“The Perils of Popularity”

Acts 14:8-20

This past month, Christianity lost a prophetic voice when Chuck Colson passed into eternity at the age of 80. Colson gained popularity—and later notoriety—as a member of President Richard Nixon’s administration. In the wake of Watergate, he came to know Christ as his Savior and Lord, and Colson was never the same.


Following release from federal prison for his role in Watergate, Colson founded Prison Fellowship, became a sought-after public speaker, and wrote a number of books. He was what many might call a “Christian celebrity”—although Colson himself would be the first to object to such a designation. In his book Loving God Colson wrote,

For a generation, Western society has been obsessed with the search for self. We have turned the age-old philosophical ques​tion about the meaning and purpose of life into a modern growth industry…. Popular literature rides the wave with best-selling titles that guarantee success with everything from making money to firming flabby thighs. This not-so-magnificent obsession to “find ourselves” has spawned a whole set of counterfeit values; we worship fame, success, materialism, and celebrity. We want to “live for success” as we “look out for number one,” and we don’t mind “winning through intimidation.”
However, this self-conscious world is in desperate straits. Each new promise leads only to a frustrating paradox. The 1970s self-fulfillment fads led to self-absorption and isolation, rather than the fuller, liberated lives they predicted. The tech​nology created to lead humanity to this new promised land may instead obliterate us and our planet in a giant mushroom cloud. Three decades of seemingly limitless affluence have suc​ceeded only in sucking our culture dry, leaving it spiritually empty and economically weakened. Our world is filled with self-absorbed, frightened, hollow people….
And in the midst of all this we have the church—those who fol​low Christ. For the church, this ought to be an hour of opportu​nity. The church alone can provide a moral vision to a wander​ing people; the church alone can step into the vacuum and demonstrate that there is a sovereign, living God who is the source of Truth.
But, the church is in almost as much trouble as the culture, for the church has bought into the same value system: fame, suc​cess, materialism, and celebrity. We watch the leading churches and the leading Christians for our cues. We want to emulate the best-known preachers with the biggest sanctuaries and the grandest edifices.
Preoccupation with these values has also perverted the church’s message. The assistant to one renowned media pastor, when asked the key to his man’s success, replied without hesitation, “We give the people what they want.” This heresy is at the root of the most dangerous message preached today: the what’s-in-it-for me gospel.
 

Ours is a celebrity culture; a superstar society. Many of the highest paid people in America today are actors or actresses, athletes, or musicians. Fans of these celebrities follow their every move through tabloids and television talk shows. I think Colson was right about our culture: we worship celebrity and those who hold that status.


Colson is right about something else, too—the rise of celebrity status in the church. The temptation to make Christian superstars out of Christ’s servants is dangerous for both the servant and for the flock.


This tendency is not new; in fact, it dates all the way back to the early years of the Christian church. Our text for this morning speaks of the perils of popularity, and how to properly diffuse the potentially dangerous situation.


Acts 14 chronicles the first missionary journey of the apostle Paul. He and Barnabas had already evangelized the island of Cyprus (Barnabas’ homeland) and were moving up the region known as southern Galatia. Having preached at Pisidian Antioch and Iconium, the pair make their way to the small town of Lystra. Verses 8-20 record what happened there:

In Lystra there sat a man crippled in his feet, who was lame from birth and had never walked. He listened to Paul as he was speaking. Paul looked directly at him, saw that he had faith to be healed and called out, “Stand up on your feet!” At that, the man jumped up and began to walk. 
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 wreaths to the city gates because he and the crowd wanted to offer sacrifices to them. 

But when the apostles Barnabas and Paul heard of this, they tore their clothes and rushed out into the crowd, shouting: “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. In the past, he let all nations go their own way. 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.” Even with these words, they had difficulty keeping the crowd from sacrificing to them. 

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. 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. 

This story may seem strange to us—even unbelievable. Many critical scholars have tried to dismiss this account as fabricated or at least exaggerated. But there is no reason to doubt the accuracy of this account when taking into consideration the history of the town and the peculiarities of human nature. If we take an honest look at what happened here, we must admit that it strikes close to home more than we might like to admit. I’d like to consider three dangers with celebrity status as it applies to the church.

Celebrity Status is Foolish


First, celebrity status is foolish. It is difficult to read this account with smiling or chuckling at the silly reaction of the crowd. Sure, they witnessed a miracle when the man crippled from birth was suddenly healed before their eyes. But is that really cause to call out the local priest to sacrifice animals to Paul and Barnabas, worshiping them as gods? Other people in the biblical world witnessed similar (or even greater) miracles without going to such extremes!


