PAUL’S SECOND MISSIONARY JOURNEY (Part II)
Acts 17:1-18:22

Key verse: 18:18

“Paul stayed on in Corinth for some time. Then he left the brothers and

sailed for Syria, accompanied by Priscilla and Aquila. Before he

sailed, he had his hair cut off at Cenchrea because of a vow he had taken.”

This is the second part of Paul’s missionary life. In today’s passage, we see Paul as a helpless person, literally forced from place to place by the rejection of his message until he was subject to the power of fear. But this is the same Paul whose message was useful to give life in each place, and through him to support the Western world for the past two thousand years. What was the secret we can learn from him in this passage? May God bless me to be attentive to Jesus’ gospel through this study.
I.  In Thessalonica, Berea and Athens (17:1-34)

Paul and his companions had just been in Philippi, the first city they visited after Paul’s vision of the man begging, “Come over to Macedonia and help us.” Their reception there was not great; they were actually stripped and severely beaten, then jailed. But in this way the word of God was given to one jailer and his family before they were kicked out of the city. Acts 17:1 says that after leaving Philippi they traveled along the coast line toward the Greek peninsula, passing through Amphipolis and Appolonia, and arriving at the city of Thessalonica, which was in the far northeastern part of Greece. Verse 2 suggests that they may have stopped in Thessalonica because there was a Jewish synagogue there. Anyway, that is where they went.
What did Paul reason with the Jews from the Scriptures? Look at verses 2 and 3. “As his custom was, Paul went into the synagogue, and on three Sabbath days he reasoned with them from the Scriptures, explaining and proving that the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead. ‘This Jesus I am proclaiming to you is the Christ,’ he said.” Paul went back on three successive Sabbaths to reason from the Scriptures with those in the synagogue. He reasoned with them that the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead. He did this from the Scriptures. Then he told them that Jesus is the Christ, the one who should suffer and rise from the dead. The point of Paul’s Bible study in the synagogue was to prove from the Scriptures that Jesus is the Christ who suffered and rose from the dead.
What was the result? Although Paul went to the synagogue, he preached a message that would have been impossible for traditional Jews to accept—that the Christ, the Messiah, should have to suffer and even die. But Paul proved this from the Scriptures, and he did it carefully over a few weeks. As a result some of the Jews of the synagogue were persuaded. But more surprisingly, a large number of the God-fearing Greeks of the region believed, and also a few prominent women. We learn from Paul his faithfulness to the Scripture in the matter of preaching the gospel. It seems impossible that the message of Jesus of Nazareth could ever move the hearts of people all the way in Greece, or Jews who had never heard about the suffering Messiah, not to mention Gentiles of that area. But Paul taught them purely, from the Scriptures. He honored the Scriptures as the Word of God, and the Word of God was the persuasion for those who heard it. In this way, it became evident that God was sending the gospel out beyond Palestine, beyond Asia Minor, to Greece now, soon to Rome, and ultimately to the ends of the earth. How did the apostle Paul accomplish this great work? He faithfully taught the Bible in the place where he was literally driven to. That is how the gospel spread from Philippi to Thessalonica, from Jerusalem to Europe, and to the ends of the earth.
What happened in Thessalonica as a result of Paul’s preaching? On the positive side, verse 4 says, “Some of the Jews were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, as did a large number of God-fearing Greeks and not a few prominent women.” The word of God produced believers in the area. What happened to Paul and the believers? Look at verses 5-9. “But the Jews were jealous; so they rounded up some bad characters from the marketplace, formed a mob and started a riot in the city. They rushed to Jason’s house in search of Paul and Silas in order to bring them out to the crowd.  But when they did not find them, they dragged Jason and some other brothers before the city officials, shouting: ‘These men who have caused trouble all over the world have now come here, and Jason has welcomed them into his house. They are all defying Caesar’s decrees, saying that there is another king, one called Jesus.’ When they heard this, the crowd and the city officials were thrown into turmoil. Then they made Jason and the others post bond and let them go.” It appears like there were some on Paul’s side—a few Jews and some God-fearing Greeks and women. And then there were some on the opposing side—the Jews who were jealous, who couldn’t accept the message of a suffering Christ, who made whatever wild accusation they could think of to attack Paul. In other words, it looks like one side against the other. What happened from that standpoint? Paul and his companions essentially lost. They were driven out of the city. They left those who were from the area, like Jason, to lose their freedom, to lose their money, then to live among the opposition in weakness. Is this how the gospel spread? This is how the gospel spread, from Philippi to Thessalonica to Berea. From a human point of view, the trip to Thessalonica was a disaster. But Paul wrote the church there, “You know, brothers, that our visit to you was not a failure…For you, brothers, became imitators of God’s churches in Judea, which are in Christ Jesus: You suffered from your own countrymen the same things those churches suffered from the Jews, who killed the Lord Jesus and also drove us out.” (1Th 2:1,14-15a) We should learn to see the gospel ministry with this in mind, that when we teach the Bible, we are called to participate in the same sufferings as the Twelve and Paul did. The gospel doesn’t spread when our side is stronger than the other side. The gospel spreads when Christ who suffered is preached through us, though that means the suffering of God’s people, even us. May God bless us to hold on to the Christ who had to suffer, as we teach the Bible to students, and may the gospel of Christ who had to suffer and rise from the dead be preached through us.
