God’s Vision for His Creation
Acts 17:1-18:22

Key verse: 17:30

“In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent.”

In last week’s passage God gave Paul a vision of a Macedonian man to direct his journey. Paul obeyed God’s leading and went to Philippi. Here, Paul preached the gospel, and the Lord opened Lydia’s heart. Later a jailer believed Paul’s message. A church formed which supported Paul for the rest of his life but receiving God’s vision wasn’t easy. Paul had to seek God earnestly and pray. But it is worth the effort, for the work done according to God’s vision bore everlasting fruit. Today we read about the rest of Paul’s second mission journey. He stopped at Thessalonica, Berea, Athens, and Corinth and then went back to Antioch. Though Paul spoke to different people, the content of his message was the same: Repent and believe the good news! Jesus is the Christ. Still, Paul made his message meaningful to each kind of people and shared with them the vision that he was given in the gospel. May God help us to have this vision, I pray in Jesus name, Amen. 

I.  In Thessalonica, Berea and Athens (17:1-34)


Paul and his companions had been in Philippi. Here, their reception was very bad; they were severely beaten and thrown in prison after Paul exorcized a demon from a girl. But by the grace of God they were set free and allowed to continue on their journey. Acts 17:1 says they passed through Amphipolis and Appolonia, and arrived at the city of Thessalonica, which was in the far northeastern part of Greece. Verse 2 reads, “As his custom was, Paul went into the synagogue, and on three Sabbath days he reasoned with them from the Scriptures....” It was Paul’s custom to reason with his listeners wherever he went. What does it mean to reason with someone? According to Paul’s example it means to speak to someone based on the scriptures with a clear point in mind.  Paul’s message was that the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead. Perhaps in support of this he quoted Isaiah 53: “He was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering.... he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows...he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities...He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; he was led like a lamb to the slaughter...” or Psalm 16:10: “because you will not abandon me to the grave, nor will you let your Holy One see corruption...”” Regardless, Paul knew that it was important for the Thessalonicans to the right concept of the Christ. 

The Thessalonians didn’t realize that the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead. This is understandable considering how difficult it was for the disciples to grasp this concept in Luke’s gospel. Even Peter, who was the first to confess that Jesus was the Christ later rebuked Jesus for saying the Christ had to suffer and die at the hands of sinners. When Jesus was on earth, he said repeatedly, “The Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law. He must be killed and after three days rise again” Jesus, had to suffer, die and rise again. This was the main work of the Christ. Why? Because mankind was sick with sin. Sin makes mankind ignorant of God and casts them into darkness. We cannot see anything in this darkness and we become enemies of God even when he tries to help us. Being in sin is so terrible that it demands the suffering, bloodshed and death of the holy Son of God in our places. Only by suffering to the full measure of God’s demand could the Christ save men from sin. To many, sin is not so serious. Some think of it as a genetic disorder or psychological phenomenon. Some avoid it by being continually busy. But we should learn from Paul’s message to come to Christ humbly for the forgiveness of our sins.

What was the result of Paul’s message? Some Jews believed; others did not. A large number of God-fearing Greeks and a good many prominent women accepted Jesus as the Christ. Perhaps because of the prominent women the Jews were jealous. They didn’t want to get their own hands dirty so they formed a mob and started a riot. They invaded the house of Jason, one of the new converts. Paul and Silas were not there, so they dragged Jason and some other brothers out. They accused them of defying Caesar’s decrees and saying that there was another king called Jesus. They made Jason and the others post bond and let them go. Under the cover of darkness, Paul and Silas made their escape and went to nearby Berea. The gospel spread when Christ who suffered was preached through Paul and his companions. 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.

What happened after Paul and his companions went to Berea? 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.” Luke says that the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians. People are different in their attitude toward God’s word, as Jesus taught in the parable of the sower (Lk 8:1-15). What can we learn from the Bereans? In the first place, they received the message with great eagerness sought the truth sincerely. When they heard the message that Jesus is the Christ, they give all their attention to it and listened with their full concentration. When they did this they could hear God’s own voice speak to them through the scripture. In the second place, they examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true. Though they were deeply moved by Paul’s message, they checked the Scriptures to make sure it was in agreement with his message. To them, the Scriptures were the final authority and they studied it every day. When they did this many Greeks believed, including some prominent women. But then, the Jews of Thessalonica arrived and again stirred up trouble. Those who reject the gospel can’t seem to walk away. They must attack the work of God and try to stop it. But God’s work couldn’t be stopped. The brothers sent Paul to the coast and brought him to Athens. Silas and Timothy remained behind to teach the Bible and establish Berean and Thessalonian believers.

