Adult Ed- January 29, 2023
Acts 14:19-28
Read Passage Before Beginning
Well, once again, I want to thank Jake, Brent, and Tim for the opportunity of presenting Adult Ed to you. 
Well, this passage we are looking at today is off to an interesting start, isn’t it? Welcome to any visitors to Saint Andrew’s, we are discussing stoning (among other things)! If we split these 9 verses up into separate chunks, I believe that we are going to do this interesting passage justice. But, before we do that, let’s lay the groundwork for what is happening in this section of Acts. 
The first 18 verses of Acts 14 detail Paul and Barnabas visiting two cities- Iconium and Lystra. Their visit to Iconium went fairly well, and they brought many to believe in the faith (Read verses 1). Both Jews and Gentiles were brought to believe by Paul and Barnabas in Iconium. However, this is where the roadblocks start to form. Many of the unbelieving Jews were able to convince the Gentiles that what Paul and Barnabas were preaching was not right. As a result of this, they stayed in and around Iconium for an extended period of time, preaching the gospel to anyone that would listen, and they performed, as the text puts it, “signs and wonders,” (Read verses 2-4). This caused great uproar and division within the city. It separated Iconium into two sides- those who sided with the Jews, and those who sided with the apostles. Here in America, we consider sports to be relatively impactful on our lives. No bigger games are played in team sports than rivalry games. The Boston Celtics playing the Los Angeles Lakers, the New York Yankees playing the Boston Red Sox, the Ohio State Buckeyes playing the Michigan Wolverines, and many others. This is a prime correlation between the two. The town of Iconium were at bitter odds with one another, and likely did not appreciate each other very much. Eventually, the Gentiles and Jews that were against the apostles collaborated with government leaders and were making plans to execute Paul and Barnabas. However, our boys got wind of this and decided to leave town pretty quickly after that. They ended up in Lystra and Derbe, where they continued to preach the Gospel (Read verses 5-7)
	This is what brings us to the main meat behind our passage today. It is in Lystra, as the saying goes, where the fun begins. While there, Paul and Barnabas encounter a man who had been crippled from birth. He was present when Paul was presenting the Gospel. Paul turns his attention to this man and heals him. This sends the crowd into a frenzy (which is unsurprising). I mean, it’s not every day that you get to witness a miracle, a sign from God. However, the folks in Lystra have it a little mixed up. They are dumbfounded by what they have seen and claim that “the gods have come to us in the likeness of men!”  (Read verses 8-11). They immediately associate Paul and Barnabas with gods from the Greek Pantheon, calling Barnabas, Zeus, and Paul, Hermes. To sidetrack here, I have to stop and wonder if Paul and Barnabas ever looked back on this moment to have a laugh, but I digress. The Priest of Zeus, who had a temple located at the edge of the city, brings out oxen and other things so they can start sacrificing things to their newfound ‘gods’. This is rapidly unfolding chaos that is occurring. One moment, Paul is preaching the gospel, and in the next, he is being revered as a god, with people trying to sacrifice things to him. That has to be a heck of a five-minute turnaround, doesn’t it? It is absolute insanity, pandemonium, and just about every other adjective that you could imagine. 
	So, in an attempt to quell the uprising that is rapidly evolving, Paul attempts to quell the crowd. Paul and Barnabas both run into the crowd and tearing their garments, trying to prove their humanity to their new admirers (Read verses 14-15). Paul tells them that he brings good news to them, and to turn from the vain things that they are trying to present and turn towards a living God, who created the heavens and the earth. He tries to appeal to them with what they would know about our Lord. He appeals to them by what they can see: their harvests. Paul tells the people that the Lord has provided them with plentiful rains and plenty of fruit that has been borne because of it. This shows something about not just Paul, but about how a Christian ought to spread the Gospel. Paul’s message, and his delivery of it, went from 0-100 in about thirty seconds of reading, and yet, the message and the will to spread God’s love never faltered. That should be a sign to Christians today. That no matter the noise or the chaos around you, the message, and the Word that you deliver should not change, even though your methods might. In the face of calm or full-scale riot, your love for the people around you should not falter. Paul and Barnabas were actively trying to deter people from sacrificing things to them, but even in doing that, their message of God’s love and the gospel still remained. That should serve as a template and as motivation for the 21st century Christian. Ultimately though, it is about as easy to quell a public uproar as it is to stop a moving train. Paul and Barnabas are essentially being drowned out by the people’s desire to continue to make sacrifices in their name. And this is where our section begins today. 
