inheritance – would be any and all responsibilities or obligations 
that went along with that great family name being given to you.   
 
Because of Jesus you have been adopted into the greatest family in the universe:  the 
family of God, your Heavenly Father. As a result, you’ve been given an indescribable 
inheritance.  You are blest and “wealthy” in ways you can’t fully comprehend.  Most of 
all, you enjoy an eternal relationship and fellowship with Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  
But an essential part of that blessing is to become a channel of His blessing to others.  
There’s a responsibility and an obligation.  You get to share the message and love of 
Jesus with others.  You get to invite others to experience this eternal relationship and 
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fellowship with God.  That’s part of your inheritance.  That’s part of the blessing you’ve 
received.   And, if for some reason, you don’t fulfill that responsibility, you’re missing out 
on part of your inheritance or part of your blessing.  So, understanding God’s mission 
and how it’s remained the same since the beginning is important to understanding this 
disruption of the early church in Acts 8 and 11.  What we see clearly is this…. 
 
GOD WILL USE ANY AND ALL MEANS TO ACCOMPLISH HIS MISSION. 
 
The late Dr. Ralph Winter was a missionary who became an influential missiologist.  He 
studied and taught on how God has been fulfilling His mission since Abraham.  Here’s a 
very insightful conclusion by Dr. Winter, “Where possible God accomplished His will 
through the voluntary obedience and godliness of His people, but where necessary, He 
does His will through involuntary means.”  In other words, if the fulfillment of God’s 
mission involves the bringing together of God’s people with lost people so His people 
can explain how to receive the blessing of an eternal relationship with God to those who 
haven’t received it yet, God will use any and all means necessary to make that happen.  
Sometimes God’s people will go to lost people voluntarily.  Sometimes lost people will 
come to God’s people voluntarily.  But if not, God will get His people to go to lost people 
involuntarily or get lost people to come to His people involuntarily.   
 
Here’s a few examples from Scripture.  In the Old Testament, Joseph was sent into 
Egypt as a slave.  He became a channel of great blessing to the Egyptians and other 
nations during a time of famine.  Did he go to Egypt voluntarily?  Of course not.  It was 
involuntary.  Daniel was sent to Babylon as a slave.  He became a channel of great 
blessing to the Babylonians and other nations ruled by the Babylonians.  Did he go to 
Babylon voluntarily?  No, it was involuntary.  Jonah, the prophet, was sent to Nineveh.  
Did he go voluntarily?  His response was the epitome of being involuntary.  But, then, 
he had quite the encounter with a great fish and he eventually went to Nineveh 
voluntarily.  Through his preaching, the people of Nineveh received the blessing of a 
relationship with God.  The Old Testament story of Ruth provides a different example of 
how God works.  Naomi and her husband, Elimelek, left Israel for Moab because of a 
famine.  You could say it was kind of a combination of an involuntary and a voluntary 
going.  After the death of her husband and two sons, Naomi decided to return to Israel.  
One of her Moabite daughters-in-law, Ruth, demanded to go with her.  It’s an example 
of a voluntary coming of a lost person toward God’s people.  As a result, Ruth entered 
into the blessing of an eternal relationship and fellowship with God.   
 
That brings us to the early church 15 years after Jesus ascended back to Heaven.  
Perhaps God’s people had become too complacent and comfortable there in Jerusalem.  
Whatever the reason, God’s mission wasn’t being fulfilled.  The Great Commission – go 
into all the world and make disciples – wasn’t happening.  They needed to get expelled 
from their Christian “ghetto.”  So, God deliberately allowed or created a disruption to 
scatter His people, get them out of Jerusalem, and out sharing the message of Jesus.  
Was it a voluntary going?  Absolutely not.  It only happened because of persecution.   
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But, in many cases, involuntary going became voluntary going.  Wherever God’s people 
went, they took the good news of Jesus with them and shared it with lost people.  Philip, 
a great evangelist, shared the good news about Jesus in the region of Samaria.  Lost 
people found salvation through Jesus.  He shared it also with a non-Jewish man, the 
Ethiopian eunuch, and the good news about Jesus spread to Africa.  In the book of 
Acts, we read about Cornelius, a high ranking Roman solder, who became a follower of 
Jesus along with his entire family.  Then, in Acts 11, we read today how the Gospel 
spread up the coast into what is now Lebanon, across the Mediterranean into the island 
of Cyprus, and then into the third most populated city in the Roman Empire, Antioch. 
 
What happened in Antioch was very significant.  The involuntary going of God’s people 
became voluntary going.  Ethnically Jewish Christians went to Antioch and began to 
share the good news of Jesus with large numbers of ethnically non-Jewish people.  
Antioch was a large (half a million people), thoroughly pagan city full of lost people. 
What happened?  “The power of the Lord was with them, and a large number of these 
Gentiles believed and turned to the Lord.” (Acts 11:21 NLT)   The Christian faith took an 
important leap forward.  Now the early church was finally moving irresistibly towards its 
God-given destiny of being a blessing to the entire planet.  The church in Antioch 
became a missionary-sending church.  It was from Antioch that Paul set out on his 
missionary journeys.  The involuntary going of God’s people to lost people had now 
become the voluntary going of His people to share the message of how to enter into an 
eternal relationship and fellowship with God.   
 
