
Evangelism 102: Lessons in Acts #3

“Struggles and Successes”

Acts 13:13-52

The late British Prime Minister Winston Churchill had a way with words. I think he would be very popular in our sound-byte society. One of my favorite quotes from him states, “Success is not final, failure is not fatal: it is the courage to continue that counts.” We need to remember that in times of both success and failure, for we are bound to encounter each along the way. Paul and Barnabas did in the latter portion of Acts 13.

Having wrapped up a successful mission on the island of Cyprus, Paul and Barnabas sailed to Perga, which was the capital of Pamphylia, a coastal province of Asia Minor between the provinces of Lycia and Cilicia, and was five miles inland and twelve miles east of the important seaport Attalia.
 In so doing, they crossed from Barnabas’s native island to the south coast of Paul’s native land, Asia Minor. They probably landed at Attalia and then walked inland to Perga.

Luke records no ministry in Perga at this time, though some have taken from his wording that the original plan was to evangelize Pamphylia from Perga. But something happened to cause them to move immediately to the mountainous region of Antioch.
 What could have caused this?

In Galatians 4:13, Paul, speaking to the churches of South Galatia, the region of Pisidian Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe, mentions a serious and ravaging illness which was physically apparent on his first visit to them. The climate of the coastal region of Pamphylia is extraordinarily debilitating, and after the strain and fatigues of Cyprus, Paul may have fallen a victim to the malaria endemic in the region. Ramsay argues convincingly that this malady, with its penetrating headache and humiliating weakness, was the “thorn in the flesh” of 2 Corinthians 12:7. The best relief from such an attack would be a swift retreat to the highlands north of the Taurus, where Pisidian Antioch stood at 3,600 feet.
 Perhaps it was this hurry which explains why the missionaries did not stay to evangelize Perga, which they did on their return journey according to Acts 14:25.
 (Luke also mentions in verse 13 that at Perga, John Mark left them to return to Jerusalem. We will consider that more fully in a later message.) 

The next stop was Pisidian Antioch, the chief town of the Roman province of South Galatia.
 Like Syrian Antioch, from where Barnabas and Saul were sent, this city was named after Antiochus, king of Syria following the death of Alexander the Great. It was 110 miles from Perga and was at the hub of good roads and trade. The city had a large Jewish population. According to Josephus, two thousand Jewish families were relocated to this area around 200 bc, and the existence of a synagogue in Antioch implies that many remained there by the time of Paul. They were Hellenized, spoke Greek, and were cut off from Jerusalem by both distance and terrain; only the most ardent Jews would have made the journey for the festivals, and they probably didn’t receive a lot of visits from rabbis. Even so, this area attracted a significant number of Gentile “God-fearers.”
 It was one of the most cosmopolitan communities Paul ever visited. The city boasted native Galatians, Phrygians, Greeks, Jews, and also Romans, for Antioch had recently hosted a large influx of veterans from the Roman army.
 Although politically it belonged to Galatia, in language and geography it belonged to Phrygia.
 It is possible, in fact, that Paul and Barnabas had originally aimed for Antioch on the recommendation of Sergius Paulus, because archaeology has shown that the family of the governor of Cyprus had important roots in that city.

As we follow Paul’s journeys in Acts, we will notice that he selected strategic cities, planted churches in them, and went on from the churches to evangelize the surrounding areas. We will also notice that, where it was possible, he started his ministry in the local synagogue, for he had a great burden for his people, and he found in the synagogue both Jews and Gentiles ready to hear the Word of God.

That is exactly what happened here, as verses 14-15 record, 

On the Sabbath they entered the synagogue and sat down. After the reading from the Law and the Prophets, the synagogue rulers sent word to them, saying, “Brothers, if you have a message of encouragement for the people, please speak.”
Going to the synagogue made good sense. Paul and Barnabas were Jews, and in the synagogue they would find fellow Jews. Their message of the Messiah was deeply rooted in the Hebrew Scriptures (as we will see in detail momentarily) and the Jewish people were longing for the promised Anointed One to appear.

Luke sets the scene by providing what is, along with Luke 4:16–21, the earliest known description of the essential features in a synagogue service.
 The service would have begun with a recitation of the Shema (“The Lord your God is one Lord, and you shall love the Lord your God…”) and some prayers, continued with two lessons, one from the Law of Moses and the other from the prophets, followed by a sermon, and concluded with a blessing.
 The Law was read in sequence according to a schedule that would take them through the books of Moses every three years; the lesson from the prophets was normally selected because of some relation to the reading from the Law.
 Because of Paul’s quotations in his subsequent sermon, it has been though that the readings that day may have been from Deuteronomy 1 and Isaiah 1.

The Scriptural Relevance of the Message

I want to begin by considering the Scriptural relevance of the message. In verses 16-41, Luke records Paul’s message. This is not a complete transcript of his address; it is an annotated outline summarizing his major points. Nevertheless, this discourse is the most detailed of all, providing a fairly complete look at his method of reasoning. He typically began by affirming points of agreement, creating intellectual and theological rapport with his audience. In this case, he alluded to no fewer than twelve Old Testament books as he recounted the story of the Lord’s relationship with the nation of Israel, beginning with the patriarchs.

