“Facts in Acts”  ( 18 part sermon series on Book of Acts )
07/19/09  Sermon # 10:   “ A Tale of 3 Cities! ”  

( Text:  Acts 17:1-34 )

************************************************************************

     Today’s sermon title is:  “A Tale of 3 Cities.”  My sermon is based on chapter 17 of the Book of Acts written by Luke, a companion of the Apostle Paul.  In Acts chapter 17 Luke records events that took place almost 2000 years ago.  Luke gives us factual details about Paul’s mission in 3 cities – Thessalonica, Berea and Athens. 

     However, please know that these historical facts are not meaningless bits of information.  These “Facts in Acts” were given to us by God and contain truths that apply to our lives today.  So listen closely as I preach on the content of Acts chapter 17, which could be entitled:  “A Tale of 3 Cities!”
     Last week we read from Acts chapter 16 and learned how God worked through Paul and his companions to bring His Word to the city of Philippi.  The result was that many people came to faith in Jesus and were saved from sin, the devil and eternal damnation.

     Now, at the beginning today’s reading we find out that after Paul and his companions left Philippi they traveled through the cities of Amphipolis and Apollonia – and they finally end up in a city known as Thessalonica.  Then Luke records these words:  “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.” 
      So, the first thing Paul does in Thessalonica is what he did in most every city – he found the Jews (if there were any), he met with them in their synagogues or wherever they met, and he studied the Holy Scriptures with them – showing them how Jesus is the promised Christ who died to save us from our sins and who conquered death to give us the hope of eternal life.

     At this point Paul could expect at least one of two results – but usually both results.  On the one hand, some people would believe Paul’s message – and the result was that they would repent of their sin, trust in Jesus, and continue to grow in their knowledge of God’s Word.  On the other hand, some people would NOT believe Paul’s message – and the result was that they would NOT repent NOR would they trust in Jesus.  

     Now, we saw both results take place in Thessalonica.  Some believed and others did not.  Those who did NOT believe made huge trouble for Paul and the other Christians in Thessalonica.  But this did not stop the Christians from supporting Paul.  

     In fact, even after Paul and his companions left, the Christians in Thessalonica continued to trust in Christ and grow in God’s Word.  Certain men were eventually trained well in God’s Word, and they became pastors for the believers in Thessalonica.  

     In addition, Paul continued to correspond with the Thessalonian Christians and build them up with Christ’s Word.  The Holy Spirit has given us two New Testament books known as 1st and 2nd Thessalonians – two letters that Paul wrote to the Thessalonian Christians.  

     With that said, we’re now ready to learn about the second city that Paul visits.  After Paul and his companions leave Thessalonica, they travel to a city known as Berea.  Once again they go to the Jewish synagogue where Paul uses the Scriptures to proclaim the Truth about Christ and all that He has done to save us sinners.  Luke then writes this comment:  “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.”
     Did you hear what Luke wrote?  He said that the Jews in Berea were of more noble character than the Thessalonian Jews.  Now, Luke is not condemning all the Jews in Thessalonica – because some of them DID believe Paul’s message and continued to study Holy Scripture and learned how it pointed to Christ.  Instead, Luke is condemning the unbelieving Jews in Thessalonica because they trusted their own opinions and refused to study God’s Word to see if what Paul said was true. 
     Now, what can we learn from what Luke writes about these events in Berea?  Well, are we of noble character?  Do we joyfully make it a priority to study the Scriptures every day so that God’s Truth might influence our lives?  Or do we prefer to rely on our own opinions – even if they’re wrong and sinful?

       We’re all guilty of thinking this way from time to time.  We have many opinions and behaviors in our lives that are just plain false and sinful.  Therefore, we need to study Holy Scripture on a regular basis so that our false opinions can be replaced by God’s Truth.  We need to study Holy Scripture on a regular basis so that we can repent of our sinful behaviors and know that we have forgiveness of sins through faith in Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior.

      My prayer is that the Good News of forgiveness and eternal life in Jesus will help us all become Christians of noble character who study God’s Word every day so that Christ’s Truth may transform our hearts, minds and lives.  I pray that we will see more of our members at Church Services on a regular basis.  I also pray that those who attend Church Services will also make it a priority to attend Sunday School and Bible Classes as well.  

