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Text: Acts 14:21-28 (#46)

Acts 14:21-28  21 They preached the good news in that city and won a large number of disciples. Then they returned to Lystra, Iconium and Antioch,  22 strengthening the disciples and encouraging them to remain true to the faith. "We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God," they said.  23 Paul and Barnabas appointed elders for them in each church and, with prayer and fasting, committed them to the Lord, in whom they had put their trust.  24 After going through Pisidia, they came into Pamphylia,  25 and when they had preached the word in Perga, they went down to Attalia.  26 From Attalia they sailed back to Antioch, where they had been committed to the grace of God for the work they had now completed.  27 On arriving there, they gathered the church together and reported all that God had done through them and how he had opened the door of faith to the Gentiles.  28 And they stayed there a long time with the disciples.

Summary from last week (#45)
The true gospel way of life is not noisy and fancy. The more the depth of the gospel is found in one’s life, the more one’s own fleshly standard and judgment perishes.  God’s hidden thoughts and will can be perceived when our strong and lustful standards crumble down. When the gospel becomes a religion, one’s faith will become like the Pharisee’s.  His outer appearance looks fancy, yet the inside of his heart is filled with dirty and lawless rubbish. The main role of a religion is centered on “I”, so “my” old standard and judgment become more reinforced when one eagerly serves his own god. This isn’t worthy of eternal life and, even more, it reveals that one is not truly saved. 

One who was appointed for eternal life experiences the grace of the gospel. Why is God’s predestined will necessary for our salvation?  It is because we can’t realize truth by ourselves. We have become a captive to sin from our birth. Our minds are totally corrupted and perverted, which causes us to lie all the time for our own self-satisfaction.  Unless God sends His Spirit ahead of us and releases our chains in darkness, true salvation is impossible to achieve in our lives. God first chooses His people with unconditional love and grace and sends His Spirit in order to bring them out of darkness by regenerating their hearts.  That amazing work of the grace of God causes our repentance and leads us to accept Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior.  As a result, we become worthy of eternal life. Everything is as a result of God’s grace. Those who received God’s great predestined service should strive to realize the depth of the gospel so that God’s intended will clearly displayed in the bible won’t be distorted and misunderstood.  We have to do a spiritual fight within ourselves through the word and prayer in order to reveal God’s righteousness alone and send forth the life-giving fragrance of Jesus Christ. 

“They preached the good news in that city and won a large number of disciples. Then they returned to Lystra, Iconium and Antioch” (v.21)
 Through Paul and Barnabas’ mission empowered by the Holy Spirit, a great number of Jews and Gentiles begin to believe in Jesus Christ.  But those who refused to believe gathered together plotting to kill them (14:1-7).  When the word of God is delivered truthfully, the work of grace strongly rises up. When the work of grace occurs, those legalistic and religious believers can’t bear it. They begin to stand up against God’s people. The word that those religious people hate the most is “grace.” The word, “grace”(“karis”) is “joy, pleasure, and delight.” Its verb (“karizomai”) in the middle voice means, “to freely forgive” or “to grant as a favor.”  Why do they hate this word? They want their passion and devoted deeds to be more approved and rewarded by God, but they are displeased when they see others who have less or no activity with God who are still granted grace in the same way as they are. They can’t acknowledge and accept that the Gentiles who have no relationship with or do nothing for God just receive God’s grace freely and unconditionally.  They have counted their diligent service as the only worthy to receive God’s favor, so they can’t tolerate seeing that the Gentiles who never serve God as they do being served by Him. This is man’s sinful nature based on the lustful knowledge of good and evil and a religious spirit causing one to resist God’s true grace.

Jesus gave us “The Parable of the Workers in the Vineyard” to teach us about God’s kingdom (Matt.20:1-16).  At different times, each worker enters into the vineyard and works for the landowner until evening. At the end, the owner of the vineyard calls them all and pays them their wages in the same amount. Then the worker who spent more hours at the vineyard complains about the owner’s unfair treatment. The owner answers him, “Take your pay and go. I want to give the man who was hired last the same as I gave you.  15 Don't I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are you envious(“poneros”: full of legalistic labor)  because I am generous (“agathos”: God’s absolute goodness)? '(Matthew 20:14-15).   All legalistic and religious believers pretend to work hard for God, yet deep inside of their hearts, there is great anger toward God because they eventually consider Him as an evil owner. They regard God as One who gives reward and punishment according to their works. They have no choice but to obey because they have no power to stand against Him.  In fact, they always wait for revenge. As evidence of this, when Jesus who is God came down to earth, they gathered all of their strength and killed Him on the cross. They can’t understand the spiritual law about the true “goodness” of God.  “For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Rom.14:17). The kingdom of God is about enjoying and praising God the Father who works for us. We don’t work as an employee for the kingdom of God who pays a price for our works.

