“We Bring You Good News”

Acts 14:8-20

June 7, 2009

Read Acts 14:8-20.

How can it be that the world so completely misunderstands Christians? On the one hand, we bring good news; on the other, it can be received so badly. Paul and Barnabas’ experience in Lystra is a nightmare we all would prefer to avoid, yet there are significant lessons for us in this text.

We return to Paul’s first missionary journey to Asia Minor. More than fifteen years after Paul’s conversion, he and Barnabas were commissioned and sent forth from Antioch. The church in Antioch had laid hands on them and, as the Holy Spirit had instructed, “Set them apart for the work to which I have called them.” They went on the road, proclaiming the word of God in the synagogues and then to all who would hear them.

They went through Cyprus and into Asia Minor, now Turkey. They traveled from town-to-town speaking of Jesus. By the time we get to our passage today, they had already run into controversy; they had been thrown out of Pisidian Antioch. Then they went through Iconium, and we pick up the story after their arrival in Lystra. Lystra was about 20 miles from Iconium, about 130 miles from Pisidian Antioch. It was a Roman colony. 


When Paul and Barnabas arrived in Lystra, Paul began speaking. A crowd formed. Paul spotted a man who was not able to walk who was listening to him. Look at the way Luke describes the man – it is clear Luke wanted to emphasize the man’s physical disabilities: “In Lystra there was a man who could not use his feet and had never walked, for he had been crippled from birth.” One sentence, three times the description of physical impairment. Paul saw the man and said, “Stand upright on your feet.” And the man stood up. It was a miracle.

The crowd went wild. They thought Paul and Barnabas were gods. 

When I read this, I thought, how backwards were those people? Yes, a miracle is amazing; but, how did amazement translate into deifying two men? 


The immediate and effusive response of the Lystrans can be explained by the local legend of the gods they believed Paul and Barnabas to be: the story was that Zeus and Hermes had once visited the country disguised as ordinary men. They were turned away from a thousand homes until they were finally welcomed into the home of an old couple. In the legend Zeus and Hermes expressed their gratitude by making their home a temple – but they also expressed their anger at the inhospitality by destroying the houses of all those who rejected them. So, not wanting to make the same mistake twice, the Lystrans jumped at the chance to please these gods.

OK, I get that; but it still seems very backwards and so first century. How crazy is it to put someone one on a pedestal like that, to want to bring them gifts, to want to shower them with praise, etc. Seriously?

This happens all the time in our world.  We do this all the time. We look for gods everywhere. Fueled by our fascination with the spectacular, entire marketing campaigns are based upon the elevation of an individual to a worshiped status. Consider the Disney campaigns for Hannah Montana and Miley Cyrus. Kids get into a frenzied, ecstatic state in their presence. They cannot speak words of praise high enough. 

How many weeks has it been since local boy, Adam Lambert, came back to San Diego as part of the competition of American Idol? Because of television (think of the apt name “idol” here), he returns to a parade, people giving him gifts, tears and screaming reminiscent of Beatlemania. And those were not just young children attending those events; there were adults participating in the noise.

For Paul and Barnabas, the reaction was a bit of a surprise – more of a shock, really. Paul intended the demonstration of power to glorify the living God. Of all people Paul understood the importance of giving glory to God – if you remember, Moses was not able to lead the people into the promised land because he had taken credit for one of God’s miracles. Further, Paul knew his own history. His call was to proclaim the salvation he had received in Christ – not to make any claim of power in himself. 


Their message is so important: “We bring you good news, that you should turn from these worthless things to the living God.”

You have heard me say it before, but it bears repeating again today. It is folly to put your trust and hope in anything or anyone but the living God who has revealed his love for you in Jesus Christ. No government, no military, no agency, no publication, no celebrity, no product, no musician, no pastor can provide for your eternal salvation. Each can be an instrument of the living God, but they are not in themselves worthy of your worship. Anyone willing to receive your worship is not worthy of your worship. 

Even when God demonstrated his power and love, the world could not understand. The world wants a god it can control and manipulate. 


The world wants its own god. 

When God does not act like we want or when the God who is revealed is different than the god we have created in our own minds, we get upset. It did not take much for the crowd in Lystra to move from cheering to throwing stones. When God does not conform to what the world wants, the world blames God. 

