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Text 
On the next Sabbath almost the whole city gathered to hear the word of the Lord. 45 When the Jews saw the 
crowds, they were filled with jealousy and talked abusively against what Paul was saying. 46 Then Paul and 
Barnabas answered them boldly: "We had to speak the word of God to you first. Since you reject it and do 
not consider yourselves worthy of eternal life, we now turn to the Gentiles. 47 For this is what the Lord has 
commanded us: "'I have made you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring salvation to the ends of the 
earth.'" 48 When the Gentiles heard this, they were glad and honored the word of the Lord; and all who 
were appointed for eternal life believed. 49 The word of the Lord spread through the whole region. 50 But the 
Jews incited the God-fearing women of high standing and the leading men of the city. They stirred up 
persecution against Paul and Barnabas, and expelled them from their region. 51 So they shook the dust from 
their feet in protest against them and went to Iconium. 52 And the disciples were filled with joy and with the 
Holy Spirit. 
 
Introduction 
 I agonized for several hours trying to think of just the right way to start this 
sermon, just the right way to introduce this text so that people get it.  “I need a story,” I 
thought, “if I just had a gem of an historical anecdote, the perfect story that illustrates the 
main point of this text; or a catchy, clever intro with a great quote that will get people’s 
attention and cause them to think about the truth revealed in these verses.”  I thought I 
knew what that truth was, but the weight of trying to communicate it with just the right 
words, with convincing clarity, air-tight logic, exhaustive and coherent explanations… 
overwhelmed me and physically drove me to my knees where I cried out, “God, I’ve 
been staring at a blank page all morning.  I need help!  I know what you’re saying, but I 
don’t know how to say it!” 
 And I actually heard God speaking to me, not in an audible voice, but in that 
inward, Philip-and-the-Ethiopian-eunuch sort of way saying, “No you don’t, Nathan.  
You don’t really know what this text says because you’re acting precisely how this text 
says you should not.  You’re not acting like you really believe it.”  Ouch!  He was right.  
He’s always right.  In my mind I was thinking as if it depended totally on me whether or 
not people understood what I’m saying, that somehow my smooth syntax and {good?} 
word choice, my homiletical skill could ensure that people hear from God.  That if I 
didn’t tell the right story in the right way with the right segues people may miss out on 
encountering the Lord and being changed by their encounter.  It was killing me. 
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 How many of you have ever been paralyzed by a similar fear, a feeling that it all 
rests on you – you’ve got to convince the interviewer to hire you, you’ve got to hold your 
family together, your arguments have to convince your friends of the rightness of your 
viewpoint or the validity of your actions, or the most dangerous of all the “it-all-depends-
on-me” falsehoods, “I’ve got to see to it that he or she believes in Jesus and accepts his 
grace.  It’s up to me to make this person a Christian.”  Most of us wouldn’t say that, but 
we think like it. 

The clear message of today’s Scripture is that this mode of thinking is severely 
flawed; it’s wrong.  There’s a better way to live.  We have a responsibility to seek God’s 
truth, to live within it ourselves and to, out of sincere love, proclaim that truth to others, 
but ultimately it’s not within our control whether they believe it or not.  In short, what I 
hope God will show you from the Scriptures this morning is just this: belief in the 
sovereignty of God should be an impetus for evangelism and never a hindrance. 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
 Let me begin by asking a question to those of you who are believers here today 
(and the point is not to make you feel guilty (motivation by guilt is a tactic of religion); 
the point is just to make you think).  How many of you have explicitly shared the gospel 
message with someone in the last month?  You don’t have to raise your hands or 
anything.  Now, how many of you have had opportunities to share the gospel message 
with someone over the last month?  My guess is, if you’re like me, the number of 
opportunities significantly outweigh the number of times you’ve actually shared.  Why is 
that? 
 Last week we looked at what the gospel message was and how different it was 
from religion.  Religion can sometimes get in the way of the gospel.  The gospel says that 
through Jesus there is forgiveness of sins because everyone who believes in him is 
justified from everything one could not be justified from by religion, by following rules.  
That is good news, isn’t it?  I likened the irreligious person to someone lost in the ocean 
of their sin, prolonging death by treading water.  The religious people on the other hand 
were those trying in vain through different means of swimming to make it to shore.  The 
gospel, though, was pictured as Jesus dangling from a helicopter piloted by his Father 
picking up and rescuing those who cease flailing their arms and legs and lie limp and let 
him grab them. 
 Now if there was ever someone with perfect form and mechanics swimming to 
shore; if anyone was ever religious it was Saul – “circumcised on the eighth day,” he 
recounts, “of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in 
regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalistic 
righteousness, faultless” (Ph. 3:5-6).  But Saul as we saw earlier in Acts, had an 
encounter with the risen Lord Jesus that changed everything.  He met Jesus on the road to 
Damascus and suddenly realized that his religion had actually been a disservice to God.  
His persecution of the church was a persecution of Jesus and Jesus was real, the whole 
gospel message was legit.  There was no way around that for Saul now that he had seen 
him alive. 

