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The Gospel Does Ad Up
Acts 14:1-20

Open your Bibles to Acts 14 this morning.

Today is Super Bowl Sunday.  In case you ever hoped to go to the Super Bowl tickets this year are being sold from $2200 up to $75000 for a suite seat.  If that’s too pricey you can get a ticket for a more reasonable cost of $400 to $750 for a ticket out in the parking lot or what they call the party plaza.  And I thought the price of gas was high.  Of the expected 100 million viewers many will watch the game to see the new commercials.  
One commercial you won’t see this year has been deemed inappropriate because of its highly religious content.  Fixed Point Foundation has for a number of years organized debates between Christian scholars and leading atheists.  Their mission has been to “fortify the minds of Christians and challenge the faith of skeptics.”
Considering a new approach to this longtime debate sparked discussion about how to best get their message across in a new way.  They asked the question that if you had 30 seconds to say anything to an audience of millions what would it be?  They concluded that it would be a message of hope and that hope is found in the gospel.  And so it was that they came up with the idea for a Super Bowl commercial titled Look Up 316.  It doesn’t sell a product.  It would not advance some cause.  No organization would be promoted.  The ad simply encourages people to look up John 3:16 and through it consider its message of hope.  It was their desire that the commercial would generate discussion by offering what they call “authentic hope.”
Unfortunately, even a message of hope has found opposition because the Fox Sports network declined to show the commercial stating that it would not air anything with religious doctrine.  Truth be told if they were to read the Humanist Manifesto, they would find that most if not all commercials that will air Super Bowl Sunday fall under some kind of, dare I say, religious doctrine, but then they don’t want to admit that.  Well John 3:16 has been rejected because its message is too religious, too confrontational.  
We see this cycle again and again in Acts.  The modus operandi of Paul was to enter a city, visit its synagogue, and preach the gospel.  After which we see a polarization occur.  One group believes and accepts the message.  Another group stands in direct opposition to it usually stemming from staunch religious followers.  How many would agree that the message of Christ is confrontational?  People don’t want to accept it and they don’t want to believe it.  We found in the end of the last chapter that Paul and Barnabas had gone into the region of Galatia to the city of Pisidian Antioch.  
Some scholars have concluded that the region of Galatia was the most difficult ministry for Paul.  This region was populated by Celtic people who centuries earlier had migrated from what is today the area of France.  They were known as Gauls and were a very warlike people.  In the fourth century B.C. before the rise of the Roman Empire they had sacked Rome.  Caesar himself would later make this telling comment about the Gauls: “they are fickle in their resolves, fond of change, and not to be trusted.”  Another historian noted that they are “frank, impetuous, intelligent, fond of show, extremely inconstant, the fruit of excessive vanity.”

Of all the churches, this is the region that Paul visited most, was spiritually and doctrinally off track and received the most difficult letter in an effort to correct their doctrine.  

While Paul and Barnabas were in this area spreading the gospel the Jews incited opposition in Pisidian Antioch and forced Paul and Barnabas to leave town and head to Iconium.  
I have had to ask myself why the message of hope in Christ creates such opposition.  What is so objectionable to this message?  Don’t people long for hope?  Aren’t they interested in security?  Isn’t the desire of an eternal heavenly destiny on the minds of people when they ponder death?  Is it pride?  Is it sin?  
But I’ve come to believe this, as is clear in Scripture, that where light exposes darkness, darkness doesn’t like it because it is revealed for what it truly is. People don’t want to change their ways. 

When I paint a room I don’t like painting with artificial light.  I much rather prefer to paint with natural light it at all possible.  It exposes the thin spots and the streaks that would otherwise be missed.  You don’t have to contend with shadows.
As Paul preached the true light of the gospel opposition came because others didn’t like that their brand of truth was actually not truth at all.  So they did all they could to get rid of the truth.
Have you found that when you speak truth people automatically become defensive and will attack what you have to say?  A simple ad asking people to consider the hope of John 3:16 brought considerable controversy because the truth of those words reveals the message of temporary satisfaction that is so prevalent in every other advertisement.  
Buy a new car it will make you happy.  
Drink this pop or this beer and it doesn’t get any better than this.  
Vacation here because it’s heaven on earth.  
The truth of John 3:16 reveals that those things provide no lasting peace or eternal hope. 