In this brief recalling of the history of Israel from the patriarchs to the monarchy, Paul’s emphasis is on God’s initiative of grace. He is the subject of nearly all the verbs. God “chose our fathers, he made the people prosper…in Egypt, and then with mighty power he led them out.” In the desert He “endured their conduct,” and in Canaan He “overthrew seven nations and gave their land to his people.”

From history Paul moves to the present day, proclaiming that Jesus of Nazareth was indeed the promised Messiah sent by God in fulfillment to the prophesies of their Scriptures. Paul mentions the ministry of John the Baptist, which must have been well known throughout this part of the Roman world, as we will see later in Acts.
 John stated that Jesus was the Messiah. Even the unwarranted arrest and execution of Jesus by the Jewish leaders fulfilled God’s plan, as Paul’s quotations from Isaiah and the Psalms underscored. And by Jesus’ sacrifice salvation is available to those who believe. On the other hand, over against the offer of forgiveness, Paul issues a solemn warning to those who reject it. He reminds his hearers of the prophets’ denunciations. In particular, he quotes Habakkuk 1:5, who predicted the rise of the Babylonians as instruments of divine judgment upon Israel.
 In Habakkuk’s day, the “unbelievable work” God was doing was the raising up of the pagan Babylonians to chasten His people, a work so remarkable that nobody would believe it. God was using Gentiles to punish the Jews! But the “wonderful work” in Paul’s day was that God was using Jews to save the Gentiles!

Paul’s sermon is typical of his approach “to the Jew first.” It is similar in content to Peter’s first sermon as preached on Pentecost in Acts 2. Both pointed emphatically to the death and resurrection of Jesus as the salient facts of the Gospel. It was similar to Stephen’s sermon in Acts 7 in its use of Hebrew history to point up God’s superintending providence. Its distinctive feature appears in verse 39 when Paul presents in capsule form his doctrine of “justification” for “the one believing.”

This is not to say that Paul was preaching a new message. Justification by grace through faith was not new teaching; that had always been the message of salvation.
 The Law was not offered to be our justification. By its very nature law cannot forgive; it can only define right and wrong. Remember that the Law was given after God had redeemed His people from bondage. The Law establishes the way a righteous God wants His people to live with Him and each other, not the way to earn one’s salvation.

At the conclusion of his sermon, Paul brings together the words sin (38), faith, justification, law (39) and grace (43). If these words seem familiar, remember that Paul is addressing Galatians. Only a few months or so later he will be writing his letter to the Galatians—likely some of the very ones hearing this message!
 I believe that Galatians was Paul’s first letter preserved in the New Testament, and we see his basic doctrine in a rather raw form. He would later develop his theology even more in his letter to the Romans. (I sometimes refer to Galatians as “Paul’s rough draft of Romans.”) Knowing Paul’s gospel as it is unfolded in Galatians and the Romans, we are not surprised to find this reference to justification in the first address attributed to him in Acts.

The Stirring Reception of the Message

Luke then records the stirring reception of the message in verses 42-44,

As Paul and Barnabas were leaving the synagogue, the people invited them to speak further about these things on the next Sabbath. When the congregation was dismissed, many of the Jews and devout converts to Judaism followed Paul and Barnabas, who talked with them and urged them to continue in the grace of God. On the next Sabbath almost the whole city gathered to hear the word of the Lord.

Paul’s message raised a sensation in the synagogue, and he was invited back for the next Sabbath. (The rsv uses the term “begged” them to speak further.) A week later the word-of-mouth phenomenon had caused “almost the whole city” to turn out for the two missionaries.
 This crowd was probably predominantly Gentiles, which made the Jews envious and angry.

The Strong Resistance to the Message

This is seen in the strong resistance to the message, described first in verse 45, “When the Jews saw the crowds, they were filled with jealousy and talked abusively against what Paul was saying.” Luke uses the designation “the Jews” in a technical sense to denote religious leaders opposed to the gospel Paul had declared—not all Jews.
 

The response from Paul and Barnabas was swift, recorded in verses 46-47,

“We had to speak the word of God to you first. Since you reject it and do not consider yourselves worthy of eternal life, we now turn to the Gentiles. For this is what the Lord has commanded us: “‘I have made you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring salvation to the ends of the earth.’”
Notice this was not a unilateral action by Paul. Luke carefully records that “Paul and Barnabas spoke out boldly, saying…”
 They were in agreement in this action. They felt compelled to proclaim the gospel of Christ to the Jews first, but since they rejected it, Paul and Barnabas were turning to the Gentiles (who were eager to receive it). 

