Out of the Gospel, the Church
Isaiah 2:1-5   Acts 14:19-28

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, Jesus said, “As the world hated me, so it will also hate you.”  The Bible also warns us against putting our trust in our fellow men and women for man can be very fickle, as the story of Jesus’ last week demonstrates. On what we call Palm Sunday, the crowd was crying out to Jesus, “Hosannah to the Son of David.” By Friday of that week, it was, “Crucify him. We will not have this man to reign over us.”
 
So it was with Paul at Lystra in Central Turkey, or Asia Minor. One minute the crowds want to offer a sacrifice to him as a god because he performed a wonderful miracle; and it was a genuine miracle and they knew it was genuine. But the next minute they were stoning him and left him outside the city for dead. It is enough that the disciple be like his master. 
Well, it appears Paul wasn’t dead really, for after a bit he revived and next day he and Barnabas leave Lystra for Derbe, the final city they visited on this first missionary journey. And the Lord blesses their ministry there and Paul and Barnabas make many disciples in Derbe, we are told in verse 21, after which they returned to Antioch and Syria by almost exactly the same route they came, except they did not go via Cyprus this time. They go back through Lystra, Iconium and Antioch and strengthen the disciples and establish them as churches. If you like, that’s really what this passage is about this morning. They hadn’t established the disciples as churches immediately they were converted but they do so now, not ever so long after, certainly within a very few months. 
When Paul had strengthened the disciples and established them as churches he made three provisions for them. In a way you can see these three provisions as three essentials of the church. If you have these three things you have a complete church. You don’t need a building, you don’t need a paid minister and you don’t need any number of other things that we often regard as essential. If you have these three things you have the church. The rest, well, I was going to say trimmings; maybe that is a bit harsh – let’s call them cultural adaptations. They may be things that we have to help us perform our task as church simply because the work may be too much for us to do it on a voluntary, a part-time basis. But a church is a true church with these three things only and the first is this:
1.
Her foundation in the apostles’ doctrine 
In the great commission the Lord Jesus said, “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them…, teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded you.” The Apostle Paul followed this scrupulously. Right through this passage the believers are spoken of as disciples. In verse 20 and verse 21 and verse 22. Then when Paul and Barnabas go back to Antioch in Syria to report on their work, they also speak about the believers in Antioch of Syria as disciples, verse 28. It is true, in verse 23 Luke says that “Paul commended the disciples to the Lord in whom they had believed.” But other than that one reference to them as believers, they are not referred to as believers or as converts or as Christians or as having made a profession of faith in Christ. They are simply and constantly referred to as disciples. 
To be a Christian, people of God, is to be a disciple and a disciple is, first of all, a learner; one who is learning his master’s teachings. Secondly, a disciple learns his master’s teachings that he may follow those teachings, so that he may become more and more like his master. In our case, not necessarily in the outward shape of our lives. We won’t necessarily trudge around New Zealand in a seamless robe with a band of followers and no-where to lay our heads at night, as Jesus and his first twelve disciples did. 
But in terms of the spiritual principles that drive us we will be like Christ. We will be more concerned with eternity than life in this world. We will obey God rather than men when there is a conflict. Doing the will of God will be the focus of our lives. The kingdom of God and his righteousness is what will be of first importance to us. We will forgive others when they sin against us as Christ has forgiven us. We will be transparently honest, without a shred of hypocrisy. 
The Bible knows nothing about mere believers, let alone pew-sitters or sermon consumers or Sunday Christians. And Jesus and Paul were completely agreed about this, as they were agreed about everything else of course. They came to make disciples, followers of the Lord Jesus Christ. And because the first part of being a disciple, indeed the basic meaning of the word discipleship, is being a learner, we read in verse 21 that “After they had preached the gospel in the city of Derbe and had made many disciples, Paul and Barnabas returned to Lystra and Iconium and to Antioch, strengthening the souls of the disciples, encouraging them to continue in the faith.” When the Bible speaks of ‘the faith’ like that, it’s not talking about our faith, our trust in Jesus Christ; it’s talking about all the teaching of the Bible, what we know since Acts chapter 2, verse 42 as “the apostles’ doctrine.”
Paul and Barnabas “strengthened the souls of the disciples, encouraging them to continue in the faith.” Furthermore, to use a phrase like that, ‘the faith,’ indicates that there was a known and recognizable body of teaching that was accepted as setting out the truth of God and Jesus Christ in salvation. Here it is called ‘the faith.’ In other places it’s called ‘the tradition’ or ‘the deposit’ or ‘the teaching’ or sometimes it’s simply called ‘the truth.’
 Obviously it included all the facts about the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ as later recorded in the Gospels; obviously it includes what the life, death and resurrection of Jesus means in terms of both what we are to believe and how we are to live, as the apostles explained it later in their letters, not to mention the whole Old Testament from which it all comes. 
As disciples, as learners we are to be well acquainted with the teachings of the Bible. But to be a disciple means not only that we know what and about whom we believe. It means that we are also committed to following him, to living a life as he has commanded, come what may. That is why Paul and Barnabas had to strengthen the disciples and encourage them because to follow Jesus may well bring opposition.
 Indeed Paul said, “Through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God” (v.22). In the times of the New Testament it just seemed to be taken as a matter of course that disciples, that Christians would be opposed and even persecuted.
 