How did Paul get to Berea? Verse 10a says, “As soon as it was night, the brothers sent Paul and Silas away to Berea.” Paul went with Silas under cover of darkness to Berea. How were the people in Berea different from those in Thessalonica? Verses 10b-11 say, “On arriving there, they went to the Jewish synagogue. Now the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.” The noble character is described as those who examined the Scriptures. When those in Berea examined the Scriptures, many of the Jews believed, as did also a number of prominent Greek women and many Greek men. (12) This is the kind of ministry that seems like a successful ministry. The shepherds of God’s flock teaching, explaining and proving from the Scriptures that the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead. The sheep listening and receiving the message with great eagerness, examining the Scriptures every day. This is the kind of ministry we aspire to have because it seems free from the strife and turmoil of Thessalonica. So what happened in Berea to disrupt the noble Bible study? Look at verses 13-15. “When the Jews in Thessalonica learned that Paul was preaching the word of God at Berea, they went there too, agitating the crowds and stirring them up. The brothers immediately sent Paul to the coast, but Silas and Timothy stayed at Berea. The men who escorted Paul brought him to Athens and then left with instructions for Silas and Timothy to join him as soon as possible.” The agitators came in the midst of where the word of God was treated with great nobility. So how did Paul meet the situation? He was led away. He was sent on his way from Berea to Athens. He didn’t fight the agitators, nor could he, for they were too strong. For his own protection he was led away by others in great weakness and humility. So do we learn from Paul to just quit when the going gets a little tough? What can we learn from Paul? One thing I learn is what it meant for Paul to be obedient to the gospel. It meant being led by the hand, sometimes even away from the successful ministry to the unknown place. That was his life at this time. It is the noble ministry that seems worth fighting for, but Paul didn’t do that. He didn’t get in a dog fight with the agitators and attackers. I pray that God may help our ministry be more than just a noble ministry. I always have a desire to protect this noble ministry from those who would attack it. But I never have a desire to be led away against my will, in weakness by others. I pray that God may bless me to be more than a noble man, and be a gospel servant like the apostle Paul, even though it is against my will.
What happened in Athens? Paul was just waiting for his coworkers, Timothy and Silas. Verse 16 says, “While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, he was greatly distressed to see that the city was full of idols.” What does it mean that he was “distressed”? With what was Paul distressed? As Paul waited, he saw the great city of Athens, known for its philosophers like Socrates, Aristotle and Plato. He could see the great architecture and history of the city. But instead he was distressed. He saw something different. He saw that the city was full of idols. He saw no evidence of the Lord in Athens. This is remarkable from another aspect as well, for Paul wasn’t distressed at what had just happened to him in Thessalonica and Berea either. He was distressed because there was nothing but idol worship in Athens. What did he do? Verse 17 says, “So he reasoned in the synagogue with the Jews and the God-fearing Greeks, as well as in the marketplace day by day with those who happened to be there.” Paul preached the gospel. He brought the gospel of Jesus into the synagogue of Athens, but also into the marketplace. In a sense, Paul brought the gospel into the marketplace of ideas and philosophies that swirled around Athens. Look at verse 18. “A group of Epicurean and Stoic philosophers began to dispute with him. Some of them asked, ‘What is this babbler trying to say?’ Others remarked, ‘He seems to be advocating foreign gods.’ They said this because Paul was preaching the good news about Jesus and the resurrection.” Paul brought the gospel into the place where there were already established ways of thinking, into the most intellectual place, but the place where there was no gospel, only idol worship. In this way, Paul subjected himself to the humiliation of being labeled a “babbler.” He also subjected the gospel to those who were too intellectual and proud to accept it. What do we learn from Paul? Paul intentionally challenged the idol worship and intellectual hedonism of the times with the gospel. What was the result? It meant subjecting himself and the gospel to the humiliation of being rejected as a babbler by the intellects of his time. Paul didn’t avoid the confrontation. It is like one man taking the gospel to Harvard.
What was the result? Look at verses 19-21. “Then they took him and brought him to a meeting of the Areopagus, where they said to him, ‘May we know what this new teaching is that you are presenting? You are bringing some strange ideas to our ears, and we want to know what they mean.’ (All the Athenians and the foreigners who lived there spent their time doing nothing but talking about and listening to the latest ideas.)” What was the Areopagus? Traditionally it was a place of judgment similar in stature to our Supreme Court. How did Paul end up preaching at the Areopagus? He was literally taken and brought before the judges there by those from the marketplace. This is another picture of the Lord Jesus and his gospel, subjected to the judgments of this world and men. 