People don’t like truth when it requires that they must change in character and conduct in some way. 
Everywhere they traveled they went to the people who were looking for the Messiah.  Yet when they were told He had come in the person of Jesus, they didn’t like it because it wasn’t the message they wanted to hear.  The people who should have been most receptive were the first to denounce Him.  It didn’t matter how well Paul and Barnabas could articulate or defend from Old Testament prophecies that Jesus was the Messiah they had been longing for they refused to believe it because He wasn’t what they were expecting.  Maybe you have had such an experience with some one or some thing.
We have been telling my brother about Lucky’s Steak House in Davison for a long time.  My other brother and I decided if he drove down we would take him out for his birthday.  He chose his favorite spot Outback.  I think Lucky’s beats it hands down.  It’s a bigger better steak.  He was in Bay City and found a Lucky’s there and decided to try it.  It didn’t meet his expectations.  He said it didn’t have any pizzazz.  What does he know?
Jesus as Messiah, didn’t meet the expectations of many of the Jews who were looking for something entirely different.  Yet in spite of this prevailing attitude according to Acts 14:1 the preaching of Paul and Barnabas was so effective that a great number of Jews and Gentiles believed.

Let me remind you that it is the Holy Spirit who gives the right words to say when we proclaim Christ.  It isn’t necessarily our words that convince, but rather the Holy Spirit’s work that brings someone to salvation.

Romans 1:16 “For I am not ashamed of the Gospel of Christ, for it is the power of God unto salvation, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.”

Paul reminded both the Corinthians and the Thessalonians that he did not come with enticing words, words that came from a silver tongue to persuade them.  

“Our gospel came to you not simply with words, but also with power, with the Holy Spirit and with deep conviction.”  I Thessalonians 1:5

 “For Christ did not send me to baptize, but to preach the gospel – not with words of human wisdom lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its power.” I Corinthians 1:17

“My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power, so that your faith might not rest on men’s wisdom, but on God’s power.”  

I Corinthians 2:4-5

Although an eloquent orator and skillful debater, Paul did not speak as one who had trained in the techniques of influencing people by persuasive words so that it would in effect nullify the gospel. You’ve heard about the salesman who was so good he sold freezers to Eskimos.  Paul wasn’t going to use persuasive speech to influence people into believing, he let the Word of God speak for itself so that the Holy Spirit could work.  

Paul asked the Romans how anyone could call on one whom they have not believed in and how they can believe if they had not heard and how could they hear if no one was sent.  (Romans 10:14-15)
Paul and Barnabas were those sent ones to proclaim the good news of salvation in Christ, sent to others so they too could hear and be given the opportunity to believe and receive God’s grace.  And we read that a great number believed.  

Oh that we would have that kind of response in America today.  Oh, that we would see a great number who would believe that Jesus is the Savior.  But in America today there is great opposition. Will we go in spite of that opposition?  Their willingness to go is quite clear in verses 1 and 2.  
The NIV indicates that the Jews “refused to believe.”  The KJV notes that they were “unbelieving Jews.”  In our English dictionary unbelief is defined as a withholding or lack of belief and implies that this lack of belief is due to insufficient evidence.  When it was discovered that the earth was not flat but instead was round, many rejected the theory because they said there was a lack of evidence.  
In the Greek language the word actually has a much deeper meaning.  Here the facts have been given systematically and thoroughly that Jesus was in fact the Messiah by one of the world’s greatest debaters and theologians and the hearer had full opportunity not only to hear, but to believe but has rejected it.  They are unwilling to be persuaded and therefore refused to believe.  Their disbelief was not for lack of knowledge or understanding, now get this, their disbelief was out of rebellion.  It was disobedience.  They chose not to believe even though they knew the facts are true.
How many times and through different prophets did God tell the Israelites that if they continued on its course of idolatrous disobedience that He would send judgment?  They didn’t believe.  God was very clear that they were to obey His commands.  He laid it all out for them and yet in spite of the facts not only about the truth of His Word, but also in the historical records of their ancestors who were judged by God for disobedience wasn’t enough to persuade them otherwise.  

J. Vernon McGee shares a story of an occasion he had to golf with someone with whom he shared Christ.  The man not only heard McGee, he agreed with him.  He knew that Jesus was the Savior.

He knew that Jesus died for the sins of the world.

He knew that Jesus died for him.

