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“Christianity is Easy – Yeah Right!”      Text – Acts 14       OT Reading – Psalm 145

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
There is a sense in which, when we read a chapter of the Bible like Acts 14, there is something of a disconnect.  
On the one hand you have what you and I experience as the ‘ordinary’ Christian life – freedom to worship – and on the other hand you have this - here for a few months, there for a short time, no mention of wives or children, being intensely persecuted, frontier missions Christian life that we encounter in ch. 14.  
Now, we know that the life of folk like Rev. Alan Douma and his wife, Odette, is probably a little closer to the life of Paul and Barnabas, here, because Rev. and Mrs Douma serve on the mission field in a country that is still very pagan.
And we know that Christians living in Syria or Iraq or China probably experience something more like what we read here in Acts 14 on a daily basis, given the religious and political climate of those countries.

But at the moment, for us, the idea that any of us might be dragged out of our homes and executed for being Christians seems unbelieveable.
In fact, if you watch ‘Christian’ TV early in the mornings, you will be told by many preachers that the Christian life is supposed to be full of health, wealth, and ease.  
Just listen to these popular titles from Christian Bookstores:
30 thoughts for Victorious Living

Signposts on the Road to Success
Claim your Victory Today
The Anointing to Live – Are you ready to live a victorious life and experience the prosperity and abundance that God’s word promises?

So, what are we to make of a section of the Bible like Acts 14?  
· Should we, perhaps, feel sorry for Paul because he didn’t have authors like Joel Osteen to help him see that this life of hardship and being stoned to death was not what God wants for His victorious people?  
· Does this chapter really say anything helpful for you and me or is it really only for missionaries out there on the frontier of the gospel?  
· As weary believers, do we need a victorious attitude transplant or the encouragement of the gospel of grace?
· And should we, on the basis of this chapter, re-examine what we think of as the ordinary Christian life? 

Well, our intention today is to walk through the events recorded in vv1-20, to make sure we understand them and to see the gospel at work, and then to spend some time in vv21-28 as P&B revisit the churches of this first missionary journey.  
And we will do this because the events of vv1-20 are relatively straightforward and simply told, and because there is significant truth about the church of the Lord Jesus Christ revealed in vv21-28.  
In Acts 14 then, we have a billboard which says: Christianity is easy – Yeah, right!
1. Now, as always, we need to remember that the Book of Acts was written by Luke for a specific person, Theophilus.  
a. Luke wrote it, together with his Gospel, so that Theophilus could have an orderly account of the early years of the church.  He wanted Theophilus to know what happened between Jesus and 12 Jewish disciples and a worldwide church, which is where Acts ends.  And he wanted Theophilus to know this so that he could be certain about what he had been taught.  
i. And because Luke wrote under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, the design of this book has every future believer in view also.  
A. So, a good question to ask as we read is, how does this next section of Acts add certainty to the truth of the gospel?  How is what I know to be true reinforced by what I am reading?  Where in these words is my gospel encouragement and my gospel challenge?
1) Well, in this section of Acts, Luke wants Theophilus to see that just as the ministry of Jesus was often assaulted by hardship and trial, so the progress of the NT church will often be assaulted by hardship and trial.  
a) As it was with Christ, so it is with His disciples.  
b) This is situation normal for the advance of the gospel.  
i) All of this, then, is no human endeavour.  It is undeniably of God!  
2. So, first of all Iconium.
a. There was a Roman Road that went from Ephesus on the coast of the Mediterranean, all the way to the Euphrates River.  It was called the Via Sebaste.  It was wide and paved.  Well, having reached Pisidian Antioch, P&B were at this road for it ran through PA.  And so, when they left, they had a choice: Go North to Comara or South East to Iconium?  And for reasons we are not told, they choose to follow the road to Iconium, a distance of about 120 km.
b. And in Iconium, as we are told, P&B “went as usual into the Jewish synagogue.”  This is now their typical practice when they arrive at a new place: First, preach to the Jews.  And so, a synagogue is the obvious place to go.  
c. And they speak so effectively, we are told, “that a great number of Jews and Gentiles believed.”  
i. It was the Holy Spirit’s delight to accompany their words and to bring many to faith.