And in this regard, who better to strengthen and encourage the disciples than Paul and Barnabas? Why, Barnabas was known as ‘the son of encouragement’. He’d been encouraging the disciples from way back in Acts chapter 2. But what an example these two men give. Paul is stoned in Lystra and left for dead and when he recovers he goes straight back into that very same city and spends the night. What courage! The day after being stoned, to the extent that he was at least knocked unconscious, he gets up and trudges off to Derbe – 60 miles, 90 kilometres away.
 I’m not saying he got there in the one day but the very next day he got up and started on that journey. What discipleship! What commitment! 
Paul and Barnabas then retrace their steps and return to Lystra, Iconium and Antioch to strengthen the disciples. In every one of those cities they’d been opposed. They’d been run out of town. Again, what courage, what commitment! As the Lord Jesus Christ, as Peter says, “left us an example to follow in his steps,” so did Paul these early Christians.

Hebrews chapter 13, verse 7 commands us all to “remember those who led you, who spoke the Word of God to you and, considering the outcome of their way of life, imitate their faith.” Paul exemplified that and therefore he had a moral right besides his authority as an apostle to strengthen and encourage them. How much more weight would Paul’s preaching and exhorting carry when the people saw his courage and his commitment and all with no advantage to himself? 
Well, Paul not only encouraged the disciples by strengthening them in their faith in this thoroughly genuine way, he made another provision for them. He established them as the church. The first provision Paul made was the church’s foundation in the apostles’ doctrine. The second was:
2.
Her establishment as the church 
Luke tells us in verse 23 that Paul and Barnabas “appointed elders for them in every church.”
 We are not told anything here about what the elders were supposed to do or what was the relationship between the elders and the congregation. Paul spells that out later in his letters to Timothy and Titus as does Peter in one of his letters. We learn from those letters that elders are to be men who are mature in their faith and life as disciples themselves. They are to live godly lives. They are to be able to defend the faith. All of them are to be able to teach even though some might be set aside especially to “labour in the Word.”
 
