
Evangelism 102: Lessons in Acts #5

“From GOAT to Goat”

Acts 14:8-20

An acronym is a word in which each letter stands for a word, sometimes for brevity and sometimes to aid memory. For example, the acronym HOMES can be used to remember the Great Lakes: Huron, Ontario, Michigan, Erie, and Superior. In the world of texting, acronyms are used in place of spelling out entire words: BRB stands for “be right back” or LOL stands for “laugh out loud.”

In recent times an acronym has become popular in the sports world, one that took me a minute to comprehend: it is the term GOAT. Years ago in the sports world, a “goat” was one who lost a game—or worse—such as Bill Buckner’s error in the 1986 World Series or Scott Norwood’s missed field goal as time expired in Super Bowl XXV. Now the term GOAT stands for “Greatest of All Time”—quite the opposite of what it was!

In life, as well as in sports, one can quickly go from one extreme to the other: praised as the Greatest of All Time to pummeled as the bum who lost the game or the championship. Paul and Barnabas had this experience in the small town of Lystra in Acts chapter fourteen.

At the end of our last study, Paul and Barnabas had left the city of Iconium when they learned of a plot to kill them. Luke records that the missionary group traveled roughly 18-20 miles south to the picturesque town of Lystra, which sat in an isolated valley at the convergence of two streams. Lystra, like Pisidian Antioch, was made a Roman colony by Augustus in 25 bc. It served as a base for the suppression of marauders from the Taurus mountains who threatened the Roman peace.
 Yet Lystra never lost its remote, small-town identity. It was pretty well off the beaten path. One commentator refers to Lystra as “an insignificant village” before it was made a Roman colony.
 Archaeologists have uncovered evidence to suggest that the town venerated Zeus and Hermes as patron gods: One inscription records the dedication to Zeus on a statue of Hermes. Another records a dedication to “Zeus before the town.”

Lystra had a sort of “old-west” flavor. Most of the populace were uneducated Lycaonians who spoke their own language. The people were half-barbarous. The Romans ruled the land, the Greeks controlled the commerce, and the Jews had little influence. In fact, there was no synagogue there.
 Perhaps this is why Paul and Barnabas headed there, since there was not a significant Jewish population to stir up (as in Pisidian Antioch and Iconium) and it was off the radar enough for a little rest and relaxation. Not that the pair was about to stop preaching the Gospel, mind you, but they may have thought this change of scenery would take a bit of the pressure off. 

Things didn’t quite work out that way…

The Miraculous Healing

When no synagogue existed, Paul typically went to the marketplace, agora in Greek, where folks gathered to socialize. This is also where traveling philosophers and entertainers attracted attention. Paul may have begun to speak in the marketplace when he noticed a man disabled from birth.
 Luke records the miraculous healing in Acts 14:8-10,

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. 

This man’s condition was strikingly similar to that of the beggar by the temple gate in Acts 3:1-10. His feet were atrophied, perhaps from an injury at birth, and he had never walked. Everyone in Lystra undoubtedly knew him. Unlike the beggar outside the temple, however, the man’s healing came after his belief. Whereas Peter had addressed the beggar with no prompting other than from the Holy Spirit, Paul saw on this man’s face evidence of belief and then was moved to heal him. Certainly Luke intends for the reader to associate this healing with Peter’s; his use of similar terms, phrases, and imagery makes the connection unmistakable.

Paul commanded the disabled man to stand up. Notably, however, he didn’t invoke the name of Jesus Christ as Peter did. Perhaps Luke chose to include this incident to show that Paul’s apostleship equaled Peter’s. But Paul’s omitting the name of Christ in restoring the man’s feet caused problems he didn’t anticipate. Because no synagogue existed in the city, its citizens did not immediately identify the men as Jews, monotheistic worshipers of the God of Israel. Paul hadn’t accounted for the cultural divide in this new missionary context.

The Mistaken Honor

What followed was the mistaken honor as recorded in verses 11-13,

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.

