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Two Cities with a Tale
Acts 17:1-15

Turn in your Bibles to Acts 17:1-15 this morning.

We are continuing on our journey with Paul and Silas as they enter into a new unreached area.  Luke the author and biographer of the events that are occurring has elected in this section to provide us with limited information.  It’s just a snapshot of what is taking place.  There is not a lot of detail so it’s difficult to get a full view of the events that are occurring.  He gives just enough of a sketch to see the mission’s movement and some information about what is occurring but leaves gaps we are left to fill in from some of Paul’s writings.  

After building a body of believers in Philippi, beaten and jailed without trial they have been forced out of the city.  They continued their journey along the Egnatian Way to their next destination.  This great road was built in 145 B.C. by Rome as a means of moving troops quickly across country.  It also served as a connecting point between two sea ports on opposite ends of the continent between what is now the western side of Greece and the northwestern border of Turkey.  Along the route there were numerous ports on the northern Aegean Sea.  It is this route that Paul uses as he travels between cities.  
Paul’s primary goal was to preach in the larger cities allowing the new churches to take the gospel to the surrounding smaller towns.  Jesus’ instructions were to go to Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria and the world.  In our passage we notice that Paul is on his way to Thessalonica.  There is no indication that Paul stopped in either Amphipolis or Apollonia although Amphipolis was larger than Philippi.  Thessalonica has an interesting history.  It derived its name from Cassandra who was one of the four generals serving under Alexander the Great.  After the death of Alexander the Great as we learn in Bible prophecy from Daniel, we find that the territory was divided among the four generals.  Cassandra was given this region.  He married the step sister of Alexander who was named Thessalonica and thus renamed the city after her.  Its previous name was Therma which means fever.  The area was a mosquito infested swamp to begin with but it had a deep port for shipping.  Because it had potential to become a great seaport Cassandra relocated the people from several surrounding towns to build up the population.  Consequently it became the largest city in the area.  When Paul visited it boasted a population of around 200,000 people.  It was a prominent city known for its trade and commerce.  It was about a 100 mile journey from Philippi to Thessalonica.  
We have to assume that his approach was very similar to the approach he took in Philippi where he entered the city and did some investigation to find out more about their customs and beliefs so as to strategize about the best approach to share the gospel.  In spite of its size and importance it appears that Thessalonica had only one Jewish synagogue.  But unlike Philippi at least it had one.  Remember that Paul’s directive from the Lord in taking the gospel to others was to begin with the Jews first, then to the Gentiles.  Paul was following his orders.  He found a Jewish synagogue.  Our passage notes that if there was a synagogue it was his custom to visit and begin to discuss the gospel with the Jews.  He did this for three weeks on the Sabbath.  In reading the first letter to the Thessalonians we see that Paul was actually there much longer than three weeks.  On a couple of occasions the Philippians sent him financial aid and we also see that he worked to support himself, so he was there much longer than three weeks.  Yet he was only able to be in the synagogue for three weeks and we’ll see why in a moment.
The synagogue was a natural platform to share the gospel because these people had for centuries been looking for the Messiah.  Notice with me that Paul did four things as he met with them over this brief period of time.  
The first thing he did was reason with them.  That’s in verse two.  It means he fell into a dialogue with them, he gave them something to ponder.  He wanted them to think critically about what they had learned and studied for centuries as a faith group.  It implies that there were questions on both sides of the aisle as they discussed various passages.  

But I want you to notice that it’s not just a philosophical discussion.  These were Grecian Jews not only well acquainted with the Old Testament, but also knowledgeable with the likes of Plato, Aristotle and Socrates, those great Greek philosophers by whom much of their philosophy and way of life as Greeks would center.  Paul didn’t begin a discussion around human philosophies but rather his discussion with them centered on the Scriptures, not human reason but divine revelation.  He entered into a dialogue with them about what the Scriptures had to say.  
Now notice the content of his dialogue with them again keeping in mind that this all centered around what the Old Testament Scriptures had to say.  He didn’t whip out some new writing, he reasoned from their own Scriptures and the second thing we note was the content, what he explained.  From the Scriptures he explained that the Messiah would suffer and then that He rose from the dead.

