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From the Hope Young People’s Society I received the following letter with a couple of 

questions which, I understand, they would like to have answered in Beacon Lights: 

Nov. 16, 1957 

“Dear Rev. Hoeksema, 

“In our last week’s Young People’s Society meeting the following questions 

arose: 

“ ‘Whether these saints who were scattered abroad during the persecution of 

Stephen were ordained ministers or just ordinary laymen of Cyrene and Cyprus?’ 

and, ‘How can the preaching of the Word take place other than through men 

called by God?’ 

“The members of our society would like an explanation of these two questions 

based on Acts 11:19-21. 

“We would like an answer as soon as possible. Thank you. 

“Sincerely, 

“Della Mensch, Sec’y” 

 

The question raised by the Hope Society is indeed an interesting one, and rather 

important, especially in our day of much so-called gospel preaching and mission work performed 

by men who are not ordained and who even have no connection at all with any church institution. 

Hence, especially the question whether the preaching of the Word can take place other than 

through men called by God is of importance. And this, I take it, was the nub of the discussion 

also in the Hope Society. 

 Before suggesting the answer, I want to quote the passage mentioned by the Hope 

Society, Acts 11:19-21: “Now they which were scattered abroad upon the persecution that arose 

about Stephen travelled as far as Phenice, and Cyprus, and Antioch, preaching the word to none 

but unto the Jews only. And some of them were men of Cyprus and Cyrene, which, when 

they were come to Antioch, spake unto the Grecians, preaching the Lord Jesus. And the hand of 

the Lord was with them: and a great number believed, and turned unto the Lord.” By way of 

arriving at an understanding of this matter, I think we do well to answer the second question first: 

“How can the preaching of the Word take place other than through men called by God?” To this 

I reply as follows: 

 1)  I know of no way that the preaching of the Word can take place other than through 

men called by God. And my reason is that preaching of the Word is always by Christ. Christ is 

the Preacher of the Word. Unless He speaks His own Word, we cannot hear Him and we cannot 

believe in Him. And therefore, only those men are preachers of the Word through whom Christ 

Himself speaks. This implies two things. In the first place, it strictly limits and defines the true 

preaching of the Word as far as its contents are concerned, so that preaching of the Word 

mustalways be according to the Scriptures. But in the second place, it also strictly limits and 

defines the preaching of the Word as far as its authority is concerned, so that only then do you 

have preaching when the Word is proclaimed by a Christ-sent preacher. No more than any Tom, 

Dick, or Harry can speak authoritatively on behalf of President Eisenhower to the government of 

a foreign country, no more can anyone, except an official ambassador of Christ, speak Christ's 



Word in the name of Christ. 

 2) This, I believe, is according to Scripture. To mention only a few passages in support of 

this contention, there is, first of all, the key passage of Romans 10:13-15: “For whosoever shall 

call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved. How then shall they call on him in whom they 

have not believed? and how shall they believe in him of whom they have not heard? (this should 

be: “and how shall they believe in him whom, they have not heard?" We must hear Christ 

Himself, not only hear about Christ, in order to believe. H.C.H.) and how shall they hear without 

a preacher? And how shall they preach except they be sent?" This is also taught in II Corinthians 

5:18-29: “And all things are of God, who hath reconciled us to himself by Jesus Christ, and hath 

given to us the ministry of reconciliation; To wit, that God was in Christ, reconciling the world 

unto himself, not imputing their trespasses unto them; and hath committed unto us the word of 

reconciliation. Now then we are ambassadors for Christ, as though God did beseech you by us: 

we pray you in Christ’s stead, be ye reconciled to God.” Notice in this connection such 

expressions as: “hath given to us the ministry of reconciliation; and hath committed unto us the 

word of reconciliation; we are ambassadors for Christ; we pray you in Christ’s stead." What 

height of presumption it would be for anyone not sent by Christ Himself to use such expressions! 

Such a man is a fraud, an impostor. One more passage I want to cite: “And he (the ascended 

Christ) gave some, apostles; and some, prophets; and some, evangelists; and some, pastors and 

teachers; For the perfecting of the saints, for the work of the ministry, for the edifying of the 

body of Christ.” Ephesians 4:11, 12. This is also according to the meaning of one of the 

Scriptural terms for “preacher" and “to preach." According to this term, a preacher is a herald, 

one who proclaims official tidings on behalf of an authority who sends him and commits to him 

a message. 

That brings us to Hope’s first question, whether the scattered saints mentioned in Acts 

11:19-21 were ordained ministers or just ordinary laymen. To this my answer must be that in as 

far as these saints preached, they must have been ordained preachers, that is, sent by Christ and 

authorized by Him to proclaim His Word. And my answer as such is based solely on all the 

Scriptural evidence cited above. My reasoning is as follows: 

1)  Acts 11:19-21 tells us that these men of Cyprus and Cyrene preached the Word at 

Antioch. 

 2)  Scripture everywhere teaches us that preaching of the Word can take place only by 

officially sent preachers, ordained preachers, called by God through Christ. 

