
A Tough Journey: Acts 14 

Paul’s first missionary journey began in Cyprus. After sharing Jesus in towns all across Cyprus 
they arrived in Paphos, the capitol of the Island. There they were able to lead the proconsul to 
Jesus. They next traveled 180 miles by sea to modern day Turkey. In Perga John Mark 
abandoned them and returned to Jerusalem and Paul became seriously ill with an undescribed 
illness that many believe may have been malaria. Paul immediately undertook to get to a higher 
and cooler location so they traveled to Pisidian Antioch, some 3600 feet above sea level. Read 
Acts 13:49-51.   

Acts 14:1-7 describes their ministry in Iconium, a town about 80 miles from Pisidian Antioch. 
The ministry there was successful. Luke wrote that “a great number of Jews and Greeks 
believed.” Unfortunately, some of the Jews were extremely antagonistic to the gospel and incited 
a divided city to plot the stoning of Paul and Barnabas. Verse 6 tells us that they found out about 
it and fled to Lystra and Derbe which were relatively nearby towns.  

That means that in present day Turkey, known in Paul’s day as Galatia, they had been to two 
cities and had been driven out of both. They then went about 25 miles to the town of Lystra. 
Ministry in Lystra was a lot different because there was no synagogue there to begin their 
preaching in. The ministry got off to a fast start. Read Acts 14:8-10.  We are not likely to see this 
today but this was the early church and miracles were much more common as a way of 
demonstrating the validity of the gospel. Today the more powerful testimony to the truth of the 
gospel is the changed life people witness in us. That is not to imply in any way that God does not 
still heal or perform other miracles but the number of early miracles was essential for the initial 
spreading of the gospel.  

As can be expected, there was an instantaneous response, but not the one Paul and Barnabas 
were hoping for. Read Acts 14:11-12. It is interesting that Luke noted that the crowd responded 
in the Lycaonian language, that is the local language and not Greek.  I can see Paul turning to 
Barnabas and asking, “What are they saying?” 

Paul soon found out what was going on. The people assumed that only a god could heal someone 
that way, which of course was true but they had the wrong god in view. The background to their 
response seems to have been a folk tale in the region that said that in ancient times one of the 
gods had come to visit them but not knowing he was a god everywhere he went in the 
community he was turned away. He finally went to the home of one of its poorest citizens who 
welcomed him and provided for him out of the meager resources he had. As a result of this the 
god who came turned his humble home into a palace and destroyed all the homes that refused to 
accept him. Many commentators suspect that the citizens of Lystra knew that story and were 
determined not to get in the same situation again by failing to recognize a god and treat him 
properly.  



They called Barnabas Zeus. That may tell us a little about the physical features of Barnabas. 
Zeus was always pictured as a very big and muscular individual. Barnabas must have appeared 
that way. Paul was associated with Hermes who was viewed as the spokesman of the gods and he 
was certainly the talker of those two. 

As soon as Paul and Barnabas figured out what was going on they immediately made every 
effort to squash that idea. Paul tried to get the message of the gospel in by explaining who they 
were but they were not really being listened to. It is interesting to read his message to them 
compared to his message to Jewish communities. This message reflected an approach to those 
who knew nothing of Judaism and therefore the idea of one God or a promised Messiah. The 
message never changes but the way in which it is presented needs to be adjusted to the audience 
one is seeking to reach. We need to recognize where people are and carefully present Jesus to 
them. It is too easy to use church language with those who have no idea what we are talking 
about. 

There is another lesson that we need to learn from this encounter and that is the danger of taking 
to ourselves the glory that belong to God. Paul and Barnabas refused to be seen as gods. What 
they had done for the man who could not walk was not their doing but God working through 
them. It is too easy to accept, even if we do not seek it, the adoration of the world. We must 
always avoid that.  

For Paul it was not about them but about Jesus but, like so many today, the citizens of Lystra had 
their own agenda and their own idea of what God would be like and do and they were not 
interested in thinking seriously about anything else. Talk to many today, for example, who 
believe that because God is love He will not judge anyone. But He will because He is not only a 
loving God but a just God.  Trying to get some people to look beyond their pre-conceived ideas 
and understand an impending judgment for all who have not accepted Jesus as Savior is nearly 
impossible. 

To say that things were not going well in Lystra for Paul and Barnabas is to put it mildly. The 
people were more interested in honoring them as gods than listening to their message. For Paul 
and Barnabas, it was not about them but about Jesus. Read Acts 14:18. 

Just when I am sure Paul wondered if things would get better they got worse. Read Acts 
14:19-20.  

Try to picture that scene. The implication is that God miraculously gave Paul at least strength if 
not life. The Bible does not tell us he was actually dead, only that they thought he was. He 
probably passed out from the stoning. The process of stoning was brutal as one can well imagine. 
The crowd picked up the largest stone they could hurl with any force and aimed it at his head. It 
hurt badly. They kept on throwing them until they were sure he had died.   



After the crowd left, he got up and went back into the city. I am fairly sure I would have 
decided it was time to get out of there. What drives a man to keep on doing what God wants him 
to do even when it seems like all of the forces are against him and no one really cares? Paul 
himself explained why he did it in Romans 8:18. Read that verse. Paul’s attitude was to keep on 
keeping on as long as God enables you to even if or when it seems like everything is going 
wrong and nothing good seems to be coming out of it. God never said it would be easy or 
comfortable or convenient but He did tell us to remain faithful. 

Try sometime to picture what he must have looked like. His face had to have been bloodied. The 
crowd aimed the rocks at his head. He was laying on the ground with blood all over him so that 
created a muddy mess. Did he stop at a stream and clean up or did he just march into town to 
show them what they had done to him? How did they respond to him? If they thought he was a 
god because he healed a lame man, I wonder what they thought when they assumed he was dead 
and then walked into town alive. 

There is another issue. Where was God in all of this? There were three options at that point. God 
could have miraculously intervened and prevented it. God could have allowed him to suffer and 
then miraculously healed him. Paul could have died. God chose to let him suffer and then raised 
him up to continue his ministry. My choice would have been for God to prevent it. Why didn’t 
God do that? We have no idea. God’s ways are not our ways. God did not make a mistake. We all 
have the tendency to think that God should take care of us in some special way but the reality is 
that sometimes He lets us go through difficult or painful experiences for some reason that only 
He may know now. The challenge is not to try and understand God but to be willing to pick 
ourselves up from whatever comes our way and, as long as He enables, keep on living for Him 
and serving Him in whatever manner He has equipped and led us. 

Luke wrote how Paul’s first missionary journey ended. Read Acts 14:20-22.  Paul returned to 
Antioch in Syria, retracing those hundreds of miles. Along the way he visited the young churches 
he had established, praying with and encouraging them.  

That ends Paul’s first journey. It was anything but an easy journey made more difficult because 
of persecution and disease but Paul carried on because we have not been called to a life of ease 
but a life of faithfulness. Let’s learn from Paul’s example to remain faithful.  