We get the same message from the Parables of the Talents (Matt.25:14-30). This message isn’t about God’s rewarding His servants who made more profit than others for His business.  People mistakenly take the message in reverse.  What is the core message that Jesus was trying to say to us?  “His master replied, 'Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things (deliverance of Gods’ truth); I will put you in charge of(“kathistemi”: to appoint, to exhibit) many things(“polus”: large crowds). Come and share your master's happiness!(“chara”: joy –same root as “kara”: grace)'” (v.23).  This parable simply tells us that God will entrust the mission of the gospel to those servants who correctly deliver the law of God in the light of His grace. The word, “talents”  does not point out to gifts or abilities but to the word of God’s unfathomable grace. “Talent” was the scale of weighing gold or silver. (e.g. one talent: about 34 kg of gold, worth over 20 years wage, today’s value is about 1.7 billion, “five talents” is about 7.5 billion).  When we fulfill God’s mission well, He will open more doors of evangelism in our service and add more of His heavenly joy in our lives. On the contrary, the servant who received one talent hid it in the ground (symbolizing “the law”). This one represents the condition of not understanding the true content of truth and as a result, trying to serve God legalistically and religiously.  Obviously, he will be afraid of his owner whom he believes will either reward or punish according to his deeds.  All religious people will be judged according to their legalistic confession and behaviors at the end. The spiritual law of sowing and reaping in the gospel should be viewed in the same perspective.  “Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked(“mukterizo”: knowing difference between our inside and outside). A man reaps what he sows.  8 The one who sows to please his sinful nature(“flesh”: law), from that nature will reap destruction(the law’s judgment); the one who sows to please the Spirit(the life-giving word, grace), from the Spirit will reap eternal life.  9 Let us not become weary in doing good(“kalos”: the work of delivering the grace of Gods’ truth and bearing the fruit of life), for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up” (Galatians 6:7-9).

Two apostles, Paul and Barnabas, demonstrate the word of God with amazing signs and wonders during their mission in Lystra. A man crippled in his feet is healed by God’s grace while listening to Paul’s message (Acts 14:8-9). All the sick such as the deaf, blind, lame, and demon-possessed symbolize our spiritual condition.  “From birth,” we all have been bound to sin so we can’t correctly hear and understand the truth. So like the man crippled in his feet, we are always seized by the ground  (living by law), and as a result, we will be punished to death at the end. The power of the gospel is “resurrection”(“anothen”: rise above toward heaven). It makes us rise up as one united with the heavenly life of Christ. We finally come out of the bondage of the ground by the power of Christ. We can now walk in the direction of truth with a new life in Christ.  Paul perceives that he has “faith to be made well”  (“sozo”: to save).  Healing is not the ultimate goal for this crippled man.  He saw his own spiritual problem correctly through his sickness by Gods’ grace and desperately sought for the grace of God’s salvation.  Look at all the sufferings and troubles occurring in our lives. They are all the result of our wicked sins. However, God’s saints begin to long for the true grace of Gods’ salvation in the midst of their troubles.  The power of the cross that breaks the chain of our original sin, self-committed sin, and all the curses is experienced through God’s grace, especially during our hardships.  Knowing Christ is the greatest miracle and blessing of all.

When the crippled man is healed, an unexpected thing happens. The religious people who saw this miracle want to offer sacrifices to the two apostles, believing in their minds that “the gods have come down to us in human form” (v.11).  This is a very wicked example of the spirit of idol worship that is deeply rooted in every one of us. People want a god like the “Genie” out of Aladdin’s lamp so that they can recite a spell anytime and use their gods to make their life richer and themselves more powerful in the world. They don’t care about images as long as they are blessed and empowered by them. “For they said to me, 'Make a god for us who will go before us” (Exo. 32:23). For their self-gratification and satisfaction, people naturally devote themselves to a religious life.  With that religious spirit, people justify their status and behaviors in a fancy way, while committing all kinds of evil deeds and brutality behind the scenes.  However, those who were truly appointed for eternal life live a completely different life. “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this way: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us”(Rom.5:8). “Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, "Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?" And I said, "Here am I. Send me!" (Isa. 6:8).  God’s saints are ones whose lustful passion and desires are nailed on the cross. They are obedient walking the path that God calls out and only desiring to reveal God’s amazing grace and glory during their faithful journey to complete God’s calling.

