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“Uplifting a Downcast Apostle”      Text – Acts 18:1-18       OT Reading – 1 Kings 19:1-18 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
I am probably not alone, I think, in mistakenly viewing the Apostle Paul as a kind of Superman.  
His life-story is so incredible that I can almost picture him in a super-hero costume with a big A for Apostle on the front, and perhaps even a cape, as he dashes from one city to the next and fearlessly tackles philosophers and angry mobs leaving a string of freshly planted churches in his.  
· A poisonous snake bites him and he just shakes it off into the fire and keeps preaching.  
· He is beaten and left for dead but he gets up and goes back into the very town where the people who had beaten him come from.  
· He stands among Greece’s most influential philosophers and tells them that their whole system of thought is wrong and needs to change.  
It is an incredible biography.
And yet, as we have already seen, this is no hagiography – the story of some perfect saint who never makes a mistake.  Paul is no superman and we are not supposed to think of him in that way.  
In fact, as we come to ch. 18, one of the key components of this portion of Luke’s record is a disheartened or depressed Paul. 
And it is our privilege to see how the Lord ministers to this needy servant by way of a vision, and in so doing to be encouraged ourselves.
Well, the first 18 verses of Acts 18 record Paul’s time in Corinth, which was about 1½ years.  
So, there are really two major things that we will examine in these verses.  
First of all, we take the wide-angle view as we see that 
the Holy Spirit guides the events of Paul’s time in Corinth.  
But then we zoom in to see how the Holy Spirit Ministers to a Depressed Apostle.
1. Well Paul continues to visit the major cities of Greece with Corinth the next place he visits after Athens.  
a. Corinth was about 80km away from Athens and while Athens had a population of about 10,000 people, Corinth was a city of around 200,000 at this time.  
i. And while Athens was infamous for its idolatry, Corinth was infamous for its immorality.  
A. The skyline was dominated by the temple of Aphrodite and every night its 1000 temple prostitutes would descend into the city to ply their trade.  
B. In fact, things were so bad that for around 400 years already the name of Corinth had become part of the Greek language in relation to immoral behaviour.  To do something sexually immoral was ‘to Corinthianize.” 
2. Nevertheless, Paul works there for 1½ years.  And yet, while we learn quite a bit about the Corinthian church from his letters to the Corinthians, Luke says very little about this large period of time here compared to the detail he gave us about the much shorter stays in Thessalonica, Berea and Athens.  
a. But again, this is a reminder that the Book of Acts is not a travel journal.  
i. The Spirit of God wants the readers of this book to see the important gospel events of Paul’s missionary activity.  These are the events that most magnify the glory of God and that are the most use to the church of Jesus Christ.  
A. So, the key things about Paul’s time in Corinth are his meeting Priscilla and Aquila, the arrival of Silas and Timothy, the reaction of the Jews to the gospel which led Paul to preach to the Gentiles, Paul’s vision, and the court case.

So let’s quickly survey these key things. 
1. Paul arrives in Corinth and meets Priscilla and Aquila who have a tent-making business and had been forced to flee from Rome.  
a. And it seems that P&A were already believers.  At the time of Pentecost we are told that among the group that Peter preached to there were “visitors from Rome.”  It may be from people like these then that P&A have heard the gospel.

b. Now, around this time, one of the great families of Rome was the family of Prisca.  
i. And Priscilla is a female and kind of little version of that name, even though in English it is longer.  Its kind of like how a daughter of George might be called Georgette.

ii. And it could very well be that Priscilla was part of that family.  But whether it be because of her high social status or because of her extraordinary giftedness, Luke always lists her name before her husband’s name when he mentions them.  
c. Well, they clearly became strong friends of Paul and were a great encouragement to him.  
i. In fact, in Romans 16:3, Paul says, “Greet Priscilla and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus.”  
d. And Paul and P&A have tent making as a common trade and so Paul works with them to support himself.  But on the Sabbath, as was always his custom in a new city, Paul took the opportunity that synagogue services afford to preach Jesus Christ as the Messiah that the OT reveals.  
2. And it is at this time that Silas and Timothy arrive in Corinth.  And their arrival is notable for two things in particular:
a. First, they bring encouraging news from Thessalonica.  You will recall that Paul had been forced to flee Thessalonica very hastily.  
i. And in his first letter to the Thessalonians, he describes his concern for the Thessalonian believers and he they sent Timothy back to strengthen them.  Their circumstances weighed very heavily on Paul’s heart.
ii. And in 3:6 he says, “But Timothy has just now come to us from you and has brought good news about your faith and love.”  