d. Well, v2 reveals that opposition to the gospel quickly arises, as we have seen again and again in Acts.  
i. The devil will not allow the gospel to easily take hold.  One way or another, he seeks to interfere and disrupt and strangle.  
ii. And this too is an ‘evidence’ that what is going on here is gospel activity. 
A.  Do you remember what Jesus called on those who followed Him to take up?  That’s right – a cross; not your feather mattress and slippers.  
B. True gospel activity is always in the cross-hairs of the devil’s sniper rifle.  He hates it and he wants to destroy it.  
iii. Now, this is not to say that the Lord does not send times of refreshing and joy and relative peace.  
A. Later in vv20-21, we will read about P&B’s visit to Derbe where there is no record of opposition.  And this may be one of those times where the Lord preserved peace in order to refresh His people.  
1) After all, Hebrews 4 reminds us that Jesus is familiar with the weaknesses of being human.  He knows how hard it is for even His devoted servants to endure without any respite.  
2) And so, such is His love for us and His care for us that while there will be hardship, He also gives times of refreshing, which we may rightly enjoy and thank Him for.
e. Well, in the face of this opposition, P&B teach the believers there an important lesson.  They do not give up and run off at the first hint of opposition.  No, they remain and continue to preach for a ‘considerable time.’  And it is not as though they sneak around quietly either.  No, Luke is specific, they spoke ‘boldly’ for the Lord.   
i. And this would have been a great encouragement for these new Christians.  
A. You can imagine how they might have reacted if P&B had taken off at the first hint of trouble.  
ii. Instead though, the Lord also blesses these new Christians with miraculous signs and wonders, that might well have been healing miracles.  
A. They are new Christians.  They do not have the Gospel promises of the NT that they can read themselves and be certain of because it says so, right there.  There is intense opposition.  But the Lord confirms the truth of the gospel being spoken by P&B with miraculous signs and wonders.  
f. Now, you will notice that in v4, both P&B are called Apostles.  
i. And if Luke is using this word in the narrow sense, it means both P&B are to be numbered among those who personally witnessed the resurrected Jesus, and were appointed by Jesus to be witnesses to the resurrection gospel.  
A. We know this to be so of Paul, because he makes this clear in 1 Cor. 15:9.  
B. And if it is true of Barnabas also, this would mean they belong in that small group that includes the twelve disciples.  
ii. However, the word is also used in Romans 16 in relation to two other believers that we know nothing about.  And so, it could be that Luke is using the word here in a wider sense.  The Greek word translated as ‘apostle’ simply means sent one.  So Luke could be using this word in reference to the missionary task that P&B were appointed to, at Antioch, in ch. 13.  
3. Well, as vv4-6 reveal, the temperature in this city eventually gets too hot even for P&B.  Their very lives come under threat.  And so, having learned of a plot that would likely see their death, they flee to Lystra.  
a. And there, a lame man is healed.  
i. And this story ought to sound familiar to us all as it reads virtually identical to the healing of a lame man by Peter in Jerusalem in Acts 3.  
A. And Luke clearly links the two healings.  He wants Theophilus and his other readers to make this connection.  
1) It is the same power of the same Lord Jesus that is at work in these stories which are the same.  
2) Once again we see a snapshot of heaven as the effects of sin are gloriously undone in the body of this lame man.
3) And those who saw this, and we who read this should be filled with awe and adoration at the power of Jesus, but also with a deep sense of longing that Jesus might come soon to end sin’s suffering.  Yes?
b. Well, Lystra, as v11 reveals, is a town with its own language – Lycaonian.  They speak Greek but Lycaonian is their local language.  
i. Legend had it that many years ago, Zeus and Hermes had come to this area to stay, disguised as mortal men.  But they were refused lodging by many people in the area.  Eventually though, an older couple let them stay in their place.  And so, as a reward, their home was turned into a temple, while the homes of everyone else in the area were destroyed.  And the elderly couple were made priest and priestess of the temple and allowed to die at the same time.  
ii. So, the people of this area were determined not to make the same mistake again.  Thus, having seen this remarkable healing, they analyze it through their pagan glasses and mistakenly decide that P&B are Hermes and Zeus.  
iii. But because they begin to shout in the Lycaonain language, P&B have no clue what is going on.  
iv. Eventually though, when the penny drops, they are horrified!  
A. They tear their clothes and cry out that the people are wrong.  
B. And then we have what is probably one of the shortest sermons ever preached, that is, if Luke records the whole thing.  
1) And it is interesting because it contains no mention of Jesus Christ and no call to repentance.  
a) But rather than see this as license for all preachers to leave Jesus out of their sermons, we must remember that these people have just seen a man healed.  And he was healed because he had?  Faith.  
b) It is clear then that P&B have been speaking about the gospel of Jesus Christ.  That’s why they say, “We are bringing you good news.”  
c) So we must connect these words with what P&B have already certainly said.  
C. In addition, P&B’s narrow concern, because of what has just occurred, is paganism.  They are speaking to people who have no familiarity with the special revelation of the OT.  And so, their appeal is to the general revelation of creation.  
