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Time Out
Acts 14:21-28

Turn to Acts 14:21-28 for our Scripture passage today. 

Robyn and I recently had some friends over for dinner.  We have wanted to get together with them for over a year.  It seems like anytime we planned getting together something would come up or our work and travel schedules didn’t mesh.  On a whim New Year’s Day, I called them to see if they had any plans and would like to come over for a visit.  They were expecting some of their family that day, but we decided to put down a date and make the visit happen.  So on Friday night a few weeks ago, they drove the hour and a half to spend the evening with us.  

I’ve known Dick since first grade.  We did a lot of things growing up and when we moved to camp I still kept in contact with him and would have him come up at Christmas break to spend a week.  We roomed together in college and over the years have maintained friendship.  In our years of friendship he has given advice, offered encouragement, challenged me and kept me filled in on events in their family.  So it was that this last visit was for both of us a mutual exchange of encouragement and comfort.  I felt strengthened from our visit.
Besides my wife, when I have been through personal crisis he has been the shoulder to lean on.  Maybe you have such a friend.  I hope so.  I hope you have someone you can call and talk to when life hits you square in the face and you need encouragement.  I hope you have someone who will challenge you to be better, to improve your spiritual walk.
Paul and Barnabas were chosen by the Holy Spirit for the task of proclaiming the good news.  These regions had not been penetrated with the gospel and this missionary journey would take the better part of a year as they travel over 1200 miles by land and by sea.  Their travels took them from one end of the island of Cyprus to the other end.  From there they preached on the mainland in Pamphylia and on up to Galatia in the cities of Pisisdian Antioch, Iconium, and Lystra. After being stoned to near death, Paul with his companion Barnabas traveled to one final destination – Derbe.  

We are told in verse 21 that through their preaching the good news of salvation a large number of people were won to Christ.  How exciting.  Another church sprang up in Derbe.  They are people we will one day meet in heaven because they believed in the same gospel that you and I do.
Paul and Barnabas on this trip will go no further.  We read in that verse that they retrace their steps in return to the sending church back in Antioch.  Do you find it interesting that they would go back through those places that attempted to kill them, to run them out of town, to throw them out on their ear?  But that’s exactly what they did.  With the exception of Cyprus they went back through Lystra, Iconium, an Pisidian Antioch.  We aren’t told why they didn’t return through Cyprus.  It may be because Cyprus had an established church there.  Remember that’s where Barnabas was from.  It may be because they couldn’t catch a boat that was heading there.  All we’re told is the boat they got on headed to Antioch where they began their journey.

From this passage there are four things that I would like us to see that are important lessons for us today.  I want you to notice something in verse 26 before we go any further.
“they sailed back to Antioch, where they had been committed to the grace of God for the work they had now completed.”  Underline that.

They had finished this task that the Lord had given to them.  “Set apart Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.” (13:2)
Paul would later write to the Ephesians that “we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.”  (Ephesians 2:10)

Then, near the end of his life he would make this claim: “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.” 
(II Timothy 4:7)
Folks, God has prepared work for us to do.  He has chosen us to do them.  Of Paul and Barnabas it says they completed what God had sent them out to do. Will that be said of us?  Are we completing the work God has given us to do?  
Now, as they went back through these towns where people had gotten saved, let’s notice what they did.

I. THERE WAS A WORD TO CHALLENGE THEM – v. 22

“They returned to Lystra, Icnonium and Antioch strengthening the disciples.”

The KJV notes they were “confirming” the disciples.  It’s translated strengthen in the NIV and it literally means to hold fast, to render more firm, to make to lean upon.  

Remember that these new believers had been saved out of a pagan culture.  There was no established church around the corner for them to attend where they could get grounded in the faith.  They were all about the same age spiritually so they needed to get some good grounding.  

Paul would later write to the Romans words that he probably spoke as well to these new converts. “Don’t be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” (Romans 12:2) That mind renewal comes through the word of God.  They had to understand that their previous beliefs were false and there would be other false teachers coming along.  They needed to be challenged to think critically about the Word of God in order to keep them from being swept into other false teachings.
I got an email this week on a movement called Dominion Theology and the New Apostolic Reformation.  Listen to what it says.  You should be aware of the International House of Prayer that is recruiting many young people to their unbiblical movement. General Characteristics Include: A belief that the primary purpose of the church is to take back dominion of the earth from Satan and to build and establish a physical Kingdom of God on earth. 

They promote a social gospel and social justice instead of Biblically evangelizing the lost. 

They promote ecumenicalism through which all religions of the world can work together to solve world problems.

They have a radical commitment to electing Christians to public office on a global scale in order to establish a Christian government or theocracy for God’s Kingdom on earth.

They have a commitment to a communitarian philosophy that seeks to bring the church, the government and corporations into an equal partnership together in order to solve the problems of the world and bring global peace and stability.