Verses 19-20
I believe that if we look a few verses at a time, this should get us to where we need to be. So let us begin with the first two verses in our passage today with verses 19 and 20. There were Jews that had likely followed Paul and Barnabas from Iconium to Lystra and had gotten control of the uproar that was occurring and used it to go against Paul and Barnabas. In verse 19, we see the crowds stoning Paul and then dragging him out into the street. Now, a typical stoning (which is an interesting thing to say), could happen in one of two ways. The person of interest (who was usually the one being stoned) was usually placed in a hole and the hole was enclosed around their waist. Then, the stoning would commence and usually end in the person of interests’ death. The second method of stoning used was more typical of cities that resided near cliffs or plateaus. What they would do in that instance was bring the person out, throw them from a nearby cliff, and then the stoning would commence from there. Either way, I can say with 100 percent certainty that it was both painful and gruesome in most instances. 
	The first thing that I wanted to take a glance at is at the Jews were following Paul and Barnabas pretty closely following their run-in at Iconium. It seems as though most of them were involved in both instances in some way or another. They continue to rile up the crowds that are around Paul and Barnabas and actively encourage violence and persecution against these two men. Now, keep in mind that there is a lot of unrest already in Lystra, as they are still trying to sacrifice things to Paul and Barnabas at this point. Now, on top of all of this, the Jews are now swaying the crowd against Paul and Barnabas, to the point where they stone Paul. Everything is cranked up to 11. This has basically become a riot on steroids while also on a caffeine high. Absolute insanity. 
	Another thing that I wanted to point out is regarding Saint Paul himself. This is Paul getting, in some weird way, a taste of his own medicine. Of course, we all remember Acts 7 and the stoning of Stephen, the first martyr. Paul (who at that point was Saul), was an active participant in Stephen’s death. He then went out of his way to continue persecuting and driving Christians away from Jerusalem, possibly being involved in more stonings and other methods of torture and execution. Now, rather than being on the giving end of such methods, he is on the receiving end. Now, I’m not sure of Paul’s attitude towards this whole situation, as the Bible does not clearly articulate such things, but I am sure that this probably crossed his mind at least once. We do not know what Paul said, nor where Barnabas was in all of this, but this is one of the things that stuck out to me like a sore thumb. 
	Following this brutal showing, the people drag him out into the street and just leave him for dead. A crazy ending to a crazy scenario. When the dust settled, however, some of the disciples went and found him, he got up and continued on his journey. The narrative doesn’t spend too much time on this, but let’s think about this for a second. After being stoned and beaten within an inch of his life, Paul is dragged out into the street, bloody and exhausted, only to be surrounded by his fellow brothers and sisters in Christ. And what does he do? He gets up and goes back into the city, where the people just got done trying to kill him. It is absolutely unbelievable. As you may know already, I am never one to back away from a movie reference. In the second installment of the Rocky franchise, Apollo Creed is meeting with his crew regarding a possible rematch with Rocky Balboa following their first fight. His trainer is cautioning against it, and Creed asks him why. He responds with this: “I saw you beat that man like I’ve never seen no man get beat before, and the man kept coming after you.” This, I believe, is a tell-all for these two verses. Paul is beaten, stoned, and near death, and what does he do? He gets back up and goes back into the city. Another thing that this shows is that God’s hand is on Paul. No one just survives a stoning and being dragged out of a city. It is very clear that the Lord is protecting him everywhere he goes. His plan for Paul is just beginning. It is truly unbelievable. I, for one, would have loved to see the reaction of the people in Lystra when Paul returned. It would have been an amazing thing to witness. From there, the next day, Paul goes with Barnabas to Derbe. 
