
Evangelism 102: Lessons in Acts #12

“The Same Old Story”

Acts 17:1-15

Summer is great for a lot of things—especially if you are a student or a school teacher—but it has its drawbacks. Like television. Summer is full of reruns, with few new episodes of favorite shows until the fall.

We might be tempted to think Luke is feeding us some reruns in this section of the book of Acts, as it seems like we’re hearing the same old story, with only the city name changing. Yet, as we will see, we can certainly see our modern world in these stories and better understand what to expect as we seek to witness for Christ today.

What I would like to do this evening is to work our way through this text, giving explanations along the way, and then draw out a few truths that apply to Paul’s time and ours.

Acts 17 begins, “When they had passed through Amphipolis and Apollonia, they came to Thessalonica, where there was a Jewish synagogue.” Leaving Philippi (and probably Luke and Timothy behind), Paul and Silas set out along the Via Egnatia (or sometimes called the Egnatian Way). This 700-mile long highway was constructed in the second century bc. Nearly 20 feet wide and paved with hand-laid stone slabs, it carried Roman troops to battle, taxes to the capital city, and merchandise everywhere. And now it carried the gospel into Greece. Paul followed the Via Egnatia a little more than 35 miles from Philippi to Amphipolis, where the seat of Roman government administered its affairs in Macedonia. From there, he continued another 30 miles to Apollonia, and then to Thessalonica 33 miles away. Each leg of his journey required a long day’s walk but put him in a major city by nightfall.

Both Amphipolus and Apollonia were significant cities at the time, yet there is no indication that Paul and Silas did any evangelistic work there. Why not? It seems that Paul’s missionary strategy was to direct his efforts toward the city-centers from which other cities could be reached and from which avenues of communication radiated. Philippi was the “first city” in its district and could evangelize Amphipolis. Thessalonica (his ultimate goal) was not only the “first city” of its district but was the capital of the province of Macedonia. It could also reach back to Apollonia. Paul worked where his efforts might be multiplied.

Thessalonica was about 100 miles from Philippi. It was the capital of the province of Macedonia and had a population of more than 200,000, including a colony of Jews (and a synagogue).
 Recent archaeological evidence indicates that later there was even a Samaritan synagogue in the town.
 It was located on several important trade routes, and it boasted an excellent harbor,
 situated at the head of the Thermaic Gulf.

Thessalonica was an unusual city in terms of politics. In 42 bc, when Antony and Octavian battled Brutus and Cassius (two of the leading conspirators against Julius Caesar) for control of Rome, Thessalonica sided with Octavian. As a reward, the city was declared free, meaning exempt from taxes, and autonomous, meaning they had the right to appoint their own magistrates, five men who bore the unusual title of “politarch” because the people had democratically selected their own city’s rulers. When Macedonia was divided into four districts, Thessalonica became the capital of the second.

Paul and Silas came to Thessalonica and went to work, as we read in verses 2-4,

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. 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.

By Paul’s preaching for “three Sabbaths,” Luke does not intend that Paul spent only a few weeks in Thessalonica. The extent of the mission depicted in his letters to them reveals a work too vast in scope and influence to be accomplished by only a few weeks of evangelistic effort. In addition, Paul supported himself and his party, probably by working in his trade as a “tentmaker.” Both 1 Thessalonians 2:9 and 2 Thessalonians 3:8 refer to labor “night and day that we might not burden any of you.” All this is too time-consuming to be accomplished in a few weeks.
 The “three Sabbaths” refer to his synagogue ministry, which attracted a number of Jews and Gentiles.

We do not know exactly how long Paul remained in Thessalonica, but it was long enough to receive financial help twice from the church in Philippi (Php. 4:15–16). From 1 Thessalonians 1 we learn how God blessed Paul’s ministry and how the message spread from Thessalonica to other places. It was not a long ministry, but it was an effective one.

