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 Three Ways People Respond to the Gospel 

(Acts 14) 
 
One of my favorite shows on the Home and Garden network is called Fixer Upper and follows a really fun Texas 
couple who renovate old homes for clients.  He’s a goofy contractor and she’s a talented designer and I really enjoy 
watching the way they transform old homes into new ones; taking out walls, installing new floors, new cabinets, 
new paint and new appliances.  We remodeled our home years ago and I’ve always found that line of work 
fascinating. But the gospel – the good news about what God has done for us through Christ - isn’t like an old 
house.  It can’t be remodeled or edited.  We either believe it in its original form or we don’t really believe it at all.  
This morning as we continue in our study of the Primal Church in The Acts of the Apostles, I want to look at three 
ways people respond to the gospel.  It’s probably no surprise that some people believe the gospel and some 
people reject the gospel.  What we may not expect is that many people edit the gospel; changing it to fit their own 
ideas and needs.  This morning we’re going to look at chapter 14 as Paul’s first missionary adventure continues.  He 
and Barnabas have preached the gospel throughout the island of Cyprus and now they are traveling north into 
present day Turkey and the Roman Province known as Galatia – which means it was to the churches Paul began on 
the journey that ne later wrote the Letter to the Galatians. 
 
The first response to the gospel we see in chapter 14 is that some people believe it. Let’s look at vs. 1.  “In Iconium 
(80 miles from Pisidian Antioch where we left Paul last week) they entered the synagogue of the Jews together, 
and spoke in such a manner that a large number of people believed, both of Jews and of Greeks.” (Acts 14:1)  Paul’s 
custom was to go to the major cities of a province and preach the gospel in the synagogues because he had the 
most in common with the Jews of that nation; religiously and culturally and they had the biblical background to 
know about the Messiah.  That’s why he skips the city of Perga because there was apparently no synagogue there 
and goes on to Iconium, where according to vs. 3, Paul and Barnabas spend a long time.  As a result of their 
preaching, many Jews and non-Jews who also attended the synagogue believe the gospel. Many in Iconium believe 
the gospel but many also reject the gospel.  Look at vs. 2-7. “But the Jews who disbelieved stirred up the minds of 
the Gentiles and embittered them against the brethren.  (Not only do many of the Jews and God-fearing Gentiles 
believe, others disbelieve and attempt to turn the Gentile population of Iconium against the apostles.) Therefore 
they spent a long time {there} speaking boldly {with reliance} upon the Lord, who was testifying to the word of His 
grace, granting that signs and wonders be done by their hands. (Instead of being intimidated by the opposition, 
Paul and Barnabas are emboldened as they rely upon the Lord Jesus; and spend even more time in Iconium in a 
battle for the souls of people. I’ve found that the anticipation of conflict is almost always worse than the actual 
conflict because God gives you the boldness and the courage when you need it.) But the people of the city were 
divided; and some sided with the Jews, and some with the apostles.  And when an attempt was made by both the 
Gentiles and the Jews with their rulers, to mistreat and to stone them, they became aware of it and fled to the cities 
of Lycaonia, Lystra and Derbe, and the surrounding region; and there they continued to preach the gospel.” (vs. 2-7)  
Iconium is a divided city; some definitely believe and other people just as definitely don’t believe.  Some embrace 
the gospel while others actively oppose the gospel and eventually persuade the local authorities to allow them to 
stone the apostles to death; at which time Paul and Barnabas leave town; which is what Jesus told His followers to 
do.  “When they persecute you in one city, go to the next.” The apostles flee to the city of Lystra which was about 
one day’s journey on foot from Iconium.   Lystra was a thoroughly pagan city whose primary allegiance was to the 
Greek god, Zeus, whom the Greeks believed was the king of the gods and to Hermes, the spokesman for the gods.  
Lystra had a temple devoted to Zeus in front of the city and a statue of Hermes, just as we’ll see that other cities 
had temples to the Greek god who was the patron of that particular city.  So Lystra is a city of idol-worshippers.  
There was apparently no synagogue in Lystra, because so few Jews lived in that city, that they didn’t have the 
requisite 12 Jewish men to form a synagogue.  Last week, we learned that it was Paul’s customary strategy to go to 



the cities where there were synagogues.  So if there was notsynagogue in Lystra, why did Paul and Barnabas go 
there?  They may not have had a choice.  Remember, they are fleeing for their lives and they may have needed a 
place to buy food or to find shelter.  In any case, they take the opportunity to preach the gospel here as elsewhere.  
Chapter 14 is one of only two examples in Acts of how Paul preached the gospel to people with no biblical 
background; which brings us to the third way people respond to the gospel: some edit the gospel. 
 