I am going to quote and respond at some length an article Robert Jensen posted online entitled, The Inquisition: Being Voted Off The Presbyterian Island Is No Fun, Even If It’s Only Temporary.  (http://killingthebuddha.com/mag/confession/the-inquisition/) Jensen is a journalism professor at the University of Texas. 

There are three reasons why this is important are: 1) because it was posted yesterday; 2) because the Presbyterian Island he is complaining about is our denomination; and 3) because this is exactly the kind of thing that we encounter from the world and we need to know what to expect. His article is like an op-ed from a modern day Lystra newspaper:

One of the most surreal days of my adult life was spent sitting in a Presbyterian church in San Antonio, listening to several hundred church officials discuss the state of my soul.

Throughout my childhood I attended a Presbyterian church, trudging off to Sunday school as a youngster, then to church services when I got older. I don’t want to be overly dramatic, but this early experience with church was life-threatening—I was bored, nearly to death. My participation in this social ritual was decidedly not voluntary; I was told to do all this by my parents, which was not unusual in the world in which I grew up. Not surprisingly, I fled from church as soon as possible, intending never to look back.
Three decades later I decided to take another look, with an eye on the future, not the past. After meeting Jim Rigby, the radical minister at St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church in Austin, I started to think about the possibilities of a Christian theology that left behind supernatural claims about a supreme being. After recognizing there was a way to explore the stories within that tradition that could be politically and spiritually enriching, I joined that congregation in December 2005, making a profession about the nature of God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit that clearly rejected Christian orthodoxy. (emphasis added)
[Jensen published his thoughts on-line, leading to a series of actions regarding his membership under the disciplinary rules of our denomination. There are two requirements for membership: baptism and profession of faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. Jensen was baptized as a child, but refused to profess faith in Jesus. There was a special meeting of the presbytery (local governing body) in which a vote was taken 155-114 that the church’s receiving him into membership was irregular (improper).]

I can’t say that I put much stock in the presbytery’s opinion of me, but the discussion that day and the vote did have an effect. When the presbytery vote was announced, many of the St. Andrew’s members I was sitting with were angry and frustrated. At that moment I was calm, reassuring people who reached out to support me that I was fine and they need not worry. But as we filed out of the church, I slipped away from the group to look for a place to be alone for a moment, to sort through my reactions and start crafting my response. Behind the building I leaned up against a stone wall and slid down to the ground to sit and catch my breath. And there, after just a few seconds of being alone, I began to cry. At first I assumed it was an understandable release of emotional energy after a long and intense day, but the tears didn’t stop. It wasn’t just that I had been rejected, though rejection of any kind can hurt, even when it’s political or philosophical and not personal. I don’t think my tears were about me. I was crying for something that I think had to do with a fallen world—something that I didn’t quite grasp in that moment and still don’t fully understand.
I would concur that he does not fully understand. He talks about the church rejecting him. This is his error and it is not the case; the reality is that he has rejected God and demanded God change to meet his requirements. The tears were about a fallen world rebelling against God. When God does not conform to what the world wants, the world blames God.

None of this should have been surprising, for my membership and profession of faith highlighted two basic aspects of Protestantism that are inherently in conflict. Unlike the Catholic Church, no hierarchy exists in Protestant churches to threaten excommunication and impose orthodoxy of belief. The notion of a “priesthood of all believers” has meant that Protestants define their faith in an individual relationship with God, in the context of local community; congregational autonomy is highly valued. But it’s also obvious that any group (religious or otherwise) that is to remain a recognizable group has to have some standards for membership, or else membership becomes meaningless. This tension forces questions that many would prefer not to face: What does it mean to claim to be a Presbyterian, or a Protestant, or a Christian? Does it require one to believe the term “God” describes an identifiable force, entity, or being in the world? Does it require one to believe the resurrection of Jesus was a historical fact? Or can one be a Presbyterian, a Protestant, or a Christian and believe, for example, that God is simply a term for the energy that gives rise to life and that the resurrection should be understood symbolically?
Jensen wants God without deity. He demands a god who has not revealed himself; Christian faith without Christ. Finally, 

What if we were to walk through the Protestant churches of the United States today, especially the centrist-to-liberal churches, and ask such questions of every member? How many would be left in the pews if all had to profess a belief in the supernatural claims about God and Jesus? I won’t venture an estimate, but my hunch is that the collection plates would be considerably lighter if churches were to expel all the skeptics and all who held non-orthodox views. I can only speculate, but my guess is that these observations are commonplace, which is why the boundary police from the Committee on Ministry initially felt it was important to punish a congregation that acknowledged the more complex reality of the contemporary church. 