Again Luke is silent about what passages Paul used in this dialogue.  Maybe he began from Genesis 3 that spoke of the promise of the coming Messiah referring to the sacrifice that God made to provide a physical covering for Adam and Eve.  This covering would serve as a type, a picture of the covering the Messiah would give to mankind for their sin.  He may have then moved to the story of Joseph who is a type of the Messiah saving His people from certain death.  Or he could have spoke about the tenth plague and the necessity of the Passover lamb being slain and the need to place its blood over the door posts of the house so that the angel of death would not bring down his wrath on them because they were covered by the blood.

He might have taken them to Isaiah 53 which speaks about the suffering Savior.
Isaiah 53:1-12

The Old Testament reveals the necessity that the Messiah had to come and had to suffer.  Suffer He did, not just the physical abuse of thorns and whips, fists and mockery, but of greater pain was that He suffered the wrath of God for all sin, sin that wasn’t even His own, He suffered rejection by God because He bore the sins of mankind.  It was yours and mine.  “All we like sheep have gone astray, we have turned everyone to his own way, but the Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us all.”  
Without His suffering and shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sin.  
“The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone; the Lord has done this, and it is marvelous in our eyes.  This is the day the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it.”  
(Psalm 118:22-24)
Paul reasoned with them from the Old Testament prophecies about the Messiah that He would suffer and in suffering He would die but praise the Lord He would rise again.  How could they argue with their own Scriptures?  

He reasoned with them from the Scriptures.
He explained from the Scriptures that the Messiah must both suffer and be raised again.  Third, he proved that the Messiah must suffer and be resurrected.  
Much of what we have come to know and believe in sciences such as astronomy, physics and mathematics is due in large part to Galileo.  He was a defender of Copernicanism, which taught that the sun and not the earth was the center and objects rotated around it and not around the earth.  He reasoned, he explained and he proved this theory to be correct.  Yet, many did not believe him even with convincing proof.  He was tried as a heretic and sentenced to house arrest for the rest of his life.  

The core of what we believe rises and falls on the great doctrines of redemption and the resurrection. Paul had convincing proof from Scripture that it would and that it did happen and why.  In time the addition of the Gospels would provide conclusive support from the eyewitness accounts of more than 120 individuals who saw Jesus alive after His death and resurrection.  Paul’s own eyewitness account on the road to Damascus also gave substantive credibility to the Scriptures.  But even if Paul hadn’t seen the resurrected Christ in person, he still had the convincing proofs of Scripture from which to reason with them.   Again, how can you argue with your own Scripture?  It’s a word that means to assert positively, to affirm, to declare with proof.  Paul’s defense of the suffering resurrected Messiah was irrefutable.  The pages of the Old Testament document the reality of the Messiah that He both suffered and rose again from the dead.  And for that we say Amen, Hallelujah.
But without His resurrection there is no victory for us over sin and the grave.  Even the truth of the resurrection is found in the Old Testament.

Job 19:25-27

Psalm 16:9-10 

The psalmist is not only affirming his own resurrection, but that the Holy One of God, the Messiah won’t stay in the ground long enough to even feel the effects of decay.  He will be raised up.

Now, notice one final thing that Paul did while he was reasoning with the Jews in the synagogue.  He proclaimed that Jesus was the Messiah.  He took the facts of the Old Testament Scriptures and the facts of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection and proved that Jesus was the Messiah; that it was Jesus who came to earth according to the Scriptures, that He died and that He is risen from the dead.  Jesus is the Messiah.  
The response to Paul’s discussion is varied.  Even today we see the typical kinds of responses when people here the gospel about Christ.  There are the religious people.  They are often times the most difficult people to convince about Christ.  They are set in their ways, prejudiced, hard-headed and difficult to reach.  