Now Saul/Paul truly understood that “Christ Jesus came into the world to save 
sinners,” and could call himself “the worst of sinners” (1Tim. 1:15-16).  Of all his 
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previous empty religious strivings and achievements he said, “I consider them rubbish” 
(Phil. 3:8).  No longer was his meaning in life found in “having a righteousness of [his] 
own that comes from the law,” he said in Philippians, “but that which is through faith in 
Christ – the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith” (Phil. 3:8-9) – 
justification by grace alone, through faith alone, on the basis of Christ alone.  This 
unfathomable message of grace so gripped Paul that he had to exclaim in one of his 
letters, “Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel” (1Cor. 9:16)!  He was so moved by the 
grace he had received and the truth about Jesus that he had been previously blind to, that 
he gave his life to proclaiming it all over the Roman Empire.  He simply could not keep 
quiet. 

Now in our going through Acts you may have noticed that Paul has taken over as 
the main character and we’re just at the beginning of Paul’s many journeys to spread the 
good news.  Currently we’re in Psidian Antioch (there were several different Antiochs in 
the ancient world; this one was close to the district of Psidia).  But already we notice a 
pattern for Paul – rejection.  Previously we’ve seen how he had to be let out of Damascus 
at night through a hole in the wall and he had to be secretly shipped off from Jerusalem to 
escape those who were enraged by his newfound faith.  He did leave Antioch in Syria 
willingly on good terms, but today we’re going to see him forced out of Psidian Antioch.  
We see in v. 45 that the Jewish establishment “talked abusively against what Paul was 
saying.”  Jesus’ words to Ananias about Paul in ch. 9 are coming true – “This man is my 
chosen instrument to carry my name before the Gentiles and their kings and before the 
people of Israel.  I will show him how much he must suffer for my name” (9:15-16). 

It wasn’t all a cake walk, an exotic vacation to faraway places like Cyprus.  This 
is most likely why John Mark had to leave.  It was tough.  Paul didn’t always receive a 
warm welcome; less often did he receive a warm send off.  How did he keep going?  
What kept him from toning down his evangelism?  First of all, he didn’t take it 
personally.  In v. 46 we see him and Barnabas responding to the hostile Jews boldly 
saying, “We had to speak the word of God to you first.”  They had to hear it, and they 
had to hear it first.  Jesus was their Messiah, he was the culmination of their history and 
hopes.  They were a special people, chosen by God not because of anything inherently 
better about them, but by his grace to be mediators of his grace to all the nations of the 
earth.  They now had the privilege of finally entering the long awaited kingdom of God 
ushered in through Messiah Jesus.  And as their Scriptures indicated would happen when 
the kingdom came they had the pleasure of welcoming in Gentiles to worship the God of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  F.F. Bruce remarks, “Had the Jews of Psidian Antioch 
accepted the message, theirs would have been the privilege of evangelizing their Gentile 
neighbors, in accordance with the terms of Israel’s world mission laid down in the 
[OT].”1 

But they didn’t.  Paul and Barnabas go on to say, “Since you reject it and do not 
consider yourselves worthy of eternal life, we now turn to the Gentiles.  For this is what 
[is prophesied in Is. 49:6]” (v. 46b-47a).  In other words, “Since you won’t believe and 
take up the joyous task of proclaiming the good news to the Gentiles, that’s not going to 
stop us, we certainly will because God said in Isaiah that his Servant, Jesus, would be a 
light for the Gentiles, bringing salvation to the ends of the earth.”  The Jewish rejection 
didn’t faze Paul and Barnabas because they didn’t take it personally.  It was the Jews’ 
own choice and they were missing out.  It wasn’t Paul or Barnabas’ fault.  It wasn’t 
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something they said.  These Jews did not consider themselves worthy of eternal life.  
They heard the message and yet they were disqualifying themselves from eternal life by 
failing to believe it. 