Jensen, giving voice to the concerns of the world, claims to be concerned with the financial health of the institutional church. However, the financial health of the church is meaningless if there is no faith to proclaim. Further, it is foolish to presume that God is dependent upon our finances to spread the gospel. 

The church exists to be Christ’s witnesses, to proclaim the gospel as God has revealed it; it is not to try to market a god palatable to people willing to pay for it. “Friends, why are you doing this? We bring you good news, that you should turn from these worthless things to the living God.” 

The Presbyterian Church’s calling – from our constitutional documents – is very clear, 

“The Church is called to tell the good news of salvation by the grace of God through faith in Jesus Christ as the only Savior and Lord, proclaiming in Word and Sacrament that: (1) the new age has dawned; and, (2) God who creates life, frees those in bondage, forgives sin, reconciles brokenness, makes all things new, is still at work in the world.”

“The Church is called to present the claims of Jesus Christ, leading persons to repentance, acceptance of him as Savior and Lord, and new life as his disciples.” 

We are no different than Paul and Barnabas. Paul and Barnabas proclaimed the word in truth and in power. The people of Lystra witnessed the power, but ultimately rebelled when the God who demonstrated that power turned out to be different than they expected. Paul and Barnabas stuck to the truth when modifying it – even just a little bit – would have allowed them to be comfortable and secure on the world’s terms. They proclaimed the living God. Paul and Barnabas persisted in the truth, even though it resulted in stones being thrown at them.

Doing the right thing – even sharing eternal good news – often does not work to the immediate benefit of the person who does them. Bringing good news can mean an awful lot of self-sacrifice. The question of whether the sacrifice is worth it depends entirely upon the meaning of that sacrifice. The anniversaries of two events of sacrifice happened this last week and both are worth remembering:

First, yesterday marked the anniversary of D-Day. The invasion of Normandy is a powerful example of true heroism. Their sacrifice – bravery in the face of terror, heroism in the face of grave personal danger, putting their lives on the line – is a call to personal responsibility for those of us who enjoy the freedom their acts secured. 

Second, the world remembered Tank Man. The image is indelible. On June 4, after more than a month of protests and gatherings in China’s Tiananmen Square, the Chinese military opened fire massacring thousands of people. The next day, the day after the killings, a day after the military fatally fired on ambulances and families coming to attend to the bodies of those killed or wounded, cameras caught the scene of tanks rolling down an avenue, single file, as if in a parade of triumph. 

And then, suddenly, a man. A young man in a white shirt and black pants, carrying what looked like shopping bags, stood in the center of the parade route. As the tank driver attempted to go around him, the “tank man” moved into the tank’s path. He continued to stand defiantly in front of the tanks for some time, then climbed up onto the turret of the lead tank to speak to the soldiers inside. At the end of that episode, the man who stood so bravely in front of the tanks was whisked away by several other men. 

There is no certainty about what happened to the man; some reports were that he was arrested and executed, others say he was whisked away to safety. The mystery of his identity adds to the poignancy of that moment: one man, standing for the truth, blockading a column of tanks.

It is a testimony to the power of doing the right thing. In both situations, the purpose for doing the right thing was so much greater than the worst case danger – even death – that the individual faced. 

Paul and Barnabas stuck to the truth when modifying it – even just a little bit – would have allowed them to be comfortable and secure on the world’s terms. They proclaimed the living God.

We come to the communion table today with that same truth: we are called to worship the living God.  We should not be surprised when the world rejects that truth, but we also remember Jesus’ command that we would be his witnesses to the ends of the earth. The world will reject us even as it rejected him. We hold fast to that truth, remembering: his body broken for us, his blood shed for us – washing us clean, making us righteous in God’s eyes, adopting us as co-heirs of his eternal kingdom. We come to the table as witnesses and grateful recipients, not gods of the world’s making. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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