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Text 
At Iconium Paul and Barnabas went as usual into the Jewish synagogue. There they spoke so effectively 
that a great number of Jews and Gentiles believed. 2 But the Jews who refused to believe stirred up the 
Gentiles and poisoned their minds against the brothers. 3 So Paul and Barnabas spent considerable time 
there, speaking boldly for the Lord, who confirmed the message of his grace by enabling them to do 
miraculous signs and wonders. 4 The people of the city were divided; some sided with the Jews, others with 
the apostles. 5 There was a plot afoot among the Gentiles and Jews, together with their leaders, to mistreat 
them and stone them. 6 But they found out about it and fled to the Lycaonian cities of Lystra and Derbe and 
to the surrounding country, 7 where they continued to preach the good news. 8 In Lystra there sat a man 
crippled in his feet, who was lame from birth and had never walked. 9 He listened to Paul as he was 
speaking. Paul looked directly at him, saw that he had faith to be healed 10 and called out, "Stand up on 
your feet!" At that, the man jumped up and began to walk. 11 When the crowd saw what Paul had done, they 
shouted in the Lycaonian language, "The gods have come down to us in human form!" 12 Barnabas they 
called Zeus, and Paul they called Hermes because he was the chief speaker. 13 The priest of Zeus, whose 
temple was just outside the city, brought bulls and wreaths to the city gates because he and the crowd 
wanted to offer sacrifices to them. 14 But when the apostles Barnabas and Paul heard of this, they tore their 
clothes and rushed out into the crowd, shouting: 15 "Men, why are you doing this? We too are only men, 
human like you. We are bringing you good news, telling you to turn from these worthless things to the 
living God, who made heaven and earth and sea and everything in them. 16 In the past, he let all nations go 
their own way. 17 Yet he has not left himself without testimony: He has shown kindness by giving you rain 
from heaven and crops in their seasons; he provides you with plenty of food and fills your hearts with joy." 
18 Even with these words, they had difficulty keeping the crowd from sacrificing to them. 19 Then some Jews 
came from Antioch and Iconium and won the crowd over. They stoned Paul and dragged him outside the 
city, thinking he was dead. 20 But after the disciples had gathered around him, he got up and went back into 
the city. The next day he and Barnabas left for Derbe. 
 
Introduction 
 Have you ever played fetch with a dog and somehow the dog lost sight of the ball 
or stick or Frisbee and without his knowing it was thrown and now lay somewhere 
behind him.  Have you ever tried to point that out to the dog?  What happens?  The dog 
forgets about the ball and locks in on your finger and gazes at it adoringly, devotedly, 
with eyes of worship, even licking your hand, unaware of what the pointed finger is 
supposed to be directing the his attention towards.1  Have you experienced this? 
 Well, this is kind of how we humans are in our natural state.  We have selective 
hearing with regards to what Philip Yancey calls “rumors of another world.”2  We’re 
disinterested in the ultimate intention of the sign posts that are all around us directing us 
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to the ultimate fulfillment of all of humanity’s longings for beauty, meaning, and 
satisfaction.  You see God has made everything in creation and history and the human 
heart to in some way point to his supreme worth, his glory, his majesty, his excellencies 
in which all of our hungers are eternally satiated.  And all we like dogs have looked 
away, and instead we have bowed at the pointing finger.  The Bible has a term for this.  
It’s called idolatry. 
 Today we follow Paul and Barnabas from Psidian Antioch to Iconium and then to 
Lystra and Derbe as they continue to proclaim the message of God’s grace – the gospel.  I 
want us today to see more clearly this God of grace.  I pray that God will use this slice of 
Paul and Barnabas’ life that we’re looking at today to gently lift our head up towards his 
throne, to redirect our gaze away from a foolish fixation with those things that are meant 
to point us to God and direct us to himself so we can see him and run with puppy like 
energy and tail wagging delight wholeheartedly after him.  In short, the message of 
today’s passage is just this: God is constantly at work, through the miraculous and 
the mundane, to bring glory to himself; sin is constantly at work to divert glory 
from God to lesser things. 
 