John Stott sheds some light on this situation:

About fifty years previously the Latin poet Ovid had narrated in his Metamorphoses an ancient local legend. The supreme god Jupiter (Zeus to the Greeks) and his son Mercury (Hermes) once visited the hill country of Phrygia, disguised as mortal men. In their incognito they sought hospitality but were rebuffed a thousand times. At last, however, they were offered lodging in a tiny cottage, thatched with straw and reeds from the marsh. Here lived an elderly peasant couple called Philemon and Baucis, who entertained them out of their poverty. Later the gods rewarded them, but destroyed by flood the homes which would not take then in. It is reasonable to suppose both that the Lystran people knew this story about their neighbourhood and that, if the gods were to revisit their district, they were anxious not to suffer the same fate as the inhospitable Phrygians. Apart from the literary evidence in Ovid, two inscriptions and a stone altar have been discovered near Lystra, which indicate that Zeus and Hermes were worshipped together as local patron deities.


Perhaps we can understand a little bit why the folks at Lystra would react so strongly. They weren’t about to be caught unawares a second time! But, seriously, worship these guys? Unfortunately, it is part of our human nature. People want to treat spiritual leaders as gods—it happened to Peter (Acts 10:24-26) as well as to Paul and Barnabas here. On two separate occasions in the book of Revelation, John falls down to worship an angel, who has to warn him against worshiping anyone except God.


Why are we so apt to do this? Chuck Swindoll suggests,

If you are overly impressed while in the presence of celebrities, it may be because you worship stardom and those individuals who’ve reached it. If you’re not careful, you will erect secret idols in your mind. A low self-esteem causes you to have a fixation on someone other than yourself as you live out your frustra​tions and fantasies through their “success.” But let the television get turned off, let the ball player fade, let the stars fall, and you’re back inside your fragile shell struggling for existence. Some of the loneliest people I know are those who no longer believe in themselves and try to find their security in others.

Celebrity Status is False


Not only is celebrity status foolish, it is also false. There is no such thing as a superstar or superhuman hero. Notice how Paul and Barnabas reacted in verses 14-15 to the veneration of the people: “They tore their clothes and rushed out into the crowd, shouting: ‘Men, why are you doing this? We too are only men, human like you.’” Later Paul would write to the Corinthians (who were in danger of doing the same thing), 

What, after all, is Apollos? And what is Paul? Only servants, through whom you came to believe—as the Lord has assigned to each his task. I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow. So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God, who makes things grow (1 Corinthians 3:5-7).

There can be no doubt that the early Christian disciples did not consider themselves worthy of worship or sainthood. They rejected any special place of spiritual authority or recognition. They clearly saw themselves as men simply doing God’s work by carrying out the commission that Christ had left to His church.


This is reminiscent of James 5:17, “Elijah was a man just like us.” The men and women of the Bible were all human, subject to the same struggles and failings and frustrations as we are. I remember my mother’s words when I was thinking more highly of someone than I should have been: “They put their pants on the same way you do; one leg at a time.”


Swindoll applies this principle to today’s church:

Refuse to deify anyone in the ministry. Many folks make the mistake of allowing admiration to grow into exaltation. Bad choice! I don’t care how gifted, how ca​pable, or how much a minister has meant to you, if you exalt that person beyond proper bounds, you will fall fur​ther than anyone if he falls. Keep all ministers off the pedestal! Thrones are for kings and queens. Worship is for the living God. Pedestals are for vases and flowers and sculptured busts of men and women now dead. Don’t enthrone your pastor—or any minister, for that matter.
Does that mean you don’t respect him? Absolutely not. Does that mean you don’t appreciate his gifts and admire his skills? Hardly. Respect for any God-appointed office is healthy. Without it the church will not move for​ward. Respect is not only noble and necessary, it is biblical. I think people who submit to godly leadership and appreci​ate the gifts of those in ministry are mature and discerning. You are wise to acknowledge God’s hand on any gifted minister’s life, to model his example, to learn from his instruction. All the time you learn, follow, and respect, however, keep in mind that he is a human being like you are. Take it from me, it is terribly uncomfortable to be treated like a king. (I should add that it is not enjoyable to be treated like a bum, either.)


As with so many things in life, the truth is seen somewhere in the middle of the extremes. Don’t treat your minister like a celebrity or a superstar; it’s just not true.


This is a good time to address those on the other side of the equation. If you find yourself in some form of Christian service (it isn’t limited to pastors, though it certainly includes them), it is easy to allow the admiration and accolades of others to go to our heads. We begin believing our own press, and when that happens, watch out! Richard Foster writes in his book, Money, Sex, and Power,

Nothing is more dangerous than power in the service of arrogance…. Believe me, this is no small matter. Many have been destroyed in their walk with God simply because their exercise of power was not controlled by humility. Power without humility is anything but a blessing. To really know the power of God is to be keenly aware that we have done nothing more than to receive a gift. Gratitude, not pride, is our only appropriate response. The power is not ours, though we are given the freedom to use it. But when we truly walk with God, our only desire is to use power in the service of Christ and his kingdom.