This last week when Dad was in the hospital the nurse came into the prep room just before Dad was to be wheeled down the hall for his stent procedure.  She asked if either of us had any questions.  We both responded that we didn’t.  She said “Oh, a couple of know-it-alls.”  
Religious people can be know-it-alls with respect to thinking they have everything all figured out.  You can’t give us any more truth. When I announced my resignation with Hospice some of the staff indicated they might come and visit the church.  One of the social workers who is part of another faith group said she may come but I’d never convince her to change her faith.   She is very devout in her beliefs.

Paul would meet a lot of them, set in their ways.
A second group heard Paul’s dialogue but became convinced by the facts as Paul skillfully presented them. This group was made of both Jews and Gentiles, God-fearing Gentiles.  We have talked about them in the past so suffice it say here that this group of people had gotten sick and tired of the emptiness of their own pagan philosophies and sought to find truth through the teachings of Judaism and its mono-theistic belief, and high moral standards. They came to believe that something in Judaism would provide them with the answers to life they were searching for.  That day as they listened, they finished their quest to know God by accepting His Son as the Messiah, the Savior.

Luke points out that among this group there were some very prominent women who believed.  They had clout in this leading city.  Here’s what Ray Stedman has to say about these women.  “The gospel had a particular appeal to women, especially to women of the upper classes who were prominent citizens of these Greek cities. There is a reason for that.  These were educated women and were therefore instructed in the philosophies of Greece. But they had found that these Greek philosophies were dead and empty, offering nothing for the heart, nothing for the spirit within. They instructed the mind but did nothing for the soul. And further, they were philosophies full of voluptuous and degrading practices which left these women devastated and filled with self-loathing if they gave into them.  But in Judaism they found themselves burdened with difficult and cumbersome regulations which again left them empty. Then the gospel came with the glad good news that, in Jesus Christ, there is neither male nor female, bond nor free, black nor white, nor any other distinction, that all the distinctions men make were broken down, all the middle walls of partition removed. These women responded joyously! They found a liberating, fulfilling, and satisfying glory about the gospel and they responded to the grace of God in Jesus Christ, inviting the Lord Jesus to enter their hearts.”  
Are you here today wandering about in the emptiness of self fulfillment, attempting to satisfy the deep spiritual yearning of your heart with the pursuits of the world and world philosophies only to find that it has left you cold and barren, empty and unfilled, enslaved rather than free?  Search the Scriptures and find satisfaction and meaning that can come only through a personal relationship with Christ.  He longs to bring joy where sadness looms.  He longs to give life where death reigns.  He longs to bring peace where turmoil exists.  He longs to provide contentment where restlessness and dissatisfaction grow.  Like these who believed, put your trust in Christ today.
Sadly, in every crowd there are those who are not convinced even though the truth is as plain as the nose on their face.  They either don’t see the truth or they don’t want to see the truth.  They have closed their eyes, heart and mind to the truth.  
Romans 1:19-22
The Jews not only had the same evidence given to everyone else, they also had the Scriptures from which they rejected the evidence from God of the Messiah’s reality and identity.

And those unbelieving Jews became jealous because of the impact of the Gospel in the lives of many people – Jew and Gentile alike.  So they formed a mob made up of a bunch of malcontents, rabble rousers, trouble makers who started a riot in the city.  Webster’s defines a riot as a wild or violent disorder, confusion, or disturbance, some kind of tumult or uproar.  I picture people shouting and raising fists in defiance.  Angry glares with a glazed over hardened spirit bent on one thing: wrecking something or doing bodily harm to someone.  Their ill intent was toward Paul and Silas.  En mass they arrived at the home of Jason in some quaint little neighborhood expecting to find the two inside.  Not home and still wanting to ignite the flames of aggression, they grabbed hold of Jason and dragged him off to the market.  They 

are set on violence and destruction of some kind.  The jealous Jews who touted peace with God stirred up a bunch of worthless guys to do their dirty work.  It was the same kind of conspiracy at the trial of Jesus before Pilate when the religious leaders incited the crowd to angrily chant for the execution of Jesus.  It was a lynch mob that headed to the market.  Remember the market was the social center of town.  They expected to have swift and justifiable action taken against him on account of Paul and Silas and their religious fanaticism.  

