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As Christians, we are rightfully concerned that our friends and family members 

hear and understand clearly what the Gospel is all about, in the hope that they one 

day they will put their lives into the hands of Jesus Christ.  Last week in our study 

of Acts 13-14, we saw illustrated for us that the Gospel, even when explained in a 

humble polite way, can be offensive to others and thus be rejected.    

 

Today, some Christians operate under the premise that people will hear better and 

be less offended by the truth of the Gospel if they could simply experience a few 

miracles to prove to them its power.  They would be more ready to hear and accept 

the truth when they see a miracle.  For them, the miraculous is the doorway through 

which belief in the Gospel is realized. 

 

From time to time in the early days of the first century church, God did work 

miraculously through the apostles.  But what many Christians overlook is that the 

apostles did not go into these cities to do miracles and then preach.  Rather, it was 

the other way around.  The apostles went into cities, preached the gospel, and only 

then and only sometimes did they authenticate their message as being from God 

through their performance of some miraculous sign or wonder such as a healing.  

We will see this in today’s passage, as Barnabas and Paul continue on their first 

missionary journey to a small village named Lystra, in what is southern Turkey 

today.  In our passage, we will witness the misplacement and proper placement of 

faith in an object. 

 

In our passage of study for this morning, we only have a portion of Paul’s message 

spoken in Lystra. We know that because in 14:7 Luke tells us that Barnabas and 

Paul preached the Gospel there.  But in 14:8-18, we do not read the portion of 

Paul’s sermon that included it.  Hence, it is reasonable to assume that what we are 

reading comes after the preaching of the Gospel.  In addition, it is worthy of note 

that this was the first time Luke recorded the preaching of the Gospel to a people 

who were predominantly, if not exclusively, pagan Gentiles.  Very few, if any, 

Jews lived in the small village of Lystra at that time. 

 

Let’s begin our study by reading about Barnabas’ and Paul’s ministry in Lystra, 

starting with Acts 14:8.   
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8
At Lystra a man was sitting who had no strength in his feet, lame from 

his mother’s womb, who had never walked. 
9
This man was listening to 

Paul as he spoke, who, when he [Paul] had fixed his gaze on him [the lame 

man] and had seen that he had faith to be made well, 
10

[Paul] said with a 

loud voice, “Stand upright on your feet.” And he [the lame man] leaped 

up and began to walk. 

Lystra and Derbe were small rural villages in comparison to the capital city of this 

district, Iconium.  So small were they, that there was no synagogue or Jewish 

population to speak of; whereas in Iconium, there had been a large population of 

Jews that necessitated the building of a synagogue.  Lystra was about twenty miles 

south-southwest of Iconium.  Since there was no synagogue, Paul probably 

preached in the open marketplace.  During one of his messages, he noticed a lame 

man.  It is interesting that Dr. Luke, a physician, emphasized the fact that this man 

was truly lame, not just temporarily a little weak in the knees.  He had never 

walked a day in his life.  As a result, in this small village, this familiar-to-all lame 

man had probably been carried to the public meeting place and other market places 

like it and seated to beg for alms. Seeing the lame man in the crowd, the Lord gave 

Paul the insight that this man had the faith to be healed.  

  

Sometimes in the Bible, God healed people apart from any faith on their part.  At 

other times, He healed an individual in response to his or her faith.  When there is 

faith to be healed, there is an object of that faith that leads to healing.  Allow me to 

point to two quick passages that underscore the object of faith that heals.   

 

Look with me at Mark 9:16-25.  This is the story of a father who has a son mute 

from birth.  As Christ’s representatives, the disciples had been sent out to preach 

and to do miracles among the Jews.  But for some reason, they could not heal this 

man’s mute son.  Jesus came upon the scene, and this is what we read, beginning 

with verse 16.   

 

And He [Jesus] asked them, “What are you discussing with them?”  And 

one of the crowd answered Him, “Teacher, I brought You my son, 
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possessed with a spirit which makes him mute; and whenever it seizes 

him, it slams him to the ground and he foams at the mouth, and grinds 

his teeth and stiffens out.  I told Your disciples to cast it out, and they 

could not do it.”    

And He answered them and said, “O unbelieving generation, how long 

shall I be with you? How long shall I put up with you? Bring him to Me!”  

[Obviously, the problem here had to do with the lack of faith.  But faith in 

what?  Who lacked the faith, the disciples, the people, or both?] They 

brought the boy to Him. When he saw Him, immediately the spirit threw 

him [the boy] into a convulsion, and falling to the ground, he began 

rolling around and foaming at the mouth.   

And He [Jesus] asked his father, “How long has this been happening to 

him?”  

And he said, “From childhood.  It has often thrown him both into the 

fire and into the water to destroy him. But if You can do anything, take 

pity on us and help us!”  