     Most important of all, our regular study of Holy Scripture will keep our focus on Christ and the forgiveness, love and eternal life we have through faith in Him.  Listen to what Paul wrote to a young pastor named Timothy.  In 2nd Timothy chapter 3 we read:  “...continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, … and how from infancy you have known the Holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.  All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness,…” 
     Now we’re ready to hear about the third city mentioned in today’s reading – the city of Athens.  Paul’s companions had stayed behind in Berea, but Paul traveled on to Athens.  Once he got there, he did what he usually did in most cities.  He witnessed to the Jews and taught about Jesus in their synagogues.

     However, Luke tells us that Paul was distressed by all the idols he saw in that city.  You see, Athens was populated by many Gentiles who worshipped various Greek gods and goddesses.  The city was filled with temples and statues dedicated to these various false gods.  Paul’s heart went out to these lost people who were enslaved by the devil’s lies.  So he witnessed to the Gentiles in the marketplace.  
     But why did Paul witness in the marketplace?  That seems strange to us.  However, in that culture people would often gather in the market place to discuss various topics in a public forum of sorts.  Some people would stand up and offer their opinions on various issues, and then hear responses from others.  Well, Paul took advantage of this situation and used this forum to speak about Jesus!

     Paul ends up being invited to speak at a special meeting where many people were gathered to hear what he had to say.  However, notice that Paul does not immediately start out by showing how the Scriptures point to Jesus.  Why not?  Because the Greeks knew little or nothing about Holy Scripture.  They didn’t know what Scripture taught about God and Creation or the Fall into sin.  They were ignorant of the very basics!
     In fact, unlike the Jews, most Greeks believed in a kind of of evolution.  They believed that the matter of the universe had always existed and that all life – including the gods themselves! – had evolved into various forms over time.  In other words, the gods they worshipped had a beginning and were simply more highly evolved beings than themselves.  So, what does Paul do?  

     First, Paul clearly rejects the Greeks’ evolutionary ideas and stresses that God made the world and everything in it.  Therefore, unlike the false gods the Greeks worshipped, the True God had no beginning and He is the One who created the universe. Therefore, the True God does not live in temples nor does He need to be served by humans.  The fact is that WE need temples where the True God longs to serve us with His Word and Christ’s gifts!
     Next Paul mentions that all humans are descended from the one man God created “In the beginning.”  In addition, Paul says that God is the One who determined where various humans would live – and at the right time and place God would give them His Word so they would seek Him and receive His salvation.

     Paul then stresses that God wants all people to repent of their false beliefs and sinful lives, and to trust in the man God appointed to judge the world.  Then Paul said:  “He has given proof of this to all men by raising him from the dead.”  Eventually Paul went on to tell them more about Jesus – WHO He is and WHAT He did to save us.  But before Paul could do that he had to give them the Truth about God, Creation and Sin.

     So, what were the results of Paul’s witness to the Greeks?  As usual, some mocked him and rejected his message.  But the Holy Spirit opened the hearts of others.  They believed Paul’s message and trusted in Christ for salvation.

     Now, how do these facts about Paul’s mission in Athens apply to us today?  Well, just like Athens, we live in a culture filled with many religious people who are clueless about the Truth.  Many people in our nation worship “false gods” of their own making.  In other words, many people – even here in Jamestown – believe various myths and philosophies that are in complete conflict with God’s Truth revealed in Holy Scripture.

     Like the Greeks, more and more people in our culture believe in evolution and know little or nothing about what Scripture teaches concerning God, Creation and the Fall into Sin.  So, when God gives us opportunities to witness to people, we must first find out what they know and DON’T know.  If they don’t know anything about the True God or Creation or The Fall, then we should begin there and eventually show them how it all connects to Jesus and the salvation He longs to give us.
     In closing, today God has given us the privilege of hearing “A Tale of 3 Cities” – a true story filled with real facts about God working through His Word to give people repentance and faith in Jesus as their Lord and Savior.

     God’s Mission continues today!  That’s why you’re here!  Just as people were saved by God’s mission almost 2000 years ago,  God has also saved YOU!  The Holy Spirit has convicted you of your sins and has given you faith in Jesus, your Lord and Savior!  
     Your sins are forgiven!  You have the hope of the resurrection and eternal life in God’s Kingdom.  This means you get to live to God’s glory – trusting His promises and striving to obey His loving will for your life.  

     In addition, like those Christians almost 2000 years ago, you get to be Christ’s witnesses in the city where God has placed you – right here in Jamestown, another city filled with people who need to hear about Jesus.  
Amen!

