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LOOK, LISTEN & OBEY 
Acts 12:25-13:3 

 
SERMON NOTES FOR LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 

With our text today we shift our focus in the Book of Acts from Jerusalem to Antioch. And 
that shift in focus coincides with our shift in focus from the leadership of Peter in the 
church to the missionary activity of Paul. With a minor interruption in Acts 15 for the 
Jerusalem Council, the remainder of the book will detail Paul’s missionary activity, his 
last visit to Jerusalem and his journey to Rome to appeal before Caesar.  
 
Chapters 13-14 contain the account of Paul’s first missionary journey. It will differ from 
his second and third missionary journeys in that he will keep on the move without 
stopping for an extended time of teaching on this journey. He will plant churches and 
move on. Then he will return to those churches and publicly recognize leaders before 
leaving again. On his second and third journey he will, at times, stay in a location for a 
year or more, not only evangelizing but also teaching and discipling. This first journey, 
though, will primarily be an evangelistic journey, and in it we are introduced to Paul’s 
missionary methodology. and Saul out for this first journey. 
 
What is happening in Antioch as Barnabas and Saul return from Jerusalem? First, paying 
attention to the Lord. The church leaders in Antioch were a diverse group, which 
reflected the cosmopolitan makeup of their city. They were diverse in background and 
experience but they were united in making their service to the Lord their top priority. 
Our Bibles describe this as “worshiping the Lord.” That has certain connotations that we 
will consider.  
 
We will see that they were, second, listening to the Lord. They were listening for his 
direction as they engaged in prayer to him. And to aid them in their ability to concentrate, 
and to hear from the Lord, they were engaged in a regular lifestyle of fasting. A truth that 
has become so precious to me throughout the years is the conviction that God is more 
interested in communicating with me than I am in listening to him. If we put ourselves in 
a place where we can hear him, he will speak to us. The church in Antioch was looking to 
the Lord and they were listening to the Lord. 
 
We will see, finally, they were obedient to the Lord. When the church heard and 
understood what the Holy Spirit was saying, they prayed and fasted some more so they 
could confirm what they had heard. Then they obeyed and released Barnabas and Saul to 
ministry that was away from the church in Antioch. Their prayer of confirmation led them 
to obey the Holy Spirit. How often do we use the phrase “let me pray about it” as our 
polite Southern way of saying, “I don’t have any intention of doing that, bless your cotton 
picking heart.” 
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In chapter 11 we saw that a healthy church is a balanced church. It engages in every 
member evangelism, systematic discipleship, and practical good works. Now we see that 
it also prioritizes seeking the Lord, listening to the Lord and obeying the Lord. 

 
 

I.  COMPLETING AN ASSIGNMENT – 12:25 
 
BARNABAS AND SAUL COMPLETED THEIR SERVICE IN JUDEA 

 
Barnabas and Saul had been sent by the church at Antioch to take relief funds to the 
brothers in Judea – 11:27-30. They are now returning to Antioch. 

 
Barnabas is the pre-eminent disciple at this point and he is listed first. He is the one who 
went and sought out Paul to bring him back to Antioch to help disciple the new believers. 
This order will change just after they begin their 1st journey together 

 
They return to Antioch because they have completed their assignment in Judea. The root 
of the word “ministry” is “service.” They were doing ministry to benefit the believers in 
Judea, not to benefit themselves. They put themselves at the disposal of the Judean 
brothers. This is the same attitude we should take when we are taking our trips. 

 
THEY RETURNED TO ANTIOCH WITH JOHN MARK 
 

They brought John Mark with them because it was their practice to train young men for 
ministry. Both Paul and Barnabas sought out young men to train them for ministry by 
taking them along with them while they were doing ministry. 

 
Training for ministry is more than just sitting in a meeting together or participating in a 
training event; it is doing ministry together. Ministry is learned by modeling, not just 
talking. Modeling requires that both the trainer and the trainee make the training 
experience a priority. 

 
This is one of our hopes for ministry through our Life Groups. We want them to do more 
than just meet together to discuss a sermon or a text – we want them to purposefully take 
steps to put the gospel into action in real life.  

 
They also brought John Mark with them because he was the cousin of Barnabas – Col 4:10 

 
II.  LOOK, LISTEN AND OBEY – 13:1-3 
 
THE LEADERSHIP IN ANTIOCH LOOKED TO THE LORD – 13:1-2A 
 

The leadership in Antioch was led by prophets and teachers. In Ephesians 4:11-14, Paul 
tells us that God gives the church five classifications of leaders to give direction to the 
work of the church. Not all five of the offices listed in Ephesians are listed here. That may 
have been because this was a young church that had not yet identified those who were 
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filling the other three offices. It may also have been that these are the only two offices 
mentioned because of the nature of the Holy Spirit’s call that was extended to the 
teachers through the ministry of the prophets.  