They don’t believe the gospel and they don’t reject the gospel; they remodel the gospel to fit their own ideas and 
preferences.  They see the gospel through the lens of what they want to be true.  They edit the gospel, deleting the 
parts they don’t like, redefining the terms and coming up with something completely alien to the gospel.  Let’s 
begin with vs. 8. “At Lystra a man was sitting who had no strength in his feet, lame from his mother's womb, who 
had never walked. This man was listening to Paul as he spoke, who, when he had fixed his gaze on him and had 
seen that he had faith to be made well, said with a loud voice, "Stand upright on your feet." And he leaped up and 
began to walk.  I don’t know how Paul was able to tell this man had the faith to be healed just by looking at him 
but the text says he did.  Maybe the Spirit of God gave Paul insight into this man; we don’t know.  But just as God 
healed another man who had born lame through Peter and John’s in Acts 3, God heals this man.  Paul commands 
the man to do something he was physically unable to do, and the man believes and God enabled him to stand up 
for the first time in his life.  And that is a great picture of the gospel; Christ enables us to do what we otherwise 
cannot do; come to God, trust Him with our lives, and obey Him – all because of His power at work in us through 
faith in the gospel.  Often, it is in the most pagan cities where we see the most miracles; demonstrating that the 
God of the Bible is the true God so that people will turn from their idols to their Creator and Savior, because He is 
the God of power.  However, that’s not what happens in Lystra.  “When the crowds saw what Paul had done, they 
raised their voice, saying in the Lycaonian language, "The gods have become like men and have come down to us."  
And they began calling Barnabas, Zeus, and Paul, Hermes, because he was the chief speaker. The priest of Zeus, 
whose temple was just outside the city, brought oxen and garlands to the gates, and wanted to offer sacrifice with 
the crowds.”  Notice what’s happening here.  Paul preaches the gospel and performs a miracle to authenticate his 
message. The people of Lystra don’t believe the gospel; neither do they reject the gospel but reinterpret the 
gospel to fit their own worldview. If Paul and Barnabas can heal a man born lame, they must be gods come down 
to earth, just like we’ve heard about in the stories which have been handed down to us for centuries.  And when 
you think about it, the big guy looks kind of like the statue of Zeus in the temple and the short guy who does all the 
talking must be Hermes – even though he doesn’t look at all like his statue.  And word spreads throughout the city 
that Zeus and Hermes are here in the flesh and the priest of Zeus’ temple gets into the act and heads up a religious 
procession with flowers and oxen which he intends to sacrifice in a worship service for Paul and Barnabas.  
Historians tell us that in that region two languages were spoken, Greek for commerce since Greek was the 
common language throughout the Roman Empire and Lycaonian which was the local language.  The crowd is 
speaking Lycaonian, their native tongue as they begin to worship Paul and Barnabas – which the apostles don’t 
speak and so they don’t understand what’s going on immediately. “But when the apostles Barnabas and Paul 
heard of it, they tore their robes and rushed out into the crowd, crying out and saying, "Men, why are you doing 
these things? We are also men of the same nature as you, and preach the gospel to you that you should turn from 
these vain things to a living God, WHO MADE THE HEAVEN AND THE EARTH AND THE SEA AND ALL THAT IS IN 
THEM.  In the generations gone by He permitted all the nations to go their own ways; and yet He did not leave 
Himself without witness, in that He did good and gave you rains from heaven and fruitful seasons, satisfying your 
hearts with food and gladness."  As soon as Paul and Barnabas realize what’s going on, they immediately refuse to 
take part in a pagan sacrifice and rush into the crowd to prove they are not gods. “Look, we have bodies just like 
you.  We’re not gods, we’re just guys here to bring you good news.  So what is the good news, the gospel Paul and 
Barnabas preach to the people of Lystra? This is the first of two examples in Acts of how Paul spoke to thoroughly 
pagan people.  Paul usually preaches the gospel by proving why Jesus is the Messiah from the Old Testament but 
of course the people of Lystra have no knowledge of the Old Testament.  How do you show people their need for 
God if they don’t believe they’re sinners and need forgiveness?  Paul doesn’t preach to the pagans the way he 
preaches to the Jews.   He doesn’t tell them they need to repent of their sins.  He tells them they are enslaved to 
idols and need a new master. Paul begins with God as the “living God, WHO MADE THE HEAVEN AND THE EARTH 
AND THE SEA AND ALL THAT IS IN THEM.”  As archaeologists have studied ancient cultures they have discovered 
that almost every culture began monotheistic – believing in one all-powerful Creator God – but over time, each 
culture became polytheistic, believing in many local gods which the people served as part of their daily routine out 



