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I. Intro.:  This is 3rd Sunday in series on characters from Acts 

A. Last Sunday Pastor Cindy noted how the 1st 2 sermons were 
highlighting characters most people hadn’t heard of: 

1. 1st a marginal community member named Eutychus who fell 
out of a 3-story window yet was raised back to life 

2. 2nd Simon the Sorcerer greedily wanted to buy the Holy 
Spirit’s power for the attention to himself 

3. So this Sunday I should probably fall in line: What obscure 
character from book of Acts will Neil dust off to enlighten us? 

B. Sorry to disappoint you, but this time it’s one of the 2 most 
famous characters in Acts:  Paul (the other one being Peter) 

1. I thought about getting your attention by claiming to show you 
a shadow side of the Apostle Paul that you never knew:  

2. You see, in a worship planning grid that JD Smucker sent 
out for upcoming worship services, he summarized each 
Sunday’s theme  

3. Instead of listing this Sunday’s theme as about the name of a 
character, like Eutychus or Simon the Sorcerer, the grid read, 
“Paul gets stoned”  How would that be for a sermon title? 

II. As we try to learn something from Paul & Barnabas, let’s 
review this story a little, in its ancient context: 

A. It’s fair to ask “Where in the world is Lystra?” but in reality, 
this story doesn’t begin in Lystra where we started reading 

1. Some of you may recall that in the book of Acts Paul went on 
3 missionary journeys around the Mediterranean world, 
preaching the good news of the risen Jesus 
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2. Our story today is on the 1st of Paul’s 3 missionary journeys, 
perhaps 11 or 12 years after the death of Jesus. 

a) After sailing across the Mediterranean, & preaching across the island 

of Cyprus, Paul & Barnabas went into Asia Minor, up into the mountains 

and hills of Pisidia, where there was another city named Antioch 

b) Before getting to our story today, Paul & Barnabas spent time in 

Antioch and Iconium 

(1) In each place their mission work met with mixed results:   

(a) they always started preaching to their own people, the 

Jews in local synagogues.   

(b) Some of the Jews accepted their message about Jesus, 

while many others opposed them 

(2) Because of this opposition, Paul & Barnabas turned their 

preaching to Gentiles as well.  Once again, some Gentiles believed 

in Jesus Christ, while others joined the angry Jews who violently 

drove these outsiders away 

(3) That’s how Paul & Barnabas ended up in Lystra, because they 

heard of a plot to stone them when they were in Iconium 

3. Lystra was a small rural settlement in a valley in the region 
of Lycaonia … Not many around there spoke Greek … most 
spoke the ancient Lycaonian language 

B. So … what happened here in Lystra? 

1. Just like Jesus before them, and like Peter earlier in Acts, 
the healing power of the Holy Spirit was upon Paul 
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a) One of 1st things he did in Lystra was to heal a crippled man, someone 

who had never walked in his whole life … that created quite a stir and got 

a lot of attention for these traveling missionaries! 

(1) After the opposition they’d seen in Antioch and Iconium, I can 

imagine Paul & Barnabas were relieved at first to see positive 

interest, rather than hostility and violence among these people 

(2) But then the missionaries’ initial encouragement turned to 

horror as they learned (perhaps from a translator) that these 

Lycaonians thought Paul & Barnabas were Greek Gods visiting 

them in human form! 

b) As devout believers in Moses’ God -- the One who delivered the 10 

Commandments, including “You shall have no other gods before me” -- 

this was exactly what they DIDN’T want to hear! 

III.  To our modern ears, this story is kind of cute or quaint but 
the details don’t make much sense, so let’s unpack it a bit more 

A. You may know that the ancient Greeks had many gods they 
worshiped, with different roles and relationships to each other 
and to humans. 

1. Their chief deity was Zeus, 

 sometimes called “the father 
of gods and men”, enthroned on Mt. Olympus  

2. The divine messenger of the Greek gods, especially Zeus, 

was Hermes  … Hermes spoke for Zeus and 
sent messages down to humans on earth 
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B. Now one more bit of background helps us understand why 
the locals worshipping Paul & Barnabas, was not just a random, 
crazy act: 

1. There was a famous Roman poet Ovid who had written about 
a certain legend …  

a) It was a legend of how Zeus and Hermes were said to have visited a 

pious old couple near Lystra 

b) In the story, Zeus & Hermes came to the couple disguised as humans 

… The old man and woman offered them hospitality, even without 

recognizing them, and they were rewarded  

2. So, the local people thought this legend about Lystra was 
being fulfilled in their midst … Since Paul was doing the talking, 
they saw him as Hermes, and therefore Barnabas was Zeus! 

a) To this dynamic scene, now add this:  the priest of the local temple of 

Zeus heard about Zeus showing up in his hometown, so he brought out 

bulls and wreaths of flowers to offer proper sacrifices to the gods! 

b) It’s really a rather ridiculous, comical scene that Luke’s original 

readers would have chuckled at … but the apostles were not amused. 

