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Sermon Notes for Life Groups                Ben Muir 
Acts 17:1-14                               4/28/19 

 

“A Tale of Two Cities” 
 

Introduction 
Acts 17:1-14 
 
Philippi to Thessalonica is 94 miles. 
Thessalonica is the capital of the province of Macedonia with a population of about 200,000. 
Paul and Silas’ travels are done on the Egnatian Way, a Roman highway that connected all these 
cities.  
The Roman Empire had established a sort of militant peace throughout the known world at that 
time, known as the Pax Romana. Road construction and travel was easier than during war time.  
This was part of God’s sovereignty in sending Jesus to the earth at a particular time in history when the 
geo-political conditions were in a good place for the spread of the gospel.  
 
Big idea: We must proclaim the gospel and trust God in the results. 
 
We see three themes coming through in our passage today: 

• Proclamation 

• Rejection 

• Salvation 

 
Proclamation 
Paul had a strategy for ministry.  
WHERE: go to a “synagogue of the Jews” 
 
WHEN: “On three Sabbath days…” Paul picked his opportunities.  
 
WHAT/HOW: Paul “reasoned” from the Scriptures (v. 3). Intellect and inspiration went hand-in-hand.  

• Luke says that Paul “reasoned” with them and “explained” to them, “proving” that Jesus 
was who he said he was. These are the verbs that define Paul’s conversation here.  

• This is at the heart of one of Southfield’s core values: “Talking persuasively about Jesus 
wherever we go.” 

• Paul did not simply quote Scripture to them. He told them Scripture and then talked 
about why it was important, what the author meant, what the implications were for 
them in their day.  

• Paul knew his audience. Know your audience.  
 
How to apply with a: 

• Close friend or family member: You know a lot about them, what motivates them, what 
pains them, what gives them joy, etc.  
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• Random person you encounter: Ask questions. Get to know a little bit about them so 
that you can then ask a spiritual question like, “What is your spiritual background?” or 
“Did you grow up going to church? Do you go now?” 

 
In the next section of Acts 17 we observe Paul doing this very thing, tailoring his message to his 
audience.  
 

Rejection 
Paul’s proclamation is met with rejection and mob-like activity.  
V. 5: We have seen this scenario play out before. It is always a good reminder to us to be ready 
for the consequences of sharing the gospel.  
 
Now, realistically, none of us will face this same result if we share the gospel in our context today.  
 
Two things:  

• Don’t forget that many Christians across the world do face this same result by sharing 
the gospel today. 

• Be ready for your “worst case scenario.” I would venture to guess that for most of us it 
revolves around discomfort about someone’s opinion about us.  

Paul knew the potential consequences and he went forward boldly. Ask God to help you 
identify what your main barrier is to sharing the gospel and then ask him to help you start 
breaking it down. 
 
Vv. 6 and 7: The Jews frame their accusation against Paul and Silas in such a way that it would 
cast the worst light on them.  
 
V. 6: “turned the world upside down” Only used three times in the New Testament. Generally 
means “to stir up the right order of things.”  

• In fact the Jews that used this term were more correct than they ever could have 
imagined. This gospel message would soon turn the Roman Empire on its head and 
upset the order of everything.  

• James Montgomery Boice writes in his commentary on Acts: “There is an ancient letter 
in which a teenager is writing to his mother to complain that his father wouldn’t let him 
go to Alexandria. He says, ‘Father has upset me.’ That word ‘upset’ or ‘turn upside 
down’ is the word Luke uses. Paul and Silas had been upsetting the world. But that 
wasn’t a bad thing for them to do. It was a good thing, because the world had already 
been turned upside down by sin. So by turning it upside down again, they were actually 
setting it right.” (An Expositional Commentary: Acts, p. 290) 

 
This rejection of Paul led to an outbreak of persecution against the believers in Thessalonica.  

• Paul even writes about this persecution in 1 Thessalonians 2:1-2: “For you yourselves 
know, brothers, that our coming to you was not in vain. 2 But though we had already 
suffered and been shamefully treated at Philippi, as you know, we had boldness in our 
God to declare to you the gospel of God in the midst of much conflict.” 
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Persecution formed a deep bond that lasted a lifetime. 
 