Perhaps this is why Paul wrote in 1 Timothy 3:6 concerning a prospective church leader, “He must not be a recent convert, or he may become conceited and fall under the same judgment as the devil.” Pride is such a perilous pitfall especially to those who are used by God and appreciated by those they serve. We can all think of those in God’s service who let it go to their head, and how they lived the truth of Proverbs 16:18, “Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall.”

Once again Swindoll has good advice for those who could fall into this trap:

While I am on this subject, let me give some advice to you who are in ministry, stay off the pedestal! Don’t get comfortable up there. Keep crawling down. If you start liking it up there, I know a great solution: Have a long conversation with your wife. If that doesn’t humble you, talk with your teenagers. That never fails to bring the high and mighty down to earth, like fast.


For those behind the pulpit and those sitting in the pews, avoid the temptation of bestowing celebrity status on those who serve the Lord. Learn a lesson from Lystra. This entire movement was a more subtle form of danger to the Christian faith than all the other forms of opposition recorded in Acts. For a successful Christian worker a greater peril than persecution is the tendency for people to center their spiritual attention, not on Christ, but on His servant.

Celebrity Status is Fickle


We have seen how celebrity status is foolish and false; it is fickle as well. In verses 11-18 the people of Lystra were prepared to worship Paul and Barnabas as gods in human form. In verse 19 many of these same people stone Paul and drag him out of the city, leaving him for dead. That’s quite a roller coaster ride of popularity! 


Swindoll quips,

When I read that, I thought “good example of the ministry.” You are in the penthouse one minute and in the outhouse the next. In the morning they are deifying you and before dark they are stoning you. Neither extreme is appropriate or fair.


Fair or not, celebrity status is fickle. 


But why? Why would these people turn so quickly? The Lystrans may have been offended by the missionionaries’ refusal to accept divine honors from them: they had been made to look foolish, and felt resentful. Paul, so recently acclaimed as the messenger of the immortals, was the chief target for the violent assault that followed.


The same principle can happen today. Lloyd John Oglivie writes, “People who deify human leaders also turn on them when those leaders don’t submit to fitting into molds the manipulative deifiers have in mind.”
 The problem with popularity is that at its core it is about people pleasing. By definition, to be popular means to be pleasing to the populace. But in order to remain popular, you must constantly keep everybody happy. That is simply an impossible task. And when the people aren’t pleased anymore…look out!


That’s why it is so important that ministry is not about people pleasing.  The true servant of God is more concerned about pleasing his Master than his fellow subjects. True ministry is God-pleasing, not man-pleasing. It is not fickle. It does not need the applause of people. It rejects being enshrined as a god. Authentic ministry delivers the truth of God, no matter how jagged the edges or perilous the threats.


As you know, this church is known as Texas Christian Church, deriving its name from the surrounding Texas Township. In keeping with the name, someone fashioned a cross with the phrase, “The Lone-Star Church.” That designation struck me, and it caused me to wonder, “If that’s the case, then who is the ‘lone star’?” Of course, the only “star” of the church is the Lord of the church, and so we developed the slogan, “Where Jesus Christ is the Lone Star.”


You see, there is no room for any other “star” in the Christian church. We read in Exodus 34:14 Moses instructs the Israelites, “Do not worship any other god, for the Lord, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God.” Isaiah 42:8 states, “I am the Lord; that is my name! I will not give my glory to another or my praise to idols.”  A few chapters later, Isaiah 48:11 records the words of the Lord, “I will not share my glory with idols!” [nlt].


It is foolish 
to lift any man or woman to the status of superstar in the church. Any human being is just that—a human being, with limited capabilities and a sin nature. At some point along the way they will fail…and those who lean too much on them may fall down as well! Not only is this a foolish thing to do; it is dangerous as well.


If the Lord uses you in some powerful, positive way, others may try to make a celebrity out of you, just as the folks at Lystra tried to do with Barnabas and Paul. Follow those apostles’ lead and don’t let them do it! It is not healthy for them, and (as Paul found out later) it can be hazardous to you!


If you appreciate the way the Lord is using people in your life, whether from this church or somewhere else, don’t put them on a pedestal they neither deserve nor desire. (Even if they do desire it, don’t do it anyway!) Keep the praise and the credit going where it belongs—to the Lord. He is the One we worship…He, and He alone.


There is only room from one Star, and His name is Jesus.
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