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“RIOTS & REVIVALS” (Acts 14:1-28) 

This chapter sets out in summary of the key highlights of Paul’s first missionary journey. Some 
think the First Missionary Journey took many years. It could have been at least 1-2 years. Paul 
and Barnabas will minister in three different cities (Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe) with differing 
conditions and responses in each city. 
  

 
 
And it came to pass in Iconium, that they went both together into the synagogue of the Jews, and so spake, that a 
great multitude both of the Jews and also of the Greeks believed.  But the unbelieving Jews stirred up the Gentiles, 

and made their minds evil affected against the brethren. Long time therefore abode they speaking boldly in the 
Lord, which gave testimony unto the word of his grace, and granted signs and wonders to be done by their hands. 

(v-3) 
 
After leaving Antioch Pisidia, they made their way approximately a hundred miles southeast to 
Iconium. In typical fashion, when Paul arrived at a new city, he went to preach in the synagogue, 
“to the Jew first, and also to the Greek” (Romans 1:16b) This doubtless was wise as if he had begun 
with the Gentiles first, the Jews would have refused to hear him. This seemed a great beginning 
like Antioch, “a great multitude both of the Jews and also of the Greeks believed.” No doubt they were 
expecting opposition to arise.  
 The opposition came from hostile Jews again. Acts 4:2; 5:17; 6:9; 8:1 and 12:1. This 
phrase “unbelieving Jews” is a Greek phrase that literally says, “the disobeying Jews” as an 
unbeliever is one who is disobedient to God and His Word. Satan tries a different tactic from 
Antioch, but here it is subtle, poisonous propaganda that is spread against them. The irony is 
that these religious Jews, who normally despised and separated from the pagan Gentiles, would 
join together with them in order to oppose the gospel. Unbelievers have always been engaged in 
counter-evangelism. In Luke 12:51-53, Jesus Christ made a profound and seemingly shocking 
statement. No neutrality is possible when the gospel is preached in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

The Lord providentially held back the division between the two groups for the gospel to 
take root. The apostles knew the anger was about to explode on them, but they were bold in 
continuing to preach. They were rewarded with grace and power to minister there in the face of 
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such hostility, “Long time therefore abode they speaking boldly in the Lord, which gave testimony unto the word 
of his grace, and granted signs and wonders to be done by their hands.” 

Interestingly, in the Acts of Paul and Thecla, an apocryphal second century writing the 
setting of which is Iconium, we have the earliest historical description of Paul which says about 
him, “He was a man small in size with meeting eyebrows, a rather large nose, baldheaded, bow 
legs, strongly built, full of grace. At times, he looked like a man and at times, he had the face of 
an angel.” 
 
But the multitude of the city was divided: and part held with the Jews, and part with the apostles. And when there 
was an assault made both of the Gentiles, and also of the Jews with their rulers, to use them despitefully, and to 
stone them, They were ware of it, and fled unto Lystra and Derbe, cities of Lycaonia, and unto the region that 

lieth round about: And there they preached the gospel. (v4-7) 
 
Soon the dam broke and the tide of opposition was unrestrained. Like Cain from the beginning, 
murder was in the hearts of the opposition to God’s servants. This was so apparent that the two 
missionaries were forced to leave for their own safety. This was not cowardice but tactical 
prudence as in Matthew 10:23 Jesus gave these explicit orders, “But when they persecute you in this 
city, flee ye into another.” There is a difference between boldness and stupidity. 
 The persecution will backfire on the devil. For it will simply open up more places for the 
gospel seed to be planted. This time they go south to Lystra and Derbe, which were cities of the 
region of Lycaonia. Again, they are not put off from preaching the gospel. No doubt they had no 
idea how God would reach this city with the gospel. 
 

And there sat a certain man at Lystra, impotent in his feet, being a cripple from his mother's womb, who never 
had walked: The same heard Paul speak: who stedfastly beholding him, and perceiving that he had faith to be 

healed, Said with a loud voice, Stand upright on thy feet. And he leaped and walked. (v8-10) 
 
In Lystra Paul demonstrated the signs of an Apostle, by healing a crippled man in a public 
display of the power of God. Like Christ and Simon Peter, Paul through his anointed ministry 
was able to witness an amazing miracle. The Apostle had absolute belief in God’s power for he 
cried, “Stand upright on thy feet.” The man did more than merely stand up, “And he leaped and 
walked.” 
 