of fear of what those temperamental gods might do to them.  In that culture, you sacrificed to the god from whom 
you needed help.  If you were a soldier, you sacrificed to Ares, the god of war.  If you wanted a family, you 
sacrificed to Hera, the goddess of mothers and families.  If you wanted someone to fall in love with you, you 
sacrificed to Aphrodite, the goddess of romantic love.  If you were a farmer and wanted a good crop, you sacrificed 
to Demeter, the goddess of agriculture.  You sacrificed to the god or goddess you needed; not because you wanted 
them but to get what you really wanted.  The culture of Lystra, like the culture of much of the world believed in 
gods and goddesses and spirits which could all either help you or hurt you, depending on their whims and you 
needed to do everything you could to stay on their good side.  It was a terrifying worldview, enslaving people to 
fear and superstition.  Paul and Barnabas offer the people of Lystra good news; that the gods they worship are vain 
and worthless and are unable to deliver what their worshipers want; and that only the true God, the Creator and 
Controller of all things can do that; as evidenced by His kindness even toward those who ignore Him or are 
ignorant of Him.  He is the author of joy and all that is good in their lives, sending rains and productive harvests 
and food and gladness – as demonstrated by the healing of the man born lame, even though people have 
substituted dumb idols for Him.  Whenever Paul preaches to pagans, he always begins with God as the all-powerful 
and all-good Creator and Sustainer of this world and shows how any god less than this God must be a false god.   
 
However, notice how the people of Lystra respond to Paul’s preaching. “Even saying these things, with difficulty 
they restrained the crowds from offering sacrifice to them.”  This story is kind of comforting to me in a perverse 
way because I imagine that if God is really speaking through you, people will listen; which doesn’t always happen 
for me.  But even Paul, filled with the Holy Spirit, was ignored.  The people hear what they want to hear. Paul tells 
them about the true God who just healed the lame man but they prefer to see this incident through the lens of 
their old religion.  Paul and Barnabas are the gods they’ve worshiped for generations, come to earth for a visit.  
They’re not antagonistic toward the gospel; if anything, they’re positive toward the gospel.  They just want to 
rewrite the gospel into something familiar and easy to accept and we see this happening all through church 
history.  In so many countries, Christianity is a mishmash of the gospel, folk religion, myths and giving Christian 
terms pagan definitions.  That’s what many Americans do with the gospel today.  We don’t disbelieve the gospel; 
we just don’t believe it in its original form.   We remodel it according to our own tastes.  But the gospel isn’t like an 
old house.  It can’t be remodeled or edited.  We either accept it in its original form or we don’t really believe it at 
all.  The great danger for people who edit the gospel is that they think they believe because they like God and 
Jesus and salvation.  But their faith isn’t real because it isn’t in what God says but instead in a gospel which they 
have custom designed to fit their own preferences – just like the folks at Lystra. 
 