1) And Paul will do the same in Athens in ch. 17.  
a) He will speak about the God of creation.  He will speak about sin.  And then He will reveal that Jesus is the answer to sin and that Jesus is coming to judge the world.  
2) So, this is where P&B focus their appeal.  They speak of the living God who created all things.  
a) Now, you can imagine the thinking of these Greeks.  Paul, you are saying that there is only one God.  Well, how come we don’t know about Him?  How come He hasn’t revealed Himself to us?  
b) And the answer of P&B is short: “In the past, He let all nations go their own way.”  
i) And in these 11 words, there is a whole theological history lesson.  
ii) For 2000 years, God has chosen to reveal Himself in a saving way only to the Jews.  
A) Ephesians 2, as we noted last Sunday evening makes this very clear when it says about the nations of this period of world history: “You were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world.”  
B) For 2000 years, if you were born Greek or Indian or African or Philistine, you essentially had no hope of salvation.  Unless you came into contact with the Jews, like Rahab or Ruth or Naaman, you were lost.  
i. Have you ever thanked God that you were born now and not then?  That you were born in the time of the international gospel and not the time of the Jews alone gospel?  
c) But P&B continue in v17, where they explain that even though God gave His special revelation only to the Jews, still He revealed Himself to the rest of the world in that He sent the rain that fell to the earth and harvest and seasons and the satisfaction of food and gladness.  
i) And all of these things are daily broadcasts of God’s existence, of God’s power, of God’s glory, of God’s provision for all His creatures.  
A) Every drop of rain is a call to worship!
ii) Even though sinful man rejects God or refuses to thank Him for these gifts, yet, says Psalm 145:9, “The LORD is good to all; He has compassion on all He has made.”  
A) Even the worst sinner experiences true joy in this life, not because he produces it, but as the gift of God.  
iii) Now, for the one who knows Jesus Christ as Saviour and Creator, these gifts bring forth a response of praise and thankfulness.  
A) And these gifts are just a small foretaste of the heavenly gifts that await!  
iv) But for the unbeliever, every drop of rain gets added to his damnation account.  
A) On Judgment Day, the voice of Jesus will thunder around that great hall, “Why did you not thank me when I gave you rain and food and joy and family and sunshine … (and the list will go on)?”  “Why did you call my gifts the product of chance and evolution and Mother Nature?”  
B) And all those who hear these questions will know that His accusation is just.
v. Well, sadly, instead of responding to P&B’s words with faith and repentance, these Lycaonians appear to receive these words as some sort of test of their devotion to Zeus and Hermes, and they continue on, determined not to make the same mistake as their forbears.  
4. And then we read about Paul’s stoning.   And it is with these words through to the end of the chapter that we draw to a close.  
a. A crowd picked up rocks and stones and started to hurl them at Paul.  
i. The first one hit, and blood began to ooze out of the wound.  His head, his body; no part of him was safe from the agony of this violence.  
ii. And for the crowd, who have likely performed a stoning or two in the past, to think that he was dead, we can only imagine Paul lying there as a battered and bloody pulp that appears lifeless.  
A. Perhaps the boldest thugs pock him with their sandals to see if he yet lives.  
B. Certain though, that he is dead, they drag him out of the city and leave him there as they return.  
b. Now, this is Paul, who looked on with approval when Stephen was stoned for preaching Christ and looked after the coats of those doing the stoning.  This is the Paul who imprisoned many men and women for being followers of Christ.  
i. And we need not guess what was going through his mind at this time.  
A. It was not “Why me, Lord?”  It was not, “Where is the victorious life you promised?”  It was not, “I don’t deserve this!”  
B. No.  In Philippians 3:10, Paul says, “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in His sufferings, becoming like Him in his death.”  
C. In Galatians 6:17, he says, “I bear on my body the marks of Jesus.”  
D. In Romans 5:3, he says, “We also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance.”   
E. And in 2 Cor 11, this stoning, along with other beatings and imprisonments and hardships is listed by Paul as a proof that he was a servant of Christ.
c. Well, after returning to the city, Paul leaves, the next day, with Barnabas, for Derbe.  And there we read only about a large number of people embracing Jesus Christ.
So next, having decided it is time to go home and report on what the Lord has done through them, they revisit those same places where they have encountered such opposition and persecution and even violence, to strengthen and encourage the churches there.  And I want to end by considering the three specific things that they do and say while with these young congregations.
1. Note firstly, then, from v22, how Luke summarizes their message: They strengthened the disciples and encouraged “them to remain true to the faith,” or, as other versions have it, “To continue in the faith.”  Now, these are clearly churches where there is outward and obvious persecution.  It is not easy at all to be a follower of Jesus.  But notice that Paul’s message here is a ‘doing’ message.  
a. Paul’s message is not that God will preserve you; that your souls are safe in Him, come what may, even though that is true for the believer.  No.  Paul calls on them, as Philippians expresses it, to work out their salvation with fear and trembling.  
i. Paul’s message is a call to persevere, to endure, to strive, to continue, to exercise.  