Do not perceive opposition as a sign that you are doing something wrong.  
Opposition just might be the refining fire that is forming you more into the image of Christ.  
 

Salvation 
In Thessalonica we saw that “some” Jews and “a great many of the devout Greeks and not a 
few of the leading women” came to follow Jesus as a result of Paul preaching.  
 
Paul writes about them affectionately in 1 Thessalonians 1:2-10.  
 
Paul says that the gospel came not just in word but also in power and the Holy Spirit.  
He says that they became imitators of him and Silas. 
He says that they became an example to all believers in Macedonia and in Achaia. 
He says that the “word of the Lord sounded forth from you in Macedonia and Achaia,” meaning 
they spread the gospel to the region around them. They received the word, it changed them, 
then they looked around to see who they could tell. 
 
How does the truth of the gospel affect us today?  
Are you growing in your understanding of it? Or has it grown stagnant in your life? My prayer today is 
that the Holy Spirit stirs up a fresh passion for what Jesus has done in your life.  
A passion that overflows to your areas of influence.  
A passion that refuses to let people that we know and love live without hope.  
A passion that drives us to our knees begging for God to move in our families, neighborhoods, 
workplaces, and cities.  
 
Luke goes out of his way twice to mention women coming to follow Jesus.  

• Women (“leading” women) came to Jesus (v. 4 and v. 12). Luke mentions them 
specifically. Combined with the description of Lydia in chapter 16 there is quite a 
pattern of women playing a pivotal role in the early church.  

• The order of the words in Greek suggest that the women were an important part of the group. 

• There is a narrative about the church today that women are subjugated and reduced in 
value compared to men. 

• That is happening in some places in Christianity today. 

• But where that happens, it happens in direct opposition to the Bible’s view of women.  

• My prayer is that our church will always be defined by a Bible-informed, Jesus-honoring 
view of women.  

• Culture is honored when we attempt to blur the lines between men and women, making 
them the same in function and role. 

• God is honored when we embrace the unique roles that God has given us as a gift; God 
is honored when we embrace the full potential of men and women; God is honored 
when we embrace the equal value and worth of every man and woman, because God 
gives salvation to all, without distinction.   
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So that is a description of the small number of Jews and larger number of Gentiles who decided 
to follow Jesus in Thessalonica. But what about the Jews in Thessalonica versus the Jews in 
Berea? What were the differences between them?  
 
The Jews in Berea were “more noble” than the Jews in Thessalonica. 

• Open-minded, fair, thoughtful 
The Berean Jews responded to the gospel with eagerness rather than suspicion.  

• This was something that resonated with them. This was something that complemented 
what they knew about Scripture.  

The Berean Jews were defined by a love for God’s Word rather than jealousy. 

• When we are in love with God’s word, we are transformed. It changes our perspective 
on life. We lose our attachment to tradition, to power, to familiarity and grow in our 
desire for truth, authenticity, and relationship.  

• This is why at Southfield we often encourage everyone to be in God’s Word on a 
personal level on a daily basis.  

• Have a plan, have accountability, have discipline.  

• This is a defining characteristic of a growing believer.  

• Quote from Paul Worcester: “The reason people don’t spend daily time alone with God is not a 
lack of time. It’s because they are under the illusion that they can live without it.” 

 
Verse 11 says that the Bereans examined the Scriptures daily to see if the things they were 
hearing were correct.   
 
Bottom line: Scripture can be rightly understood by ordinary people who rely on God for help.  
 

Conclusion 
Big idea: We must proclaim the gospel and trust God in the results. 
Paul did this. He proclaimed the gospel and continued making disciples no matter the outcome.  
 
Believer: Ask the Lord this week, “How can I better embrace the salvation you have given me?” 
Non-believer: How can you engage with the Bible this week? 
 

Application  
• Who are one or two people you know that do not follow Jesus? What do you know 

about their upbringing and spiritual background? In other words, do you know your 
audience? 

• What is your “worst-case scenario” in having a gospel conversation? See if there are 
common fears among others in your Life Group.  

• What is a step you can take to promote a fresh passion for Jesus in your life this week?  

• What is your current plan to be in God’s Word right now? A plan, a book, random 
readings? Pair up and hold each other accountable this week to be in God’s Word on a 
daily basis.  


