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Introduction: 
How much have you suffered for the sake of Christ?

Luke tells us “through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God.”

But we don’t like to suffer!
This is related to our discussion of fasting two weeks ago.


Fasting is depriving yourself of food,


denying yourself of not just the comforts, but even the necessities of life,



as you set your heart and mind on Christ.

The Christian life must include self-denial.
It must also include tribulation –


suffering imposed from outside.

We have launched into the last section of the book of Acts –


how the gospel is going forth to the ends of the earth,


through the ministry of the apostle Paul.

Paul will face all sorts of dangers during his travels.


As he says in 2 Corinthians 11:24-27


Five times I received at the hands of the Jews the forth lashes less one.



Three times I was beaten with rods.



Once I was stoned.



Three times I was shipwrecked; a night and a day I was adrift at sea;




on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers,





danger from robbers





danger from my own countrymen,





danger from Gentiles





danger in the city





danger in the wilderness





danger at sea





danger from false brothers;




in toil and hardship, through many a sleepless night,




in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure.

Only once was he stoned.

And only one other time, as far as we know, was he threatened with stoning.

Both are here in chapter 14.

For that matter, there are only two stonings in the book of Acts.

In chapter 7, at the end of section one of the book of Acts,

Stephen was stoned to death – 



as Saul of Tarsus bore witness.

In chapter 9, in the middle of section two, during the conversion of Saul,

Jesus tells Ananias that Saul must suffer for the sake of his name.

Now in chapter 14, at the beginning of section three,


we hear how Saul of Tarsus, now called Paul, is called to imitate Stephen.

You can only imagine what must have been going through Paul’s mind as the stones began to fly:

“This is what I did to my brother, Stephen!”

God had forgiven Paul for what he did to Stephen,


but he calls Paul to endure the same trial.

This is not punishment for his past misdeeds.

This is a gracious thing, because God has counted Paul 

worthy of sharing in the sufferings of Christ!
1. Iconium: Jews and Gentiles Together – a Rocky Start (14:1-7)
Paul and Barnabas’s first missionary journey focused on the island of Cyprus 
and five cities in central Turkey:


Perga, Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe.
In terms of strategy, the approach seems quite clear:

focus on the cities  nearest you;


and start small.

You can’t go straight to Rome – start with your neighbors and keep moving out.


There is also a pattern in terms of starting with the Jews and then going to the Gentiles.

The message of the gospel is a Jewish message,


but it is a Jewish message for all nations.

Now at Iconium they entered together into the Jewish synagogue

and spoke in such a way that a great number of both Jews and Greeks believed (v1).
Since Luke does not give much detail of their preaching,

we can be fairly certain that it followed the same basic pattern that we saw last week:



explaining how the whole Old Testament points to Jesus,


showing how the resurrection of Jesus fulfills God’s promises to David,



and calling all people to repent and believe in Jesus 

for the forgiveness of their sins.


After all, the OT was the only scripture that was available at the time.


And furthermore, the message of the gospel only makes sense in its OT context.

But the unbelieving Jews stirred up the Gentiles and poisoned their minds against the brothers.

So they remained for a long time, speaking boldly for the Lord,



who bore witness to the word of his grace, 

granting signs and wonders to be done by their hands (v2).
Once again we see that signs and wonders are designed to bear witness to the Word.

The power of the gospel was made manifest in order to confirm the message. 

But the meaning of these signs and wonders are not equally obvious to everyone.


To some they confirm faith.


To others they confirm opposition and unbelief.

But the people of the city were divided; some sided with the Jews and some with the apostles.


When an attempt was made by both Gentiles and Jews, with their rulers,



to mistreat them and to stone them,



they learned of it and fled to Lystra and Derbe, cities of Lycaonia,




and there they continued to preach the gospel. (v4-7)


As usual, the apostles are not looking for opportunities to be martyred!

When they heard of the attempts of the Jews and Gentiles together to stone them,



they fled.

In those days, new religions were considered dangerous.


Religion and politics were always interwoven,



and so if a new religion emerged, it would have consequences for the empire.


Therefore the Roman empire had outlawed all new religions.


Judaism was a legal religion,



and so as long as Christianity was considered a part of Judaism it was safe.


But this also meant that the Jews had a really easy way of getting rid of Christians:



declare that Christianity is not really a part of Judaism.


That means that Christianity is a new religion and not protected by law.

Generally the adherents of a religion were not persecuted –


only the teachers.

The idea was that if you prevented the spread of the religion,

the few folks who embraced it would not be a problem.

But that is where Christianity has proven resilient time after time.
2. Lystra: Gentiles and Jews Apart – and Rocks Fly (14:8-20)
We said earlier that the gospel only makes sense in its OT context.

If you want proof of that, look what happens in verses 8 and following.

Paul and Barnabas have come to Lystra,


and they are continuing to preach the gospel.

But now they have come to a Gentile city (there is no reference to a synagogue).

Now at Lystra there was a man sitting who could not use his feet.


He was crippled from birth and had never walked.


He listened to Paul speaking.

And Paul, looking intently at him and seeing that he had faith to be made well,


said in a loud voice: Stand upright on your feet.