With that word “consider” it could almost sound like Paul is saying that the 
unbelieving Jews didn’t have enough self-esteem, they didn’t have a good enough self-
image, they didn’t think they were good enough.  But based upon what Paul had just been 
preaching to them – that they in effect had too high self-esteem, too high of an estimation 
of themselves thinking they could attain salvation apart from grace – that doesn’t make 
much sense here.  The word used here is the word for judge.  What Saul and Barnabas 
were saying is that these unbelieving Jews were judging themselves.  Thus the NASB 
translates this, “you reject it and condemn yourselves as unworthy of eternal life.”  It’s 
self-condemnation.  Those who consciously, obstinately spurn the gospel message are 
condemning themselves.  It’s not Paul’s fault.  It’s their own fault. 

And Paul doesn’t let that deter him.  He keeps right on going, proclaiming the 
message of Jesus to the Gentiles who turn out to be, for the most part, elated at the sound 
of the good news.  And then we read something very peculiar in the last half of v. 48 – 
“all who were appointed for eternal life believed.”  Why is Paul free to boldly, 
unashamedly proclaim the gospel, undaunted by widespread rejection?  Because (a) those 
who reject it aren’t really rejecting him, they’re condemning themselves, it’s not his fault; 
and (b) he knows that God has appointed some to believe and they will not fail to hear the 
word of the Lord and accept it with gladness.  He can keep proclaiming because he 
knows that some people have been predetermined to accept when they hear.  He doesn’t 
know who they are, but they’re out there. 
 There’s really no way around understanding v. 48 as saying that there are some 
who are destined to believe and they will believe.  “There is no good reason for 
weakening the predestinarian note here,”2 F.F. Bruce comments.  The passive participle 
translated “appointed” carries the sense of being set aside, designated.  It’s even used to 
connote being inscribed/being put on a register, so it carries the sense of being 
“…enrolled for eternal life in the records of heaven,”3 to have your name written in the 
Book of Life.  Only those who have been scripted to believe can believe and they all will.  
Those who do not believe shut themselves off from eternal life, they condemn themselves 
as unworthy of eternal life.  Those who do believe have their hearts opened by God to the 
message of eternal life, they have been appointed by God for eternal life. 
 So to go back to last week’s analogy – the Father is piloting the helicopter, the 
Son is dangling down on the rope, you’re lost, there’s nothing you can do, you can’t 
swim to shore, there’s no way.   But you’re naturally prideful, stubborn, unwilling to 
accept help, unaware and unconcerned about Jesus.  You always want to do it on your 
own.  The Holy Spirit, the third person of the Godhead, is in this analogy.  He’s the 
invisible man hovering over the waters.  He has to open your eyes to see the mess you’re 
in, soften your heart to admit it, and break your will to stop swimming, causing you to 
look up at Jesus in faith that he will catch you when you begin to sink.  Otherwise you 
could take credit for realizing an escape route, for grabbing on to the rope, and all that’s 
just another form of religion. 
 And here’s the thing: you’re not going to let Jesus be your rescuer unless the Holy 
Spirit changes you, but the Holy Spirit almost always uses means.  The means are the 
pleas of those who have been rescued and taken to the shore – the messages they’ve put 
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in bottles and thrown out to sea or the calls from the helicopter they’ve made when riding 
on rescue missions or something like that.  Speaking from experience these rescuees 
point people to Jesus.  Many will ignore the warnings and condemn themselves to death 
at sea, but some have been put on a list, a guest list of people invited to a pool party at the 
Father’s estate in Hawaii.  The rescuees haven’t seen the list, they don’t know for sure 
who has been invited, but the Holy Spirit does and he insures that they RSVP and make it 
to the party. 
 Paul knew this.  He knew that no matter how poorly or powerfully he proclaimed 
the truth of God, ultimately he could not make people respond positively.  But instead of 
an excuse for a fatalistic, laissez faire attitude to evangelism – if God is in control it 
doesn’t matter what I do because he’ll save who he wants to save (that’s an attitude that 
reveals that you may have not really experienced the gospel yourself) – Paul saw this as 
an impetus to share his faith.  Paul had experienced the gospel himself, he knew that God 
uses means to achieve his ends, he knew that God’s appointed means was the preaching 
of the gospel, and he took encouragement to keep scattering the seed of the Word of God 
everywhere in the fact that some soil would produce fruit. 