As well as teaching the church and defending the church against false doctrines, they are also to rule the church and preserve the church in those doctrines and in moral purity for the Lord Jesus Christ. Peter tells us that the elders are to “shepherd the flock of God, among whom they have been appointed overseers” – bishops, actually, is the word. 
Paul himself recognized and subjected himself to the authority of the church for in verse 27 we read that when he and Barnabas get back to Syrian Antioch, they report to the church that sent them out on what they’d been doing for the past year or so. But that rule is to be done in a gracious and kindly way even as the Lord Jesus Christ led his disciples and not as “lording it over the people,” as Peter reminds us. 
It seems to me that we can learn three very important things from the disciples’ establishment as the church: 
First of all, in all his missionary work Paul did not establish missions; he established the church, or churches. And perhaps a question arises here: how did Paul know that he had men who were knowledgeable and mature enough in their faith when these people had only been converted a very few months? They hardly had time to demonstrate maturity, let-alone to develop it. 
We need to remember that in every one of these towns where Paul went and established churches, there was already a synagogue of Jews who knew the Old Testament very well. There would also have been Gentile proselytes and God-fearers, many of whom also would have known the Old Testament well. It is amazing how far over the ancient world the Jews had been spread by this time. And what was the reason for that? It was a result of God’s judging Israel and Judah in the past and causing them to be scattered throughout the whole world. Yet, in those judgments of Israel’s sin, God was preparing a foothold throughout the world for the biblical faith, preparing the Gentile and pagan world to receive the Christian gospel in the New Testament church. It is true, we don’t read about Jews in Lystra and Derbe but almost certainly there were Jews in Lystra; otherwise how would the Jews who came from Iconium have been able to stir up the populace to stone Paul? They came from out of town. They were strangers in Lystra. But if there were fellow Jews there, and a synagogue, then they would be able to gain some influence. So the first thing we can learn from this is that Paul was able to appoint elders in these towns quite quickly and therefore establish the believers as churches. 
The second thing I think we ought to see from this is that Christian life is church life. Modern Christians often have a very low view of the church. Sometimes the church doesn’t help herself, that’s true. But the New Testament simply doesn’t know about Christians who are not members of a local congregation. Some of the commands of Christ given to all who claim to be believers, to be disciples, simply cannot be kept unless we live together in the fellowship of a local congregation. Just see how Luke speaks about this in our text. He doesn’t say that on his way home Paul formed churches or established disciples as churches, he simply says Paul appointed elders in each church. If there are Christians there is a church. There can’t be a church without elders. That act constituted the disciples as churches and all this is done without explanation, without discussion. Why? Because that is just what Jesus came to do. “On this rock – of confessing faith in me as the Messiah, sent from God to be the Saviour of the world – I will build my church.” So the normal Christian life is church life; sharing in the lives of one another. 
Of course that’s the normal Christian life, isn’t it! For by the new birth we are born into the family of God. Paul says in 1 Corinthians 12, “As the human body is one unit and yet it has many members and all the members of the body, though they are many, are one body, so also is Christ. For by one Spirit are we all baptized into one body,” the body of Christ.
The third thing I think we can see from the disciples’ establishment as church is this: the one essential thing to the church is Jesus Christ ruling through his Word. Now I said earlier you don’t need a building; you don’t need a paid minister; you don’t need any number of other things that we often regard as essential to have a church. You don’t need a pipe organ, even though I’d love to have one. I think the pipes would look great, a bank up that side of the front wall, another bank up the other side and the sound would be wonderful. But you don’t need it. Many of these other things can be useful. They can be helpful and as a church grows may even become necessary for the church to do her work well. 
But what makes the church the church is the gospel, the apostles’ doctrine making people into disciples; the establishment of the church under elders who build up the church in the Word; and one other thing which we will come to in a minute. From the New Testament we can even say that the deacons are not necessary to make the church the church. In Acts chapter 6 we found that they became necessary to the church pretty early on. But what makes the church the church is the people of God under the rule of the Word of God. Where the Word of the Lord is not, there is no church, whatever else might be there. Where the Word of the Lord is denied there is no church. But where the truth of Christ is proclaimed and honoured and rules, there is the church, however humble she might be, even if she just meets in someone’s home. 