Let’s pray that God’s work would graciously prevail over our sin today as we hear from 
his Word… 
 
Preaching Through the Pain (vv. 1-7) 

Two weeks ago we saw what Paul and Barnabas’ message was as they went all 
over the Mediterranean world: that religion is altogether different from the gospel – the 
good news that God graciously forgives sin on account of Jesus Christ’s death and we 
can therefore be justified before him and know him and enjoy him; the good news that 
there is a God who can rescue us once we stop arrogantly trying to save ourselves.  Their 
message was something different than religion.  Religion says I do, therefore I’m 
accepted.  The gospel says I’m accepted, therefore I [joyfully] do… two totally different 
concepts. 

Last week we saw that, if we’ve been impacted by this message ourselves, we will 
freely proclaim it to all people for them to either accept or reject.  Those who reject it 
condemn themselves.  But we also saw that ultimately it’s only those who have been 
appointed by God for eternal life who will believe.  If that wasn’t the case, grace 
wouldn’t be grace.  And here’s what our attitude should be: the very fact that there are 
some who are appointed to eternal life, who God has invited to his kingdom and will 
insure they make it, is a staggering reflection of God’s gracious character.  “To think,” 
exclaims J.I. Packer, “that the holy Creator, who never needed man for his happiness and 
might justly have banished our fallen race for ever without mercy, should actually have 
chosen to redeem some of [us]!  ...It is all wonderful,” he says, “just because none of it 
can be taken for granted.”3  As we’re going to see today, it’s wonderful because we are 
naturally enslaved to sin and sin is constantly at work to divert glory from God to 
lesser things.  We’re dumb as dogs.  But God is a gracious and good master. 

In the first part of chapter 14 we’re in Iconium.  We see Paul and Barnabas do 
their usual thing – they go first to the synagogue.  We also see that there is an initial 
segment that believes, comprised of both Jews and Gentiles.  It’s interesting that Luke 
says, right after saying only those who are appointed for eternal life believe, that Paul and 
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Barnabas “spoke in such a way that a great number… believed” (v. 1, ESV).  Again, a 
reminder that God uses means and what a distinct thrill to be used powerfully as an oracle 
of God?!  If you read Paul’s letters you can’t help but take away that this guy is filled 
with an unspeakable, unshakeable joy. 

However, also “as usual” some of the Jews in Iconium disbelieved and made it 
really hard for Paul and Barnabas.  And here’s one of the great little words of the Bible 
packed with so much meaning – “So [therefore] Paul and Barnabas spent considerable 
time there, speaking boldly for the Lord” (v. 3a).  Things got hard, opposition arose, 
public opinion turned, the honeymoon phase wore off, and the going got tough, SO/for 
that reason/therefore Paul and Barnabas dug in and went to work, not just despite of but 
because of the challenges they faced.  This is the principle of perseverance that needs to 
be held together side by side with last week’s principle of shaking the dust off your feet 
and moving on. 

This is the principle of sticking with something, of patience, of not giving up so 
quickly and it goes for evangelism (repeatedly, patiently, consistently, lovingly sharing 
the gospel in word and deed with people over time, even after they resist), but this 
principle also goes for many other pursuits in the Christian life.  We’re such a transient, 
consumeristic, me-centered, culture with short attention spans; so “replete with goods 
[and] smothered in plenty”4 that we don’t know what it means to take difficulty as an 
invitation to learn perseverance.  We’re the kind of people who settle for TV dinners 
because we don’t want to bother with the shopping and the preparation and the dishes.  
And that approach to life is spiritually deadly. 
 Anyone who works out, knows implicitly many of the principles of the Christian 
life.  We know “no pain, no gain.”  We know that you don’t do anything beneficial unless 
you stay on the treadmill for at least 30 minutes and run through the pain.  Paul and 
Barnabas were preaching through the pain. 