And Jesus said to him, “If You can? All things are possible to him who 

believes.”   

Please note the problem of faith here.  Was it faith to believe that Jesus would heal 

or that Jesus was able to heal?  The unbelief concerned Jesus’ ability to heal, not 

that He would heal.  And as to who lacked the faith that Jesus had the ability to heal, 

surely the father’s question as to whether either Jesus or His disciples could heal 
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answers that.  I doubt that the disciples had a problem with believing that God 

could heal through them, because they had already witnessed the miraculous power 

of Christ transferred to them.  Let’s continue:   

 

Immediately the boy’s father cried out and said, “I do believe; [Believe 

what?  That Jesus could, but he was wrestling with even this belief, and 

whether or not Jesus would.  So he cried out.]  help my unbelief.”   

When Jesus saw that a crowd was rapidly gathering, He rebuked the 

unclean spirit, saying to it, “You deaf and mute spirit, I command you, 

come out of him and do not enter him again.” After crying out and 

throwing him into terrible convulsions, it came out; and the boy became 

so much like a corpse that most of them said, “He is dead!” But Jesus 

took him by the hand and raised him; and he got up. 

Let’s look at another example of the object of faith as it concerns the miraculous in 

Matthew 9:27-31.  We read:  

 

As Jesus went on from there, two blind men followed Him, crying out, 

“Have mercy on us, Son of David!” When He entered the house, the 

blind men came up to Him, and Jesus said to them, “Do you believe that 

I am able to do this?”  [What is the focus of faith here, the ability of Christ 

or that Christ would do the miraculous?  Ability.]  

They said to Him, “Yes, Lord.”  [In other words, “We believe you have the 

ability.”] Then He touched their eyes, saying, “It shall be done to you 

according to your faith.” And their eyes were opened.  
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So what was the blind men’s initial concern when they came to Jesus?  Faith in 

Jesus’ ability to heal?  No.  According to verse 27, their concern was one of 

Christ’s “mercy.”  The blind men’s question was:  “Lord, we know you can heal us, 

but out of mercy, will you?” Hence, Jesus, for His sovereign purposes, chose to 

have mercy and to heal them of their blindness, based on their faith that Jesus had 

the ability to heal.   

 

What we learn from these occasions is that our sovereign God simply, out of 

mercy, chooses to heal some and to not heal others.  Believing faith is faith that 

God is able to do the miraculous, not the presumptuous arrogance that God must or 

is obligated to because we ask Him.   

 

The lame man in Lystra had been hearing Paul preach before he was healed.  The 

text says that he had faith, but in what had he placed his faith?  We are not exactly 

told.  But he was believing whatever it was that Paul was preaching, including that 

this stranger’s God could heal him if He so desired.  

 

So Paul, possessed with the spiritual gift of healing and knowing this man believed 

in God’s ability to heal, loudly commanded him to stand upright. When the man 

lame from birth leaped to his feet and began to walk, the crowd was amazed.  But 

did they believe? 

 

Now, before we read about the crowd’s first reaction to this miracle, in verses 11-

18, allow me to explain the religious and cultural background of those listening to 

Barnabas and Paul and observing the miracle that day. 

 

The Roman poet Ovid wrote about a Greek legend involving the Greek gods, Zeus 

and Hermes.  Zeus was the chief god in the Greek pantheon, and Hermes, a lesser 

god, was his herald or spokesperson.  According to Ovid’s story, Zeus and Hermes 

had once visited a valley near Lystra, disguised as mortal humans seeking lodging. 

They went door to door to one thousand homes, but no one invited them in.  Finally 

they came to a humble cottage of straw and reeds, where a poor elderly couple 

named Philemon and Baucis freely welcomed them with a banquet that strained 

their meager resources.  In appreciation for the couple’s hospitality, the gods 

transformed their cottage into a temple with a golden roof and marble columns.  

They then appointed Philemon and Baucis priest and priestess of the temple, and 

they, instead of dying, became an oak and a linden tree. As for the inhospitable 

people, their homes were destroyed. 
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This legend was common knowledge among the people of Lystra.  In some ways, 

it is a story that made their town or area famous.  With this understanding of 

Lystra’s religious heritage, let’s read what happens first, following the instant 

miraculous healing of the lame man.   
 

11
When the crowds saw what Paul had done [meaning the healing of the 

blind man, after so much eloquent preaching], they raised their voice, 

saying in the Lycaonian language, “The gods have become like men and 

have come down to us.” 
12

And they began calling Barnabas, Zeus, and 

Paul, Hermes, because he was the chief speaker. 
13

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.  

14
But when the apostles Barnabas and Paul heard of it, they tore their 

robes and rushed out into the crowd, crying out 
15

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 

[inanimate idols and legends about Greek gods] to a living God, who made 

the heaven and the earth and the sea and all that is in them.”   