We see this principle a little later in ch. 18 where Paul has been going at this 
awhile now and the Jews have been constantly rejecting the gospel and we read, “the 
Lord said to Paul one night in a vision, ‘Do not be afraid, but go on speaking and do not 
be silent, for I am with you, and no one will attack you to harm you, [and] for I have 
many in this city who are my people’” (18:9-10, ESV).  Paul didn’t know who they were.  
The elect are nameless and faceless to us, but the reassurance that there were some in that 
city who were appointed to eternal life kept Paul going, declaring the message of Christ 
in the synagogue, the work place, and people’s homes because what a thrill to be the 
means God uses to save people! 
 We read in v. 49 of chapter 13 that “the word of the Lord spread through the 
whole region.”  Those who heard the wonderful message from Paul and Barnabas and 
believed could not contain it themselves and shared it wherever they went around the area 
on business or with the merchants from out of town who pass on through to other places.  
There were those who were appointed for eternal life all over the region… and they 
believed. 

Now we know that not all the Jews rejected the gospel and not all the Gentiles 
accepted it.  Verse 43 says “many of the Jews followed Paul and Barnabas.”  And v. 50 
tells us that many of the upper class Greeks in Psidian Antioch were stirred to anger 
against Paul and Barnabas and their novel message of grace that was spreading around 
their region and they kicked them out.  And how do Paul and Barnabas respond?  We’ve 
seen that if people don’t accept the message of the gospel, they have condemned 
themselves.  And if they do, God has appointed them.  Our job is simply to joyfully tell 
them.  And if we do and they respond positively, we give glory to God, and if they 
respond negatively, we can shake the dust off our feet and go on.  “So they shook the dust 
from their feet in protest against them and went to Iconium” (v. 51). 

This is what Jesus told his disciples to do when he sent them out during his 
earthly ministry.  We read about it in Lk. ch. 9, v. 5 when Jesus sent out the Twelve, “If 
people do not welcome you, shake the dust off your feet when you leave their town, as a 
testimony against them.”  We also read about the same thing in Lk ch. 10, v. 11 when 
Jesus sent out the Seventy-Two.  It’s a gesture that says, “I’ve done what I can.  You 
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have considered yourself unworthy of eternal life.  Your sin is your own responsibility, 
not mine.”  It’s what we see Paul doing again in Acts 18:6, “But when the Jews opposed 
Paul and became abusive, he shook out his clothes in protest and said to them, ‘Your 
blood be on your own heads!  I am clear of my responsibility.”  If we’ve been faithful to 
tell people about Jesus and in love (not out of duty, not out of self-righteousness, but in 
love) pleaded with them to repent and trust in him and they flat out reject that, we can 
move forward without guilt or a sense of failure or discouragement or responsibility. 

Now we can be sure that this does not mean that Paul developed a calloused, cold 
heart, uncaring heart towards these people or to the Jewish people as a whole.  You know 
why?  Because right in the middle of the most extensive treatment in the Bible on the 
sovereignty of God and the wide-scale Jewish rejection of Jesus – Rom. 9-11 – we hear 
Paul saying this: 
 

I speak the truth in Christ – I am not lying, my conscience confirms it in 
the Holy Spirit – I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart.  
For I could wish that I myself were cursed and cut off from Christ for the 
sake of my brothers, those of my own race, the people of Israel. (Rom. 
9:1-4a) 

 
And this: 
 

Brothers, my heart’s desire and prayer to God for the Israelites is that they 
may be saved. (Rom. 10:1) 

 
 Shaking off someone’s rejection of the gospel and moving on does not mean 
ceasing to care about that person or being spiteful to him or her.  It simply means resting 
in God’s sovereignty and goodness, having a clear conscience that you’ve done your part 
in reminding that person that they are bringing judgment on themselves.  Paul shared the 
gospel with people out of an uncontainable impulse to share the truth that had set him 
free.  He did not share under obligation and he did not bear the burden of their 
unwillingness to believe on his own shoulders.  He knew they bore it on theirs, thus he 
could shake the dust off his shoes and move on, knowing that God has appointed some 
for eternal life and when they hear the message they will believe, therefore it’s not futile 
for us to keep proclaiming it and it’s not dependent on our presentation or our arguments. 
 