Paul supported this decision with a well-known quotation from Isaiah 49:6. God always had intended for Israel to be His “light to the nations” so that Gentiles might hear and turn to the Lord. Paul and Barnabas said, in effect, “You continue your tradition of unfaithful disobedience; we, as faithful Jews, will fulfill our purpose as God’s covenant people.”
 Paul and Barnabas did not stop being Jews by preaching to the Gentiles; they were the only true Jews in the scene! They were fulfilling God’s original purpose for His people, as William LaSor explains,

This was the basic reason for the election of Israel. The idea of “chosen people” has been badly distorted. They were not chosen as an end but as a means to an end. They were elect by God in order that the knowledge of God might be spread over all the earth. They were given light that they might give light to the Gentiles. They were a choice vineyard, destined to produce grapes. How many different ways did Isaiah say it? How many different figures of speech did he use? Paul, as a Jew, had felt the thrust of these passages. He knew now, as a result of his conversion, the purpose of his own election. This was also the purpose of Israel’s election.

One lesson emerges that we can learn in our own evangelistic efforts: Paul and Barnabas refused to become embroiled in a lengthy verbal dispute. Rather than waste time on people who refused to believe, they responded with a sharp rebuke, vowing to carry the good news to those eager to believe.
 I believe this is the correct interpretation of Jesus’ statement in Matthew 7:6, “Do not give dogs what is sacred; do not throw your pearls to pigs. If you do, they may trample them under their feet, and then turn and tear you to pieces.” 

While it is true that Jesus died for all people, and that “He is not willing that any should perish,” not everyone will respond positively to the message of Christ. Ask the Holy Spirit for wisdom and guidance to know when to stop trying to convert the incorrigible and to move on to others who may receive the truth.

The Spiritual Results of the Message

We conclude with the spiritual results of the message, beginning in verses 48-49,

When the Gentiles heard this, they were glad and honored the word of the Lord; and all who were appointed for eternal life believed. The word of the Lord spread through the whole region. 

Acts 13:48 gives us the divine side of evangelism, for God has His elect people. But Acts 13:49 is the human side of evangelism: if we do not preach the Word, then nobody can believe and be saved. It takes both.
 God will not force anything, not even salvation, on anyone. So, in the very nature of man, justification is open to “anyone who believes.” Such is the essence of Paul’s Gospel.
 There is no suggestion that the Gentiles received eternal life independently of their own act of conscious faith.

The Jewish leaders, though, were not finished. According to verse 50-51,

But the Jews incited the God-fearing women of high standing and the leading men of the city. They stirred up persecution against Paul and Barnabas, and expelled them from their region. So they shook the dust from their feet in protest against them and went to Iconium.

Paul and Barnabas were forced to leave, so they “shook off the dust of their feet” and left for Iconium. The act of shaking dust off their feet recalls the instructions of Jesus in Luke 9:5 as well as a tradition among devout Jews, who used the gesture to illustrate their separation from unbelievers.
 This did not mean a complete breach of relations with Pisidian Antioch, though; the missionaries had left a body of believers there, and they paid a return visit to them a few months later, according to Acts 14:21.

God had the last word, though, as Luke concludes in verse 52, “And the disciples were filled with joy and with the Holy Spirit.” In the end, God wins. Every time.

Thus we are introduced to a pattern of events that was to be reproduced in one place after another where the gospel was brought, right on to the end of Luke’s narrative. The local Jews, almost invariably, gave a corporate refusal to the gospel (though in every place there were some among them who did believe it), and it was accordingly proclaimed to Gentiles, who embraced it in large numbers. It was regularly the God-fearing Gentiles who attended the synagogue that formed the nucleus of Paul’s “churches of the Gentiles.”
 We will see this time and time again throughout the remainder of the book of Acts.

So what lessons can we learn?

First, when there’s a famine in the land, feed the hungry and ignore the rest. That might sound harsh, but when there’s a job to do, you must stay focused. Paul and Barnabas devoted their time to preaching to those hungry for the truth. When the synagogue leaders shut them down, they preached to the Gentiles. When the town became inhospitable, they shook the dust from their feet and sought more hungry people down the highway.

Second, you can’t feed people who don’t want to eat. Paul and Barnabas didn’t try to talk fools out of their foolishness. They called rebellion what it was and looked for people starving for wisdom. They preached only to those who wanted to hear the word of God. By feeding only those who wanted to eat, they gave an opportunity for the hungry to respond to the call of God.

Third, remember Churchill’s words: “Success is not final, failure is not fatal: it is the courage to continue that counts.” Paul and Barnabas did not quit when the Jews said, “Stop.” Good ministry will always have its critics. You can often tell who they are. They are the squint-eyed, negative folks who look for any possible reason to block the work of God. They’re everywhere, even in the church. But such obstacles need not alter our course. If you know who you are, and if you’re as convinced of your mission as you are firm in your purpose, what’s the big deal? Stay focused. Respond with the same grit as Paul. Refuse to wimp out. No sniffling. No strong-armed self-defense. No changing of the message. No holding back. No apology. When the Jews rejected the message, Paul and Barnabas turned to the Gentiles. And, as Paul Harvey would say it, “that’s the rest of the story.”
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