This was a superstitious crowd that interpreted events in the light of their own mythology. They identified Barnabas as Jupiter (or Zeus to the Greeks), the chief of the gods; and Paul, the speaker, they identified with Mercury (Hermes), the messenger of the gods. Jupiter was the patron deity of the city, so this was a great opportunity for the priest of Jupiter to become very important and lead the people in honoring their god.

Why would they make such a connection? About fifty years previously the Latin poet Ovid had narrated in his Metamorphoses an ancient local legend. The supreme god Jupiter and his son Mercury once visited the hill country of Phrygia, disguised as mortal men. In their incognito they sought hospitality but were rebuffed over and over. 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.
 In return for their unselfish generosity, the married couple asked only two favors: to be caretakers of the temple and to die together so that neither would have to grieve the other. Their wishes were granted, and the two were transformed into a pair of trees adorning the steps of the temple.

The miracle was too much for the crowd that had gathered. Abandoning the Greek in which they and Paul had been communicating, they shouted, in their native Lycaonian tongue, “The gods have come down to us in the likeness of men!” And not just any gods! Barnabas they hailed as Zeus, father of the gods; while Paul, the chief spokesman, they called Hermes, the god of communication.
 Barnabas may have been identified with Zeus because of his more dignified bearing; Paul, the more animated of the two, was called Hermes “because he was the leading speaker.”

Since it was in the Lycaonian language that the people shouted out their belief that the gods had visited them again, and named Barnabas Zeus and Paul Hermes, it is understandable that the missionaries did not at first understand what was happening. It dawned on them only when the priest of Zeus brought bulls and wreaths, intending to offer sacrifices to them. At this the missionaries tore their clothes, to express their horror at the people’s blasphemy, and rushed out into the crowd, protesting against their intention, and insisting that they were human like them.

The story of Lystra exposes one of our weaknesses: we find it easy to exalt the messenger instead of the message. We want to make men and women, rather than God, our sense of security. We must, with God’s help, honestly examine our hearts to see whom we are truly worshiping. Ourselves? Our favorite preacher or writer or Christian entertainer? Or do we worship and serve the Lord Jesus Christ?

This was also a temptation for Paul and Barnabas, and Satan knew it. It would have been so easy for the apostles to rationalize, “We will accommodate these poor savages and then point them to God. This sure beats stoning!” It is to their eternal credit that they did not receive worship by men for even a split second.
 

Luke records their reaction in verses 14-18,

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.
Paul and Barnabas felt horrified when they finally understood what was happening. They rushed into the crowd as they “tore their robes.” The gesture of tearing one’s garments expressed overwhelming emotion, usually sorrow and grief.
 How easy it would have been to accept this worship and try to use the honor as a basis for teaching the people the truth, but that is not the way God’s true servants minister.
 

What a tempting moment for a preacher! When the people are so impressed with you and moved by your message, they can make the mistake of treating you almost as if you are a god. How easy to let that go to our heads and start expecting such adoration. Not Paul and Barnabas. On the contrary, they had no intention of giving in to the perilous lure of popularity. Rather than embracing even for a moment the adulation of the crowd, Paul preached a brief sermon that pointed the people to the only true God.

Paul’s sermon here was very different from that spoken in Antioch. It is a classic example of how the Gospel is translatable to the demands of the local situation. The facts of the Gospel are unchanging but the manner of approach differs with the audience.
 

Although what Luke includes is only a very brief abstract of Paul’s sermon, it is of great importance as his only recorded address to illiterate pagans. One can but admire the flexibility of Paul’s evangelistic approach. We need to learn from Paul’s flexibility. We have no liberty to edit the heart of the good news of Jesus Christ. Nor is there ever any need to do so. But we have to begin where people are, to find a point of contact with them. Wherever we begin, however, we shall end with Jesus Christ, who is himself the good news, and who alone can fulfil all human aspirations.

Paul’s message was not based on the Old Testament, because this was a pagan Gentile audience. He started with the witness of God in creation. He made it clear that there is but one God who is the living God, the giving God, and the forgiving God. And He has been patient with the sinning nations and has not judged them for their sins as they deserve.