Conclusion 
 Last Thursday my small group was sitting at the Efebos coffee shop where we 
were discussing a section in this book that was talking about people coming to faith in 
Christ and the question was asked, “Have you seen many conversions happening lately?  
Have you seen this kind of stuff?”  And for the most part we all just kind of sat silently.  
No one had any stories to share.  I know we’ve seen it some at some point in our lives.  
But there was nothing fresh.  And so we all just sat there dumfounded, looking around 
and at the floor awkwardly.  And I knew that the reason was, at least for me, that we 
haven’t really been sharing the gospel with people.  Why is that? 
 First of all, it’s probably because we’ve let the gospel message grow cold in our 
own hearts.  It no longer makes us giddy with excitement.  We’ve forgotten how amazing 
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and precious it is, maybe even slipped into a form of private religion.  You’ll naturally 
share something with someone else when you’re really excited about it and utterly 
convinced that it is the most magnificent truth and that it has totally changed your life.  
So we must be careful to never lose the wonder, preach the gospel to ourselves everyday, 
hear it and sing it every Sunday, eat it and drink it every month when we share the Lord’s 
Table together. 
 But also I think we can refrain from sharing the message because we slip into a 
practical Pelagianism.  That is we forget that God is sovereign and in control and we start 
to act like it’s up to us.  What if I blow it?  What if I don’t say it right?  What if they think 
I’m stupid; they’ve got to think I’m cool first.  I don’t know if I can explain it well 
enough.  I might get stumped.  Or we may believe it’s so close to impossible that it will 
do any good, the person has too much going against her that she’s probably not going to 
believe.  How could I even begin to get her to understand?  And then tied into all this 
there’s the fear of failure that if they reject what I’m saying they’re rejecting me and it’s 
somehow my fault. 
 I want to be at the point; I want all the Christians here today to be at the point 
where we frequently find ourselves in positions where the message of the cross could 
come up and we freely and regularly bring it up and share about Christ knowing that God 
just might cause that person to believe, he or she very well could be one who was 
appointed for eternal life and we won’t know until we give it a try.  I want us to be people 
who know the sovereign grace of God, who are filled with lasting joy in the Holy Spirit, 
and who share this message of grace indiscriminately with everyone we can trusting that 
some will hear and accept.  No one is beyond the reach of God.  He can do anything. 
 It’s true that most of us aren’t going to be missionary nomads like Paul so we’re 
not going to shake off our shoes and move to a different neighborhood or job if some 
people reject our attempts to share the gospel with them.  We’ll still be around those 
people and it’s true that many times it’s more than just a one time deal.  Conversion can 
be instant, but most of the time it’s a process involving a relationship.  Some people may 
not react violently but rather be like those in the synagogue who hear the message of Paul 
and said, “Come back next week and tell me more.”  It takes continually and patiently 
sharing the gospel with them. 

And there’s something for tact; there’s something to tailoring how you present the 
gospel slightly differently to a 50 year old businessman or a 25 year old coffee shop 
waitress with a pierced tongue, but remember our tact and our tailoring will not bring 
anyone to Christ.  Only God can and he can use whatever words you say as long as 
they’re genuine.  Plus, you never know how many other chances you will have.  Too 
many times we pass up opportunities to share because we rationalize that we’re building 
a relationship.  Maybe we should just let it fly with boldness knowing God just might use 
that to do something.  I heard of a guy whose mother was Hindu and she became a 
Christian as a result of a time when she was going through a really hard season of 
hopelessness and despair and was crying on a park bench and somebody walked by and 
said, “You need Jesus,” and then left.  And that simple (some would say tactless) phrase 
clicked in her head and she couldn’t shake it and she eventually became a Christian.  
Crazier things have happened. 
 God is sovereign and I believe in all my heart that if we truly believed that it 
should be an impetus for evangelism and never a hindrance.  I believe that God is 
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sovereign and everyone here today is here by divine appointment.  Maybe you’re a 
Christian and you needed to be reminded of this truth.  Maybe you’re not a Christian and 
God is using this time as a means to draw you to Jesus.  This is a divine appointment, for 
you. 

I’ve been blessed by what God has shown me in his Word this week and have 
been delighted to preach it to you.  I couldn’t wait until Sunday to share it with you.  If it 
hasn’t done anything for you or if this message has made you mad and angry, it’s not my 
fault.  You’ve hardened your heart.  If you’ve been challenged and convicted and 
encouraged by the Holy Spirit today through this passage, then all praise and glory to 
God.  It’s not because I’m a great preacher, it’s because God has graciously used me as a 
mouthpiece for his Word and given you ears to hear it.  And you know what?  At the end 
of the day I’m going to be able to lay my head on pillow with a clear conscience and 
sleep in peace knowing that I’ve faithfully “discharge[d] the duties of [my] ministry” 
(2Tim. 4:5).  It’s a great feeling.  I’m so thankful God is sovereign!  Otherwise I think I’d 
go crazy. 
 
Benediction 
May you be continually filled with joy and the Holy Spirit. 
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