A. And so, Timothy’s news is a great encouragement to Paul; this is good news.  
b. But secondly, in 2 Cor. 11:8, Paul writes these words, “I robbed other churches by receiving support from them so as to serve you.   And when I was with you and needed something, I was not a burden to anyone, for the brothers who came from Macedonia supplied what I needed.”  
i. And these words, together with Phil. 4, reveal to us that S&T also brought with them an offering from the saints in Philippi.  
A. And this too, as we can imagine, was a great encouragement to Paul.  He had tangible evidence that the gospel was bearing spiritual and physical fruit.  
ii. And this gift is probably why v5 goes on to say that “Paul devoted himself exclusively to preaching, testifying to the Jews that Jesus was the Christ.”  
A. This gift meant that Paul no longer has to support himself.  He was free to devote his time to the work of the gospel.
3. Sadly though, the Jews reject the gospel of Jesus Christ.  Their hearts are closed to the truth and they oppose Paul and become abusive.  
a. And Paul responds with a symbolic action that demonstrates his innocence in terms of the gospel.  The message of Jesus Christ has been plainly preached.  But they have willfully rejected Jesus Christ and they must face the consequences of their unbelief.  
4. But note that this does not keep Paul from preaching.  No, he goes next door to the Gentiles.  What an astonishing act of courage.  
a. And there, the Gospel of Jesus Christ is embraced – Hallelujah.  There, the seed of the gospel finds fertile soil prepared by the Holy Spirit.  And it takes deep root as saving faith takes hold of the blood of Jesus Christ.  
i. And do you know what, boys and girls?  As a believer, one day you will meet Titius Justus and Crispus and his entire household in heaven.  Isn’t that an incredible thing to ponder!
5. Well, Paul next receives his vision, to which we will return in a few moments.But some time after the vision, which included a promise that Paul would be kept from harm, mind you, Paul comes under attack by the Jews who bring him to court.  
a. And Gallio is a figure that other historical records attest to as the proconsul of Achaia at this time.  He is well-known from other writings.  This is why we can date this period of Paul’s work to A.D. 50-52.
b. Now, because the story of this trial comes immediately after Paul’s vision, it is recorded as a demonstration of how God kept Paul from being harmed and attacked as He promised to do in the vision.  Paul is being taught an important lesson about God’s promises.  However, at the time, Paul just experiences these events as they unfold.

i. He sees the Jews attack and he finds himself dragged in court.  Sound familiar?
ii. But Gallio is revealed to be a man who has no love for the Jews.  
A. He doesn’t want to get involved in their bickering, he will not even let Paul make a defense, he has them all turfed out of the court, and he turns a blind eye when they start beating up the synagogue ruler.  
B. So no harm comes to Paul as it so often has done in the past.  
iii. But put yourself in Paul’s shoes for a moment.  The Jews have again rejected the gospel and become abusive.  He has been told by the Lord in a vision that no harm will come to him.  But here he is in court again.  And he doesn’t even get a chance to defend himself.  Well, Paul can guess where this is likely heading – he has had this experience many times before.  A beating or a stoning or something like that is sure to follow.  
A. But no.  In God’s providence, the proconsul that Paul stands before is no friend of the Jews.  And so, Paul is released.  It is just as God promised: NO harm would come to him.  
1) As one commentator says, “It is doubtful that Paul would ever have been able to think ahead and predict this to be what God had meant.  Providence is often stranger than we ever imagined beforehand and better discerned afterward (repeat).  
a) At the time, in the middle of the events, it can be so hard to understand God’s good purposes for us.  But later on, when we look back, we see God’s hand of provision and care.    

b) We have noted the words of this hymn in a previous Acts sermon, but I think they capture Paul’s thoughts at this time, “God moves in a mysterious way His wonders to perform.  Ye fearful saints, fresh courage take; The clouds you so much dread are big with mercy and shall break in blessings on your head.”
c) We need to hear these Romans 8 words again and again and to remember them when things are difficult, “We know that in all things God works for the good of those who love Him,” and “Nothing will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

Well, let’s see this as we spend the rest of our time briefly considering vv9-10 where the Holy Spirit Ministers to a Depressed Apostle.