But we also know that there’s that warning on the treadmill that says something to 
the effect that if you begin to feel faint or dizzy you should stop immediately.  There’s a 
point beyond which it’s not wise to push it.  This is what eventually happens to Paul and 
Barnabas in Iconium.  The gospel greatly divided the city… guess what?... The gospel 
divides!  And those who did not want to have anything to do with the gospel began to 
conspire to stone Paul and Barnabas.  Paul and Barnabas got wind of it and decided it 
would be best to duck out and go elsewhere.  As a result of their determination a church 
had already been established.  Now the work could go on better without them and they 
could be better used elsewhere.  So we work through the pain, but that doesn’t mean 
there’s never a good reason to get out. 

But what I want to zero in on here is the principle that we see in the last half of 
verse 3.  This is important.  It says that the Lord “confirmed the message of his grace by 
enabling them to do miraculous signs and wonders” (v. 3b).  Who’s them?  Paul and 
Barnabas.  What’s being confirmed by “miraculous signs and wonders?”  The gospel, 
right?  The “message of his grace.”  Now who’s the antecedent of his in the phrase “his 
grace?”  The Lord.  Right?  And who’s the subject of this sentence; who’s doing the 
confirming?  The Lord.  Right?  The gospel message is a message of grace.  We’ve seen 
that.  But it’s also a message about God because it’s his grace.  And God himself is eager 
to point out that he is gracious.  He is using miracles to point people to himself.  God is at 
work through the miraculous to bring glory to himself.  The purpose of his 
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miraculous activity was to direct people’s attention to his own glory, of which his 
mercy/graciousness is a major aspect.  With these miracles he’s saying, “Hey everyone, 
look over here.  I am a God who’s gracious.  There is nothing else like me.” 

So do you see the principle at work here?  God employs miracles in order to 
validate his gospel, in order to point people to himself as the God of grace worthy of 
worship.  That’s what he does.  That’s what he’s all about.  It may sound a little 
egotistical at first, because if any of us did acted that way it would be.  But we’re not 
God.  In fact, God’s pursuit of God’s own glory among us is the epitome of love.  In the 
dense and admittedly hard to read, yet utterly profound book, God is the Gospel: 
Meditations on God’s Love as the Gift of Himself, John Piper says this: 
 

[Until you] embrace God himself as your highest joy, you have not 
embraced the gospel of God.  You have embraced some of his gifts.  You 
have rejoiced over some of his rewards.  You have marveled at some of 
his miracles.  But you have not yet been awakened to why the gifts, the 
rewards, and the miracles have come.  They have come for one great 
reason: that you might behold forever the glory of God in Christ, and by 
beholding become the kind of person who delights in God above all 
things…5 

 
The gospel message of justification by grace alone, through faith alone, on the basis of 
Christ alone is not meant to make much of us, but to allow us to find true joy in making 
much of God.  It’s meant to result in soul-satisfying worship of the glorious God of grace.  
And God is all about getting people to do this.  God is all about pointing us to his grace.  
The Lord bears witness to the reality of his grace by granting signs and wonders to be 
done. 
 