They believe that the Great Commission is not primarily about Biblical evangelism and discipleship but about awakening Christians to their need to take back dominion over the earth and establish God’s Kingdom. 

They believe that God is giving new revelations to man and these revelations are equal to the Word of God.

They promote pagan spiritual practices that allow individuals to have access to these “new” revelations of God.

They lack commitment to studying the Bible in context through exegesis but rather a commitment to interpreting the Bible through personal opinions, feelings, desires and experiences.  And so on.
These new believers needed to know how to live as Christians in a world that was anti-Christian or in some cases sounded Christian.  They needed to be strengthened in their new faith to know how to stand firm against a world that wouldn’t understand them, many who want nothing to do with them or their faith.  They needed to know how to stand against the influence of false teaching so they wouldn’t be swept away by every new doctrine that came along no matter how good it sounded.

Would you agree with me that things haven’t changed much in almost 2,000 years?  We still live in a pagan culture, a culture that despises what we stand for, a culture that doesn’t want to conform to our standards but who puts ever increasing pressure on us to conform to it.  More and more I see and hear about churches who are giving in to the very things God’s Word tells us to stand against, character traits and behaviors that He says should no longer be part of the person who claims to be a Christian, a follower of Christ.  
Luke describes them as disciples.  What is a disciple?  Simply he or she is a follower, a learner of someone else.  They were disciples, followers, learners of Christ.  When it comes to being a disciple or learner, who are we following?  Who are we a disciple of?  Are we a disciple of Christ or are we a disciple of the world?

Paul and Barnabas wanted these new believers to grow in their new faith and so it was essential for them to be taught more about what faith in Christ entails.  They needed to build on the foundation.
I started playing basketball in seventh grade.  Admittedly, I wasn’t very good.  The coach would put me in with about a minute or less left in the game, if there was a good lead.  I scored one point that season on a free throw.  Our coach taught us the basic fundamentals of basketball, but not much else.  One day in practice he lined us up and told us to do the three man weave.  What in the world was that?  Was that a new kind of dribble or a shooting technique?  We had no clue.  We could shoot and pass.  

The very first time I was called on to enter the game I went to the scorer’s bench like I had seen other team mates doing.  He never told us what to do when we went to check in.  I knew I had to wait for the referee to signal me in.  So I went to the score keepers and said “I’m going in for my brother.”  I was never told you have to give your number and the number of the guy you’re going in for.  Two out of the three scorers had no clue who I was referring to.  Fortunately my seventh grade math teacher was a score keeper and he instructed me on the proper way of entering the game.  I had no clue.  
In eighth grade we had a new coach who taught us more about the game building on the fundamentals we had learned the year before.  Something happened with a new coach, I became a starter.  I started again in ninth grade and tenth grade.  Had I never been taught more about the game than what I learned in seventh grade I would have gotten discouraged and probably quit after that.  I needed to be taught more so I could be a better player.
That’s what Paul and Barnabas were doing as they went back through these towns helping to strengthen the faith of these new disciples.

Psalm 1

Like Paul and Barnabas, my role is to come along and teach you to stand strong in your faith.  Now whether or not you want to listen to and then obey what God’s Word is saying is entirely up to you.  I hope I’m giving you a challenge to live godly lives in a world system that is totally opposed to what we believe.  I need to help you learn to drink deep from the water of the Word so that your spiritual roots will be firmly planted in order to keep you from being blown over.  If your spiritual roots aren’t deep then you will be like the chaff that falls off the wheat after it’s ground up.  It has no root and is easily blown away by even the slightest breeze.
In our technologically advanced society, there is no reason why you shouldn’t be firmly grounded.  We have great Bible teachers that can be heard on the radio and internet.  There are volumes and volumes of Bible studies and study helps available to assist with spiritual growth.  The only thing that really keeps us from growing spiritually is ourselves.  We lack the hunger, the motivation, the drive.  

Paul rebuked the Corinthians for their lack of spiritual growth.

“I gave you milk, not solid food, for you were not yet ready for it. Indeed, you are still not ready.” 
I Corinthian 3:2
 

The writer of Hebrews echoes the same reprimand 

“In fact, though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you the elementary truths of God's word all over again. You need milk, not solid food!  Anyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching about righteousness.  But solid food is for the mature, who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil. Hebrews 5:12-14
They gave a word of challenge to them to continue growing in the faith.  But sad to say that Paul would write to these churches later on in a letter to the Galatians challenging them to consider how they had gotten off track doctrinally exhorting them to return to the fundamental principles of what they had been taught earlier.  They were doctrinally compromised because they had not heeded Paul’s advice to mature so that they could stand firm against false teachers.  These new believers were challenged from the Word.
Our text provides a second word to these believers.  It too is found in verse 22.  

