No Hopeless Cases
Acts 18:1-17
As a congregation, we have been thinking quite a bit about evangelism lately. We’re still doing so and probably we always should be thinking about how we can better take the gospel to the world around us. As we think about this in our situation in New Zealand we see ourselves in a gospel-hardened culture. It’s an apostate culture actually, one that has had the gospel for many years and rejected it. And we wonder how to reach people in such a culture. It would be easy for us to think that perhaps we shouldn’t bother about people like that; rather take the gospel to others who seem more open to it. In a certain sense that is what the apostle Paul did after he had preached in the Jewish synagogue in every city that he visited. 
But even within our own culture we can make an assessment like this. We look at some people and we see them live such good lives, even though they’re not Christians, and we think, “That person would make such a wonderful Christian.” But we need to be careful thinking like that because I’m not sure that it does not involve a denial of what the Bible teaches about the need to be born again; that even good living people like that are as far from God as anyone else; so that even Nicodemus, a teacher in Israel, needed to be born again. And we forget what is involved when people become Christians. They are born again; a miracle takes place; they are regenerated. “Old things pass away, behold, all things become new,”
 for them. Drunkenness, prostitution, drug dealing, wife swapping, greed, all the sorts of things that we consider terrible sins – and they are – they are no problem to God at all. As a matter of fact, we could even say this, they are probably not as difficult as intellectual sophistication or self-righteous pride. 
That is what the apostle Paul faced in the Areopagus in the city of Athens, in the university, the greatest university in the world. He had a few converts: one intellectual, one woman named Damaris whom, since she was named, we assume was a prominent woman in some way, and some others.
 
But now Paul is in Corinth and Corinth is a different kettle of fish altogether. His next stop is Ephesus. These three cities are all different in their own way. 
#
Athens was the intellectual capital of the world and the birthplace of democracy. 
#
Corinth was the political capital of Greece, perhaps even the commercial capital of the world. It commanded the trade routes; north and south, east and west. It was a very wealthy city and no doubt Paul thought, as one commentator says, “Well if trade can radiate in every direction from Corinth, no doubt the gospel can as well,” and so he went there. 
#
Ephesus, on the other side of the Aegean Sea, in Asia Minor, was the commercial and political capital of Asia Minor. It was also a very important religious centre. At one stage in its history it had three temples dedicated to the worship of the Roman Emperor but in the main it considered itself the guardian of the goddess Artemis. Her Roman name was Diana and in Roman thinking she was a virgin hunter but in Ephesus she came to be identified with an Asian fertility goddess. The temple of Artemis was four times the size of the Parthenon in Athens. It had a hundred columns sixty feet high holding a white marble roof. It was considered one of the seven wonders of the ancient world. It was the centre of superstition and the occult. 
John Stott points out some interesting things about Paul’s general approach to evangelism in his visits particularly to Corinth and Ephesus – how Paul went about things when he went to a city that he planned to go to, that he really wanted to go to and was not quickly chased away by opposition. I think they are useful points Stott makes and we should consider them. 
First of all, Stott makes the point that Paul took the gospel to the world. Now it’s true, in every city Paul went to he went to the synagogue first. So we too must preach the gospel in the church first; for our children especially and for any visitors who may come to church. But when the gospel was no longer accepted there, Paul went to the world. In Corinth he went to the house of Titius Justus and lectured and preached (18:7). In Ephesus he did the same thing in the school of Tyrannus (19:9). In Athens he went straight to the market place. Maybe there was no synagogue in Athens. Stott reckons we are a bit too church-centred in our evangelism. Maybe we are. The people who have produced the Introducing God course that some of us have been looking at reckon that when you conduct such a course you should hire a restaurant. Get it out of the church. Go to where the people are, in a setting in which they are comfortable. Of course it costs money. But no doubt it cost Paul money to hire the school of Tyrannus. 
The second thing about Paul’s evangelism was that he reasoned and persuaded people
 and Stott reckons that a lot of modern evangelism is too emotional and therefore shallow. We would agree with that. Some of it is appalling. But as Reformed Christians, could it be that we are not quite emotional enough? Maybe we don’t seek to persuade people enough. We’re inclined to reason but do we try and get to people’s hearts. 
And the third thing about Paul’s general approach when the situation was somewhat more in his control was that he stayed for a long period of time. In Corinth he preached several weeks or months, we can’t be completely sure, in the synagogue. Then he was in the house of Titius Justus for 18 months and then a further “some time,” verse 18 tells us – two years altogether. In Ephesus he was three months in the synagogue and then two years in Tyrannus’ school. He later “stayed in the province of Asia for a while,” we read; three years altogether.
