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Sermon Notes                   Ben Muir 
Acts 14:8-18                         11/18/18 
 

“A Living God” 
 
Acts 14:8-18 
8 Now at Lystra there was a man sitting who could not use his feet. He was crippled from birth 
and had never walked. 9 He listened to Paul speaking. And Paul, looking intently at him 
and seeing that he had faith to be made well, 10 said in a loud voice, “Stand upright on your 
feet.” And he sprang up and began walking. 11 And when the crowds saw what Paul had done, 
they lifted up their voices, saying in Lycaonian, “The gods have come down to us in the likeness 
of men!” 12 Barnabas they called Zeus, and Paul, Hermes, because he was the chief 
speaker. 13 And the priest of Zeus, whose temple was at the entrance to 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 garments and rushed out into the crowd, 
crying out,15 “Men, why are you doing these things? We also are men, of like nature with you, 
and we bring you good news, 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. 16 In past generations 
he allowed all the nations to walk in their own ways. 17 Yet he did not leave himself without 
witness, for he did good by giving you rains from heaven and fruitful seasons, satisfying your 
hearts with food and gladness.” 18 Even with these words they scarcely restrained the people 
from offering sacrifice to them. 
 
Big idea: Our satisfaction is wrapped up in God’s glory. (disclaimer about John Piper) 
 
Structure of this passage: 

• Miracle 

• Misunderstanding 

• Mission 
 

Miracle (8-10) 
V. 8: Paul and Barnabas end up in Lystra. 

• Lystra was 18 miles southwest of Iconium  

• Lystra’s population was made up mainly of Gentiles and didn’t have a synagogue.  

• They were also polytheists (worship many gods) who worshiped idols. 
 
V. 9: “He listened to Paul speaking. And Paul, looking intently at him and seeing that he had 
faith to be made well.”  

• Faith comes by hearing  

• Later in Paul’s life he writes in Romans 10:17: “17 So faith comes from hearing, and 
hearing through the word of Christ.” 

• Paul was being faithful to carry out the mission of God that reflects the heart of God. 
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• Earlier in Romans 10 Paul asks this question: “And how are they to believe in him of 
whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone preaching?” 
(Romans 10:14) 

 
V. 10: “Paul…said in a loud voice, ‘Stand upright on your feet.’”  

• The healing of the crippled man was not only for his benefit, but also for the benefit of 
those around him. (we saw this earlier in Acts) 

 
We saw the same things in Acts 9 when Peter healed Aeneas. God could have healed him much 
earlier, but God chose to heal him at a particular time in history.  
John 9:1-3: “As he passed by, he saw a man blind from birth. 2 And his disciples asked 
him, ‘Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?’ 3 Jesus answered, ‘It 
was not that this man sinned, or his parents, but that the works of God might be displayed in 
him.’” 
 
So the blind man was healed so that God could receive glory. The blind man was healed so that 
people could see it happen and give glory to God, who made it happen. 
 

Misunderstanding (11-13) 
Verses 11 and 12 say, “11 And when the crowds saw what Paul had done, they lifted up their 
voices, saying in Lycaonian, ‘The gods have come down to us in the likeness of 
men!’ 12 Barnabas they called Zeus, and Paul, Hermes, because he was the chief speaker.” 
 
Background information: 
Approximately 50 years earlier there was a Roman poet named Ovid. He wrote a work called 
Metamorphoses in which he retold an ancient legend that the people of Lystra likely knew well.  
The legend said that at one point Zeus and Hermes, the Greek gods (Ovid would have called 
them by their Roman names, Jupiter and Mercury), had come to the hill country around Lystra, 
disguised as men, looking for a place to stay. Even though they asked at many homes, no one 
took them in, until an elderly couple did. The couple fed them and treated them well, which 
cost them much of what they had. 
In return, the gods destroyed the homes of everyone who had denied them shelter and richly 
rewarded the elderly couple who had taken them inThis was a commonly-known story among 
the people of Lystra and at least partially explains their dramatic reaction to the miracle of Paul. 
They did not want to get on the wrong side of the gods again. 
 