Four key words in verses 2–3 describe Paul’s approach to the synagogue crowd. First, he reasoned, which means he dialogued with them through questions and answers. This is the first time Luke uses this term, but not the last. Paul would “reason” in Thessalonica, Athens (17:17), Corinth (18:4), Ephesus (18:19; 19:8-9), Troas (20:7, 9), and finally, before the Roman governor, Felix, in Caesarea Maritima (24:25). 

Then he explained the Scriptures to them and proved that Jesus is indeed the Messiah. The word translated “proved” means “to lay down alongside, to prove by presenting the evidence.” The apostle set before them one Old Testament proof after another that Jesus of Nazareth is the Messiah. Paul was careful to proclaim the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, which is the message of the Gospel.
 

As had happened in the synagogues of South Galatia, so also in Thessalonica some of Paul’s Jewish hearers were convinced by what he said, but the majority of his converts during these three weeks were God-fearing Gentiles. Among these were a considerable number of women of high status. Macedonian women had a well-earned reputation for their independence and enterprising spirit. Jason, who is mentioned as the missionaries’ host in verse 5, was presumably one of the Jews who believed (the Greek name Jason was assumed by many Jews who were originally named Joshua); Aristarchus and Secundus, described as Thessalonians in Acts 20:4, were probably also converted to the Christian faith at this time.
 Luke’s phrase “not a few” is one way of saying, “It was a big crowd!”

Then, as usual, there was trouble, as verses 5-9 record,

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. 

Finding little support in the synagogue, the Jews rounded up some hoodlums from the marketplace and whipped the city into an anti-Paul frenzy. Unlike the mob in Philippi, which had been fueled by anti-Semitism, in Thessalonica the Jews led the attack.
 The niv identifies them as “bad characters from the marketplace”; the kjv uses, “lewd fellows of the baser sort”; one writer calls them “the subterranean dregs of society,”
 while scholar A. T. Robertson called them, “bums.”

The mob surrounded the house of Jason, who hosted Paul and his men much like Lydia had in Philippi. By that time Paul and Silas had succeeded in making their escape; no doubt some of their converts, getting wind of what was afoot, hid them where they were not likely to be found.
 So, they hauled their neighbor before the “city authorities” (politarches), the democratically elected magistrates of the city.
 Since the term was unknown elsewhere, the critics of Luke once dismissed it as a mark of ignorance. Sixteen examples have been found archaeologically, and one is located in the British Museum on a stone that once formed part of an archway. It was evidently a Macedonian term.

The Jews couldn’t lodge their actual complaint: “These men teach a theology we don’t like, so we want them beaten and, if it’s not too much trouble, killed.” Instead, they tried to characterize the Christians as treasonous and therefore a threat to city order.
 Blasphemy was the gravest accusation for a Jew, but treason—to support a rival king above Caesar—was the worst accusation for a Roman.

Because the accused weren’t present for trial, the magistrates compelled Jason, their host, to post a bond. Most likely, this bond insured that Paul wouldn’t cause any trouble for the city; if he did, they would collect against Jason as a penalty.
 It was probably this legal ban Paul saw as Satan preventing him from returning to Thessalonica in 1 Thessalonians 2:18.
 

Paul and Silas were forced to move on, as verses 10-12 say,

As soon as it was night, the brothers sent Paul and Silas away to Berea. 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. Many of the Jews believed, as did also a number of prominent Greek women and many Greek men.

Paul and Silas left out of town that night to begin their 45-mile walk to Berea. Only now, they didn’t have the benefit of a highway. Cicero, who had been banished to Thessalonica for a time, called Berea an “off-the-road town,” being off the Egnatian Way.
 It does not appear that Timothy was with them, as he was probably working in Philippi. Later, he would join Paul in Athens and then be sent to Thessalonica to encourage the church in its time of persecution. Since Timothy was a Gentile, and had not been present when the trouble erupted, he could minister in the city freely. The peace bond could keep Paul and Silas out, but it would not apply to their young assistant.

