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CONFIRMING THE TRUTH
(Acts 14:1-7)

TEXT:  Acts 14:3
SUBJECT:  Missions/Outreach
F.C.F:  Do we need miracles to reach out effectively?
PROPOSITION:  Since the Lord confirms his Word through the Holy Spirit, 
we can proclaim the Word with confidence.
INTRODUCTION:


A.  One of the important truths we have seen in our study of Acts is that the church must be constantly reaching out, sharing the faith, and making new disciples.  When the church became stalled in Jerusalem as we saw in Acts 6, God sent a persecution to scatter them in Acts 8.  This is a direct challenge to the church today to avoid becoming distracted and to keep moving forward in proclaiming Christ.  In Acts 13, we saw how the Holy Spirit set apart Paul and Barnabas for direct outreach as missionaries, and we have been tracing their work.


But now we find a new element added to their ministry.  We read about it in verse 3:  “So they remained for a long time, speaking boldly for the Lord, who bore witness to the word of his grace, granting signs and wonders to be done by their hands.”  Paul and Barnabas preached Christ in the synagogue at Iconium with some measure of success.  But they ran into Jewish opposition.  And so the Lord granted them “signs and wonders.”  


B. There is really no question that the church of Jesus Christ is in serious decline in the Western world including North America.  Various solutions have been offered over recent years.  For thirty years or so a segment of the church has tried the marketing approach, treating the Gospel as though it were a product to be advertised.  This effort is collapsing.  A more recent solution has been to drop the difficult and distinctive teachings of Scripture to make it easier to accept.  This approach is also doomed to failure because it empties the saving power of the gospel.  


But a growing segment of the church has for the last 100 years or so recommended the use of miracles, signs and wonders, to demonstrate the reality of God’s presence and compel people to believe.  Is the church today handicapped by the lack of these remarkable, miraculous signs? Should we be seeking miracles as the cure to the church’s decline today? Why did the miracles that we read about in the Bible cease?  How well did they work in making people believe?  What was the purpose of these signs and wonders like the ones we read about in Acts 14?  Let’s consider the purpose of these miraculous signs.  

I. CONFIRMATION OF GOD’S WORD.  
 

A.  God graciously gave signs, miraculous proofs, to testify to the truthfulness of his Word.  This is clearly the purpose of the miracles he granted in Iconium.  “1 Now at Iconium they entered together into the Jewish synagogue and spoke in such a way that a great number of both Jews and Greeks believed. 2 But the unbelieving Jews stirred up the Gentiles and poisoned their minds against the brothers. 3 So they remained for a long time, speaking boldly for the Lord, who bore witness to the word of his grace, granting signs and wonders to be done by their hands.”  So it’s very clear:  the purpose of these signs and wonders was that the Lord was bearing witness to the truthfulness of his Word.  

B.  This is the regular, ordinary use for biblical signs and wonders, by the way.  The miraculous signs were God’s own testimony authenticating the message of his spokesmen.  When Moses was called to deliver the people of Israel from slavery in Egypt, he protested that the people would not believe that God sent him, that he was God’s spokesman.  So God gave him signs to perform before them:  his staff would become a snake, his hand would become leprous and then become healed, and water poured on the ground would become blood.  God bore witness to his spokesman. 


We find the same thing in the days of Elijah and Elisha, when almost all of Israel had defected from the Lord to serve other gods.  How could they know that Elijah was speaking the truth? God granted miraculous signs.  Who can forget that showdown on Mt. Carmel when Elijah challenged the 450 prophets of Baal to produce fire from heaven?  When they had worn themselves out calling to their false god with no answer, Elijah simply prayed, and the fire fell.  


Our Lord Jesus Christ similarly was authenticated by his miracles, supremely by his resurrection from the dead.  These miracles were so common, public, and indisputable, that the disciples could later proclaim Jesus as “a man attested to you by God with mighty works and wonders and signs that God did through him in your midst, as you yourselves know” (Acts 2:22).