How did Paul begin his message in verses 22-23? “Paul then stood up in the meeting of the Areopagus and said: ‘Men of Athens! I see that in every way you are very religious. For as I walked around and looked carefully at your objects of worship, I even found an altar with this inscription: to an unknown god. Now what you worship as something unknown I am going to proclaim to you.’” Paul was distressed by their idol worship, but the truth was that they did not know God. So Paul set out to proclaim to them what they did not know.

First, what did he reason about God and our relationship with God in verses 24-28? These verses say, “The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and does not live in temples built by hands. And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything, because he himself gives all men life and breath and everything else. From one man he made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times set for them and the exact places where they should live. God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us. ‘For in him we live and move and have our being.’ As some of your own poets have said, ‘We are his offspring.’” Paul first proclaimed God as the Creator of the heavens and the earth, the giver of life to all, and the Sovereign Ruler of the heavens and the earth. He taught them Genesis 1. Then he taught them that God did this so that men would seek him, reach out to him and live as his children. He taught them Genesis 2. Paul taught them that the Lord is their Creator, and they are his children, his offspring. 

Then what? Look at verses 29-31. “Therefore since we are God’s offspring, we should not think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone—an image made by man’s design and skill. In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent. For he has set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed. He has given proof of this to all men by raising him from the dead.” How did he relate the reasoning with Jesus Christ in verses 29-31? Here Paul taught them the truth of idol worship in light of God the Creator. It is ignorance and sin against God, of which they are commanded to repent. Why? Because God will judge sin and judge them in the gospel of Jesus Christ. They brought Paul to the place of judgment. But Paul introduced them to God who is the Judge, and who judges by the man he has appointed. What is the proof? It is Jesus, the one God raised from the dead. The religion of stones and images is dead, and is under God’s judgment. The gospel of Jesus is alive, and will never see death. It is the truth of resurrection and the judgment of this world. That was Paul’s proclamation to the Athenians and the Areopagus.
What in his message made some sneer and touched others? It was the message of the resurrection. Verses 32-34 say, “When they heard about the resurrection of the dead, some of them sneered, but others said, ‘We want to hear you again on this subject.’ At that, Paul left the Council. A few men became followers of Paul and believed. Among them was Dionysius, a member of the Areopagus, also a woman named Damaris, and a number of others.” Surprisingly, the message of the resurrection—the message that caused some to sneer—also caused at least one member of the Areopagus to follow Paul. This is amazing. The message of the resurrection is at once unbelievable, yet alive. It is the judgment of the stone images that never make a person alive. It is the condemnation of everything other than the gospel, whether intellectualism or idol worship or both. The message of the resurrection gave life to one member of the Areopagus. It is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes (Ro 1:16). Paul’s time in Athens shows two sides of the gospel. First, it is always subjected to the intellects and judgments of this world. But at the same time, it is never defeated by the rejection of men. Instead, it is the power of life as it is, in all of its humility, to create God’s life in men. For Paul, this meant being led from place to place in all weakness and humility in order to proclaim the resurrection. Who wants to live such a life? But that is where the gospel was preached. That is where the resurrection of Jesus was revealed. That is how Paul was used to reveal Jesus’ glory.
II.  In Corinth (18:1-22)
After Paul left Athens he went to Corinth. In this way Paul had made it down the eastern side of Greece. Who did Paul meet in Corinth? Verses 1-2a say, “After this, Paul left Athens and went to Corinth. There he met a Jew named Aquila, a native of Pontus, who had recently come from Italy with his wife Priscilla, because Claudius had ordered all the Jews to leave Rome.” Paul met a Jew and his wife who had suffered persecution at the hands of the Roman government. So he stayed with Aquila. How did he live there? Verses 2b-3 say, “Paul went to see them, and because he was a tentmaker as they were, he stayed and worked with them.” What was his main message to the Jews? Look at verses 4 and 5. “Every Sabbath he reasoned in the synagogue, trying to persuade Jews and Greeks. When Silas and Timothy came from Macedonia, Paul devoted himself exclusively to preaching, testifying to the Jews that Jesus was the Christ.” It was the same message that had gotten him into trouble before in both Thessalonica and Berea. But it was the message of Jesus the Christ that he was given. In 1 Corinthians 2:1-5, Paul wrote of his time there. “When I came to you, brothers, I did not come with eloquence or superior wisdom as I proclaimed to you the testimony about God.  For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified. I came to you in weakness and fear, and with much trembling. My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit's power, so that your faith might not rest on men's wisdom, but on God's power.” This is how Paul lived and preached while he was in Corinth.