1. And you may well be wondering to yourself, despite me having twice referred to Paul as a depressed apostle, if that really is the case.  After all, it doesn’t say anywhere in Acts 18 that Paul was depressed.  
a. So let’s consider this for a moment.  
i. Paul was stoned and left for dead in Philippi.  
ii. An angry mob forced him to flee from Thessalonica.  
iii. And when that same mob arrived in Berea, his friends thought it best that he leave there quickly also.  
iv. And when he arrived at Athens, he sent the men who had escorted him there back to Berea with instructions for S&T to join him in Athens ASAP.  
v. And you can well imagine the offence he took at the idolatry of Athens.  
vi. But his preaching there fell largely on deaf ears.  He was called a ‘dabbler’ there and some ‘sneered’ at his message.  
vii. In the end, he didn’t even wait for S&T to arrive but moved on quickly to Corinth.  
viii. But there the offence is that of rampant immorality.  It is ‘in your face’ and oppressive, not too unlike it is in our day and age.  
ix. So turn with me please to 1 Cor. 2:1.  There we read, “When I came to you, brothers, I did not come with eloquence or superior wisdom as I proclaimed to you the testimony about God.  For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.  I came to you in weakness and fear, and with much trembling.”  
x. And now, at the end of v8, once again, the Jews have rejected the gospel and have become abusive.  It’s like deja-vu all over again.  Paul knows where this will end.  
A. One commentator describes it like this, “There had been culture shock in Athens, and now Paul experienced moral shock in Corinth.  Its sweat and perfume and grit smothered Paul’s righteous soul, and he became depressed.  Remembering his past experiences, he knew what could happen to him in Corinth, and the apostle, as great a servant of Christ as he was, became discouraged, fearful, [and] insecure.”  
B. And in this respect, Paul is in a very similar place to that which Elijah was in as we read earlier.  “Like the OT prophet Elijah, Paul had been under excruciating tension for a long time, and he was losing his ability to rebound.  Elijah took a nosedive after the heart-thumping tension of his encounter with the priests of Baal followed by Jezebel’s threats, and Paul was similarly reeling from his multiple encounters in recent months.”  
b. People of God, Paul was no superman.  Paul was a human being prone to the same physical and emotional and spiritual weaknesses that you and I are.  
i. Proverbs 18:14 says, “A man's spirit sustains him in sickness, but a crushed spirit who can bear?”  
ii. Just read Psalms 42 and 88 and you will find as good a description of depression as you will anywhere.  
iii. In his book on depression, Rev. David Murray says, “When our mental and emotional health is poor and when our thinking and feeling processes go awry, there are detrimental physical and spiritual consequences.”  But “while depression usually has serious consequences for our spiritual life, it is not necessarily caused by problems in our spiritual life.”  
A. Depression is part of the sinful, fallen world that we live in.  And that means that there will be no depression in heaven – Hallelujah!  Maranatha!  Come, Lord Jesus!
B. But while depression is not just a physical problem, neither is it always just a spiritual problem. 
1) Paul still loves the Lord Jesus Christ, passionately.  Paul is still very active in serving His Saviour.  But the physical and emotional turmoil of these months have just become too much for him to bear.
2. And this is where the gospel of life in Jesus Christ brings so much encouragement even to those facing depression.  You see, being depressed did not mean that Paul could not function or was useless to the Lord.  Quite the contrary.  
a. Rev. John Piper has a book called Don’t Waste Your Cancer.  
i. Rev. Piper really believes that when Romans 8:28 says that God works all things for the good of those who love Him, it means all things, including cancer.  
A. Cancer too is a ‘talent’ that the believer ought to use in the service of Christ His Saviour.  
ii. And depression is no different, people of God.  It is not a thing to be endured or ignored.  Depression also is a ‘talent’ that is to be used in the service of Christ our Saviour.  
A. And that does not mean pretending that all is well.  
B. But neither does it mean being angry at God or abandoning our responsibilities and duties or engaging in sinful behaviour because we are depressed.  
C. It too is an opportunity to testify to God’s grace and mercy in Jesus Christ.  
b. And this was a lesson both Elijah and Paul had to learn.  And Paul did learn this.  
i. You will remember from 2 Cor. 12 that Paul talks about ‘the thorn in the flesh’ that he asked God to remove three times.  But what was God’s response?  “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”  So, said Paul, “When I am weak, then I am strong.”  