And he sprang up and began walking. (v8-10)
Back in chapter 3, Peter healed a Jewish man in the temple who had been lame since birth.

Now Paul heals a Gentile man who had been crippled from birth.

The two stories go together – 


there are some interesting parallels and some interesting differences.

In a most basic way, the parallel accounts serve to demonstrate 

that just as Peter was the apostle to the Jews, 

so also Paul is the apostle to the Gentiles.


(Especially if you consider the fact 

that the next chapter is the account of the Jerusalem Council – 

where Paul’s ministry will come under fire)
But there is something more going on here.

The response of the Jews to Peter’s healing the Jewish cripple,


was that “all the people” were “filled with wonder and amazement.” (3:10)


Peter replied that this was Jesus’ work,



and used the example to call people to faith in Jesus (3:11-26).


The priests and Sadducees then arrested Peter and examined them,



but could not do any more because 
all were praising God for what had happened. (4:22)
In a Jewish context, the healing of the crippled man clearly communicated 
that Peter and the apostles were continuing the ministry of Jesus.
But in a Gentile context, the healing of a crippled man communicates something quite different!
And when the crowds saw what Paul had done, they lifted up their voices, saying in Lycaonian,

The gods have come down to us in the likeness of men!

Barnabas they called Zeus, and Paul, Hermes, because he was the chief speaker.

And the priest of Zeus, whose temple was at the entrance to the city,


brought oxen and garlands to the gates 

and wanted to offer sacrifice with the crowds. (v11-13)
(Apparently there was a local legend in southern Galatia that Zeus and Hermes would,

from time to time, wander about together,


and that those who offered them hospitality would be blessed.

Since there was a temple of Zeus in Lystra, they would be especially likely to expect a visit)

When Peter healed a Jewish cripple in Jerusalem,

everyone understood it in the context of the story of Israel’s redemption.

But when Paul healed a Gentile cripple in Galatia,


everyone understood it in the context of the story of the Greek gods.

Paul quickly realizes that he cannot appeal to Jewish history.

He cannot even go straight to Jesus – because you can only understand Jesus



in the context of Jewish history!

So instead Barnabas and Paul (note that Barnabas is named first here)

tore their clothes (what pious Jews did in the presence of blasphemy,

but also a fairly universal sign of distress),



and rushed out into the crowd, crying 

Men, why are you doing these things?


We also are men, of like nature with you, and we bring you good news,



that you should turn from these vain things to a living God,



who made the heaven and the earth and the sea and all that is in them (v15).

Notice that there is no reference to Jesus –

no reference to redemption at all!

They haven’t had time to explain the whole history of redemption,


so they go back to the very beginning.

The reason why you should not worship us

is because we have come to tell you that your worship is not acceptable to God.


(You should turn from these vain things to a living God)

The Creator of all things has sent us to you.


So turn away from Zeus and Hermes and worship the true Creator!

What are the vain things that you trust in today?

Do you trust in your sports teams to bring you happiness?


(probably not if you are a Notre Dame fan this year!)

Do you find joy in collecting things or having an immaculate house?

One of the best ways to ascertain whether you are trusting in vain things 


is to ask, how does it affect you when it doesn’t go your way?

When your favorite team loses (yet again) what sort of mood are you in?

If your brother ruins the thing you are building, how do you respond?

You might respond, “but Pastor, it’s just a harmless hobby!”


Hobbies are fine.

But anytime we start to find our identity and purpose in things,



we are falling into idolatry.


We are trusting in vain things.

The older I get, the more clearly I see the vanity of life.

What is the point of all these things that we pour our lives into?


What is their future?

When we begin to see all of life in the light of the kingdom of God,


we also begin to change our priorities.

And the key to this is seeing clearly the difference between the gift and the Giver.

Barnabas and Paul explain this:

In past generations he allowed all the nations to walk in their own ways.


Yet he did not leave himself without a witness, 

for he did good by giving you rains from heaven and fruitful seasons, 

satisfying your hearts with food and gladness (v16-17).

God’s gifts are indeed good – and they are to be enjoyed!


But God’s good gifts are witnesses that point us to him!



If we use the gifts of God, but do not see him,




then we are no different from the pagans!


Barnabas and Paul appeal to God’s common grace as a witness to the Gentiles.

And they exhort the Gentiles to turn from idols to the true God.

And while they don’t overtly refer to the scriptures,



they are almost quoting Psalm 104 in their teaching.


There are ways of bringing scripture into the discussion without being obvious about it!



This is a good reminder to us.



When we deal with pagans who have no interest in scripture,




we don’t need to abandon scripture.



Rather, if we have internalized the message of the scriptures,




then that message can come out, even without a bunch of “quotes”!

Even with these words they scarcely restrained the people from offering sacrifice to them (v18)

It does not appear that they had great success 

in converting the Gentiles from the worship of Zeus and Hermes.

There is no reference to the “great many” that believed.

All indications are that the bulk of first-century converts 

came from Jewish or God-fearing backgrounds.


Certainly many Gentiles were converted,



but not so many from a quick stop like Lystra.

