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Session 4 

 
 

When You Feel Too Small to Make a Difference: 
Simeon called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, and Manean: An 

Unlikely Partnership for the Good of the Gospel 
 
VIDEO LINK 
To watch the video session, click here: https://youtu.be/QybGxWTBEwk. 

  
INTRODUCTION 
 
When You Feel Too Small to Make a Difference: Simeon called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, and Manean: An 
Unlikely Partnership for the Good of the Gospel 

In this Easter season, we hear a great many stories from the book of Acts (the early church, established by Paul). 
We are always enthralled by this revolutionary new community, the jaw-dropping rearranging of power 
dynamics, the freeing Gospel of Christ, and so much more! And somehow, in this moment, it seems to be the 
“small” characters that keep jumping out with something moving to tell us; reminding us that it’s not always the 
flashy roles and events that pave the way and enact the love of God in meaningful ways among us. Having 
endured a long season of time apart, many of us have wrestled with our sense of purpose and passion for living, 
serving, and being of good use to God and neighbor through love. Right now, we are especially intrigued by the 
more underplayed characters of Acts that nonetheless play roles of great, though often quiet, 
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 significance because we also need assurance and eye-opening to see God’s great works among and within even 
“small” us! We look to the examples of important (though, lesser-known) members in the first century church to 
rekindle within us a sense of our own vocation, and an outward-focused, active love!  Through Acts, we seek to 
discover anew, how and where God is already working through and leading, precisely us! We recognize that our 
lives have all the significance God gives them (whether we see obvious greatness or only simple gifts). In Gods 
guiding hands, and filled with God’s love, we become exactly what is most needed - right where we are!  
 
 

SCRIPTURE REFERENCES 
 
As we noted above, we’re focusing on little-known, and seldom-mentioned characters. However, God speaks 
profoundly through their lives and through the bits of them we know!  
 
Acts 13:1-3 
The Church at Antioch became the hub from which Paul and others went out on missionary journeys. This 
bubbling center of ethnic and religious diversity became exemplary of the Holy Spirit’s power to bridge divisions 
and build new community in the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Three key characters from various backgrounds are knit 
together for the core strength of the church in a radically urban environment. Simeon called Niger, Lucius of 
Cyrene, and Manean. Little is known, but much can be presumed. God’s power through them was great, and 
with their gifts, they were a part of something much bigger than themselves! 

Acts 11:19-26 
We learn, prior to our core text, that the Spirit of God was stirring in Antioch. God uses the scattering of the 
disciples following the stoning of Stephen as a springboard for the Gospel. Stephen’s death is not in vain, but to 
the contrary, becomes a powerful catalyst for the growth of the church, as followers of Jesus are “scattered” 
into the lives of those with ears to hear.  

 
 

BACKGROUND ON THE TEXT 

Now once Barnabas had brought Paul to Antioch, a new phase in the growth of the Church took place (Acts 
13:1-4). 

Now there were in the church at Antioch prophets and teachers, Barnabas, Simeon who was called Niger, 
Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen a member of the court of Herod the tetrarch, and Saul. While they were 
worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, "Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to 
which I have called them." Then after fasting and praying they laid their hands on them and sent them off. 
So, being sent out by the Holy Spirit, they went down to Seleucia, and from there they sailed to Cyprus. 

And that would constitute the start of what we call Paul & Barnabas’ first “missionary Journey” which is tracked 
from city to city in the Roman Empire in chapters 13-14. So here we see a shift of geographical focus from one city 
(namely, Jerusalem) to another city (Antioch). Jerusalem was largely a Jewish city but with Antioch, now we see a 
shift to a radically diverse metropolis. The hub of the church’s gospel mission has shifted from one major city to 
another major city. Now the young church has moved from its Jerusalem-based, Judaism-oriented origins, and is 
becoming increasingly Gentile as a movement based in a Gentile city. From this point onward Antioch will act as 
the starting point for all three of the Paul’s missionary journeys into the Roman Empire (chaps. 13,15,18).  
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Let’s explore these passages from the word of God in three movements: 

The City – The Church – The “Christian” 

The City: Antioch & its significance. The city of Antioch was significant in the empire. The Roman Empire was one 
of the most urbanized empires the world had ever seen. It had the most densely populated cities, it was the most 
pluralistic Empire religiously, and it was the most troubled – with disease and inner strife, and it was extremely 
multi-ethnic. The city of Rome itself had 1 Million people! After the fall of the Roman Empire that size and kind of 
city didn’t appear again until the 1850’s. And those more recent cities were much more homogeneous than Rome.  

Antioch was the 3rd largest city in the Roman Empire (after Rome & Alexandria) and some estimate that its 
population was about 500,000. Antioch's importance in the Roman World cannot be underestimated. It was 
founded in 300 B.C. by Seleucus Nicator after his victory over Antigonus. In Acts, two cities by the name of Antioch 
are mentioned, Antioch of Syria and Antioch of Pisidia. Antioch of Syria was located at the head of the Orontes 
River about twenty kilometers inland, east of the Mediterranean Sea and although it was inland it was possible to 
navigate by boat along the river from the sea to Antioch. Under the Greek Empire it flourished and became a 
wealthy sophisticated meeting point of Greek and Oriental cultures. When Rome occupied Syria in 64 B.C., Antioch 
became a regional military headquarters. Due to the importance of the city, it underwent many renovations and 
improvements along Roman lines, which not only added to its beautification, but also served more practical 
purposes, such as communication and defense. Another significant factor about Antioch is that it was… 

The city of Antioch was Culturally Diverse. With a population as high as 500,000, or more, Antioch was quite 
urban, even by today's standards. The city shared many of the characteristics typical of urban centers today. There 
was a great multiplicity of cultures. Many languages were spoken, as traders, travelers, and full-time residents 
interacted. Communication to and from Antioch was possible with almost anywhere in the Roman world. And… 

 The City of Antioch was also pluralistic Religiously. Like we see in many of today’s cities, where there is a 
multiplicity of cultures there can be a greater spirit of religious pluralism and tolerance. 