C.  But what we must remember is that these signs did not compel belief.  All of the people of Iconium saw the miraculous signs, but not all believed:  “4 But the people of the city were divided; some sided with the Jews and some with the apostles.”  To the unbiased observer, they would be proof enough.  But the problem with all gospel outreach is that there are no unbiased observers.  First, God must overcome the stubborn, resistant, dead, and unresponsive heart, along with the prejudiced, darkened mind.  Miracles prove God’s Word, but they do not create or compel belief.  The Word of God HAS BEEN attested and authenticated by miraculous signs.  These are sufficient and need not be repeated.


D.  What is required instead is the regenerating work of the Holy Spirit which we have seen repeatedly in Acts.  In the very last city which Paul and Barnabas visited, Antioch of Psidia, there is no mention of any miraculous signs, yet many believe after simply hearing the Gospel.  Why?  Acts 13:48 tells us the reason:  “And when the Gentiles heard this, they began rejoicing and glorifying the word of the Lord, and as many as were appointed to eternal life believed.”  

So what we need is not miracles, but to keep on proclaiming the good news of salvation in Christ alone in the power of the Holy Spirit, so that “as many as (are) appointed to eternal life (might) believe.”  Trying to market the church or soften the hard truths Gospel will have no effect whatsoever.  In fact, it will do more harm than good! This is the real reason for the decline of the church in the West—we have abandoned our confidence in the Word of God and the power of the Holy Spirit, and substituted human wisdom instead.  


But the signs were also given as 

II. CONFIRMATION OF GOD’S GRACE.


A.  We are not told the nature of these signs and wonders performed in Iconium, but it would be reasonable to assume that they were similar to the other miracles recorded in Acts.  And with only one exception, these miracles were all very positive, in some way helping people:  healings, casting out demons, even resurrections.  The purpose of these signs was to demonstrate that the good news is truly good.  “Just look at the good things that God is already doing.”  

The bad news of sin and judgment is largely assumed in the New Testament.  Jesus came to bring life, abundant and eternal.  John recorded Jesus’ declaration in John 3:17 that “God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.”

B.  In his Gospel, John records seven signs performed by Jesus from among all his many miracles.  Seven signs were selected to give perfect proof that Jesus was who he claimed to be (seven is the symbol of perfection).  But each of these signs were positive.  In fact, if we compare these seven signs to the similar signs performed by Moses, we find that they are far superior to Moses, all of them much better.  


For example, Moses changed water to blood, a sign of judgment and death.  Jesus changed water to wine, a sign of life and joy.  Moses killed the royal son, the firstborn of Pharaoh, Jesus healed the royal son.  Moses lead a doomed generation through the wilderness for 38 years until they all died out; Jesus healed a paralyzed man who had been going no where for 38 years.  Moses gave them bread in the wilderness, but they still died; Jesus himself was the bread of heaven, feeding the multitude, and giving them eternal life.  The point is that the mission of Jesus was good news, great news!  As John wrote:  “For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.” (John 1:17)

C.  What we must always remember is that the good news is good news.  Of all the people of the earth, we must be the most joyful and hopeful, for we truly have the good news.  If we really believed the good news ourselves and understood just how good it is, then we would not only live joyfully and hopefully, but we would also proclaim Christ to everyone, to anyone who would listen.  


This past week I fell into a little self-pity party, lamenting some of the things I would like to change about my life… “if only….”  And suddenly I was arrested in mid-sentence by (I believe) the conviction of the Holy Spirit.  I was just thinking, “I wish…,” and a new thought came to mind.  “I wish… that all my sins were forgiven and that I was on my way to heaven!”  And they are, and I am! I already have my greatest wish, the wish that renders all other wishes insignificant and inconsequential.  


The good news is very good.  This has been confirmed repeatedly by our Lord’s miracles and the miracles he granted his apostles.  These signs testify that someday there will be complete freedom from the evil one and his evil schemes, complete freedom from sin and misery, complete freedom from death!  The signs are a confirmation of God’s grace.  