Here are some of the ways Americans edit the gospel, remodeling it into what they want it to be rather than what 
it really is.  Some people see God as a genie who will give them what they think they need to be happy.   The 
gospel is about the best life you can have now and God will help you to have that.  This is the prosperity gospel; 
that God wants you to be healthy, wealthy and wise; and if you’re not yet, it’s because your faith just isn’t strong 
enough.  Now there’s a little bit of the gospel left in this edit.  God is the source of every good and perfect gift.  He 
does meet our needs.  He does delight in blessing His children.  But when I see God as my genie, He’s no longer my 
God.  If I come to Jesus for money, then money is my god and Jesus is simply a means to an end.  The reward the 
gospel promises is Christ Himself, and a relationship with Him.  He does give us good things but those things can’t 
compare with Him.  And when I see Him as a means to an end and not the end, I’m just as much an idolater as 
those worshipers of Zeus in Lystra because I’m looking for something else to make me happy other than God 
Himself.  The gospel teaches us that God does bless us beyond anything we can ask or think but because He knows 
us, He gives us what we really need – not what we imagine we need.   Plus the true gospel is eternal, the 
prosperity gospel is all about this world; as if getting the things of this world will satisfy.  As one Christian rapper 
says, “If this is your best life, you’re on your way to hell.”  The true gospel sees life through the lens of eternity and 
what really matters; what lasts, what satisfies eternally and what God has for us in the future.  So one way 
Americans in particular edit the gospel is to underline the kindness and generosity of God in giving us things and 
ignoring the goodness of God Himself and how He alone satisfies by making Him a means to another end rather 
than the end; and that’s idolatry.   That’s why the prosperity gospel has produced so many disillusioned and bitter 
people.  When God didn’t make them rich or healthy or famous, they lost their faith – because their faith wasn’t in 
the God of the Bible but in a god created by their own desires.  Every good thing comes from God, but God knows 
what’s good for us and is not going to give us things that will destroy us or our relationship with Him anymore than 



any loving parent would give their children things that will destroy them.  God is not our genie or our servant – 
He’s our Father and treats us the way a loving parent treats his children. 
 
Other Americans see God as their cheerleader, kind of a benevolent and somewhat senile grandfather nodding in 
approval at everything they do.  They think, “God has to accept me. That’s His job.” I read about David Wilkerson 
who is a pastor in New York City who was talking with some prostitutes in Times Square about Jesus.  And they 
said, “Oh, we believe in Jesus.  We’re Christians,” as if Jesus is fine with the way they make a living – which is what 
you would expect in our relativistic culture where there are no absolutes but everyone is free to choose what is 
right and wrong for themselves.  God accepts me just the way I am and makes no demands on me.  He just wants 
me to be happy.  And again, that’s taking part of the gospel but deleting the rest.  God accepts us, no matter what 
we’ve done but not because He has no standards or plan for our lives; but because of Christ’s sacrifice for our sins 
on the cross.  Our relationship with Him is based upon what Christ has done, not upon what we do.  That’s what 
the Bible calls grace; God doing for us what we cannot do for ourselves.  However, the fact that God accepts us as 
we are doesn’t mean that He intends for us to remain that way.  He doesn’t just forgive our sins, He frees us from 
sin. Grace doesn’t make obedience unnecessary, grace makes obedience possible.  The wages of sin is still death 
and sin will destroy us; not eternally if we’re in Christ, but certainly in this life.  The grace of God doesn’t accept the 
sin which God hates and which destroys His children, He frees us from those sins.  But seeing God as our 
cheerleader; that He doesn’t care how we live, that we can have forgiveness without repentance, that Jesus can be 
our Savior without being our Lord – is again fueled by idolatry; in this case, worship of autonomy and control of our 
own life.  People who think they can’t be happy unless they can do what they want when they want edit the gospel 
to give themselves that freedom while still having a relationship with God.  They redefine grace as God approving 
everything I do rather than the biblical definition of God freeing me from all that would destroy me.  I don’t want a 
God who accepts me as I am.  I’m the biggest problem I have and I want a God who will change me and free me 
from the things which destroy me otherwise. 
 