II. THERE WAS A WORD TO COMFORT THEM – v. 22

“They returned to Lystra, Iconium and Antioch…encouraging them to remain true to the faith.  ‘We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God,’ they said.”

They were not telling these new believers that salvation comes through hardships as if by self mutilation one can achieve eternal life.  Some faith groups teach and practice this. They believe self-mutilation drives out the impurities of sin leaving the righteous nature to be free to enter heaven.  Some teach that a follower of Jesus must go through certain kinds of torturous events in order to gain merit with God.  They teach that praying on one’s knees while advancing from prayer station to prayer station over rough terrain appeases God.

Paul will write to Timothy and indicate that “everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.”  (II Timothy 3:12)

To the Romans in 8:17 he states that even though we suffer now, because of faith in Christ we will be assured of eternal life.

To the Thessalonians in his second letter he writes: “Therefore, among God’s churches we boast about your perseverance and faith in all the persecutions and trials you are enduring.”  (1:4)

You can expect it.
Paul and Barnabas are teaching nothing different than what Jesus stated that in this world you will have tribulation (John 16:33).  Jesus goes on to encourage His disciples then and now by stating that we should be encouraged because He has overcome the world. There will be sufferings on account of the name of Jesus, but don’t give in.  Don’t lose hope.  Don’t give up your faith.
In this pagan culture, as is evident today, if someone converts to Christianity from another religious group, they are often disowned, ostracized, told to recant their faith on fear of torture or death.  It’s possible that some faced such opposition and oppression.  It’s possible that some were wondering if it was worth what they were giving up.  It’s possible that friends or family turned their back on these new Christian.  Whatever was going on, Paul and Barnabas encouraged them to remain strong in the faith, not to give up in spite of the hardships.

*Romans 5:1-3
*Romans 8:35-39

*Romans 12:12

*I Corinthians 1:3-10

Tribulation or hardship is a word that means a pressing together or pressure, affliction, trouble, distress.  Paul’s words to these various churches should bring encouragement and comfort to our hearts.  God is with us in these tribulations, God is maturing us in these hardships.  Not even persecution will be able to strip us out of the hand of God.  How we handle hardship is a way of encouraging and comforting others who are going through similar experiences.  As others see how you respond under such difficulty it encourages them to endure.  That’s what Paul and Barnabas are asking of these new believers – persevere in hardship.  
When We See Christ

Oft times the day seems long, our trials hard to bear,
We're tempted to complain, to murmur and despair;
But Christ will soon appear to catch His Bride away,
All tears forever over in God's eternal day.  
Refrain
It will be worth it all when we see Jesus,
Life's trials will seem so small when we see Christ;
One glimpse of His dear face all sorrow will erase,
So bravely run the race till we see Christ.

Sometimes the sky looks dark with not a ray of light,
We're tossed and driven on, no human help in sight;
But there is one in heav'n who knows our deepest care,
Let Jesus solve your problem - just go to Him in pray'r.  
Refrain


Life's day will soon be o'er, all storms forever past,
We'll cross the great divide, to glory, safe at last;
We'll share the joys of heav'n - a harp, a home, a crown,
The tempter will be banished, we'll lay our burden down.  
Refrain

Are you facing some kind of hardship today?  Is the weight of some concern pressing in on you?  Is the pressure getting to be too much?    They could be testing the resolve of your faith.  There could be hardships within your family, struggling with a son or daughter who is straying from the faith.  Hardships could be your own physical health or the health concerns of a loved one.  Maybe your hardship has to do with your work or your need to find work.  Hardships might be school or tests or grades or how to pay for college.

Let the Word of God encourage you today to stand strong when you might otherwise feel like giving in.  Several years ago, my friend asked me to pray for his son who had abandoned his faith.  He no longer believes in God or that there is a God.  That can be a hardship.  It can be a hardship when we come against someone who seems so cynical about our faith.  That may have very well been some of the hardship these believers were facing.
In his book Has Christianity Failed You, Ravi Zacharias confronts the skeptics outcry against the Christian faith and provides insight into standing strong hoping that those who are considering a departure from Christ or who have already thrown in the proverbial towel will once again consider strongly the claims of Christ and the shallow pool of reason they base their claims for having abandoned their faith.  One chapter deals specifically with the writings of Robert Price who once was a leader within InterVarsity Christian Fellowship, but after studying at various liberal seminaries he abandoned his faith all together for a rationalist approach to life.  In the forward to his book The Reason Driven Life, which is an assault on the work of Rick Warren’s book The Purpose Driven Life, (he’s the pastor of Saddleback Church), comedienne Julia Sweeney from Saturday Night Live offers these remarks: “I began to think that even Jesus, if he existed, would have to agree that the Bible itself was a house built on sand.  Ultimately, I had to discard my faith…I didn’t take the time to go over the Christian viewpoint again and decipher what made those religious ideas so compelling, so insidious, and so seductive.  I didn’t have the scholarly background or the patience to look into each seemingly harmless evangelical belief and find out where it came from and why it deserves to be thoroughly trashed!”
Rather than search the Scriptures for the answers she sought, she cemented her beliefs in a rationalist’s point of view to support her departure from the faith.