And these miraculous signs are 

III. CONFIRMATION OF GOD’S JUDGMENT.  


A.  The miraculous signs served another purpose as well.  It was to confirm God’s judgment.  The miracles rendered unbelief inexcusable.  As we said, there is ample evidence for the unbiased person to believe, but the problem is that people are biased against the Gospel.  So the miracles are added to steal away their excuse and to demonstrate their guilt.  

Isn’t it interesting that the miracles were not given in Iconium until the opposition arose? Read it carefully:  “1 Now at Iconium they entered together into the Jewish synagogue and spoke in such a way that a great number of both Jews and Greeks believed. (Without any miracles being performed yet)  2  But the unbelieving Jews stirred up the Gentiles and poisoned their minds against the brothers.”  (It is only after this that there is mention of the signs and wonders.) “3  So they remained for a long time, speaking boldly for the Lord, who bore witness to the word of his grace, granting signs and wonders to be done by their hands.” 
 These signs were warnings to the unbelieving Jews who opposed the Gospel. 

B.  And this is true of the only exception in Acts to the miracles being good and helpful.  In Acts 13 on the Island of Crete, when Bar-Jesus the sorcerer opposes the Gospel, Paul declares that the hand of the Lord was upon him, and he was struck blind for a time.  It was a sign of his spiritual blindness and a testimony to those around that this man had no spiritual enlightenment.

These signs threatening the judgment of God are sometimes described as the result of “the finger of God.”  

1.  When Pharaoh’s magicians are unable to reduplicate the sign of gnats, the third plague after turning the Nile to blood and the scourge of the frogs, they report to Pharaoh in terror, “This is the finger of God.” (Exodus 8:19)  It was as if to say, “This is a genuine sign of his judgment, which you should heed.”  But he ignored it.  


2.  Later, when God’s people had been captured and carted off to Babylon, their captor, King Belshazzar blasphemed the Temple of the Lord, he saw the fingers of a hand writing in the plaster of the wall, and he was terrified.  And Daniel interpreted this miracle as a sign of God’s judgment, and that night Belshazzar was killed and his kingdom overthrown.  


3.  Luke 11 records Jesus casting out many demons.  Some of the people accused him of doing so by the power of Beelzebub, prince of demons.  Others kept asking for a miraculous sign from heaven.  And Jesus replied, “But if it is by the finger of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come upon you.” (11:20)  So, sometimes signs were given to warn of God’s judgment as a demonstration of his greater power over evil.  

CONCLUSION


 These signs and wonders did not compel belief, they did not force anyone to believe.  Many people saw the signs but still opposed the Gospel. Read verses 3-4 together:  “3 So they remained for a long time, speaking boldly for the Lord, who bore witness to the word of his grace, granting signs and wonders to be done by their hands. 4 But the people of the city were divided; some sided with the Jews and some with the apostles.”  This was true, even though they saw the signs and witnessed the wonders.  That’s because the miraculous signs served a different purpose:  to confirm God’s message and messengers, to show the goodness of the Gospel, and to warn of the judgment to come. 


The point is that we need to proclaim Jesus and his Gospel, trusting in the power of the Holy Spirit, believing that “as many as (are) appointed to eternal life (will) believe.”  We must not become distracted by trying to marketing the Gospel or soften the Gospel message.  And we must not become discouraged thinking that we need miracles, signs, and wonders.  Remember how the work began in Iconium:  “1 Now at Iconium they entered together into the Jewish synagogue and spoke in such a way that a great number of both Jews and Greeks believed.”  They believed BEFORE they saw any miraculous signs and wonders.  They believed when they only heard of Jesus, as he was proclaimed as “a man attested to you by God with mighty works and wonders and signs that God did through him.”  They only heard about him, and they believed on him.   

Yesterday at the memorial service, Jim and Dawn sang an anthem that wonderfully made this point, the second verse of Victory in Jesus.
I heard about His healing, of His cleansing pow’r revealing,
How He made the lame to walk again 

and caused the blind to see;

And then I cried, “Dear Jesus, come and heal my broken spirit,

And somehow Jesus came and bro’t to me the victory.

“I heard about his healing.”  May God grant that many will hear about him through us.  (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