What did he do when they rejected him? Verse 6 says, “But when the Jews opposed Paul and became abusive, he shook out his clothes in protest and said to them, ‘Your blood be on your own heads! I am clear of my responsibility. From now on I will go to the Gentiles.’ Then Paul left the synagogue and went next door to the house of Titius Justus, a worshiper of God. Crispus, the synagogue ruler, and his entire household believed in the Lord; and many of the Corinthians who heard him believed and were baptized.” This is how the ministry spread in Corinth. It was through the rejection of Paul, the rejection of the gospel of Jesus, again and again. 
Why and how did the Lord encourage Paul at this time? Look at verses 9-10. “One night the Lord spoke to Paul in a vision: ‘Do not be afraid; keep on speaking, do not be silent. For I am with you, and no one is going to attack and harm you, because I have many people in this city.’” We might think of Paul as some kind of super apostle. But he did not feel like a superman at this time. Instead he was almost afraid to speak. He was human, and he had gone to the end of his strength. He probably met his human limit, being always rejected and led about. He was not yet crucified. But the Lord appeared to him and encouraged him to keep on speaking. There was no reason to do so. Every word he spoke only caused him to suffer and even the name of Jesus to be maligned. So what did Paul do? Verse 11 says, “So Paul stayed for a year and a half, teaching them the word of God.” What do you learn from Paul? We learn from him that the gospel is not a human thing. It does not proceed from a man in a human way. It is actually the experience of being crucified every time. The Lord doesn’t rescue Paul from the experience. He just commands him to keep speaking. But that is how the gospel created Paul the apostle. That is how the gospel spread to Corinth.
What did Paul experience in Corinth during this time according to 18:12-17? While Gallio was proconsul of Achaia, the Jews made a united attack on Paul and brought him into court. “This man,” they charged, “is persuading the people to worship God in ways contrary to the law.” Just as Paul was about to speak, Gallio said to the Jews, “If you Jews were making a complaint about some misdemeanor or serious crime, it would be reasonable for me to listen to you. But since it involves questions about words and names and your own law—settle the matter yourselves. I will not be a judge of such things.” So he had them ejected from the court. Then they all turned on Sosthenes the synagogue ruler and beat him in front of the court. But Gallio showed no concern whatever. (12-17) This was typical of the hostility that Paul received routinely from the Jews everywhere he went. But this time he seemed protected by the local judge’s indifference in the matter. Verse 18 says that Paul stayed on in Corinth for some time. But then he made a change and set sail for Antioch, right when it seemed he was doing God‘s work. Not only that, he took the leaders of the new church, Aquila and Priscilla, with him. Verses 18-22 say, “Paul stayed on in Corinth for some time. Then he left the brothers and sailed for Syria, accompanied by Priscilla and Aquila. Before he sailed, he had his hair cut off at Cenchrea because of a vow he had taken. They arrived at Ephesus, where Paul left Priscilla and Aquila. He himself went into the synagogue and reasoned with the Jews. When they asked him to spend more time with them, he declined. But as he left, he promised, ‘I will come back if it is God’s will.’ Then he set sail from Ephesus. When he landed at Caesarea, he went up and greeted the church and then went down to Antioch.” 
We can understand Paul’s somewhat inconsistent behavior if we think about verse 18, and the idea of vow. What might have been the vow Paul had taken? Probably it was similar to what Paul had learned in his helpless situation as he moved through Greece. “For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.” (1Co 2:2) This is a beautiful description of the life Paul was led to live by the Holy Spirit on the second missionary journey. At this time, Paul might have vowed to live and die according to the gospel. In this way Paul could learn the Risen Jesus, and could hope in the resurrection himself. From an historical perspective, such was the life of Paul the missionary, who actually proceeded as one seemingly powerless, like the Lord himself, who was led to the cross to be crucified, but who was raised from the dead. But this was the historical record of how the gospel spread from being a mainly Jewish faith, to the Gentiles, from Judea to Asia to Europe, and the foundation of the Western world for the next two thousand years. But Paul could not have vowed to pioneer the Western world. He could vow, as Philippians 3:10-11 says, “…to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead.” In other words, the vow was the means for him to be connected to the Lord, to see what God sees, to have the vision of God for one man, for this world, and ultimately the restoration of this world to God. What did that mean for Paul? It meant the daily suffering as a lamb, even one led to the slaughter. Is that how the gospel proceeds? Is that how we pioneer 120, one campus, one nation, even 233 countries? Paul teaches us the power of a vow as the absolute connection of God’s life and this world. May God bless each of us to make Paul’s vow, that we may be brought out of the death and despair of this life to the vision and hope of God himself. We will be led in humility, even as a lamb to the slaughter, but raised in hope.