ii. You might say that Paul reminds them that they have a faith muscle that needs continual flexing or else it will become flabby and useless.  
A. If we were to dress these words up in the language of Hebrews 10-13, it would be Keep drawing near to God in prayer, keep hold of the hope you profess, spur one another on to love and good deeds, keep meeting together, be devoted to the word, run with perseverance the race marked out for you, fix your eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of your faith, endure hardship as the discipline of your Father, live in peace with all men, be holy, love each other, be hospitable, honour marriage, avoid the love of money, obey your leaders and submit to their authority, watch out for strange teachings, etc.  
B. And in all of these things, Paul can say, Do as I do; Do as you have seen me do.
2. And this is vital, because, secondly, as v22 continues, “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God (repeat).”  
a. And we must not make the mistake of thinking that these words are only for P&B or the believers of those cities or Christians in a place like Syria.  In 2 Timothy 3:10-12, Paul says, “You, however, know all about my teaching, my way of life, my purpose, faith, patience, love, endurance, persecutions, sufferings-- what kinds of things happened to me in Antioch, Iconium and Lystra, the persecutions I endured.  Yet the Lord rescued me from all of them.  In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted…”  
i. And let’s get this straight right now: I trust you can see that there is no room in these words for the terrible lie that is ‘the victorious Christian life of health and prosperity.’  This is a false and wicked gospel.  
ii. Again, listen to 1 Peter 4:12-13, “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you.  But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when His glory is revealed.”  
iii. Our calling here on earth is that of pilgrims.  
A. We live here, we work here, and we suffer here.  But this world of sin is not our home.  Our home is the new heavens and earth that Jesus will usher in when He comes.  
1) And we are made ready for that home not through comfort and ease and wealth and health and a perpetual peace.  That is not what shapes us.  That is not what grows our spiritual muscle.  That is not what peels away the sins that cling to us.  That is not what leaves us longing for Jesus and His coming.  
2) No.  “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God.”  
3) It may not be that we face obvious and intense persecution, but we do face the strife of hardships and sorrows and temptations.
a) And, as we have read, if we are determined to live a godly life, there will be persecution. 
b. But know that with this gospel calling comes the gospel promise of 2 Timothy 4:8.  For there Paul said, “Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me on that day-- and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for His appearing.”  
i. Brothers and sisters, young people, and boys and girls, I pray for peace and I pray for health and I pray that God would keep persecution far from me and those I love.  
ii. But I know also that comfort and ease is not good for the soul, because then our longing for the return of Jesus diminishes; because then the sense of living in the moment by moment strength of His provision is replaced by trust in self or possessions or money or people or relationships or technology or law and order; because then my focus is a new car or a bigger house instead of the home in heaven that Jesus has prepared for me.
3. So, thirdly and lastly, what thing did P&B do for these believers?  Having called them to endure and revealed to them that hardship awaits the believer, what did they do to assist them with this calling?  V23 tells us that they “appointed elders for them in each church.”   
a. And the Greek word translated as appointed is made up of two smaller words, which literally mean ‘extend the hand.’  It has in view ‘to stretch out the hand for the purpose of voting’ or ‘to elect by show of hands.’  
i. So, while we are not sure of the exact process, from among the men of the congregation, men of godly character, such as Paul later describes in 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1, were chosen to lead the people of Christ, with the authority of Christ, serving, always, as the undershepherds of Christ. 
A. And they are to do so, as 1 Peter 6 makes crystal clear, first and foremost, by way of example.  
1) They too, like Paul, ought to be able to say, Do as I do; Do as you have seen me do.  
b. So let each one of us, then, take care that we hold the elders in high esteem as those appointed by Christ to be our shepherds.  And this is especially needed in these anti-authoritarian days where even members of the church either reject the very notion of the elder’s authority or accept it so long as suits or up to a point.  
4. Christ calls His people to remain true to the faith.  He wants us to know that we must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God.  But He has graciously given us, amongst many other gifts, elders.  

a. And that which enabled P&B to endure such hardships was an unshakeable faith in Christ.  As Paul says in 2 Tim 1:12, “I know whom I have believed and am convinced that He is able to guard what I have entrusted to Him for that day”!

Christianity is easy.  Yeah, right!   
But listen to the gracious promises of your Saviour: “Our citizenship is in heaven.  And we eagerly await a Saviour from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that enables Him to bring everything under His control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like His glorious body (Philippians 3:20).”  
So “Here is a trustworthy saying: If we died with Him, we will also live with Him; if we endure, we will also reign with Him (2 Tim 2:11-12).”  Amen.