The formula “the heaven and the earth and the sea” identified three realms of the Greek cosmos. The universe of Greek mythology thought of earth as a flat plane with air above, water around, and Hades below. Paul’s statement comes from a Hebrew concept of the universe. He wanted the pagans to understand that one God made all realms of the universe and created all the creatures therein, but he was still speaking from a foreign worldview.

Eventually, the people called off the great sacrifice of oxen—the most productive beast a farmer could own—but it seems doubtful that Paul’s crash course in biblical cosmology had convinced them. They probably halted the sacrifice because “Zeus” and “Hermes” insisted they stop.

The Monumental Humiliation

The threat was far from over though. Verse 19 shows the monumental humiliation of the apostles: “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.” The word order is interesting at the end of the verse: instead of dragging Paul outside the city and stoning him there, which would have been typical for an execution, they stoned him right there in town.
 This proves that it was not a judicial execution, but a lynching.
 An instant, drastic change of mood swept the multitude. The “gods” were now imposters and must be punished.
 When some troublemaking Jews arrived from Antioch and Iconium, the crowd followed their lead and stoned Paul. One minute, Paul was a god to be worshiped; the next minute, he was a criminal to be slain!

How did Paul go from GOAT to goat? Was it frustration at their misidentification that helped the crowd lend ready ears to adversaries who had just made a special trip from Antioch and Iconium to denounce the apostles?
 The Lystrans were probably offended by the missionaries’ 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. When, some years later, he recalled the hardships he had endured for the gospel’s sake, he says, “once I was stoned” (2 Cor. 11:25), referring to this occasion. And when, writing to Christians in the cities of Galatia, he says, “I bear on my body the marks of Jesus” (Gal. 6:17), those marks or stigmata certainly included the indelible scars left by the stones at Lystra. There is grim irony in the quick reversal of the local attitude to the two visitors!
 As the stones were hurled at him, did Paul remember Stephen, and even pray Stephen’s prayer?

Unlike Stephen, though, Paul did not die from this stoning. Verse 20 says, “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.” 

Paul was doubtless knocked unconscious by one of the stones and presumed to be dead. When the disciples gathered anxiously about him, Paul regained his senses and stood up, bruised, but not mortally injured.

Was Paul dead and suddenly brought back to life? Luke’s description of Paul suddenly standing up and going back into the city after being dragged out and left for dead by the roadside has a flavor of miracle about it.
 The enemies of the gospel had not killed him, however; they only thought that he was dead. Luke is not claiming that what happened next was a resuscitation.

Why did they stone Paul and leave Barnabas unharmed? Luke doesn’t explain why. The mob may have looked for both men and, finding Paul alone, stoned him on the spot before carrying his body to the edge of the city. The mention of “the disciples” most likely refers to the men Paul and Barnabas had taken along as helpers, although they may have been new believers in Lystra whom Paul and Barnabas were nurturing. In either case, Luke writes that these “disciples” witnessed the stoning, suggesting that Barnabas did not because he was somewhere else.
 The mob probably left Paul for dead as they went off looking for his associate.

Interestingly, young Timothy may have been present.
 Paul would write many years later, shortly before his own death, in 2 Timothy 3:10-11,

You, however, know all about my teaching, my way of life, my purpose, faith, patience, love, endurance, persecutions, sufferings—what kinds of things happened to me in Antioch, Iconium and Lystra, the persecutions I endured. Yet the Lord rescued me from all of them.

Likely this episode is included in that list.

The next day they left for Derbe, the last town on their itinerary, about a day’s journey eastward. Here they preached without incident and “made many disciples,” the only place in Galatia where they did not encounter opposition.

What can we learn from this? Welcome to serving God. One moment you’re taking a bow, and the next you’re dodging tomatoes, or worse, stones. Popularity is a perilous cliff with a jagged edge that can cut a ministry in two.
 This is why popularity should not be used as a measurement for success. We are called to be faithful, not popular. In fact, Jesus warned in Luke 6:26, “Woe to you when all men speak well of you, for that is how their fathers treated the false prophets.” 
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