And when the people saw what Paul had done, they lifted up their voices, saying in the speech of Lycaonia, The 
gods are come down to us in the likeness of men. And they called Barnabas, Jupiter; and Paul, Mercurius, because 

he was the chief speaker. Then the priest of Jupiter, which was before their city, brought oxen and garlands unto 
the gates, and would have done sacrifice with the people. (v11-13) 

 
This is the first confrontation recorded between Paul and raw paganism. It certainly would not 
be the last. The god Jupiter was the Latin form of the Greek god Zeus and Mercurius was the 
Latin equivalent of the Greek god Hermes. John MacArthur explains,  
 

“The strange reaction by the people of Lystra to the healing had its roots in local 
folklore. According to tradition, the gods Zeus and Hermes visited Lystra incognito, 
asking for food and lodging. All turned them away except for a peasant named Philemon 
and his wife, Baucis. The gods took vengeance by drowning everyone in a flood. But they 
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turned the lowly cottage of Philemon and Baucis into a temple, where they were to serve 
as priest and priestess. Not wanting to repeat their ancestors’ mistake, the people of 
Lystra believed Barnabas to be Zeus and Paul to be Hermes.”  

 
This was a subtle change of tactics by the devil appealing to the ego of the apostles, especially 
after the persecution they faced previously. They could have been flattered by the respect after 
the previous raw hatred. One of the great temptations in the power of God in your ministry is to 
believe that it is because of you. We must always do God’s work from the position of humility. It 
is not about drawing attention to self.  
 

 
 

Which when the apostles, Barnabas and Paul, heard of, they rent their clothes, and ran in among the people, 
crying out, And saying, Sirs, why do ye these things? We also are men of like passions with you, and preach unto 
you that ye should turn from these vanities unto the living God, which made heaven, and earth, and the sea, and 
all things that are therein:  Who in times past suffered all nations to walk in their own ways. Nevertheless he left 
not himself without witness, in that he did good, and gave us rain from heaven, and fruitful seasons, filling our 
hearts with food and gladness. And with these sayings scarce restrained they the people, that they had not done 

sacrifice unto them. (v14-18) 
 
It probably took some time for Paul and Barnabas to understand because the people were 
conversing in the Lycaonian dialect that they didn’t understand. But as soon as they realized, 
Paul and Barnabas took decisive action.  This expression, “like passions” was an attempt to simply 
emphasize that they were simply human. Peter had to demonstrate the same to Cornelius when 
he fell down and worshipped him. In the Greek/Roman world man was often equated as a god, 
although they recognized that men died but their gods did not.  

Paul’s speech begins with a forthright attack on idolatry by telling these idolaters that the 
apostles, “preach unto you that ye should turn from these vanities unto the living God, which made heaven, and 
earth, and the sea, and all things that are therein.”  The expression “heaven and earth and sea” appeals to 
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natural revelation as opposed to supernatural revelation. Some believe that pagans are not 
responsible without the Scriptures, but v15-17 here indicates they are. This statement by Paul is 
significant because the Greeks believed that the heaven, earth and sea were deities but Paul was 
emphasizing that behind the unified creation there is one living God. In Acts 17 and Romans 1 
(although using more detailed argumentation), Paul repeats the same by focusing this time on the 
sustaining power of the Creator. The testimony of creation is sufficient to condemn people for 
their rebellion against God, but it is not sufficient to save them. 

