
Sermon at Christ Well on 3 February 2019 - Acts 14.8 – 20      

I have heard it said that when the apostle Paul showed up, there was either a 

riot or a revival, whereas wherever I preach, they serve a cup of tea. When you 

hear of the episode of Paul in Lystra from our reading tonight, you can see 

both excitement (as the crippled man is healed), but also danger (as Paul is 

stoned and left for dead). 

This is not the only occasion on which the ministry of Paul seems to be a 

continuation of the ministry of Jesus.  A man who has been lame from birth is 

enabled to walk: a healing miracle in the manner of Jesus.  It is way beyond the 

time constraints of a single sermon to consider the ways in which the ministry 

of successive generations of Christians continued to change, to evolve – 

certainly, by the second century AD, there were those who cheapened, 

demeaned the healing ministry of Jesus by passing off themselves as little 

more than cheap travelling magicians.  Nonetheless, an important question 

remains for us: in what explicit ways, do we continue the ministry of Jesus?  To 

put it another way, in what ways do people see and hear Jesus when they see 

and hear us?  I hope that our proclamation of prophetic truth has not been 

diluted…and I hope that the message of unconditional love continues to be 

demonstrated clearly. 

This evening’s passage presents us with a truth with which we are very familiar 

in our own times – that context matters, that we need to take account of 

context.  Here, a local language is spoken – and there are references to local 

ways of thinking, particularly the Greek way of looking at gods and their 

engagement with humankind.  A miracle is performed and folk are ready with 

sacrifices.  There was a legend in circulation about another town that had been 

visited by Zeus and Hermes, where the gods had found no welcome, except for 

an old couple, who brought them into their home. That couple was rewarded, 

but the town was destroyed. The people of Lystra didn’t want the same thing 

to happen to them, and so they were ready!  We are understood in the light of 

our history – and all those who would share faith effectively must understand 

this and take account of it. 

It begs the question – when we consider the challenges of sharing faith here in 

South-West Wales, are their context-specific things which matter?  I am not 

talking about the whole of the UK… I am talking about the here and now of 

Swansea and the surrounding areas.  Dr Robert Pope certainly argued that this 

was the case in his influential essay, ‘The flight from the chapels’, published in 



2000, but with lessons aplenty 20 years on.  He argued that because chapel life 

had effectively become an integral part of local culture, most congregations 

failed to have an understanding of the nature of faith sharing, of evangelism…it 

was simply assumed that you would occupy your place on a Sunday.  When 

this stopped being the norm in the aftermath of the First World War, 

congregations had no idea what to do…and this has effectively meant that the 

decline of Christianity in Wales has been faster and more sustained than in 

other parts of the UK.  We are still not sure what to do about this. 

Context matters…but Paul and Barnabas are prepared to challenge local 

understanding and ideas.  They make it very clear that they are human beings 

and not gods, they make it very clear that their business is the proclamation of 

Good News, the Good News – and although this is a pretty powerful mini-

sermon, the author tells us that they only just prevent the offering of 

sacrifices!  Paul is not in the business of offering a generic, one-size-fits-all 

sermon; when he speaks, he ensures that what he says is relevant for a 

particular audience and is appropriate for a particular audience.  When I 

started training for ministry, I know that I had a small batch of ‘good’ sermons, 

which I believed that I could use in a variety of locations…and there are senses 

in which truth is always truth.  I learned quickly, though, that you cannot 

simply trawl a sermon around the chapels; every congregation is different – 

and I do think that people have a right to know that a particular ‘word’ has 

been prepared for them.  Context matters. 

We are also reminded in this evening’s reading just how quickly things can 

change.  Vv.19 and 20 are very matter-of-fact… surprising, really, given the 

story which they contain.  The priest of Zeus has been on the verge of bringing 

bulls and garlands, wreaths, as a sacrifice to Paul and Barnabas – adulation that 

amounts to worship – yet a verse later we are told that some Jews arrive, win 

over the crowd, with the result that Paul is stoned and effectively left for dead; 

thankfully, helped by some Christian friends, he survives and, Paul being Paul, 

he goes straight back to town. 

There are is more going on in these verses than can be described adequately in 

the few words which they contain.  It is not the first time in Scripture in which 

crowds have appeared fickle, it is not the first time that we have encountered 

those adept at manipulation, it is not the first time we have encountered 

brutal violence experienced on the part of God’s servants – and it is not the 

first time that somebody has gone back to what effectively seems to be a 



battle zone.  The dividing line between commendable bravery and reckless 

folly is probably quite a narrow one; you can argue that this is necessary 

bravery here, since the rest of the chapter makes clear that Paul achieves 

considerable success when he goes back to town… and there is little to be 

gained for the Kingdom if our actions are characterised by unseeing folly that 

almost amounts to stupidly. 

As is so often in the Christian life, it is about discernment.  By and large, I 

suspect that we play it too safe as Christians; because our resources are 

limited, because we are uncertain as to how words and actions will be 

received, we have become too ‘risk-averse’ in the way that we manage things.  

We need constantly to be asking how faith speaks directly to the situations in 

which we find ourselves…how money should be spent, how decisions should 

be made, how events should be planned, how overall strategies should be 

formulated.  As is so often the case, it is about achieving the right and godly 

balance. 