The Testimony of the Miraculous (vv. 8-15a) 
 Okay.  We’ve seen that principle – God is at work to bring glory to himself and 
one way is through miracles.  So now let’s follow Paul and Barnabas to Lystra.  The first 
thing we read of them doing in Lystra is not going to a synagogue (evidently there was no 
synagogue there; this is the first example we have related to us of the gospel being 
preached in a thoroughly pagan environment).  The first thing we read of them doing is a 
miracle.  Here’s a miracle designed to confirm the message of the Lord’s grace that they 
were proclaiming.  Not unlike Peter in chapter 3 with the paralytic at the temple, Paul 
notices this man listening attentively to the message of grace as he preached it in the 
public square and he commanded him to get up and “the [crippled] man jumped up and 
began to walk” (v. 10).  It’s a miracle.  Paul didn’t do it.  Jesus did it through Paul.  And 
it should confirm the message of God’s grace that Paul is proclaiming and result in glory 
and praise and worship to God. 
 But what happens?  Here’s where sin comes in.  God is constantly at work to 
bring glory to himself, sometimes through miracles; but sin is constantly at work to 
divert glory from God to lesser things.  “When the crowd saw what Paul had done, they 
shouted in the Lycaonian language, ‘The gods have come down to us in human form!’  
Barnabas they called Zeus, and Paul they called Hermes because he was the chief 
speaker.  The priest of Zeus, whose temple was just outside the city, brought bulls and 
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wreaths to the city gates because he and the crowd wanted to offer sacrifices to them” 
(vv. 11-13).  They wanted to worship Barnabas and Paul as manifestations Zeus (who 
was the leader of the Greek gods) and Hermes (who was the messenger of the gods) who 
had according to legend once visited that region together before.  They wanted to worship 
the miracle workers Barnabas and Paul within their own religious system, but they didn’t 
want to bother with the God of grace that the message and miracles where ultimately 
about.  They weren’t concerned with the ball or Frisbee or stick; they were stuck on the 
finger. 
 Did you know that you were made for worship?  Did you know that every human 
is made with an innate desire to worship something?  Something bigger, something 
better.  We can’t get rid of that impulse.  There’s something in us that desires something 
to worship.  That’s why we go to the Grand Canyon, we gaze at the stars, we study 
mathematical formulas.  There’s still an instinct in us left over from before the Fall that 
wants and needs something to praise and marvel at and live for. 

The thing is, however, ever since the Fall we have this hang up with our Creator.  
We resent the true God of the Universe who alone is worthy of worship and so we insist 
on looking for other things to give our worship to.  Idols they’re called.  And there are too 
many to list.  Today we may not bring bulls and wreaths to sacrifice to mythical gods or 
people, but we still worship – at the temple that is the mall, the sports arena, the movie 
theater, etc…  And the miraculous, the spectacular, the unusual, the out of the ordinary 
are most often used as occasions to memorialize or praise a person. 

Even in church circles the same phenomenon is at work.  Many times God does a 
miracle, gifting a certain pastor to communicate with Holy Spirit power and large 
numbers come to faith, the church grows and sees amazing things happening, lives 
changed.  But how many of these large churches have in some sense become a cult of 
personality?  I’ve heard that when Tim Keller goes on vacation from Redeemer 
Presbyterian Church in Manhattan, a church and a pastor that I respect a lot, the 
attendance is significantly impacted.  Hmmm.  I remember hearing one pastor that I am 
tempted to idolize giving a lecture on preaching and warning us to be careful with how 
we use personal illustrations.  He said he’s found almost nothing that can make his 
congregation quieter and more attentive than when he talks about himself and his golden 
retriever.  It’s true that God uses our personality to communicate his Word and we can 
never totally separate that and that’s okay, but the focus needs to stay on the Word, so 
that if people are drawn they are drawn by the Bible and the God it reveals and not the 
endearing personal stories and anecdotes of the preacher.  But no matter what you do, 
some people will still focus their worship and adoration on the preacher or the worship 
leader or something like that. 

And it’s not even just the preacher or worship leader that many may worship 
instead of the God he hopefully preaches or praises.  It can be the whole religious show 
that he’s a part of.  I remember a high-powered attorney that I worked for downtown a 
few years ago who was simply fascinated with Willow Creek Community Church.  He 
wasn’t interested so much with God, but he couldn’t stop talking about what a production 
and empire they have going on up there in Barrington.  I wouldn’t be surprised if some of 
the tens of thousands who attend Willow Creek each week are there to worship 
something else besides the glorious God of grace.  I don’t just want to pick on seeker-
sensitive mega-churches.  It’s everywhere in all kinds of churches.  We all can turn 
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miraculous works of God intended to point us to him into avenues of idolatry very easily, 
because an empty idol is more tame, more easy to manipulate and control, less 
demanding, less threatening to our autonomy or vain egos.  If we have to worship, we 
want to worship the thing we can control or that at least doesn’t seek to control us.  
That’s what sin does in us. 
 Paul and Barnabas at first didn’t know what was going on because the crowd was 
speaking in the local language, but when the priest started bringing sacrifices to them 
they immediately recognized what was happening.  They ripped their garments because 
“Jewish people were required to tear their robes when they heard blasphemy,”6 and they 
“rushed into the crowd shouting, [‘No, no, no, no!]  Why are you doing this?  We too are 
only men, human like you” (vv. 14-15b).  They didn’t want the worship.  They wanted 
God to get the worship.  They knew they didn’t deserve worship.  This is quite a different 
response, isn’t it, than the one we saw of Herod in ch. 12 when the people praised him as 
divine and “he did not give praise to God” (v. 23) and was struck down as a result?  The 
miracle that should have confirmed the message that Paul was preaching about a gracious 
God utterly distinct from Zeus and Hermes and the pathetic Greek pantheon did not 
produce that effect because their sin diverted the glory away from God on to lesser 
things. 
 