C. Paul & Barnabas were alarmed at this “3-ring circus”:  

1. They quickly tried to squash this misinterpretation of their 
message … but it didn’t seem to do any good …  

2. In fact the scene got more chaotic 

a) Just when Paul & Barnabas thought they had left behind those angry 

Jewish persecutors who drove them out of Antioch & Iconium, well … 

“they’re back ..”  

b) Apparently when their Jewish opposition learned that the apostles 

skipped town before the mob could kill them, the ancient lynch mob just 

followed them south to Lystra! 
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c) But because they too were outsiders, they had to convince the folks 

from Lystra how bad and dangerous this Barnabas & Paul were! 

3. And so they did, winning the local crowds over to their side, 
to the point that the “lynching” by stoning began against Paul 

a) When the murderous crowd assumed Paul was dead, his body was 

dragged out of the city gates 

b) Only then did any disciples and local supporters dare attend to him … 

only to find miraculously that he wasn’t dead! 

4.  So that’s a review of our story in its context … What might we 
learn from Paul as we sit here almost 2K years later in a world 
he could never imagine? 

IV. One of the first things I hope you notice about Paul is 
how dedicated he was to spreading the good news of Jesus: 

A. He didn’t stay home in Syrian Antioch to just reach his 
neighbors in Jesus’ name …  

1. Willing to travel hundreds of miles in a time when travel was 
not fast or easy 

2. Later, as we’ve seen, willing to risk being killed by angry 
local mobs, all for the cause of spreading the gospel 

B. If you recall our “Streams of Living Water” series last fall, we 
examined 6 spiritual traditions in the Christian faith

  

1. And although the Apostle Paul was presented as a prime e.g. 
of the Charismatic stream (the Spirit-Empowered Life) … 

a)  I would say that the Evangelical stream (the Word-Centered Life) was 

a close second for Paul 



5/21/17      “Reaching without Overreaching” 

Text:   Acts 14:8-20      (Characters in Acts: Paul) 6 

b) Paul was clearly on fire for the Lord and eager to proclaim and spread 

the good news of Jesus to others 

 

2. I know that some of you identify with that Evangelical stream 
as your primary faith tradition … but I also know that for many 
of us, much of the book of Acts deeply challenges us 

a) I recall in our series last fall that the Evangelical stream had probably 

the lowest representation within Waterford of the 6 streams … We’re 

much more likely to be primarily Holiness or Social Justice people 

b) The evangelistic impulse of the early church in Acts is undeniably 

strong … yet it feels quite foreign to many of us here today 

(1) Therefore it can be easy for us to just dismiss stories like this 

because that’s not our spiritual type 

(2) Or we may prefer to write off the stories as irrelevant because 

two thousand years ago feels like an unbridgeable gap from our 

world today 

C. That’s why I was so powerfully struck by a simple challenging 
quote from renowned preacher and Bible commentator William 
Willimon:  Making disciples is the job of disciples in Acts.  (p. 127) 

 

 

Willimon eloquently describes the situation of so many churches today (perhaps 

ours) that I want to share directly some of his observations about this very passage: 

Mainline North American Protestantism, faced with steady decline in 

membership over the most recent decades, tends to waver between superficial 

techniques for church growth, or unconvincing alibis for church death – 

“We’re not really dying; we are tightening our ranks for service.” OR  

“Only the reactionary, conservative churches are growing. We are too liberal 

and socially progressive to attract new members.”  
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Willimon goes on to say:  

Luke would not know what to make of a church no longer in the business of 

making more disciples. While the mission of the church is more than growth,   

it is not something other than growth. It is certainly not decline. 

D. So clearly, reaching others for the sake of the gospel 
mattered a lot to Paul 

V.  But perhaps what we react to today is not reaching, but 
overreaching 

A. We recognize overreach in everyday aspects of our lives: 

1. In our social lives, we recognize overreach, when someone 
makes us uncomfortable by crossing some boundary:  

a) Maybe they invade our personal space,  

b) Maybe they start a conversation we don’t want to have  

2. Can overreach happen in evangelism?  Oh, I think it can, but 
let’s come back to that 

B. Besides his evangelistic fervor, the 2nd thing I hope we notice 
about the Apostle Paul is some restraint and sensitivity he 
showed in evangelism 