Here’s another common edit on the gospel: the moralistic God which is on the other end of the spectrum from the 
cheerleader God.  In this edit of the gospel, God is seen as the lawgiving God; the God concerned about 
righteousness and obedience – which of course, He is.  The part of the gospel the moralists ignore is that the 
righteousness of God and His utter hatred of sin should drive us to throw ourselves on His mercy.  Instead, the 
moralist believes the gospel is about being good and judging those who aren’t.  The moralist takes pride in the fact 
that they are more righteous than others; they are the good people, the moral people, the decent people – unlike 
the rest of you sinners.  God loves me because I am good and I love me because I’m good.  Again, this edit is fueled 
by idolatry; the idolatry of self-righteousness.  I can only be happy if I’m better than others which means I’m not 
finding my happiness in God but in myself which is the essence of idolatry.  The fact that God is righteous and 
hates sin should never make me self-righteous and judgmental.  It should humble me in view of my own sinfulness 
and unworthiness and make me so grateful for Jesus.  God doesn’t love me because I’m good; God loves me 
because He is good. Yet in America, many people associate Christianity with moralism.  The Christians are the 
moral people who look down their noses at everyone else.  And that is a gross misunderstanding of the gospel and 
why American churches are filled with good, moral people who think they’re Christians but have never been born 
again.  If you have never felt like Paul when he says that he is the greatest of sinners; never repented of your sin, 
never grieved over your sin; never been grateful from the bottom of your heart that Christ died in your place; then 
you don’t yet believe in the real gospel. 
 
Can you see how easy it is to think that we believe the gospel when in fact, we have edited it to protect our idols – 
when we have rewritten the story and made ourselves the hero rather than Jesus?  There are so many more 
examples we could talk about; the political God, the therapeutic God, the God of safety and security, the God of 
sex and romantic love, the God of pleasure and the God of family are all attempts to take some parts of the gospel 
while ignoring others in order to get what we want when what we want is something other than God. Every edit 
we make in the gospel; every change we make in the story of what God has done for us through Christ is because 
we cling to our idols just like the people of Lystra clung to their idols.  If I have to edit the gospel before I can 
believe it, then I am the author and not God.  I am not submitting myself to His story but rewriting His story to fit 
my story – and that’s not faith, that’s unbelief.  And that unbelief becomes apparent in vs. 19-20. 



 “But Jews came from Antioch and Iconium, and having won over the crowds, they stoned Paul and dragged him 
out of the city, supposing him to be dead.”  Did you notice how fickle the people of Lystra are?  One day they are 
worshiping Paul and Barnabas as gods, the next day they are throwing rocks at them.  An edited gospel doesn’t 
change anybody because an edited gospel is still about us and what we want; and people are fickle.  That’s what 
Jesus meant when He talked about the people who receive the word with joy but in time of temptation they fall 
away.  Real faith lasts.  Phony faith is only temporary.  “But while the disciples stood around him, he got up and 
entered the city.“  Some people think that Paul actually died here and God raised him from the dead.  After all, few 
people survive a stoning and these people thought Paul was dead.  Even if he wasn’t, it would take a miracle for 
him to get up and walk back into the city and I’m sure this was very encouraging for the new Christians in Iconium.  
Notice that God didn’t protect Paul from being stoned; He prevented him from being permanently harmed by the 
stones.  God has a variety of ways of protecting His children and if God lets something bad happen to you, it isn’t 
because He went to sleep; He’s got a greater purpose.   
 
 When we edit the gospel, we create our own god.  But a god we create is powerless to save us or change us; and 
the things which control us, control him. Only the true untamed God of the Bible can save us and deliver us from 
the penalty and the power of our sins. The story of the Bible is how God rescues us from evil and from death; how 
in fulfillment of centuries of promises and predictions in the Old Testament, He sends His Son who becomes a 
human to do for us what we cannot do for ourselves: to live the life we failed to live so that God can credit us with 
His perfect record of obedience when we trust Him; to die the death we deserve to die, bearing the punishment 
for our sins on the cross so that we could be forgiven; and for rising from the dead in our behalf so that we can live 
forever with Him as God always intended.  The gospel isn’t about what we do for God but about what He has done 
for us; and a Christian is simply someone who believes that God loves them, that God has provided everything they 
need in Christ and who asks Jesus to be their Savior and Lord. 
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