Notice their accusations. The first is that these men had turned the world upside down.  They have caused trouble all over the world.  Can I offer or suggest to you an alternative thought to this passage?  Wouldn’t you agree that the world was already turned upside down?  At the creation of the world and insertion of man into it as its keeper, the world was right side up.  It was perfect.  Adam and Eve resided and complete harmony with their creator.  There was a beautiful relationship between the two unmarred by any wrong doing, but all that ended on the fateful day in which Adam and Eve took of the forbidden fruit plummeting them and their descendents into the depths of sin.  The world was turned upside down by sin.  Lawlessness and sin has reigned ever since then in the hearts of mankind who are always bent on doing wrong, committing sin, rejecting God.  Oh, we try to balance it out with a few good deeds of kindness and compassion, but the Bible clearly states that even our righteous deeds are like filthy rags.  

We live in a world that is currently upside down due to sin and Paul and Silas came with a message of hope in Jesus the Messiah who through a personal relationship with Him by faith in the atoning sacrifice of His death for sin and in His resurrection could make right what has been wrong, to turn right side up what has been upside down already.  
Again, I take you back to Romans 1 where we see the effects of rejecting God, the effects of sin, the effects of living in an upside down world. 

Romans 1:22-32

That, my friends, is an upside down world.  Only Christ can put it back in its proper position.  Only He can make it right side up again.  Revelation 19 is a reminder that the One true and living God who created this world has not forgotten about this world.  He will turn what was upside down due to sin so that it is right side up again.  

Revelation 19:17-21

Revelation 21:1-5a

When we proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ we do not turn the world upside down, we are trying to make it right again through changed lives.  If the Word of God is proclaimed so that many more lives are affected we will see tremendous transformation.  When lives are changed because of the transforming power and grace of God in that life and the lives others, great things begin to happen.  

Families are transformed.
Businesses are transformed.

Communities are transformed.

Nations are transformed.

Are you turning the world right side up because of what you believe, because of what you proclaim about Christ, because of how you live?

When the power of the indwelling Holy Spirit begins to work in the life of an individual who has yielded himself or herself to His control how can anyone argue with the change that takes place as the fruit of the Spirit becomes more evident?

The gospel is revolutionary.  It speaks about a right relationship between God and man.  It speaks about a right relationship between husbands and wives, parents and children, citizens and authority, bosses and employees, and on and on and on.  Faith in Jesus will revolutionize and revitalize an upside down world.

A long time ago the Beatles sang that all we needed was love.  Love would make the world right.
Another song suggests that

What the world needs now is love, Sweet love
It's the only thing 
That there's just too little of
What the world needs now 
Is love, sweet love
No, not just for some,
But for everyone.
How about it folks?  Is that really all the world needs to get her turned right side up again – just love?  In the words of Andre Crouch:

Jesus is the answer for the world today,

Above Him there’s no other, Jesus is the way,

He will once again make all things new, turn it back to what it once was.  He’ll make the world right side up.
These jealous Jews didn’t like what they were seeing and hearing so they stirred up trouble.  They didn’t want to hear that Jesus was the answer.  They hate the truth, because the truth sets people free.  They wanted to silence the message.  There will always be opposition when the truth is presented.  People don’t like it.  They would rather live in darkness and keep others in darkness to the truth as well.  Their accusation was wrong.  The world was already upside down.
The second accusation was that they were challenging the authority of Caesar, claiming that Jesus was another rival king.  
John 19:14-16