Verses 21-22
In the next two verses, we see the detail in Derbe that Paul and Barnabas made many disciples. We don’t know the exact number that they were able to convert during their stay in Derbe, but it goes to show the determination of the early church to spread the Word. All throughout the Book of Acts, we can see that the early Christians are determined to accomplish the goal that Jesus set for them at the beginning of the book. They are determined to spread the Gospel to the ends of the earth, no matter what personal cost may come to them. Whether it be Peter and John standing in the temple and defending the faith, Stephen doing the very same, Peter’s interaction with Cornelius, Phillip with the Ethiopian Eunuch, and Paul’s journeys, the examples given in Acts show the great determination of the apostles to complete the goal that Christ had set for them. It should be a marker for Christians today. I believe that some Christians today have a “instant results” mentality when it comes to spreading the gospel. Especially in the younger generations. They expect immediate results and are shocked when things go south. I will give you an example. I went to Trinity Christian Academy in high school, and every year, they have something that they like to call, “Unity Retreat.” Every student from the 7th-12th grades goes to a two-day retreat, where they play games, have chapel services, etc. Now, one of the aspects that happened every year was something that I liked to call, “cry night.” This was one of the chapel services that happened during the two days, where there would be someone asked to speak and give conviction to everyone there. Many of the people there would be crying, sobbing, praying like they never had in their entire lives. Many people “rededicated” (and I use that term loosely), their lives to Christ that night and the next day. However, come Monday morning the next week, their lives continued as if nothing happened. That, my friends, is not building disciples. It is not building Christians. Rather, it is an ingenuine and fake showing of something that ought to be real and authentic. Paul and Barnabas made every attempt to spread the Gospel authentic. They used examples of things that could be seen and understood by the people around them. And that should be a model for Christians today. 
But back to the narrative. Following their stay in Derbe, Paul goes BACK to Lystra and Iconium. This guy has to be crazy, right? I mean, people just don’t forget what occurred. Many of the people that would have been involved in the events in both cities would have likely recognized Paul and Barnabas. It seems crazy to the naked eye, but as Christians, we have to understand Paul’s determination to spread the Gospel, to both Jews and Gentiles. He is fully set on making disciples of all nations and is willing to lay his life on the line to do it. Most of us are aware of Paul’s past, being a Pharisee. It is quite the remarkable turnaround for him. And his determination and focus on spreading the word is something we ought to reflect on ourselves. Imagine, if you would, that you went to Dallas. You started talking to people there about the Lord, and the next thing you know, a crowd starts to form around you. Things are getting hectic. Then, some people show up and sway the crowd against you. You get mobbed, and ultimately are laying on the side of the road, pretty banged up. When you get up, you have one or two options. And I will ask the question but answer it internally and honestly. Do you either a). Leave Dallas immediately and not return for an extended period of time, so people kind of forget what happened, or b). Do you go back into the city, leave for a few days to go around the Metroplex and teach the gospel, and then come back to Dallas? Now, don’t answer the question out loud. But I think, if we were being honest with ourselves, a lot of us would have chosen option A. Paul did not. He was willing to lay it all on the line. Paul says himself that he counts everything as loss in comparison to the worth of knowing and serving Christ (Philippians 3:8). It is the willingness to spread the love of Christ to every last man, woman, and child, that brings Paul back to the cities that nearly killed him. Was he scared, frightened, paranoid? I’m sure he was, but it is often said that bravery so often comes from those who fear. And that is what is happening here.
Verses 23-24
What Paul sets out to do when he returns to these cities is strengthen the souls of the disciples, and to keep them in faith. This essentially, would be the equivalent of Bishop Reed making a visit to our parish. He visits them to encourage them and show them that a mere stoning cannot stop the Gospel from spreading. They tell the people of these cities that through persecution and suffering, we enter the kingdom of God. Christ said it Himself, “If the world hates you, remember that it has hated me first.” Persecution was inevitable for the early Christians, but rather than taking it as a stumbling block, they used it as motivation to spread the love of Christ further towards the ends of the earth. It is actually quite impressive. And should be a fantastic showing for Christians today. Now, Christians in the West have not faced anywhere near the level of persecution that the early Christians faced, but other Christians around the world have. We constantly see Christians being threatened with torture, imprisonment, and death in areas in the world such as Asia and the Middle East. It is starting to creep into the west as well, but it is not anywhere near the levels that these guys face. But we see that in the countries where persecution against Christians is the strongest, we also see that their faith is the strongest as well. They see persecution as Paul sees it- motivation and continued opportunities to spread the Gospel. And that is how we should all see it. We cannot drop our sails and run with our tails between our legs at the first sign of trouble. As Christians, it is our duty to spread the Word, no matter what cost may come to us, and we ought to see persecution as something that can be used to “add fuel to the fire,” so to speak. He continues to build strength in the movement by appointing elders over every church that they visit. This provides the churches with some form of stability in the midst of madness. They prayed and fasted in each church that they visited and committed the elders to the Lord. They are providing more leadership to the churches, which is an ingenious move. Most of the early Church leaders understood that martyrdom was nearly inevitable. Most of the apostles died gruesome deaths. So, they made great efforts to ensure that when they did pass away, the Church would continue to function without them. I’d say that all in all, they have done a pretty good job. They provide each of the churches with leaders to help guide them in the midst of the storm, and that is being shown even today. 