 3)  Therefore, the preachers at Antioch must have been not ordinary laymen, but ordained 

preachers. 

But perhaps Hope desires a little more light on this subject in connection with the 

testimony of the Book of Acts itself, especially because the text in Acts speaks simply of the 

saints which were scattered abroad upon the persecution that arose about Stephen, not of 

preachers and evangelists that were scattered abroad. And I believe that a careful study of the 

testimony of Acts will lead to the same conclusion, namely, that these preachers of the Word at 

Antioch were ordained preachers. After all, Scripture does not contradict itself. Only I think we 

do well to bear in mind in this connection that the Book of Acts is not a history book, relating all 

the details of the history of the early New Testament Church, but it aims to relate the things that 

Jesus continued to do and to teach after His ascension, and in that respect draws the general lines 

of the growth and development of the church and the spread of the gospel. This becomes evident 

at once if you only consider that in these first eleven chapters of Acts approximately 10 years of 

the history of the church is covered. It is plain, then, that we certainly have no detailed history in 



Acts. And in this light, if we consider the various Scriptural data on this subject, I think we can 

come to a rather clear conception of just what took place at this time. Let me mention the 

following elements: 

1)  The persecution mentioned in Acts 11 is first mentioned in Acts 8:1-4: “And Saul was 

consenting unto his death. And at that time there was a great persecution against the church 

which was at Jerusalem; and they were all scattered abroad throughout the regions of Judaea and 

Samaria, except the apostles. And devout men carried Stephen to his burial, and made a great 

lamentation over him. As for Saul, he made havoc of the church, entering into every house, and 

haling men and women committed them to prison. Therefore they that were scattered abroad 

went everywhere preaching the word.” I would draw your attention to the following in this 

connection: 

 

a)  This was a great persecution. And if in this connection we remember that the church at 

Jerusalem numbered by this time thousands of saints, we may well conclude that not only a few 

scattered saints went abroad, but many hundreds and thousands of them. They very likely went 

in bands and groups. And they included not only laymen, but also officebearers. We know, for 

example, that the seven deacons were scattered at this time. Hence, not individual saints were 

scattered merely, but the church was scattered. And when the church was scattered, everywhere 

they went there was the nucleus of a new congregation and a new center from which the 

preaching of the gospel went forth. 

 b)  We may well interpret verse 4 of Acts 8 in this light, and then also bear in mind that it 

is not simply individual men who preach the Word, but the church. Christ through His church, 

and through the offices and officebearers which He Himself has given to His church, preaches 

the Word. 

c)  I believe we may also say that this scattering involved especially the saints from 

among the Hellenistic or Grecian Jews. It was in this segment of the church that the persecution 

arose. It was from among the Grecian Jews (Acts 6:9) that the persecution of Stephen arose. And 

it was under the leadership of one of these Grecian Jews (Saul, of Tarsus, in Cilicia, who also 

consented to Stephen's death) that this great persecution of Acts 8 took place. This, I believe, 

also explains in part the fact that the apostles remained at Jerusalem at this time, for they were 

not Grecian Jews, but Galileans and Judeans, and therefore not the primary object of persecution. 

 d)  We may also note that this scattering was throughout Judea and Samaria, and that 

therefore in Acts 11, where Phenice and Cyprus and Antioch are mentioned, you have the 

extreme limits of this scattering. 

2)  One example of the result of this scattering you have mentioned in Acts 8 already: the 

preaching of Philip, which involved: 

a) His preaching at Samaria. 

b) The preaching of the apostles in many villages of the Samaritans, vs. 25. And 

incidentally, in connection with this calling of the apostles to Samaria you have a very strong 

testimony that the church at that time did not ignore the importance and the authority of the 

office, especially the apostolic office. 

c) The preaching to the Ethiopian eunuch, vs. 27, ff. 

d) Philip's passing from Azotus, preaching in all cities, till he came to Caesarea, vs. 40. 

3)   In Acts 9 you have mention of the tour of Peter among the churches of Judea, Galilee, 

and Samaria, and in particular of his visits to Lydda, Saron, Joppa, and Caesarea. All this is 

evidence that through this persecution and scattering the church was scattered, and that many 



congregations were established, and that the preaching mentioned in Acts 8 and in Acts II 

proceeded from the saints, that is, from these congregations, but always through ordained 

preachers. 

4)  Finally, I call your attention to two specific factors in the preaching of Antioch: 

a) Also at Antioch they did not flaunt the Christ-ordained offices, for they had contact 

with the church at Jerusalem, received Barnabas, who was sent from Jerusalem, and also 

received Saul, who was appointed directly by the Lord as an apostle. Acts 11:22, ff. 

b) We know too that later, at least, there were ordained men at Antioch, prophets and 

teachers. Acts 13:1. 

On the basis of all this data I conclude that also in the Book of Acts it is rather clear that 

these preachers were ordained men, called by God, and not ordinary laymen. 

 And now if there are other questions, on this or another subject, either from Hope or from 

other societies, send them in, and I will do my best to answer them.  
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