He knew that if he believed in Jesus for forgiveness of sins and trusted in Him for salvation he would have eternal life.
He knew all the facts about Christ, but he refused to take that step and accept Christ as his Savior.  It was a willful disobedient choice.

It’s like going to the doctor and the doctor laying out all the facts about your health.  He says that given your condition if you want to live you need to follow this medical plan. Yet given all the facts you refuse.  It’s disobedience to the will of the doctor.  You assert your will over his.

These Jews didn’t disbelieve because the facts weren’t clear.  We just read in verse 1 that the message was effective, many believed.  Those who chose not to believe made that choice out of shear pride, self-will, disobedience, rebellion.  It was a willful decision.  I have heard some people say that even though they believe the message of salvation, they’re choosing not to believe it because all their friends aren’t going to heaven so why should they be the only one?  

Some Jews in Iconium refused to believe but notice the response of Paul and Barnabas.  They didn’t just pack up their stuff and head out of town because of heightened opposition or hardened hearts.  It says that they stayed there a considerable time, openly, boldly and persistently preaching about Christ.  They still had work to do.  During this time not only was the gospel preached but they did Apostolic signs and wonders to further substantiate and validate the authenticity of that what they were preaching was in fact the truth, that it was the Word of God.
In spite of these signs, it says that many in the city were still divided.  It’s a word that means partisanship.  One group followed one way and another group followed another way.  Half followed the Jews, the other half followed Paul and Barnabas.  There were factions.  
Paul spoke against the Corinthian church because they were divided.  There was Partisanship, a lack of unity.  The intellectual group followed Paul.  The group that wanted great teaching followed Apollos.  Those who were the traditionalists followed Peter.  And the pious, spiritual ones, who else would they follow but Jesus.  Paul condemned them all because instead of developing unity there was division.  It was creating friction.
The cycle repeats itself.  

They preach about Christ.

Many people are saved.

Division occurs, opposition arises.

Persecution ensues.

They leave town.

It happens in Iconium.  After being there awhile, opposition grew in which they planned to stone them.  Paul and Barnabas found out and they left town heading to Lystra and Derbe.
There is but one underlying and prevailing motivation that drove them on: they must preach the gospel.  As discouraging as it would be to many facing such opposition they were about the completion of the mission given them by God.  Paul told the Romans that his ambition was always to preach the gospel, especially where no one else had been before to speak of Christ.  (Romans 15:20)
They arrived in Lystra and started preaching again.  Their attention was drawn to a man in the crowd for two reasons.  He was lame and Luke added that he had been that way since birth and he was intently interested in what was being said.  Right then and there he was healed.  He got up and jumped around.  The crowd was so excited they started speaking in their own dialect, a language unfamiliar to Paul and Barnabas.  They didn’t understand what was going on until the priest from the idolatrous temple of Zeus came down the street towing some bulls to be offered to the gods on their behalf.  Then they realized that this hoopla was meant for them, that these people were about to make sacrifices to them.  They thought the more astute looking man, Barnabas was Zeus and that the primary spokesman was Paul who they thought was Hermes or Mercury.  
Many years earlier it was believed that Zeus and Mercury came to the area and went from house to house looking for a place to stay.  Everyone rejected their request until they came to this old couple who welcomed them in.  Because of their kindness Zeus and Hermes spared them from the calamity that was about to befall the rest of the region for their rejection.  When they looked down in the valley it was flooded killing all the inhabitants.  They became the first priests of Zeus and their home was made into a temple.  
The people of Lystra thought that Zeus and Mercury had visited them again and they weren’t about to make the same mistake and treat them unkindly.

Objecting to this display of worship Paul and Barnabas refused to accept their sacrifice.  They stated they weren’t gods at all, just men like them who were on a mission from God to proclaim the truth of His Word and salvation through Jesus.  
Paul did not speak to them as he did when speaking to other Jews of God-fearing Gentiles.  These people had no understanding of the Old Testament so it would have done no good to talk to them about prophecy and its fulfillment in Jesus.  Instead he spoke to them about what they did know, that there was a creator and this creator was God.  He indicated that in the past God let them go their own way since their hearts were only evil continually.  Yet God did not leave them without a witness of His existence and His desire to have a relationship with them.  God continued to show kindness by sending rain for their crops.  Paul gave this argument to the Romans.  Romans 1:18-24a

Here’s an important principle Paul lays out when sharing about Christ.  Know your audience so that your message will be heard.  Start with where they are so you can take them to what you want them to hear.  