What happened in Athens? Paul was 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.” With what was Paul distressed? Paul saw the great city of Athens; known for its philosophers like Socrates, Aristotle and Plato but despite their strong intellectual tradition the city was full of idols. He saw no evidence of the Lord in Athens. It was a great tragedy and the Jews of Athens had become hardened to it. What did Paul 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 went to the synagogue and talked with Jews and the God-fearing Greeks who came to the synagogue seeking God. He also went “fishing” in the marketplace and talked with whomever he could find. He encountered some Epicurean and Stoic philosophers and debated them. (The Epicureans held that pleasure was the chief goal of life, with the pleasure most worth enjoying being a life of tranquility free from pain, disturbing passions, superstitious fears, and anxiety about death. But instant gratification and physical pleasure became the focus of the Epicureans. The Stoics, on the other hand, followed the teachings of Zeno who emphasized living harmoniously with nature and using one’s rational abilities to endure hardship and rule over situations. But this philosophy degenerated into pride and legalism) To these people Paul preached the good news of Jesus and the resurrection. They were curious when they heard him speak and they invited him to the meeting of the Areopagus. The Areopagus was primarily concerned about religion and morals but it was a good platform for Paul to speak to many intellectual Athenians. 

How did Paul begin his message? Verses 22b-23 read, “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 and their ignorance of God so he set out to teach them what they didn’t know. First, he taught them the truth of God the creator. Verses 24-28 read, “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 taught the Athenians that God made the world and everything in it. This God doesn’t need us, but we need him, for he is the one who gives life to all. This God made all people – every nation of people who inhabit the earth – from one man. We are all the same in God’s sight and he determines the times and places of our lives. He wants all people to seek him and worship him not worship false gods and idols. How could the Athenians who were so smart end up worshipping idols of gold and silver that their own hands had made? Despite their great intellect sin made them blind to God. It robbed them of vision and understanding. Because of sin they worshipped idols and lived in darkness.  

Paul continues in 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. Men lived in ignorance in the past. But now, God calls all men to repent. He has appointed one who would judge the world with justice and has set the Day of Judgment. He raised from the dead the man who will be the judge. God the Creator is God who gives life and God who raises the dead. Paul could see what God was doing and he invited those listening to come into the light and see God’s work that was unfolding.

But something in his message made some sneer. 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. It is hard for proud intellectuals to believe the gospel because it is not easy for them to admit that they are wrong. But when we stand before the judgment seat of God we can only stand with our heads bowed as we humbly seek God’s mercy and forgiveness. On the day of God’s wrath it is the Risen Jesus who is our judge; he is also our advocate; and he is our substitute–the one who takes our punishment on himself. Paul’s preaching in Athens seems like it was a failure, but it was not. The seed Paul planted through preaching of the gospel in Macedonia changed the world. The few who were called out of the darkness were given the vision that Paul preached. 
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. 

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. 

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.’” Paul seems like he was very strong but he was still a human being and the repeated persecution he faced almost made him too afraid to speak. He was human, and he had gone to the end of his strength. He was not yet crucified but he probably felt like it. This was enough to rob Paul of the glorious vision God had given him. But the Lord appeared to him and encouraged him to keep on speaking. So what did Paul do? Verse 11 says, “So Paul stayed for a year and a half, teaching them the word of God.” When God was with Paul, he could feel safe and secure, even in the midst of enemies. His vision was expanded and he could see a great harvest that God had planned in Corinth. Paul was on the verge of being used greatly. The Risen Christ had many people in Corinth and the gospel ministry would be exceedingly fruitful. Strengthened by this vision, Paul stayed in Corinth for a year and a half, teaching the word of God boldly. The Risen Christ empowers his servants to finish to the end. When discouraged, we must come to the Risen Christ for his word.

Of course, the opposition was still there. The Jews made a united attack on Paul and brought him into court. They charged him with persuading the people to worship God in ways contrary to the law. But just as Paul was about to defend himself, 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.” Gallio paid no attention to them at all, though they began to beat Sosthenes in front of him. In this way, God protected Paul and made gospel preaching possible in Corinth. 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.” 

This passage teaches us that Jesus is the Christ and that he is working today. Through his journey Paul could learn the truth of the Risen Jesus, and found hope in the resurrection himself. We see that the Holy Spirit led him and enabled him to see what God sees, to have the vision of God for this creation. God’s vision was for all the people in Macedonia and even the whole world to repent and accept Jesus as the Messiah. God’s vision was for all people to receive the forgiveness of sin through Jesus who had to suffer and rise from the dead. When people rejected this message and opposed it God had mercy on them, which confirmed his message even more. May God bless each of us to 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.