Note what Paul and Barnabas did here.  They taught these pagans about the true 

origin of the world and indirectly pointed out that their idols were unable to do 

anything.  Accordingly, the apostles then challenged the people to turn from their 

idols to the living God, to know him, and to be converted. They continued:  
 

16”
In the generations gone by He [God] permitted all the nations to go 

their own ways; 
17

and yet He did not leave Himself without witness, in 
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that He [God, not Zeus or Hermes] did good and gave you rains from 

heaven and fruitful seasons, satisfying your hearts with food and 

gladness.” 
18

Even saying these things, with difficulty they [Barnabas and 

Paul] restrained the crowds from offering sacrifice to them.  

Seeing this miraculous healing of the lame man and hearing the gifted speaking of 

Paul, the people of Lystra presumed and believed or had faith that their gods, Zeus 

(Barnabas) and his spokesperson Hermes (Paul) had visited the area again, and they 

didn’t want to make the same mistake that those before them in the legend had 

made!  

 

Assuming the possible arrival of Zeus and Hermes, the people ran to the local 

temple of Zeus, told the priest what had happened, and he quickly brought oxen to 

sacrifice to these two powerful visitors. 

 

Keep in mind, Barnabas and Paul were preaching to a pagan audience that was 

steeped in their pagan worship.  Barnabas and Paul also knew that these people 

would probably just add Jesus to their pre-existent pagan pantheon of gods.  So 

before they could go any further, they had to turn the hearts of the people from 

those useless things, idols and religious fables, to the living God and the truth about 

life.  Hence in verse 17, Paul was very emphatic in what he was telling his 

audience.   

 

Notice the opening words of verse 17, “and yet,” which is followed by a double 

negative, “not without witness,” to indicate emphasis.  Then, by using three Greek 

present active participles, “doing good,” “giving,” and “satisfying,” Paul 

demonstrated God’s continual care for creation in general and man in particular.  

Undoubtedly, Paul expected that this natural revelation about the truth of God plus 

the immediate healing of the lame man would cause these people to grasp the truth 

about the Gospel he had just been preaching.  But even with the miraculous, it was 

very difficult for these pagans to hold back their sacrificial worship of Barnabas 

and Paul.  They continued to put their faith in the wrong objects. 

 

This reveals a stumbling block to belief. How easy it is to worship God’s 

messenger rather than the God of the messenger!  When you listen to a preacher at 

church, online, in a Sunday School class, other Bible study, or even read the text of 

a godly teacher, are you guilty of worshipping the messenger, holding him or her 
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up in such high regard that you lose sight of Jesus?  Do you hold up one teacher in 

particular above all others?  Who or what are we worshipping--the God of the 

Bible, the Bible, or the teacher of the Bible?  Have we drifted away from 

developing an intimacy with Christ to having a fondness for Biblical knowledge or 

truth?  Understand, Biblical knowledge is a good thing, but it is not the goal.  It is 

not to know about God, but to commune with God intimately and to knowingly 

throughout the day continually fellowship with Him. 

 

At this point in our study, allow me to take a rabbit trail that I have held off going 

down for some time as we have been working our way through Acts.  This rabbit 

trail has to do with the subject of properly placed faith, the role of the miraculous 

such as signs and wonders, and the spiritual gift of healing.  This subject I believe 

is timely for us here at Crossroads, for we are in a season when many of you and 

your friends are facing serious faith-stretching health challenges.  So, where are we 

to place our faith in times like this?  In what are we to place our faith?  What is to 

be the proper focus of our faith?  Some are at a very vulnerable place in their lives, 

in danger of drifting off into placing their faith in something other than what God 

would have us believe. 

 

In the past, whether you are aware of it or not, the subject of faith healing and the 

miraculous has been the source of controversy and debate, even creating a divisive 

spirit in the body.   

 

On one side of the controversy are those who reject all miracles or signs and 

wonders as a possible option for today.  As a pattern, those who have wanted to 

deny the possibility of signs and wonders desire to ignore or turn attention away 

from the book of Acts, as though this book and its events were not normative, but 

exceptional. Therefore, no one should expect or even ask God for a miraculous 

healing.  

 

On the other side are those who would see or expect to see the miraculous as a 

norm for today, something to be expected or even to be properly demanded of God.  

They point to Acts as if there were no other book in the Bible and say, “See!  It was 

normal then and should be normal now.”  

 

I would suggest that both groups need to take the book of Acts more seriously and 

study it more carefully.  Thankfully, in recent years, there has been a calming down 

of the controversy, as the issue’s both sides are coming to a more Biblical balance.  