And so, the city, as a meeting point of the Greeks and the Oriental civilizations, had come to contain, as part of its 
normal daily existence, not only the old established Greek cults of Zeus, Apollo, and the rest of the pantheon, but 
also the Syrian cults of Baal and the mother-goddess—partly assimilated to Zeus and Artemis—as well as the 
mystery religions with their doctrines of salvation, of death and regeneration, and their promises for the afterlife. 
As one of the largest cities of the Roman Empire and one of the great commercial centers of the ancient world, 
with business connections in all parts of the empire, Antioch saw the coming and going of people of all sorts, 
bringing news of events everywhere in the Roman world. Another factor of prime importance was the presence 
of a large and ancient Jewish community. This community had attracted to its ceremonies and its teachings 
numbers of Gentiles who found in Judaism an ethical doctrine that was more satisfactory to them than the pagan 
teaching. Thus, Antioch was peculiarly receptive to the new message.  

For the sake of keeping peace and order in a city with such a diversity of ethnicity, cultures, and religions, 
somewhere along the line in Antioch’s history, walls were built to fence off the various groups from one another. 
Jews lived in their quarter, Greeks in theirs, Romans in theirs. These walls were symbolic of the great divides 
between the worldviews of the co-inhabitants of Antioch.  

And yet, the Church at Antioch thrived because its congregation and leadership mirrored the Cultural Diversity 
of the city (Acts 13:1-3, our core text). Barnabas was a Levite (of the Jewish priestly heritage) but he was from 
the Greek society on the Island of Cyprus (4:36-37). Then there was Simeon (a Jewish name) “called Niger” an 
expression that most literally means “Simon the Black” so he could have been the son of African proselytes to 
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Judaism or a convert himself. We don’t know much about Lucius of Cyrene, but we do know that Cyrene was in 
Northern Africa, in what we now know as Libya. He, too, represented the diversity of an “outsider,” am immigrant, 
who had made his way to Antioch in search of a new life, now wearing a Greek name, Lucius. Manean had enough 
connections with minor nobility that he had grown up with Herod the tetrarch. Then, of course we have Saul, by 
this time a veteran evangelist, church planter, and Bible teacher of fifteen years’ experience. Just as Jesus had 
called him to do, he moved more and more in Gentile circles, and used the name connected with his Roman 
citizenship, Paul (13:9). Paul was from out of town – from Tarsus.  

Simeon, called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, and Manean represent those who have partnered for the good news of 
Jesus. They have the power of the Holy Spirit, and they share it in the laying on of hands, the teaching of Jesus, 
and the sending of apostles, preachers, and teachers into the world. They care for the urban home front, while 
others go out. They tend and nourish the church in places of grand diversity, religious pluralism, and seemingly 
impossible walls that divide.  

Simeon, Lucius, and Manean, unlikely partners pulled together in the power of God to give witness to Jesus’ love 
in the world. We have a God who finds a way where there seems to be no way, building up the body of Christ 
across deep divisions, for the good of all. Let it be so among us! 

 
 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
1. As followers of Jesus Christ, what is to be our relationship to the city, meaning the core center of urban life, 

where diversity dwells and human struggles persist? What can we learn from Antioch in the Book of Acts 
that applies to our understanding of the city today?  

 
2. Avoiding the temptation to ‘do it on our own,’ how might we make our hearts ready for partnerships? As we 

“go out into the world to be witnesses” what is our imagination for “building relationships across our fear, 
so that others may walk across?”  
 

3. How do you relate to Simeon called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, and Manean, who all found themselves in a new 
place, with new people, for the good of the whole world? Are we ever too old to make a new friend? Form a 
new partnership?  

 

 

FOLLOW THROUGH 
1. Recall a story of an unlikely encounter that became something more for you. Take time to build in the 

details of how the encounter took place and what those details mean to you through the eyes of faith. How 
were your spiritual gifts at play in the relationship and what spiritual gifts did the other exhibit? 
 

2. Write down something you have learned in the past year about relationships of diversity. How has Covid-19 
and the death of George Floyd affected your spirit, stirring you to consider a role, no matter how small, in 
seeing a new future for the world?  
 

3. Meditate upon the blessing of God’s crafting of divine diversity, from the life beneath the sea to the 
beautiful tapestry of urban life. See it all again for the first time! 
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PRAYER  
 
For all your saints, Faithful God — especially those whose small acts and consistent faith have meant so much —
we give you thanks. We praise you for being at work through every one of us to build up the body of Christ. We 
offer ourselves for your work, as well – that in the belief you give, we, too, may bear witness to grace, freedom, 
and joy in you. Give us ears to truly hear where and how you are calling us to daily forms of witness and service. 
Assure us of your faithful work in us - alive, important, and purposeful, no matter how small we might 
sometimes feel! Make us bold in our believing and courageous in our witness of your love...We rarely see clearly 
how important our lives (in your hands) can be! May we trust your great power and wisdom to use our every 
little thing for your glory, through Jesus Christ, our risen Savior. Amen.  

 
 

AUTHOR 
Pastor Paul Pettersen is Lead Pastor serving Normandale Lutheran Church in Edina, MN. 
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