At the end of that particular chapter Zacharias offers this concluding word, this final hope that is ours today when we are faced with the question of whether to abandon the hope we once clung so tightly to, this faith in Christ.  I would consider it a word of encouragement to us today to persevere in hardship because while so many others would offer us something else in exchange for this hope in an effort to give us instant, if only temporary, relief from the hardships we encounter, be reminded that there is only one hope that we must rest in.  Listen to his words: “In C.S. Lewis’ fourth book in The Chronicles of Narnia, the Silver Chair, a little girl named Jill finds herself in a strange forest in the land of Aslan.  Her pride and foolishness have brought her there all alone.  She is intensely thirsty, but as she approaches a stream, she sees a huge lion lying down beside the stream.  The lion coaxes her to come closer and have a drink…In her fear she asks the lion if he would mind going away so that she can take a drink, to which his only response is a low growl. The sound of the clear water trickling over the little stones in its path adds to her thirst, so she asks the lion if he will promise not to hurt her if she advances.  He gives her no promise.  In desperation she asks, ‘Do you eat girls?’  To which the lion responds without boasting, apology, or anger that he has ‘swallowed up girls and boys, women and men, kings and emperors, cities and realms.’
Now she is really frightened and suggests that perhaps she’ll do without a drink after all, until the lion reminds her that without water, she will die.  ‘I suppose I must go and look for another stream then,’ Jill says.  But the lion says, ‘There is no other stream.’”

People and philosophies and religions offer what they cannot deliver.  There is no other stream from which the spiritually thirsty can quench the yearning or their soul desperate to fill the void.  Only from God’s Word do we find such eternal rest from the hardships that would otherwise pressure us to give in.  Let this Word, God’s Word encourage you today.  The words of Paul and Barnabas offered them hope to keep going.  Let this Word comfort us.  If you are need today of such comfort drink deeply from the pages of God’s Word and be satisfied.

III. THERE IS A WORD TO PROVIDE CARE FOR THEM – v. 23

We see first of all that these elders had trusted in Christ as Savior.  If you are going to have someone lead you on a spiritual journey, they better be heading in the same spiritual direction you are headed and want to go.  This verse says that Paul and Barnabas appointed or ordained these church leaders.  They first met with the approval of Paul and Barnabas and then they got the approval of the rest of the congregation.  It’s a word that means to choose by the raising of hands.  It simply means they had a vote of affirmation or approval.
It is here that we see these two men providing for the ongoing spiritual care of these established churches by organizing them into a structure that would continue their spiritual journey so that they wouldn’t falter along the way.  They needed men who would provide pastor care so that they as well could mature in the faith.  

*Ephesians 4:11-15
They provided a word of challenge.
They provided a word of comfort.

They provided a word of care.

They provided a word of confirmation.

IV. THERE IS A WORD OF CONFIRMATION – v. 26-28

It was an opportunity for these two pioneering missionaries to report to the sending church what God had done as they preached the gospel.  A great door into the Gentile world had been opened and that door is still open today.  It confirmed God’s work.  Unlike the Jerusalem church, the church in Antioch did not send an envoy to substantiate the claims of the missionaries regarding the work among the Gentiles.  Their word was enough confirmation of the great work God was doing.

I hope you will take time to read the letters we receive from our missionaries.  We have committed them to the Lord and when they write back or visit it is encouraging to hear how God is using them in the various fields of ministry.  I would encourage you to personally contact them either by writing or emailing them.  The information can be found in our directory or website.  Be encouraged as they confirm God’s work.

During basketball games the coach would sometimes call a time out.  It was an opportunity to get additional instruction and encouragement when facing our opponent.  We would also have half time in which he would make some mid game corrections to help us play better.  Sometimes he encouraged us, sometimes he had to admonish us when we weren’t playing to our potential, but it was always to help us play our best.  He never coached us to give up.  He always coached to win.  

That’s what Paul and Barnabas are doing.  He wanted them to be winners in their spiritual life and offered coaching to get them to the end.  They came alongside to encourage and exhort these new believers to help them grow in their faith and not give up.  The game of life is rough.  We need encouragement all the time to keep the faith. 

Be in the Book.  Be in the Body.  That’s where you will find encouragement.

What hardships are you facing today?  I hope you will find strength and encouragement to remain true to the faith.  As they appointed elders to help them in their spiritual growth so as well I am here as are the deacons to help you along this journey of faith.