What does this story of the early church’s disruption reveal to you and me?  God is 
relentlessly faithful to His original mission.  He wants everyone everywhere to 
experience the blessing of an eternal relationship with Him.  He channels that blessing 
through His people.  If they go and share it with lost people voluntarily, well and good.  
That’s God’s first preference.  But if they don’t or won’t go for some reason, He will get 
them to do it involuntarily.  God used the painful and significant disruption of persecution 
among those first Christians to advance the message of His Kingdom.  As a result, 
many thousands of lost people became citizens of the Kingdom of God.  As a result, 
many new churches were born out of that time of persecution.   Here’s an inevitable 
conclusion:  God will even disrupt His own people if necessary to advance His will and 
accomplish His mission.  If we had the time today, we could see many fascinating 
examples of that principle in the spread of Christianity around the world in the last 2,000 
years.  Same story.  God still uses the voluntary going of His people or the voluntary 
coming of lost people.   And He still uses the involuntary going of His people or the 
involuntary coming of lost people.  God can be – and often is - the God of disruption!   
 
Here’s a question I’m asking myself in this disruptive year of 2020.  The question:  If I or 
my church is “disrupted,” is God providing a new opportunity to reach lost people?  This 
pandemic has been disruptive to all of our lives to some extent.  But for many people in 
our country and in our world, the word “disruption” probably isn’t strong enough.  It’s 
resulted in really painful suffering.  The death of loved ones.  The loss of employment.  
Financial upheaval.  Lots of uncertainty about life and how to live it.  For reasons that 
none of us fully understand, God is allowing this disruption to happen all over the world, 



 6 

in our country, and to you and me personally as well.  So, by asking that question, I’m 
trying to see if an historical truth has a contemporary application.  If God has operated 
like this in the past, it’s likely He’s acting the same way now.  I’m also taking a macro 
truth – a truth about God on a cosmic scale - and trying to give it a micro application – a 
truth that applies to my church and to me personally. 
 
As we read and meditate on God’s Word, we learn sometimes God moves us out of our 
comfort zones.  My comfort is not God’s primary concern or His mission.  His mission is 
to bring lost people to Himself and give them the blessing of an eternal relationship and 
fellowship with Him.  Toward that end, God allows or creates disruption just like He did 
for the early church.  I find myself asking God in the midst of this current pandemic, 
“God, are You preparing me for some new task?  God, are You preparing our church for 
some new task?”  From a church perspective, we’ve had to learn how to do ministry in 
new ways.  We’ve been kicked out of our comfort zone.  It’s been disruptive, to say the 
least!   But maybe – just maybe – it’s a disruption created or allowed by God to help me 
and help our church fulfill God’s never changing mission in new ways we would never 
have attempted otherwise.  It’s just a thought.  But I invite you to ask those questions 
along with me, and then prayerfully and thoughtfully, seek God’s answers.   

Paul Borthwick shared a story to remind us how any follower of Jesus can become a 
part God's mission anywhere at any time.  Paul stopped in to a McDonald's in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts.  He noticed a young man named Peter working the 
counter.  He recognized him from the young adult ministry at Paul’s church.  He also 
knew Peter had just graduated from Harvard University with a master's degree.  Paul 
greeted him and managed to get him to break free for coffee together.  "What are you 
doing here?" Paul asked.  People with a Harvard master's degree don't usually aspire to 
work the counter at McDonald's.  "Well," Peter explained, "I graduated in May, but I 
went four months without finding a job.  So I said to myself, 'I need some income to pay 
bills.' So this is where I've ended up—at least for now."   

Paul replied, "Sorry to hear that.  It must be hard." But Peter cut him off.  "No. Don't be 
sorry.  God has me here.  This place is giving me awesome opportunities to share my 
faith.  I'm on a shift that includes a Buddhist guy from Sri Lanka, a Muslim fellow from 
Lebanon, a Hindu lady from India, and a fellow Christian from El Salvador.  It's 
awesome.  I get to be a global missionary to my coworkers while asking 'would you like 
fries with that?'"  Peter was experiencing significant disruption.  He found himself in a 
setting he never would have chosen as part of his long-term life plan.  But because he 
was part of God’s family, he knew he was blest.  He also knew that blessing meant he 
was a part of God’s mission.  As a result, he had a God-directed mindset that shaped 
the way he looked at his circumstances and at the people around him. 

When you became a part of God’s family, you received His blessing.  Maybe you didn’t 
realize it at the time, but you also gave God permission to disrupt your life if it means He 
can fulfill His mission through you.  He is the God of disruption.  If you’re in the middle of 
any kind of disruption today, ask yourself, “How does God want me to use this 
disruption to glorify Him and help to accomplish His mission in this world?”  