 

 
 
Paul anticipates an objection from his audience of the historicity of their pagan ways, “Who in 
times past suffered all nations to walk in their own ways.” It seems here that Paul is referring to God 
abandoning all nations to live without special revelation of a Bible. However, God did not leave 
them in total darkness without any light for they had the written law in their hearts and a 
conscience (Romans 2:15-16) and the light of providential blessings, “in that He did good, and gave 
us rain from heaven, and fruitful seasons, filling our hearts with food and gladness.” Every season of fruitful 
sowing and reaping was a witness to these pagans of the grace of God. Today we know even 
more of the science of things like photosynthesis and the water cycle, which should fill our 
hearts with more gratitude. John Gill notes,  

 
“For many hundred years past; even ever since God chose and separated the people of 
Israel from the rest of the nations, to be a peculiar people to himself: from that time he 
suffered all nations to walk in their own ways; of ignorance, superstition, and idolatry; 
which they devised, and chose, and delighted in: not that he gave them any licence to 
walk in these ways, without being chargeable with sin, or with impunity; but he left them 
to themselves, to the dim light and law of nature, and gave them no written law, nor any 
external revelation of his mind and will; nor did he send any prophets or ministers of his 
unto them, to show them the evil of their ways, and turn them from them, and direct 
them to the true God, and the right way of worshipping him; but left them to take their 
own methods, and pursue the imagination of their own hearts: but the apostle suggests, 
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that the case was now altered, and God had sent them and other ministers of his, among 
all nations of the world, to protest against their superstition and idolatry; and to reclaim 
them from their evil ways, and to direct them to the true and living God, and his 
worship, and to preach salvation by his Son Jesus Christ.” 
 

And there came thither certain Jews from Antioch and Iconium, who persuaded the people, and having stoned 
Paul, drew him out of the city, supposing he had been dead. Howbeit, as the disciples stood round about him, he 

rose up, and came into the city: and the next day he departed with Barnabas to Derbe. (v19-20) 
 
The same people that want to worship him as a god now want to stone him to death. It 
demonstrates the fickle nature of humans and the folly of seeking the popularity of the crowd. 
Some of these unbelieving Jews come as far as 100 miles in their zeal and perseverance to hinder 
the gospel. Paul of all people would have understood this passion. However, despite their hatred 
for him Paul never lost his love for them. (Romans 10:1)  
 

 
 
It is interesting that they targeted Paul and not Barnabas. The devil could probably see that this 
man would do the greatest damage to his kingdom. Spurgeon once said, “Satan doesn’t beat a 
dead horse.” Here is the counterattack of the devil reverting to his ancient tactic of violence. The 
capriciousness of this pagan crowd is now seen as they were ready to deify Paul and Barnabas 
after the man was healed, but at the instigation of some Jews from Antioch turned and stoned 
Paul as an imposter. One writer makes a helpful point,  
 

“This story also teaches us that God is sovereign and fulfils His own plans in the earth 
and in our lives, and there are times that He allows His people who are faithfully trying 
to serve Him, to suffer various things.  Up until this point in Luke’s narrative in Acts, 
Paul had always been forewarned and delivered before persecution befell him, however 
here there was no forewarning as the Lord allowed him to be stoned, dragged out of the 
city, and left for dead.” 
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The vicious attack on Paul must have brought great sorrow to the hearts of Barnabas and 
the disciples. Some think that Paul was miraculously raised up, but others point out that this is 
not claimed and the probability is that he was merely stunned by a blow. Nevertheless, God 
preserved His servant for his work on earth was not yet run. 
 
And when they had preached the gospel to that city, and had taught many, they returned again to Lystra, and to 
Iconium, and Antioch, Confirming the souls of the disciples, and exhorting them to continue in the faith, and that 
we must through much tribulation enter into the kingdom of God.  And when they had ordained them elders in 
every church, and had prayed with fasting, they commended them to the Lord, on whom they believed. (v21-23) 

 
Incredibly, Paul went right back and finished the sermon and then even went back to Antioch. 
These were cities they had been threatened, stoned, and run out of town. It must have 
astonished observers. No wonder Paul did so much damage to the devil’s kingdom with 
persistence and courage like this. He did not consider his life as dear to himself, but his concern 
was to complete the mission that the Lord had given to him. That kind of courage comes only 
from trust in the Sovereign and Living God. Few of us, if any, would get up from an attempted 
murder and return to the murderous mob to preach Christ to them.  