The Testimony of the Mundane (vv. 15c-20) 

This diversion of glory was not harmless.  It wasn’t excusable.  The lesser things 
were not innocent things.  Look at what Paul calls them in v. 15 – “worthless things.”  
Paul tries to clear things up.  He says, “[Hey guys] we are bringing you good news [about 
the real God who’s graciously revealed himself in Jesus Christ], telling you to turn from 
these worthless things to the living God, who made heaven and earth and sea and 
everything in them” (v. 15).  Paul is announcing to them the truth about God the Creator, 
the one true God.  And we know that these residents of Lystra were not innocently 
mistaken, they were sinfully and purposefully allocating their worship to something other 
than God.  You know how we know that?  Because when Paul and Barnabas succeed in 
dissuading them from sacrificing to them they didn’t worship God… they were easily 
persuaded by the visiting Jews to stone Paul and leave him for dead.  Their rejection of 
the God of grace was intentional and defiant. 

Now follow the rest of what Paul says, however, starting in v. 16.  Here’s how 
Paul talks to a thoroughly pagan environment not too unlike our world today, mind you.  
He says, “In the past, [the living God, the Creator] let all nations go their own way.”  In 
other words, God allowed sinful humans to for the most part do their own thing, to do 
what they wanted to do, that is worship idols and live for themselves.  There was no 
world-wide evangelization thrust, no project of proactively telling people that there is a 
better way like there is now.  “Yet,” v. 17 “[during that time God did not leave] himself 
without testimony: He [showed] kindness by giving… rain from heaven and crops in 
their seasons; he [provided] plenty of food and [filled] hearts with joy” (v. 17).  Isn’t that 
a cool verse? 

God is a good God.  Despite our sin his common grace extends to all people.  He 
causes the sun to shine and food to be provided and for the sun to cheer us up and the 
food to taste good.  Think about that.  Spring, flowers, the ocean, a thunderstorm, 
chocolate chip cookies fresh out of the oven, a good story, the birth of a baby, sexual 
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orgasm, fuchsia and periwinkle and all the colors of the rainbow, a cool breeze, 
mountains, music, sublime sunsets, physical exercise, friendship, sleep, supernovas, the 
warmth of a fire,… all of it is from God and points to God.  I think of the serendipitous 
encounter I had this week with a speckled bird with a twig-like beak that I had never in 
all my life seen before and how we just looked at each other in awe and amazement.  
Walk by an elementary school on a nice afternoon just as the kids are getting out for the 
day and notice the giggles, the screams, the carefree ways of a child.  There’s joy there.  
Kids know there’s something pleasant in this world. 

All of these things are pointers to God.  God sometimes uses the miraculous but 
more often witnesses to his own glory through the mundane – regular everyday events 
and objects.  As Philip Yancey states, “Nature and supernature are not two separate 
worlds, but different expressions of the same reality.”7  The intangibles: our non-
empirical sense of beauty and attraction to what is beautiful, our hunger for purpose, our 
brief and incomplete encounters with joy are all evidences of and clues for God’s 
existence.  Every aspect of this cosmos and existence is woven together by God to point 
us to God.  The Psalmist poetically declares, “The heavens declare the glory of God; the 
skies proclaim the work of his hands.  Day after day they pour forth speech; night after 
night they display knowledge.  There is no speech or language where their voice is not 
heard.  Their voice goes out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the world.  In the 
heavens he has pitched a tent for the sun, which is like a bridegroom coming forth from 
his pavilion, like a champion rejoicing to run his course.  It rises at one end of the 
heavens and makes its circuit to the other; nothing is hidden from its heat” (Ps. 19:1-6). 