Common theme in Acts: people bring cultural baggage into conversations. We must remember 
this as we engage people in talking about the gospel. We must listen to them. 
 
Once Paul and Barnabas realize what is going on they go into “crisis mode.” 
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Mission (14-18) 
Vv. 14-15: “14 But when the apostles Barnabas and Paul heard of it, they tore their garments 
and rushed out into the crowd, crying out,15 ‘Men, why are you doing these things?’” 
 
Question: What was at the root of their actions here?  
Answer: They realized that their glory was about to exceed God’s glory in the eyes of the 
people.  
 
Vv. 14-15: Contrast Paul and Barnabas’ response to being labeled as a god to Herod’s response 
to being labeled as a god. 
In Acts 12:20-23 Herod gives a speech and the people start shouting, “The voice of a god, and 
not of a man!” Because Herod did not give glory to God he is struck dead. 
It is a stark difference. Basking in the glory versus reflecting the glory.  
 
V. 15: Paul says that he and Barnabas bring them “good news.” 
They know that if the people glorify them, then the people will ultimately be left empty. 
But if the people glorify God, then they will find true satisfaction and fulfillment. 
 
V. 15: “turn from these vain things to a living God” 
 
In this he is following the example of the prophet Isaiah, whom Paul would have been very 
familiar with. In Isaiah 44 (Isaiah 44:12-20) we see one of the more humorous commentaries on 
idols, which is something Paul was trying to divert the people’s affections from.  
 
Any time we come across physical idols that people worship in Scripture it is worth clarifying 
what idolatry is. In his book “Counterfeit Gods,” Tim Keller gives a good definition: “An idol is 
whatever you look at and say, in your heart of hearts, ‘If I have that, then I’ll feel my life has 
meaning, then I’ll know I have value, then I’ll feel significant and secure.’ There are many ways 
to describe that kind of relationship to something, but perhaps the best one is worship.” 
 
So an idol is something that we worship. Another way to think about it is making a good thing 
an ultimate thing.  
 
What is the idol in your life that possesses too much of a share of your mental well-being? 
 
Lastly, in verse 17, Paul says, “17 Yet he did not leave himself without witness, for he did good 
by giving you rains from heaven and fruitful seasons, satisfying your hearts with food 
and gladness.” 
Paul is referencing what is known as “common grace,” or grace that is accessible to all mankind, 
not just those who place their trust in Christ.  
Here Paul says that God provided for their needs, even when they did not trust in him. He says 
that they found some satisfaction in the things that God gave them. But ultimately, Paul pleads 
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with them to find ultimate, true, lasting satisfaction by ceasing to worship things that can never 
provide it and turning to a living God who can. 
 

Conclusion 
As we have talked about, the people had some concept of gods coming down to them “in the 
likeness of men.” There were stories of Zeus temporarily disguising himself as a man and 
walking among humans. But those stories were usually about the god accomplishing something 
at the expense of mankind, or at least with a selfish agenda in mind. And often in the pursuit of 
that goal the god would show just as much frailty as humans ever do. The god would be prone 
to greed, jealousy, lust, violence, etc. 
 
The hope of the Christian is that we also have a God who put on the appearance of a man and 
lived among us to accomplish a mission. But it was not a mission of assault, it was a mission of 
rescue.  
 
John 1:14: “14 the Word became flesh and dwelt among us.” And just before that, in verse 9-12, 
John tells us this: “9 The true light, which gives light to everyone, was coming into the 
world. 10 He was in the world, and the world was made through him, yet the world did not know 
him. 11 He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him. 12 But to all who did receive 
him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God.” 
 
This is the message that Paul was preaching. This is the message of hope that defined his life. 
May it define our lives as well.  
 

Application 
• What is an instance in your life where you didn’t understand why something was 

happening but later saw that it glorified God?  

• What are some different cultural backgrounds you have encountered in talking with 
people about Jesus? How did you handle that situation? What could you have done 
differently? 

• What is prone to being an idol in your life? What is a step you can take to turn from that 
idol to the “living God”? 

 