STUDY QUESTIONS

Acts 17:1-18:22

Key verse: 18:18

1. 17:1-3. Where had Paul been before he reached Thessalonica? What did he reason with the Jews from the Scriptures? What did he prove through the Scriptural reasoning? What did he mean that Jesus is the Christ? What was the result? What do you learn from Paul?

2. 17:4-15. What happened in Thessalonica as a result of Paul's preaching? How did Paul get to Berea? How were the people in Berea different from those in Thessalonica? What happened in Berea? How did Paul meet the situation? What do you learn from Paul? 

3. 17:16-18. Who was Paul waiting for in Athens? What does it mean that he was “distressed”? With what was Paul distressed? What did he do? What do you learn from Paul?

4. 17:19-32. What was the Areopagus? How did Paul end up preaching at the Areopagus? How did he begin his message in verses 22-23? What did he reason about God and our relationship with God in verses 24-28? How did he relate the reasoning with Jesus Christ in verses 29-31? What did he proclaim in verses 18-31? What did he tell them to repent of? What in his message made some sneer and touched others? What do you learn from Paul and in his message?

5. 18:1-11. Who did Paul meet in Corinth? How did he live there? What was his main message to the Jews? What did he do when they rejected him? Why and how did the Lord encourage him? So what did Paul do? What do you learn from Paul?

6. 18:12-22. What did Paul experience in Corinth during this time according to 18:12-17? What did he do after he had experienced hostility at Corinth according to verse 18? What did he do afterward? What do you think the vow could have been? What do you learn from his somewhat inconsistent attitude of staying in the city amid hostility and then leaving with Priscilla and Aquila, the leaders of the church, when they were needed?  (ref. 18:19, 26; 20:24)

7. What do you learn from Paul’s courage shown in Thessalonica, Berea, his distress shown in Athens, his decisive move with a vow in Corinth? (ref. 20:24; 2 Tim 4:7; Eph 6:12)