 
But note that, even in this young church, there were multiple leaders, not just one or two. 

 
The leadership in Antioch was marked by diversity. Barnabas may have been listed first 
because, at this time, he was the most notable leader of the church in Antioch. He was a 
man with a well-earned, godly, reputation. Barnabas was originally from Cyprus, soon to 
be the destination of their first missionary activity.  

 
Simeon, who was called Niger, was most likely an African disciple. Lucius of Cyrene was 
probably a disciple from North Africa.  Manaean, the lifelong friend of Herod of Tetrach, 
was from Galilee. It is most likely that he had grown up associated with Herod Antipas, 
the youngest son of Herod the Great, who was notable for putting John the Baptist to 
death and interviewing Jesus at his trial. (Lk 3:1-2) 

 
Saul was from Tarsus, in modern-day Turkey. He may have been listed last because he 
was the last notable leader to be added to their mix before the Holy Spirit gave them their 
marching orders. 

 
The diversity of this leadership is reflective of the cosmopolitan nature of Antioch. I don’t 
think it is fair to say that the church deliberately sought a diversified team of leaders. But 
I do think it is fair to say their leaders were drawn from the diversity of nationalities and 
backgrounds that made up the church in Antioch. 

 
The leadership in Antioch was engaged in a lifestyle of service to the Lord. The word 
“while” is such a small, and maybe insignificant word, yet it tells us so much about their 
lifestyle. Upon their return to Jerusalem at the completion of their great task, they are 
devoting themselves to the Lord. They are not wasting time, as we are prone to do, and 
they have not returned to their “fishing” (occupations) as the disciples had been prone to 
do in the gospels. They prayed and they fasted and they “worshiped the Lord.”   

 
What does it mean to “worship the Lord?” The term used here carries with it a meaning 
that is different from what we think of when we think of worship. We often associate 
worship with singing and standing, raising our hands and closing our eyes. The word 
used here actually means “to render service” to the Lord. All of that is a part of the way 
in which we worship. But this is a much more encompassing word than what we typically 
use for “worship. 

 
The verb was used in Attic Greek of performing an unpaid public service, e.g. helping to 
equip naval units or training choruses (dancing choirs) for the state festivals. In NT it is 
used of service in the Christian community, in a much wider sense than that represented 
by the later ecclesiastical use of ‘liturgy.’ (Bruce) 
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Luke is probably referring to corporate prayer that replaced the sacrificial approach to 
God which was at the heart of Judaism.  Couple with fasting, the reference is most likely 
to prayer, though it is also possible that the meaning is “serving the Lord” with their 
gifts, as they engaged in prophecy and teaching. (Peterson) 

 
They had been raised in the sacrificial system. To worship the Lord meant to participate 
in the regular rites of sacrifice. Now that they no longer have to offer regular sacrifices 
for their redemption, they turn the discipline of the ritual in a new direction. They are not 
offering sacrifices on a regular basis, but they are praying on a regular basis.  

 
But not only are they praying, they are fasting on a regular basis. Why? Not because they 
were commanded to fast, but because they recognized that regular fasting encouraged 
and enhanced their prayers.  

 
What were they praying for? Barnabas and Paul had completed their ministry to Judea 
and had returned to Antioch with John Mark. I am sure that part of what they were 
seeking was further direction from the Lord. What was the next thing that God had in 
store for them?  

 
Worship is an expression of making God the priority in our lives, but it is also an attitude 
that should permeate the normal tasks of life that we carry out. Here are some ways in 
which we “render service” to the Lord or “worship: the Lord: 

 
Our worship of the Lord is not incidental but purposeful to our lives as NT believers. 
Because it is purposeful, we pay attention to what it means to worship in our lives and 
we implement rituals that will assist us in worship. 

 
Our worship of the Lord is not a prescribed set of duties but a mindset with which we 
carry out all our duties.  

 
But, our worship of the Lord is something set aside from normal routines of life; much 
like what happens with us when we formally set aside a week of prayer and fasting in 
January. 

 
It was the regular practice of the church to worship the Lord and fast. And it was during 
this time that the Holy Spirit spoke to them. They prioritized seeking the Lord and he 
spoke to them. 

 
Paying attention to the Lord is our first priority as a church. Instead of trying to fit our 
worship of the Lord into our busy schedules and plans for the week, we adjust our plans 
to allow time for worship and service. Our worship of the Lord adds a sense of rhythm 
and meaning to our lives, and not just a weekly or annual rhythm but a daily rhythm. We 
need to prioritize our lives around worship and service rather than squeezing worship 
and service into the bits of time we have left over. 
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THE HOLY SPIRIT GAVE INSTRUCTIONS FOR THEIR NEXT ASSIGNMENT – 13:2B 
 

It is the ministry of the Holy Spirit to point people to Jesus. This is what he did at the very 
beginning of Jesus’ public ministry – Jn 1:33 

 
The Holy Spirit is the Helper and Comforter whom Jesus had promised would be given to 
his followers after he returned to his father – Jn 14:26; Acts 2:38; 9:17 

 
If we are not careful, we incorrectly think of the Holy Spirit as a “junior” member of the 
Trinity. But he is an equal part of the godhead – Acts 5:3 

 
The role of the Holy Spirit is to point people to Jesus and stir up love between the Father 
and the Son for each other. Here he is issuing his own command.  