 
The apostle Paul, you see, was a serious evangelist. He didn’t look for quick results and he was certainly not a mere head counter. He was very far from shallow and it is because of this that we can learn from Paul’s experience in Corinth. 
But I need to tell you a little bit more about Corinth first, because Corinth, if you just looked at it, would seem to be a hopeless case. It was not the intellectual centre of the world like Athens but since when did that keep people from intellectual pride? Corinth was full of it and we hear Paul reacting against that in the first chapter of his letter to the Corinthians. Perhaps also because Corinth had only been rebuilt about a hundred years ago by Julius Caesar, it was a new and fine city and its populace was very proud of its commanding position in the world. The Isthmian Games were held every two years in Corinth and as a result of its trade, it was very wealthy and nothing makes people feel self-sufficient in every way as wealth. It was not just because they were poor that Jesus preached to the poor and the blind and the sick. It was because when we are in situations of poverty of whatever sort, we more readily realize the limitations of our humanity and our need for help and salvation. 
Then, of course, Corinth was a port city and so it was grossly immoral. The two always seem to go together. But Corinth was immoral not just for that reason. Corinth was the city of the temple of Aphrodite, the goddess of sex. It had a thousand priestesses to serve its worshippers’ every need. It also had its boy prostitutes. Drunkenness was a great problem in Corinth. So Paul comes to the city of Corinth and it looked like a hopeless case. Paul no doubt would have been a ‘wowser’ in Corinth. But Paul was not put off. Paul did not consider it to be a hopeless case. In fact Paul was given much success in Corinth and a church was established there. 
So what is the Holy Spirit, through Luke, the writer of the Book of Acts, wanting to say to us in this record of Paul’s trip to Corinth this morning? It seems to me that what is the theme of the passage is this, brothers and sisters: God encourages Paul to continue preaching in Corinth despite opposition and from this encouragement to Paul and his acceptance of that encouragement and what followed upon his persistent work there, we too may be encouraged that there are no hopeless cases either. For Paul did meet a lot of opposition there but he overcame it. 
And Paul so felt this point that when he wrote his first letter to the Corinthians, he concluded it with these words: As I was encouraged by God when I first came to Corinth, so you also “be steadfast, immoveable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that your labour is not in vain in the Lord” (1 Corinthians 15:58). What Paul learned and received from the Lord in his work in Corinth he also sought to teach the Corinthians in turn; and it is recorded for our learning and for our encouragement also.
 I’d like to say two things about this this morning.

1.
Why did Paul meet such opposition in the city of Corinth? 
Opposition was nothing new for Paul. He had been facing opposition since he was first converted and first began to preach the gospel that he once sought to destroy. He himself had been the greatest opposer of the gospel. Well, we have seen this plenty of times since we have been working through the book of Acts but I’m not sure we have asked this question about it yet. We have asked the question from the point of view of the Jews from whom most of the opposition came. What was in their hearts? Why did they oppose the gospel? But there’s another side to the question; Paul’s side. What did Paul do that provoked this opposition? 
If and when we meet opposition it is always a good idea to ask why. We should ask ourselves: is this opposition because of an offence that I am creating and not because of offence that comes from the gospel itself? Paul was an ordinary man. He was a sinner like us and I’m sure that he was not perfect in that respect either. But he was also very aware of the possibility of being offensive and he tried very hard to be all things to all men; to the point that, if it came to it, if it would be a genuine stumbling block to somebody and keep them from accepting the gospel, he said, “I will never eat meat again. I will go without.”
 
Yet Paul knew the gospel was folly to Greeks and a stumbling block to Jews. And when you think about it, it must be.
 What does the gospel come to the world as? It comes to the world as the answer to sin and the first sin of all men and women is pride, self-sufficiency. It is not much use bringing a message designed to deliver people from their sin if it leaves the very first sin untouched. So in this respect also, Paul was not a shallow evangelist. The cause of the opposition that Paul had to face in Corinth as elsewhere was simply because Paul did a deep work of preaching. He reasoned and persuaded people to believe the gospel and the first thing that the gospel must do to anyone of us and to anyone of our neighbours and to anyone of our workmates that we would like to see come to know the Lord Jesus Christ and be saved – the first thing the gospel must do is cut the throat of our pride. It must make us see our helplessness; that we are not in any way sufficient in ourselves. It must cut us down to the size of men when we all want to be gods. 
What was Paul’s message? What was the gospel? How did he preach it to various people? His message was essentially the same wherever he went even though he adapted his approach according to his audience. I suppose Paul’s statement in the earlier verses of 1 Corinthians 15 give us as good a basic statement of the gospel as there is: “Christ died for our sins. He was buried, he rose again according to the Scriptures,” according to the writers of the Old Testament. 