It does Matthew no good to teach me Calculus if I’ve only had general math.  

It does Rich no good to teach me how to build a bird house if I’ve never held a hammer.
It does Barb no good to tell me about all the wonderful books in the library if I can’t read.

Paul began with what they knew, they believed in a god.  He explained who that God was.

It didn’t take long for some Jews from the towns of Paul’s previous visits to show up in Lystra.  Jews from Pisidian Antioch and Iconium show up and stir the crowd into a frenzy.  They incite the crowd to do what they were unable to do earlier – stone Paul probably because like Mercury, Paul was the chief spokesman.  One minute they want to worship them, the next they are out to stone Paul.  

These days the news is filled with the civil unrest happening in Egypt.  Hundreds of thousands are in the streets shouting for change.  They’re throwing stones and Molotov cocktails.  One minute they’re disorderly and the next minute you see them lined up on the streets as they kneel in prayer to Allah.

With the right fuel crowds can become so fickle.  But I want you to see more than just the historical accounts of what was happening as Paul and Barnabas continued on this unprecedented journey.  First I want you to see that in spite of great opposition where ever they went, God was working through them.  I have to believe that the gospel reached more than just the first wave of believers in each town they traveled, that over time through the preaching of God’s Word and the changed lives of people who committed to following Christ more and more were being added to the church.  They were taking the gospel into places that had never heard this teaching before.  Remember that Paul would tell the Corinthians that some will plant the seed and some will water but God will bring the harvest.  You never know who will come to Christ because of what they see and hear from you.
Paul I’m sure learned that when God opens the door of faith and people trust Christ as Savior, others will come along and do all they can to try and close that door.  There will always be resistance, but people will get saved.  There will always be that realm of darkness that tries to keep man’s eyes blinded to the truth that there is one God who loves them and desires to have a personal relationship with them through His Son who died for them if they will but by faith believe that He is the only way to eternal life.  
Second, Paul learned something else along the way in this journey.  There are people whose hearts are tender when they hear the gospel.  They are ready to respond in faith.  Their hearts have been prepared.  Maybe it was a Sunday school teacher a long time ago.  Maybe it was a science teacher who lived out his faith in class.  Maybe it was a co-worker on an assembly line or in the next cubical.  Someone helped prepare the heart to hear the gospel and when they heard it they believed.  What do they say in sales that if you put a product in someone’s hands seven times you’ll have a sale?  
Paul never got discouraged when people didn’t respond or when there was opposition because at least they heard and he prayed that some day they would give their life to Christ.  He faithfully presented the gospel.  Regardless of their response if they chose to disbelieve they were doing so willfully, disobediently, deliberately rebelling.

What’s the relevance for you and me today?  God will open the doors of people’s lives to hear the gospel through us.  Our life and example and our testimony will either bring them closer to the truth of the gospel so that they will believe or it will turn people away.  There will always be opposition, but there will also be those whose hearts are ready to hear and believe.  
Jesus illustrates clearly the response of people today to the message of salvation He offers through His death, burial and resurrection.  A farmer went out and sowed his seed.  Some seed fell on the path and the birds came and picked them up.  It had no time to take root.  Some seed fell on the stony ground and without much soil when the sun came out it scorched the plants so that they withered and died.  Some seed fell on thorny ground and the weeds choked out its life.  Other seed fell on fertile ground where it took root and became very fruitful.
Did the sower waste seed by throwing it on places he knew would not take root?  Only one type of seed was productive, but it didn’t keep the sower from spreading the seed everywhere.  Paul and Barnabas didn’t enter a town and speak only to those who were most likely to be receptive.  They preached the gospel to everyone.  God’s Word will do its work in the heart that is receptive.  Our task is to faithfully give the gospel.
The message of John 3:16 may not hit the airwaves during the Super bowl, but the gospel is a message that does ad up.  The message of salvation will never be blocked, it will get through to those who need to hear it, to those who will believe.
Are you here today having heard the gospel in the past but never responded to it in faith?  If you choose not to accept it, it’s not just unbelief it’s rebellion.

Are you here today needing a word of encouragement to keep sharing Christ even in opposition?  Take Paul’s example and keep going.

He consistently shared the gospel with all.
He persistently shared the gospel where ever he went.