Verses 25-28
Out of the interest of time, I will combine the final four verses, and we should be just about done. The final verses detail the final stretch of the journey, where they go to Pisidia and Pamphylia. From there, they go to Perga, and finally, they return to Antioch, where they report and are commended for the work that they had done. Finally, in verse 28, it says that “they remained no little time with the disciples.” Flashing back to before our section of Acts began today, Paul is begging the crowd in Lystra to stop offering sacrifices to him and Barnabas, actively trying to show his humanity to them. This verse, in my opinion, shows humanity. Paul and Barnabas need a break. I am sure most of us have been on extended road trips before. I went on one this summer to Durango, Colorado, which from our starting point, was about a 13-hour drive both ways. There is no better feeling than returning home from a long road trip than your first sleep back in your own bed. I am certain that Paul and Barnabas shared that very same rest. While they remained active in spreading the word, I am sure they wanted to recover a bit before they set out on their next journey. Luke goes to great detail to show their humanity in this instance, I believe. After all, this was a missionary journey in which Paul was stoned and left for dead. Who wouldn’t want a nap after that? Now, this does not mean that Paul and Barnabas just sat around and waited to be sent out again. I am positive that they were quite active in their spreading of the faith in Antioch. Paul’s second journey starts in 50 AD, so he does get a little bit of a breather before he steps off again. But again, I want to draw your attention to verse 28. So often we think of spreading the gospel to the ends of the earth. We think of missionary journeys abroad. We want to go to places around the world and spread God’s love. These are all commendable things to reflect on, and we see Paul actively participating in such things. But have we ever stopped to wonder what we can do to spread the Gospel closer to home? Have we thought about what we can do to spread love of Christ to those here in Fort Worth? So often, we think of spreading the word far and wide throughout the earth, but it has to start somewhere-why not let it start here?
	I believe that this is a ripple effect. If we preach the gospel to the people in Fort Worth, they will take it to Dallas, and then to McKinney, and then to Greenville, and the to Texarkana, to Hope, Little Rock, Memphis, Nashville (I know I’m using east as the direction there). It will spread like wildfire. The church today has so many opportunities to not only spread the gospel abroad but spread it locally and close to home. Paul and Barnabas spend as much time in Antioch as they needed, continuing to spread the Gospel wherever they went. But it started in Antioch and spread from there. What reason is there for us to not try and continue that legacy and that mission today? We ought to look out in the streets of Fort Worth, and we will find opportunity after opportunity after opportunity to spread the Gospel. Once we do that, we can see the ripple begin to take shape and spread throughout the metroplex, our great state of Texas, the United States, and even the World. But it has to start from somewhere. 
Conclusion
I think that we can agree that a lot has happened in this chapter of Acts. There is a lot of crazy things that happen. But I think that, at as a whole, that is how we can look at the Christian life and how it ought to be lived. No matter the chaos, no matter the noise, and no matter the persecution, we must stand strong and spread the good news of the Gospel of our Lord. There are opportunities both in front of us and abroad to go and do this, and we ought to take advantage of them, even at a cost to ourselves. There is so much that we can do to spread the Word, and like Saint Paul, we must count all things as loss in comparison to knowing and serving Christ. The Christian’s life is never an easy one. I think most of us understand that to one degree or another. If you hear nothing else today, hear this: Be determined. Be determined to spread the Gospel both here at home and around the world. Yes, persecution will come. Yes, attempts to silence you will arise. Yes, you may be abandoned and alone in your quest to spread the Gospel. But your determination to love your God and your fellow man will carry you a long way. And Christ tells us that He will always be with us. He will never leave us, nor will He forsake us. He is there by our side in the best of times and the worst of times. In times of peace and persecution, and in times of prosperity and in times of trouble. But we need to trust our Lord, and we need to be determined and motivated to spread His Word. Don’t quit trying to spread the Word when it gets hard, or things might seem out of reach. Quite the contrary, that is the time to push harder in bringing people to the faith. Results might not come right away, but we must have faith that God is working in the people’s hearts that we interact with each and every day. And that, my friends, is standing strong in the face of persecution. That is standing determined to spread the Word. Having faith that our Lord will continue to be with us in what He has asked us to do. And when we falter, when we think we can’t go on, He is there to set us back on our feet and move in the right direction.