I believe that Acts is the book of the Bible that is best fitted to provide balance in 

Biblical teaching concerning this area of the miraculous.   
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We have already seen in Acts 13-14 that God can and does work with and without 

the miraculous in the process of proclaiming the Gospel and saving people. 

Therefore, we need to accept God’s sovereignty, as demonstrated in Acts, in such a 

way as to leave Him free to achieve His purposes as He wills, whether that be with 

signs and wonders or without them.   

 

With the remainder of our time, I would like to make six observations from the 

book that should help bring some Biblical balance to the discussion of the 

miraculous.   

 

As we look at some observations about the miraculous in the book of Acts, we see 

we will not be able to say the last word on the subject.  Realistically, for you, it is 

suggested that this may simply be a beginning point for your own further study of 

the subject. 

 

The first observation we can make in our study of Acts 13-14 is that signs and 

wonders are not a constant phenomenon; they are intermittent.  Signs and wonders 

come and go in Acts; they are not a steady flow.  When you consider the number of 

days and years that make up the recorded history of the book (about thirty years) 

and the number of miracles during that time, the miraculous happened often but 

were not necessarily the norm.  Having observed that, it does not mean that the 

miraculous power-working God has ceased to perform His miracles today.  He has 

not. 

 

A second observation is that signs and wonders, while granted by God, were given 

through spiritually gifted apostles who knew that the power of God was available to 

them at the time.  The subject of spiritual gifts and a list of several of them are 

found in 1 Corinthians 12.  We read there of sign gifts and gifts of healings.  But 

according to 2 Corinthians 12:12, the gifting of these miraculous powers is 

uniquely attributed to the true apostles.  We read in 2 Corinthians 12, “The signs 

of a true apostle were performed among you with all perseverance, by signs 

and wonders and miracles.”  In other words, these sign gifts were not used by 

those who were not apostles.  

 

Something else that is worthy to note is that even though the Apostles did not 

perform miracles at all times, they knew when God granted them the supernatural 

power to do so, as in our passage, and were able to boldly exercise such power.  
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Hence, it can be concluded that since the spiritual gifts of signs and wonders 

were solely possessed by the Apostles, then when the last Apostle died, those 

particular spiritual gifts ceased, but the miraculous works of God did not.  

 

In addition, as we observe from our text, signs and wonders did not necessarily 

produce a greater number of converts, nor did they serve to convince the 

unbelieving.  There seems to be no correlation between signs and wonders and a 

great revival. The signs and wonders of Acts 14:3 were followed by a “but” in 

verse 4, which speaks of a divided city. Even in the ministry of our Lord, signs and 

wonders did not convince or convert anyone. The unbelievers confronting Jesus 

continually asked for more proof, more signs, and more miracles, but they were 

never convinced when these miraculous wonders were produced.  And often times, 

as in our passage, the miracle merely attracted attention, and, in a way, it was 

unwanted attention.  The miracle itself saved no one.  In fact, in this case, it led to a 

divided city. 

 

In Lystra, signs and wonders led people to the wrong conclusion. The healing of 

the lame man at Lystra came close to concluding with the worship of Barnabas and 

Paul as pagan gods. 

 

Finally, signs and wonders are not the only evidence of God’s presence and power.  

Paul and Barnabas pointed to the routine blessings of God in nature as evidence of 

His existence and benevolence toward men. They did not want these pagans to see 

God only in the miraculous.  In no way should we disdain signs and wonders or 

take them lightly, but neither should we think of such miraculous interventions as 

the only evidence of God’s presence and power or as the only means which God 

has to achieve His will.  

 

In fact, the greatest evidence that brings testimony to God’s power to save through 

the Gospel is the ongoing transformation of people’s lives.  This evidence is the 

very theme of the book of Romans.  And yet, many churches that push miracles 

and claim miracles and salvation of people see no sustained numerical growth or 

life-transforming work, the best evidence of God’s presence and power.   

 

In the end, the focus of our faith is to be God—Who He is and what He has done 

for us.  Our logical response is to thank Him.  He is the sovereign God of eternity, 

who is free to achieve His purposes as He wills.  Hence, the object of our faith is 

not the miraculous nor the messenger, but the God of the miraculous and the 

messenger.   
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In addition, as it concerns our hope for miracles in our lives, it is good for us to 

be reminded that our God, who lovingly entered into time and flesh in the person of 

Jesus Christ, demonstrated His love and justice toward us by his finished work on 

the cross to forgive sin and to transform lives.  He is the same God who for good 

reasons does not perform miracles or chooses to perform miracles.  Hence, we can 

thank our God that having once come to save us and to change us, He will never 

abandon us, no matter how difficult the path on which He has called us to follow 

Him.  The lack of a miracle is not a sign of His having forgotten us or that His 

goodness toward us has changed.  We thank God for His goodness toward us.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