God has not left himself with out testimony.  It’s all around us.  All of nature 
screams that there is a God and human experience verifies that he exists if we will only 
admit it.  “He has… set eternity in the hearts of men” (Eccl. 3:11).  We know there’s 
something more and we know there’s something wrong with us keeping us from it, yet 
we do not want to believe it.  In fact, we prefer to worship the creation – tangible or 
intangible – rather than the Creator.  Those things that should cause us to worship God – 
sunsets, sequoias, seasons, superheroes, steak, sports, sex, security – we have instead 
made into idols.  Paul puts it this way in his letter to the Romans, “Men… suppress the 
truth by their wickedness since what may be known about God is plain to them, because 
God has made it plain to them.  For since the creation of the world God’s invisible 
qualities – his eternal power and divine nature – have been clearly seen, being understood 
from what has been made, so that men are without excuse.  For although they knew God, 
they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile 
and their foolish hearts were darkened.  Although they claimed to be wise, they became 
fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal 
man and birds and animals and reptiles” (Rom. 1:18-23).  God is constantly at work 
through even the mundane to bring glory to himself; sin is constantly at work to 
divert glory from God to lesser things. 

This crowd at Lystra refused to believe this message about the grace of a God that 
worked miracles and was imprinted on their hearts and embedded in the world all around 
them.  So determined were they to worship lesser things that they turned into an angry 
mob that stoned the man they were ready to worship and drug him outside the city 
thinking he was dead.  And we see the role of the community when you’re down.  The 
disciples gathered around him and evidently prayed and nursed his wounds and he got 
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right back up and went back into the city before leaving the next day for nearby Derbe.  
In fact, he goes to Lystra a couple more times in his life.  One of the times this is where 
he picks up Timothy. 
 
Conclusion 
 Friends, God witnesses to himself in so many ways beckoning us to find the grace 
we need and the God we desire to worship.  He performs signs and wonders to get 
people’s attention – the undeniably supernatural and the quirky coincidences.  But he’s 
also behind the indescribable feelings of joy that reach everyone in some measure.  
Everything good and pleasant, even those things we take for granted, comes from his 
hand.  And being the God of grace, everything that’s not good in this world can be 
forgiven and fixed by him. 
 God is pointing you to himself this morning through his Word, saying, “Look at 
me!”  Brothers and sisters, look to the cross and find a God who spared nothing to reach 
us and let us know that he is just and he is loving.  Look to the miracle of the empty tomb 
and find a God that is powerful and victorious and has already begun to restore 
everything in this creation back to its intended condition – a state of bliss that still faintly 
lingers and remains in the form of hints and echoes of something more, of what is to 
come.  God is saying to everyone here this morning, “Stop settling for the finger instead 
of the Frisbee; stop wasting your praise on “worthless things;” stop worshipping the gifts 
that in themselves cannot satisfy instead of the Giver.”  God is saying, “Worship me and 
find your soul’s delight, find what you were made for.” 
 He’s graciously offering himself to you in the bread and the cup this morning.  
This is a sacred symbol that was given to us by Jesus himself on the night before he was 
crucified that mystically memorializes his body broken and blood spilled for all those 
who had and would put their faith in him.  It points to Jesus and says, “No matter what 
you’ve done – who you’ve killed or who you’ve slept with, in reality or in your mind; no 
matter how many times you’ve foolishly sought your pleasure or your purpose in things 
other than God, there is forgiveness on account of Christ.  Let’s spend some time in 
confession, repenting of our sin and ruminating on his grace as we prepare our hearts for 
the Lord’s Table. 
 
Benediction 
May you see God at work all around you and may you find your highest pleasure in 
giving glory to him. 
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