1. The key verses for me in this passage are v. 15-17, after the 
Lystrans started to worship Paul & Barnabas (read) 

a) Tearing their clothes would have been a sign of humility and lament, 

not the pride and confidence you would expect from Greek gods 

b) The apostles immediately talk about the Good News that they’re 

bringing of the living God 

2. What I want to emphasize is how Paul reached out in v. 17:  
“[God] has not left himself without testimony …” 

a) Paul was building a bridge with the pagan Lystrans by connecting God 

to life as they already experienced it, not life from Paul’s worldview 

b) Remember, Paul grew up as a monotheist: Convinced there’s only 1 

God … God of Adam & Eve, Abraham & Sarah, & the Prophets & Jesus 
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(1) Now Paul could have used Jewish arguments and Jewish 

assumptions to try to reach the people of Lystra 

(2) Like some of his other Jewish Christian brethren in Jerusalem, 

he could have lectured the Lycaonian men about their need to get 

circumcised  (I bet that would be effective!) 

c)  But rather than telling the Lystrans about God through the Jewish 

stories of Abraham & Moses & Elijah, Paul met them where they were: 

(1) He said that God has never been without a witness 

(2) The Lystrans already knew these great experiences of rain 

coming from heaven for their crops … the provision of plenty of 

food … and times when their hearts were full of joy 

(3) He said all these good things were the witness that the Lystrans 

already had to the goodness of this One God 

VI. In other words, Paul was reaching in the name of Jesus 
… but he was not overreaching 

A. For most of us here, just like in our social lives, overreaching 
in evangelism makes us uncomfortable 

1. How many of you will admit you don’t like answering your 
doorbell if it looks like Jehovah’s Witnesses or Mormons 
coming to talk religion and leave literature with you? (hands?) 

2. Let me tell you about a time in my life when I was on the 
other end of evangelistic overreach 

When I was 12 years old and living in Bolivia, my parents sent me and my younger sister to the 

Tambo boarding school, operated by a fundamentalist American-based mission that accepted 

these Mennonite kids because they had room in the school. Tambo was located 150 miles away 

from Mom & Dad, in a dry desert portion of the Andes Mountains.  

 

There at Tambo was where I made my first commitment to Jesus Christ as Savior. Being saved, 

and making sure that other people were saved, was strongly emphasized at this school. My best 

friend at the school was Westley, and he was not Mennonite.   

 

One day I went along with him down the gravel road by the creek bed beyond the school because 

he had the great idea of going evangelizing.  We went armed only with 2 things: the very limited 

Spanish abilities of two gringo kids; and a few Spanish-language cartoon-illustrated evangelistic 

tracts. The tracts warned of the awful consequences of hell after death if you didn’t accept Jesus. 

 

With the hot sun beating down on us, Westley knocked at the door of a tiny mud brick house by 

the road.  A short wrinkled indigenous woman came to the door.  Westley and I made polite 
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small talk with her before we handed her one of these tracts and asked her to read it.  She took it 

politely and went back inside as we went on our way, happy that we had made a connection. 

 

Only years later did I reflect with embarrassment about that “connection” that we had made. We 

had no existing relationship with the woman.  As wealthy foreigner kids, we did not show any 

interest in any part of her life or her family, other than her “salvation”.  We did not know how 

she or her family scraped together a living in that barren place. She probably spoke Quechua 

and very little Spanish. Indeed, chances are she was illiterate, so how did we expect her to read 

a tract in what was not her native language? 

 

Is it any wonder today that I react against overreaching forms of evangelism that do not build on 

a personal relationship and bear little respect for culture or boundaries? 

3. I know most of us here are not likely to overreach in Jesus’ 
name in our neighborhoods, like Westley & I did some 40 years 
ago in rural Bolivia 

B. But refusing to overreach, for many of us, often results in us 
also refusing to reach out around us at all in Jesus’ name 

1. I don’t believe that you have to go out like Westley & I did 
and hand out tracts to total strangers … in fact, I think you 
shouldn’t do that 

2. But I also can’t just dismiss the witness of Paul and the early 
church in reaching out through genuine interest in other people 

a) What about your next door neighbor or your co-worker, or a fellow 

student … people with whom you already have some more than passing 

relationship? 

(1) Christian faith may not be the basis for your relationship, but 

do you know anything about their spirituality? You don’t need to 

point-blank ask them if they know Jesus or if they go to church …  

(2) but you could open a door by casually mentioning your own 

faith, or your own church, or some of the things you pray about 

b) What if you notice that person who is no longer a stranger to you … 

really sad or disturbed?   

(1) Will you “butt out” and mind your own business? Will you 

resolve to silently pray for them but not let them know about it? 

(2) Would you dare to gently comment that they don’t look as 

friendly or bubbly as usual and you wonder if something is wrong? 
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(3) After listening to their situation, would you be so bold as to 

offer to pray for them … or to ask if they have any church support? 

C. If you enjoy the blessings of new life & purpose through the 
power of the resurrected Jesus, it’s because God through the 
Holy Spirit somehow reached out to you 

1. God calls us to extend that reach beyond ourselves to others 

2. You don’t have to hit people over the head with the Gospel 
but you can let them know that you care & why you care. 

3. Making disciples – It’s our job too … 
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