“Strengthening the disciples and encouraging them to remain true to the faith. "We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God," they said” (v.22)

Wherever the two apostles, Paul and Barnabas, preach the gospel, great turmoil takes place.  When there displays a great manifestation of God’s saving grace, many religious people react very mystically. On the other hand, great persecution arises against them.   Especially some Jews gather and stir up the crowd to kill them. “They stoned Paul and dragged him outside the city, thinking he was dead” (v.19). However, Paul is revived again by God’s grace. No one can stop the work of the Holy Spirit and the great passion for the gospel given to Paul. “However, I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me-- the task of testifying to the gospel of God's grace” (Acts 20:24).  This confession could be made because Paul truly discovered the gospel as the greatest value of all in his life.  Our mission is to testify to the gospel of grace alone. There are so many people who consider themselves as ones who have a divine mission and give great commitment for their beliefs. Our commitment is completely different from their religious devotion. Our mission is not “for us” but “for the name of God” who wants to give the life of His grace to others. Our mission comes from our genuine confession that we love the gospel of grace more than our life.  We have experienced God’s unconditional grace and redemptive love by which Jesus gave us His life on the cross so that our sin can be freely forgiven and our life can be led to the resurrection of new life. God’s great compassion and devoted works broke down all of our darkness and brought us into the light of a new life in Christ. People who do not know this amazing “grace” try to live hard “for themselves” for a short period of time on earth and will be thrown into the lake of fire at the end.

What is God’s mission entrusted to the Apostle Paul?   It is to find ones who have “faith to be saved” and “ones who were appointed for eternal life” while preaching and teaching the gospel.  “For I am with you, and no one is going to attack and harm you, because I have many people in this city” (Acts 18:10). This is the heart of our Father who awaits His prodigal sons to return to His arms where He is always standing outside the door of His house.  He wants to give the grace of the gospel to His people, His own sons. Therefore, the grace of the gospel must continually be preached through the mouth of God’s servants. Only by hearing the message of truth can true faith be found. 

Paul encourages his disciples to remain true to the faith saying, We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God”(v.22).  What is “hardship?” The word, “hardship”(“thlipsis”<”tribos”:worn track, path<”trauma”: wound, “trizo”: gnash) points to all of the legalistic, religious, and humanistic life styles that are set apart from God’s life. Why did Jesus have to come to us?  “As it is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet: "A voice of one calling in the desert, 'Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him.  5 Every valley shall be filled in, every mountain and hill made low. The crooked roads shall become straight, the rough ways smooth.  6 And all mankind will see God's salvation” (Luke 3:4-6).  All people on earth are mentally and physically suffering because of the power of darkness controlling and seizing their lives.  Irresistible emptiness and chaos continually fills their hearts. They are too busy and crazy. They eagerly go through the worn, crooked, and perverted path where there is no bread of true life in it. Everyone has to cover themselves with their own religious, legalistic, and humanistic power and pretend to be happy and well.  The gospel exposes that spiritual darkness of our thick-covering and begins to operate on it. That is the great hardship and tribulation taking place inside of us.  We will be led to walk the smooth path as our wounds are healed by the power of the Holy Spirit. Even more, God establishes a new heavenly standard which the world can’t fit and resist within us. Now, we are given the new mission in which we must constantly proclaim the gospel of life and awaken God’s people from their sleep.  God’s saints have to go through many hardships presented by the enemies inside and outside of their lives due to the gospel.  That is the evidence that testifies to our belonging to God’s kingdom. 

Conclusion
The life of earth is just a practice ground for God’s saints to enter into the kingdom of God. When the truth of the gospel flows in us and through us to others, great tribulation and hardship takes place. We begin to see more of our darkness deeply hidden inside of us. It causes us to go through great shame and pains. But it is a very necessary process for true healing and restoration in the gospel.  In addition, when we try to share the truth of the gospel with others, the darkness of untruth in the world stands against us. That is another tribulation coming from outside that we have to bear also. To enter into the kingdom of God, those marks of suffering and hardships are continually carved in our minds as well as on our bodies. That is, in fact, the true blessings of God. Let us experience Gods’ heavenly peace and power while going through those hardships and remain in the confidence of our salvation freely given by God. Let us give true thanksgiving and praise to God who does marvelous works in our lives.
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