But what made Lystra a quick stop was not the over-eager attentions of the Zeus-worshipers.

Rather, it was the arrival of a Jewish contingent from Antioch and Iconium.


They were concerned that these “false prophets” 

(as they would have considered Paul and Barnabas)

were stirring up trouble for the Jews.


So they persuaded the crowds in Lystra that Paul was a dangerous man.


And having persuaded the crowds, they stoned Paul and dragged him out of the city,



supposing that he was dead.


But when the disciples gathered about him, he rose up and entered the city.

Usually when there is a miraculous healing, Luke will say so.

So I am inclined to say that this was probably not a miraculous healing.



Either Paul had been knocked out, and he now recovered,




or else he had feigned being knocked out,




which would have resulted in a shorter pelting!



After all, David feigned madness in order to escape from the Philistines,



and there is nothing wrong with trying to save your life by trickery!

Either way, God in his providence, prevented the crowds from discovering 

that Paul was still alive,

and so it was only when he was surrounded by the disciples 

that he arose and returned to the city.

Paul had been told that he was going to suffer for the sake of Christ.

The first time that he did so, God gave him the same experience as that of Stephen, 

whose stoning Paul had endorsed.

And on the next day he went on with Barnabas to Derbe.

When they had preached the gospel to that city and had made many disciples…
It is worth pausing to point out that while Lystra had proven rocky ground 

(in more ways than one!),


their preaching in Derbe bore much fruit.

3. The Return Journey: Strengthening the Disciples and Appointing Elders (14:21-26)
Then they returned to Lystra and to Iconium and to Antioch,


strengthening the souls of the disciples,


encouraging them to continue in the faith, 


and saying that through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God.
These three things, “strengthening…, encouraging…, and saying”


all seem to have one basic point:



that through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God.

Why do they need strengthening?



Because persecution will come as they are kicked out of the synagogue,




and must start their own social networks.


Why do they need encouragement to continue in the faith?



Because they will be tempted to abandon the faith and return to Judaism 

(or paganism).


Truly, it is through many tribulations that we must enter the kingdom of God.

And we face all sorts of tribulations today.


You are tempted to abandon the faith as well.



Christ calls you to endure through many tribulations.




It would be easier just to walk away.



Why should I bother with this “Christian” stuff?

Paul says that it is because it is only if we endure through many tribulations



that we enter the kingdom of God.

Another way of translating verse 22:


“it is necessary to enter the kingdom of God through many tribulations.”

Suffering, tribulation is necessary for the Christian.

After all, it is the way that our Master has set for us.

Jesus told us, “If the world hates you, know that it has hated me before it hated you…



A servant is not greater than his master.



If they persecuted me, they will also persecute you.” (John 14:18, 20)


If you want the friendship of the world, you are no friend of Christ!
We are called to be holy – set apart from the world – 


a community that exhibits before the watching world the grace and mercy of Christ.

We are not supposed to “provoke” the world by being cantankerous and rude.


Rather, we are supposed to provoke them by our love 

and by our proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ.


And after exhorting them, Paul and Barnabas “appointed elders for them in every church.”


Once again we see the importance of the plurality of the eldership.

The grammar makes it clear that every church had elders (plural).
This is somewhat remarkable.


In a matter of a few weeks or months Paul and Barnabas are ready to appoint elders.

Of course, it seems likely that in every city there would have been some Jewish converts



who were well-versed in the scriptures.


So we are not talking about taking an ignorant pagan 

and turning him into an elder in six weeks.


But we are talking about a rather quick training program.


There is no indication that some of these elders were pastors




and others were ruling elders.



That distinction has not yet been made.



As in Jerusalem, where the 7 were appointed by the 12,




so now the elders are the one office in the church.


Over time, the work of the ministry will be divided into separate parts.


But that does not appear to have happened yet.

But verse 23 reminds us how important elders are to the life of the church.

They are appointed by the apostles “with prayer and fasting.”


Once again we see the importance of prayer and fasting in the appointment of elders.


Those who are called to the eldership are to be appointed (or ordained)


by prayer and fasting.

But having appointed elders for them, the apostles


committed them to the Lord in whom they had believed. (v23)

This reminds us that the church is ultimately in the hands of Jesus.

We do our best to provide faithful leaders for the church,


but in the end, our hope is not in faithful elders,



our hope is in Jesus!

Their return journey takes them back through Pisidia and Pamphylia, Perga and Attalia,

from where they sailed back to Antioch.

Conclusion: The Final Report (14:27-28)
Once back in Antioch, they gathered the church together and

declared all that God had done with them, 

and how he had opened a door of faith to the Gentiles.


And they remained no little time with the disciples.
You have to remember, that while Peter had learned that the Gentiles could be included,

this was still a new thing for the people of God.

But verse 27 sets up chapter 15,

since it reminds us of this most radical thing that God did:



opening a door of faith to the Gentiles.

God has opened the door of faith to the Gentiles.


It doesn’t make a difference who you are, or what your background may be.


If you hear God’s voice, do not turn away from his call.


Repent of your trust in vain things,



And believe in the Lord Jesus Christ!
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