The account of Paul’s reception at Berea is the classical description of a more open-minded response by the Jews to the gospel. They were zealous to hear what Paul had to say, and so they met with him daily (and not merely on the Sabbath). Nor did they accept what he said thoughtlessly and uncritically, but they themselves examined the Scriptures to see whether the case which Paul developed from them was sound. Here was no mere emotional response to the gospel, but one based on intellectual conviction.

The Greek verb for ‘examine’ (anakrinō) is used of judicial investigations, as of Herod examining Jesus (Luke 23:14-15), the Sanhedrin with Peter and John (Acts 4:9), and Felix with Paul (Acts 24:8). It implies integrity and absence of bias. Ever since then, “Berean” has been applied to folks who study the Scriptures with impartiality and care.

The Bereans provide an example we should follow. No matter how gifted or charismatic or well-trained and experienced your Bible teacher or pastor may be, form the healthy habit of checking what is being said against the Scriptures. If you can’t support it with the Scriptures, there’s something missing in the teaching. Don’t believe the teacher. If he or she contradicts the divine standard, you’re building on sand. Stay with the Scriptures. They remain your ultimate authority for faith and life.

God used His Word so that many people trusted Christ. One of the men who was converted was Sopater, who later assisted Paul according to Acts 20:4. He may be the “Sosipater” who later sent greetings to the Christians in Rome in Romans 16:21.

Once again, however, the success of the Gospel was met by the opposition of the enemy, as seen in 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.

Paul was quickly smuggled out of Berea and onto a ship bound for Athens, while Silas and Timothy “fronted” for him by staying a while longer in Berea. The ruse worked.

Five centuries before Paul, Athens had been at the height of its glory in art, philosophy and literature. She had retained her reputation in philosophy through the years and still maintained a leading university in Paul’s day.
 Silas and Timothy had remained behind, but Paul sent back instructions for them to join him. Although Acts does not say so, they appear to have fulfilled his instructions and rejoined him in Athens, from where he sent them back to Macedonia (probably to Philippi and Thessalonica respectively), and then they rejoined him when he had reached Corinth.

What can we learn from these strikingly similar scenes from Paul’s life? Three principles we see repeated here…and elsewhere.

A Promising Reception 

First, there was a promising reception of the Gospel. In every city he entered, Paul saw souls come to Christ. Some were fellow Jews, others were God-fearing Gentiles. He found a willing welcome at the Jewish synagogue (except for Philippi, where none existed)…at least at first.

A Predictable Resistance

Second, the promising reception was followed by a predictable resistance. Every place he went turned against him. Rejection is to be expected when you share the truth. Don’t be surprised when people reject the truth. I know it doesn’t make sense. Why reject what is true? But people regularly reject truth. Unfortunately, truth rarely attracts large numbers of people. That’s why godly leadership requires courage, tenacity, resiliency, and humility. A proclaimer of God’s truth isn’t a politician and can’t worry about image or applause, polls or popularity; rather, the proclaimer must be content to present the truth, recognizing that personal rejection is the most likely outcome. When you accept this fact of sharing your faith, personal rejection loses its sting.

A Premature Removal

Third, this led to a premature removal. Paul was beaten and jailed in Philippi, he was mobbed and forced out of Thessalonica, run out of town in Berea, then he was dropped and left in Athens all alone—but he stayed strong. Determination is at the heart of any great achievement. They kept running off the apostle, but he kept leaving churches in his wake, whole communities of reproducing Christians.

Philippi…Thessalonica…Berea. Pisidian Antioch…Iconium…Lystra. It’s the same old story. Evangelistic success followed by evil schemes to harass the evangelists. We can expect the same today.

But notice these places. We have Paul’s letters to the Philippians, Thessalonians, and Galatians in our Bibles. These churches survived…and even thrived! We may be tempted to focus on the negative and lose sight of the positive. The work of evangelism is hard, and it is not without its challenges. But it is always worth it.

Just ask Paul, Silas, and Timothy.
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