A. Whether Paul was referring there to this episode of depression or something else, the lesson he learned is that when we are well and capable and on top of our game, God can do great things through us but at times His glory and power can be hidden behind our ability.  But when we are weak and unable, then all that is left is the glory and power of God.  “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”
3. And so, as a servant of Jesus Christ with a special calling as the Apostle to the Gentiles, and living as he did in those times when there was no NT and the Lord still spoke to His servants in visions, the Lord comes graciously to Paul and says, “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.”
a. And these words of encouragement break down into five smaller parts: Firstly, “Do not be afraid.”  
i. You see, a significant part of Paul’s problem was knowing that trouble was surely just around the corner – it had been everywhere else, so it was surely to come here also.  Paul was worrying about and afraid of troubles that he was not facing yet.  And most, if not all of us, do the same thing.  Yes? 
A. In the days of Abraham Lincoln, the question on everyone’s lips was Will there be Civil war?  He was asked it 100’s of times.  But to one questioner, he responded with this tale.  At one time, he and his associates rode from one court to another, crossing many swollen rivers.  But the bigger Fox river was still up ahead.  So they said to one another, “If these streams give us so much trouble, how will we ever cross the Fox River?”  Well, they soon met a traveling preacher who knew all about the Fox River.  So they asked him about it and he said, “Yes, I have crossed it often and I know it well.  But I have one fixed rule about the Fox River – I never cross it till I reach it.”  
1) It’s so easy isn’t it, to spend so much time inventing reasons why what we plan will fail, or how someone will react badly to what we say or misinterpret what we have done.  And we suffer, needlessly, sometimes long before the event itself and many times, when none of our fears may come to fruition at all.  
2) But what does the Bible say?  “Do not be afraid.”  
3) “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love Him.”  
4) And 1 John 4:18 says, “There is no fear in love.  But perfect love drives out fear.”  
a) Are your eyes focused more on the horizontal than the vertical? Look to your Saviour, in love, and do not be afraid. 
b. But secondly, the Lord says, “Keep on speaking, do not be silent.”  
i. If Paul stopped preaching now, his fear would just grow and consume him.  This was not the time to withdraw into a corner and hide.  This was the time to take hold of the boldness and confidence that the Spirit of God gives to man and get busy.  This was a time to put into practice what the words “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness” mean, resting always in the strength of Jesus Christ.
c. And thirdly, the Lord says, “For I am with you.”  
i. Do you know what this means, people of God?  Are these not the most beautiful words in the Bible?  
A. Isaiah 7 tells us that when Jesus was born He was to be called Immanuel – God with us.  
B. And before He left for heaven, Jesus said, “I am with you always, even to the end of the age.”  
ii. Sometimes you see a VIP or a celebrity of a head of state out in public, and with them are these seven foot goons with dark glasses and ear pieces and a massive muscley chest like mine.  Can you imagine how empowering that must be for the person they are watching out for?  You would feel invincible.  ‘Bring it on man!  Just try and get past those guys!’  
iii. Well, to you, believer, this is the promise of Jesus, “I am with you.”  How encouraging these words must have been for Paul!
d. And fourthly, the Lord says, “No one is going to attack and harm you.”  
i. And while Paul was soon attacked, for there will always be opposition to the gospel, he was not attacked and harmed.  
A. If nothing else, his body and mind were allowed time to recover from previous injuries and hardships.  
B. But more importantly, his confidence in God was reinforced with titanium rods – God’s promise is reliable, always!  And nothing has changed, people of God!
e. And fifthly and lastly, the Lord says, “Because I have many people in this city.”  
i. And these words congregation are a testament to God’s sovereign majesty.  God is not saying that He has a lot of bodyguards who will keep an eye out for Paul.  No!  He is telling Paul that there are many souls in this city who while now living in unbelief will come to faith through Paul’s preaching.  
A. There were Corinthians who did not find satisfaction in sexual immorality.  
1) There were Corinthians who suffered a deep guilt in their souls, who felt an awful emptiness in life, who had many hurts and frustrations that Greek thought had no answers for.  
2) And they just needed to hear the gospel so that the Holy Spirit could take that gospel and plant it deep in the fertile soil He had prepared where it could bear much fruit.  
B. And there are people like that out there today, brothers and sisters, young people, and boys and girls.  
1) If you are discouraged about evangelism, this is the Lord’s message, “Do not be afraid.  Stop inventing trouble.  Keep sowing the seed.  Keep showing my love.  Keep speaking my name.  Know that I am with you and that I watch over you at all times and in all places.  And know that your service in my name will bear much fruit – I promise.”  
And so, by these words, the Holy Spirit ministered to a depressed Apostle.  But may these words also be of great encouragement to us as the servants of Jesus Christ today.  Amen.