And everybody needs to hear that message and everybody who would be saved must believe every bit of that message. But to the Jews in the synagogue Paul emphasized the fact that his message was according to the Scriptures; that Jesus of Nazareth who lived in Judea and was crucified by the Romans after having been given up to them by the Jewish authorities was the Christ, the Messiah who had been promised to them in the Old Testament Scriptures. That’s what the Jews needed to hear. There was a little bit more they needed to hear as well but that was the particular thing they needed to hear. But to the Gentile Corinthians Paul emphasized that Christ died for our sins. They needed to hear that they were gross sinners. They needed to hear that what they considered everyday life was gross sin in the eyes of a Holy God. 
So you see that for both groups of people, Paul touched a sore point. But if we don’t touch the sore point people will not repent and be saved. 
#
In Athens Paul showed the intellectuals at the university the inadequacy of their pagan religions and philosophies. That was their real problem. That was the source of their pride. 
#
The Corinthians could still have intellectual pride but that wasn’t so much their real problem. For Corinth was at heart a commercial city and commercial people are practical people and therefore they sin in a much more straight-forward, less sophisticated manner. That is the problem for the Corinthians. So in Corinth Paul left the philosophizing aside and he preached that Christ died for our sins at the most basic level at which people sinned in Corinth. We read it in 1 Corinthians 2; “I did not come with superiority of speech or of wisdom. I came proclaiming to you the testimony of God, for I determined to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.” That is what our sin is in God’s eyes. That is how terrible it is; that God would crucify his own and only beloved Son. “And I was with you in weakness and in fear and in much trembling.” 
Paul was very plain about the sins of Corinth even though he trembled to speak it. He later tells us what sort of people the Corinthians used to be, what depth their sin went to and which they considered as so much of the world considers many of these things today, just everyday life – in 1 Corinthians 6: “You were fornicators, idolaters, adulterers, effeminate, homosexuals, thieves, covetous, drunkards, revilers, swindlers.” 
As you well know, people of God, there are many people in the church today who tell us we have to be sensitive to people – names you would recognize; Rick Warren, Bill Hybels and any number of others. They tell us that we must minister to people’s felt needs; we must create an atmosphere in the church in which people feel comfortable, in which they feel at ease. Well of course we must do all we can in that respect, at that level. We must not ourselves be offensive. We must not be rude. And Paul was not insensitive. Paul was not gross. He did not over-state things. 

But the message itself cannot be changed and we cannot soft-pedal it. Paul did not. He did not accommodate himself to their likes and dislikes, for the gospel is a message that Paul had, and we have likewise, received from God. It is not ours. We can’t cut a bit off here and trim another bit off there according to people’s sensitivities. It is a given from God and it is a message that speaks to people’s real need, whether it’s their felt need or not. And their real need is sin! How can you speak about all those sorts of things and tell people they are guilty of them in some way and not offend them? And from personal experience, Paul realized that this is how people needed to hear the gospel, because Paul tells us that he himself was only converted when one particular law hit him right in the heart – the tenth commandment, the law about coveting. For in that outward way that the Jews looked at things Paul said for years, “I haven’t sinned against all the Law.” But then the last commandment, that especially gets to sin of the heart, got under his skin and he realized that he was dead in sin after all. 
However gracious and kind and loving we must be, and we must be and we must genuinely show ourselves to be, the gospel deals with hard realities and if it didn’t, it wouldn’t be a gospel! It wouldn’t be good news because it would not then save. But if people will not hear the diagnosis, then, as Paul did with the Jews, we too must leave them with God. 
Paul met such great opposition in Corinth, and everywhere else for that matter, because he boldly spoke the truth how it needed to be spoken to particular people. 
2.
What was the encouragement that he received?

Look at verse 9. “And the Lord said to Paul in the night by a vision, Do not be afraid but go on speaking and do not be silent, for I am with you and no man will attack you in order to harm you, for I have many people in this city.” 
#
In one respect this encouragement that Paul received was quite unusual. As Calvin says, Paul did not have visions every day. In fact Paul makes a point of that in Second Corinthians – that he didn’t receive visions every day. So there must have been something unusual going on that Paul was given this vision, especially when you think about the fact that, as verse 8 tells us, there were people being converted under his preaching and that in itself should have been an encouragement to him. Calvin suggests there may perhaps have been a real spiritual battle going on in Paul’s soul, because even though he was seeing encouraging results, he still needed this special encouragement. 