 
He says “set apart for me,” for “the work to which I have called them.” Their obedience to 
this command will bring about the same result; it will point people toward Jesus and it 
will stir up in them love for the Father and the Son. 

 
The word used for “set apart” means “to select one person out of a group for a purpose, 
set apart, appoint.” It is the word used in Rom 1:1. 

 
As the church is looking to the Lord, prioritizing him in their daily lives and in their 
corporate lives, the Holy Spirit speaks to them. He asks them to send out their best 
leaders on a task that he has established for them. He wasn’t asking for leftovers but for 
the first helping. 

 
For the first time, we are seeing the church be the instrument of God in sending out 
missionaries. God was not just speaking to individuals but he was speaking to the church 
at Antioch as a whole. And it was not because persecution was driving them out of 
Antioch. 

 
When we make it a priority to pay attention to the Lord, we should not be surprised when 
he speaks to us. Let us not be like the church in Jerusalem who was surprised that God 
actually answered their prayers for the deliverance of Peter from prison.  

 
How is it that we pray? Do we pray out of a sense of duty or expectation? Do we pray as 
the requirements of a task or as the benefits of a relationship?  

 
And what about fasting? Do we ever fast, not for health reasons but as an aid to our prayer 
life? If we do fast, do we fast at any time other than during our January week of prayer? 
The NT never commands us to fast, but the evidence is clearly there of an expectation 
that we will be fasting. Jesus never commanded his followers to fast, but he did give 
instructions as to how they were to fast. (Mt 6:16-18; 9:14-15) 
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So as we are engaged in service to the Lord, in prayer and in fasting, we are listening to 
hear what the Holy Spirit is saying. Because he wants to communicate with us and to 
point us to Jesus.  

 
THE CHURCH RESPONDS IN OBEDIENCE TO THE HOLY SPIRIT – 13:3 
 

Their response to the directive of the Holy Spirit was to fast and pray some more. The 
directive had come to them in the midst of their fasting and praying. They continued to 
fast and pray in order to confirm that they had correctly heard the Lord. 

 
Who is involved in this fasting and praying? At this point it seems to be all of the church, 
not just the prophets and teachers. The plural “they laid their hands on them” is not 
definitive, so it is likely that is was all of the church. 

 
The laying on of hands was done as a recognition of what the Holy Spirit had said and an 
act of agreement with the Holy Spirit. There was no spiritual power conveyed by the 
church to Barnabas and Saul, the Holy Spirit had already equipped them. The church was 
simply recognizing and responding in obedience.  

 
Do not use “prayer” as a smokescreen for disobedience. The church’s response was to 
confirm the calling of the Lord through prayer and fasting, and then to release them to be 
obedient to God’s direction.  

 
Once we have sought the Lord and heard from the Lord, we only have one response open 
to us, and that is to obey the Lord. Even if it costs us the best from among us. And obeying 
that which we have heard is indispensable.  There were no two men who were more 
humanly responsible for the church in Antioch than Barnabas and Saul, and now the 
church would be without their service for a while. And the church obeyed without 
hesitation. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 

Can God use this passage to awaken a sense of awe and expectation at SCF?  That, at a 
time other than our annual week of prayer, we would gain a sense of: 

 
Paying attention to the Lord through prayer and fasting on a regular basis. 

 
Paying attention to what he says, especially since he is not always going to confirm what 
we know and do but sometimes he is going to upset our nicely arranged world. 

 
Believing that our obedience is an indication that we have heard him; that obedience is 
the demonstration of the love we say we have for him. 
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APPLICATION 
 

LOOK 
 

 What rituals, or routines, have you put in place to help you prioritizing seeking the Lord 
in your life? How did you come to choose the rituals, or routines, you chose? 

 
 What battles do you fight in following through on the priority of worship? 
 
 How successful have you been in implementing a discipline like fasting? Do you agree or 

disagree that fasting on a regular basis enhances your prayer life? Why? 
 

LISTEN 
 

 The church in Antioch clearly knew that it was the Holy Spirit who was speaking to them. 
How do you know that you are hearing from God when you pray? 

 
 What do you do to confirm what you think God is saying? 

 
OBEY 

 
 Is there anything God has commanded you to do that you have failed to follow through 

on? If so, what is needed so that you will obey him? 
 
 When the Holy Spirit set apart Barnabas and Saul, he was asking Antioch to give him their 

best. What is there in your life that you would consider to be your best that God is asking 
you to give to him? 