These Jews failed to understand nor did they hear that Jesus’ Kingdom was not of this world, His is a heavenly kingdom.  They wanted the Messiah to overthrow Rome.  Even as we speak He is seated at the right hand of God waiting for the day when the Father bids Him to retrieve the people of His kingdom.
Mark 22:66-23:3
As a way of settling the matter, Jason fronted the money as a bond to ensure that Paul and Silas would leave town for good.  As far as the city was concerned, they would never be welcomed back.  If they stayed or came back, Jason would lose his money.  It was a guarantee that they would leave town.  
So they left town and headed to the next town – Berea.  It was about 60 miles from Thessalonica in the foothills of the Olympic Mountains.  
Paul and Silas pick up where they left off by going again to the synagogue and teaching.  Notice that Luke is careful to provide a very important distinction between the Jews of Thessalonica and those of Berea.  Look at verse 11.

They were of more noble character than the previous group he met with at Thessalonica.  They were eager to learn, receptive to what Paul and Silas were teaching, willing to dig in for themselves to see what Scripture said on the matters being taught.

They received the message with great eagerness.  Here was a group of people who were hungry to know the truth.  It’s the same word used to describe Lydia’s desire to know the truth.  

Ray Stedman notes that a noble person not only has an open mind but also has a cautious heart.  He only accepts what he has checked out.

Scripture guides us in what is right and wrong, true and false.  Without searching the Scriptures for ourselves on a regular basis, we will be lost to relativism believing that what is right for one isn’t necessarily right for another, much as the world believes today.  The authority is God’s Word, not me, so check up, keep me sharp.  As Chuck Swindoll so pointedly notes: “Don’t believe the teacher, study it for yourself.”

Our exhortation comes from Peter who states that “like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation.”  (I Peter 2:2)  
If you have been around babies you know how well they respond when they are hungry.  They have a great desire that needs to be met.  To crave means to long for earnestly, to desire strongly.  In that way we are to eagerly pursue God’s Word.  Crave it just like a baby craves the proper nourishment it needs to live and grow.

Paul’s advice to his young protégé Timothy was to “Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a workman who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of truth.”  (II Timothy 2:15)  That was the Bereans.
No matter how good a Bible teacher you may think I am, no matter how good a Bible teacher you may think someone else is – don’t swoon over us, open up your Bible and determine the accuracy of the message.  I hope when you come to church you bring your Bible and maybe something to write on so you can take notes to do more searching in Scripture so that like the Bereans you will be of noble character, knowing that what is said is true.
There is a very old saying that some attest came from 1615 in the novel Don Quixote.  “The proof of the pudding is the eating.”  It means to fully test something you need to experience it yourself.  

Each of us is to prove that what is said is true.  So don’t take my word for it, study Scripture for yourself, make sure that what is said from this pulpit is accurate.  You won’t offend me.

As they searched the Old Testament for themselves, they came to the conclusion that what Paul and Silas were teaching was accurate and many believed again from the same groups of people – Jews, Gentiles and prominent women of Berea.  
But the cycle continues as we see that word reached the jealous Jews who showed up and started the same ruckus.  They agitated the crowds and forced Paul to leave town taking him to Athens.  Whenever and wherever the truth is proclaimed the evil one will not rest, but ensure that there is a disruption so that those who need to hear the gospel will be distracted or dissuaded.  
The Bereans welcomed his message, but studied the Scriptures none the less to determine its accuracy.  In defense of the Thessalonians, Paul did have this to say about the believers there when he wrote his first letter to them.  (I Thessalonians 2:13)

“And we also thank God continually because, when you received the word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men, but as it actually is, the word of God, which is at work in you who believe.”  

Who are you most like today?
Are you like the Thessalonians many of whom were stubborn and resistant to hearing about the gospel as Paul reasoned with them from the Scriptures or are you like the Bereans eager to come and hear the truth and then willing to dig deeper in God’s Word to make sure it’s accurate?