“My ways are not your ways,” says the Lord. The Lord’s ways are by his Word proclaimed in the power of the Spirit. Being a Christian and being the church is a thoroughly spiritual matter and that being so, even though the apostles might strengthen the disciples in the faith, even though they appoint elders, still those things do not guarantee God’s work in the world. That can only be guaranteed by God himself. So Paul makes one more provision for the churches he is leaving, and that is: 
3.
Her commendation to the Lord’s care
Verse 23, “When they had appointed elders for them in every church, having prayed with fasting, they commended them to the Lord in whom they had believed.” Paul and Barnabas return to Antioch, “from which they had been commended to the grace of God for the work that they had accomplished” (v.26). But when they reported to the church in Antioch in verse 27, Paul didn’t speak about what they had accomplished. We read that, “They reported all things that God had done with them and how he had opened the door of faith to the Gentiles.” 
Paul knew that for all his commitment, all his suffering, all his plain hard work, it was the Lord’s work and it was the Lord who produced the results. He had indeed planted and an Apollos might come along tomorrow and water but it was God who had given the increase. And Paul knew it was only God who could protect these young churches from the Jews and pagans around about who more and more began to hate them and persecute them. But just as he and Barnabas “had been commended to the grace of God” to go and preach the gospel, so they now “commended” those who had responded to the gospel “to the Lord in whom they had believed.” 
Two things: 
i)
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, do we realize that all this business about the gospel and being the church is a spiritual business? We’re going to have an AGM in a couple of week’s time. We have reports, including financial reports, and we even have a budget. And that’s all good; that’s fine. But the work of the church and the work of the Lord is fundamentally spiritual. 
So in chapter 13, verse 3, before the church of Antioch sent Paul and Barnabas into Asia Minor to preach the gospel to the Gentiles we read that “they fasted and prayed and laid their hands on them.” So now in verse 23, before Paul and Barnabas appointed the elders in the churches they had just founded, again by laying hands upon them, “they prayed and fasted.” 
Well, even laying aside fasting if you like, do we pray? Why ever should God bless us as a church? Why should he bless the gospel among us if we do not pray? Not that prayer, or maybe even fasting, work, as such. People speak like that sometimes and I’m never comfortable with it. But when we pray, genuinely asking God to work, and knowing that nothing will happen if he doesn’t work, what are we doing? We are acknowledging that we can achieve nothing. On the other hand we are acknowledging that all our life and any success that the Lord might give to our work is from him. It comes from him. We are giving glory to God for all and everything. 
And that’s our place – humbly to acknowledge God’s greatness and glory and power. And when we are humble like that then God may look upon us in grace and work. Didn’t Paul say, “When I acknowledge that I am weak, then I am strong”? 
ii)
And the other thing we see from this is that the church is the Lord’s and he will preserve it. There are indeed things we must do. Nobody worked harder in the gospel than the apostle Paul. So sure was he of that that he could even say on one occasion, “I laboured more than all the other apostles.” Nobody worked harder than him and yet nobody was more aware that anything achieved was the Lord’s work. 
So he says in 1 Corinthians 15:58, Remember, “your labour in the Lord is not in vain.” In Galatians 6:9 he says, “Let us not lose heart in doing good for in due time we shall reap if we faint not.” Indeed, Romans 15:4, “The Lord will soon crush satan under your feet.” And all because Jesus himself said, “I will build my church and the very gates of hell will not prevail against it.” 
Surely there is plenty of work for us to do but the best of that work will be done on our knees. So let us be about it. As the old saying went, Ora et labora, pray and work. And the Lord will preserve his church. He will build her up once again ‘til, like Solomon’s Jerusalem, the nations will flock into her, “drawn,” as the hymn versification of Isaiah 2 says, “with wondering eyes,” knowing only half the story and finding out more when they get there, like the Queen of Sheba, so great and beautiful will the church one day be. 
And it will be through our obedience, our courage, our commitment as disciples that the Lord will do it. May he quickly bring the day and in the meantime let us stir ourselves to pray and work.
  Amen

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 13th May, 2007
� I have heard it objected that they would not have been the same crowd on the two occasions. Maybe so. But still it illustrates the point that one should not put too much store on popular opinion.


� This sentence is Stott’s.


� Cf. 15:32 & 18:23 where the same words are used.


� Bruce says: It is those who suffer with Christ who will share his royal glory (cf. Romans 8:17; 2 Thessalonians 1:4ff; 2 Timothy 2:12f.). No cross, no crown.


� Calvin & Bruce think Paul was dead and his revival was a resurrection. That might better account for his walking to Derbe the next day, but the text speaks about the disciples supposing Paul to be dead.


� 1 Peter 2:21.


� Appointed =  = “determine something by raising of hands as is usually done in assemblies of people and ordination by laying on of hands” (Calvin).


� 1 Timothy 5:17.
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