#
There is also another respect in which it was encouragement that we would not expect every day. The Jews brought Paul before Gallio, the Roman pro-consul, to have him condemned “for he persuades the people to worship contrary to the Law” (v.13). Which law is intended here is not quite clear although Gallio’s guess that it was the Jewish Law is probably correct and he had the good sense not to get involved. Religious argument is not my business, he says. It’s a bit hard to know what verse 17 is saying when it says, “They all took hold of Sosthenes, the leader of the synagogue and beat him in front of the Judgement Seat.” Was it the Jews who beat up Sosthenes, the leader of the synagogue, because he didn’t present their case in a very good way and Gallio threw it out? Or was it the Gentiles who beat him up because they were sick and tired of the Jews causing disturbance in their town? That is a reading that the AV and the NKJ follows. I suspect that it was the Jews who beat him up actually. But whoever it was, Gallio would not be drawn. It was not that he didn’t care for law and order. It was just that he believed that sometimes a blind eye to school-yard fights is the best policy; let the kids sort it out themselves at times. 
#
But in another respect, the encouragement that Paul received was an encouragement that applies to us today also. 
First of all, God told Paul to continue with his work. It reminds me of the time when Elijah was so discouraged and he fled Ahab and Jezebel and there he is, depressed, in a cave in the Sinai desert. He thinks he’s the only prophet left. But God has by then strengthened him with that food that lasted him forty days and forty nights. He has given him rest and then he tells him, Elijah, get back to work. And he gave him a pretty difficult task to do. And that is really what God is doing here. Work is good therapy. We were made to work even though we can over-work. “Do not be afraid,” the Lord says to Paul, “but go on speaking and do not be silent.” 
Secondly, God also assures him with his presence. Verse 10: “For I am with you.” That is the basic promise of the gospel, isn’t it? Jesus is Emmanuel, which means God with us. It’s a very common reassurance God gave to his people in the Old Testament. Psalm 23, for instance: “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil for thou art with me.” Isaiah 43: “Though you go through the waters, though you go through the fire, I will be with you.” Deuteronomy 31, Joshua 1 – they are quoted in Hebrews 13:5: “I will never desert nor will I ever forsake you.” 
It is the basic promise with which Jesus sent his church out into the world with the Great Commission, “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; teaching them to observe all that I have commanded and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age.” 
But thirdly, even God’s last promise to Paul is relevant for us today as well. “I have many people in this city.” I have my elect here Paul, waiting to hear the gospel which, as I open their hearts by the Holy Spirit as they listen to you, they will receive and believe.
That is true for us today, people of God, not that we can say that with regard to any particular place or town or wherever. But God is with us to the end of the age for the purpose that we evangelize to the end of the age and the age ends when the last of his elect are converted. According to Ephesians 1, “Christ rules all things for the sake of the church.” When the church is complete it is hard to see what purpose history as we now know it would then serve. 
What we should understand therefore is that while history continues God still calls us to be about our business as Christians, worshipping him, proclaiming his kingdom and seeking to win the world to Christ, that through us God may call in his elect and gather his church; which is to say that while history continues, God still has many people in this world. And since, in his providence, he has left us here in this country, so determined in its rejection of God and the gospel, he has nevertheless many people in this country and in this city. So however God-hardened it appears, and it is, that is our duty. And anyhow, is anything too hard for God? Not according to Gabriel who announced the remarkable conception of John the Baptist and the completely miraculous conception of Jesus Christ. Both came true. And God is with us with all the power that he gave to the Lord Jesus and that was “all power in heaven and on earth.” 
So let us be about it, brothers and sisters, however God calls us to it. Whether it is serving in church activities, whether it is through personal witnessing, whether it is using a gift of open evangelism, or perhaps teaching, or some background work in the church just keeping the show on the road, in your family, whatever it is; whether it is tithing, or even giving more if the Lord has blessed you with more, to pay to train and put men into the ministry, or whether it is praying. Nobody is excluded. As time goes on, some of our older people are getting older and there’s not so much they can do. But you can all pray and the rest of us need it. Pray that God would raise up young men for the ministry. How we need that! 
God has his people yet; chosen but not yet called. His church is not yet complete. The new temple being built up with living stones still has at least the tops of its walls missing. 
And the message God gave Paul that day he never forgot. He passed it on to the Corinthians themselves and so it comes to us too: “Be steadfast, immoveable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, for you know that your labour in the Lord is not in vain.” 
“Do not be afraid. Go on speaking. Do not be silent for I am with you and no man will attack you in order to harm you for I have many people in this city.” 
Amen
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 6th January, 2008 
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