It seems evident from Acts 16 that Timothy was one of Paul’s converts here and was one 
that Paul strengthened or confirmed. Gaius also was from Derbe, who later became a 
companion of Paul (Acts 20:4). The word “confirming” means to make solid, to fix, to glue down. 
Some may have been Christians only a few months. So, Paul made these young converts 
surrounded by the hazards of persecution and paganism solid by the Word of God. He was not 
simply interested in decision but wanted disciples. Paul wasn’t like a mother who gave birth to 
her children and then abandoned them.  

The initial journey out to Derbe was more evangelistic in nature; the journey back 
through the same cities was more pastoral in focus. This was a long way back to Antioch and a 
much more hostile and physically demanding route. But Paul and Barnabas never sought the easy 
way in serving the Lord. This example must have been such an encouragement to all the young 
Christians and relatively immature leaders in these churches. Before they left to strike out in new 
ground, they did three things: 
 
(a) Warned them that the Christian life is a long hard pilgrimage, “and exhorting them to continue in 
the faith, and that we must through much tribulation enter into the kingdom of God.” Many are told today 
that if you “come to Jesus” that everything in your life will be perfect or that you will be blessed 
with physical health and wealth. But the Bible makes no such promises.    
(b) Ordained leaders – the verb “ordained them” means to stretch forth a hand and appointed. 
Probably, Paul and Barnabas moderated by presiding in the assembly when the choice was made 
or they made the choice and then put the candidates to the members to approve or to 
disapprove. There was a need for mature men to teach, preach, and guard the local church 
against heresy, especially in the absence of Paul and Barnabas. Usually there is a correlation 
between physical age and spiritual maturity so they were probably the older group of converts. 
Doubtless the choices of elders were based on the spiritual qualifications that Paul later 
enumerated (1 Tim. 3:1-7; Titus 1:5-9). Elders are not perfect men, but they must be spiritual 
men. 
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(c) Prayed with fasting – this season of prayer and fasting was likely connected with the selection, 
appointing, and commending of elders to the ministry, for these were vital choices. It may have 
been many years before Paul and Barnabas visited again.  
 
Now having commended the Church to elders, they commend the whole Church to God. This 
means they placed the burden of these people in the hands of the Lord. This was a good lesson 
to the church in how to seek God in times of difficulty. This is the beginning of the second-
generation leadership in Acts. God is a God of order in every aspect. Church order is not a 
negative concept. It is an essential part of church life. We should embrace it and cherish it. As 
one writer put it, 
 

“And in response to the chaos and disorder and the unruliness of men after the fall, God 
has instituted another kind of order in the world. And God now rules over people 
through a directed order that falls into three categories: the family, the church, and the 
state. And in all of these areas God has set in order that there be leaders and followers. 
That there be authority and submission. In the family, the parents are the leaders. In the 
church, the pastors and elders are the leaders. In the state, the government officials are 
the leaders.” 

 

 
 
And after they had passed throughout Pisidia, they came to Pamphylia. And when they had preached the word in 
Perga, they went down into Attalia: And thence sailed to Antioch, from whence they had been recommended to the 

grace of God for the work which they fulfilled. And when they were come, and had gathered the church together, 
they rehearsed all that God had done with them, and how he had opened the door of faith unto the Gentiles. And 

there they abode long time with the disciples. (v24-28) 
 
It is appropriate that they should give a full account of their work to the Church that sent them 
out. None of us are unaccountable; even the Apostle Paul. They made sure that God got the 
glory for their journey and this must have been an exciting meeting as they heard the stories and 
saw the scars, “And when they were come, and had gathered the church together, they rehearsed all that God 
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had done with them.” A true man of God always seeks the glory of Him that sent him.  No doubt 
the church in Antioch had been praying much during the extended period that these men had 
been gone. Every church should welcome the testimonies of servants of the Lord from their 
labours.  

Paul was very clear in his mind that the Lord had “opened the door of faith.” At the 
beginning of the next chapter we see the Judaizers attempting to close it again. But no one can 
close what God has opened. We are told “And there they abode long time with the disciples.” This may 
have been a number of years. It would be a time of spiritual refreshing after such an arduous 
journey where they nearly lost their lives on a number of occasions. It seemed wherever Paul 
went it resulted in Revival or Riot. Sometimes it was both. Paul had his share of bad days. But 
Christianity is walking with God in the storms and in the sunshine. 

 
 
 


