
“The Gospel Comes to Thessalonica” 
(Acts 17:1-9) 

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  This morning, we are resuming our series through the book of Acts.   
a.  Last time, we saw the Lord extend His kingdom in Philippi.   

(i)  There weren’t many Jews there (not even enough men to form a 
synagogue), since it was a Roman military colony.   

(ii)  But there were those He intended to save:  Lydia, perhaps other of the 
women gathered by the river for worship, others in the city who were 
converted as the apostles went about preaching, and the Philippian jailer 
and his household.   

 
b.  But we also saw the persecution they had to endure.   

(i)  Even with so few Jews present, Paul and Silas were still attacked because 
the real source of the persecution was not the Jews, but the devil.   

(ii)  He had many people in many cities and all were not necessarily Jewish.   
(a)  He also had Gentiles in his arsenal:  the demon-possessed girl, her 

owners, the magistrates, even the jailer before he came to Christ.   
(b)  He had so many that Paul and Silas’ situation often appeared to be 

much like that of Athanasius in the fourth century:  it seemed the whole 
world was against them.   

(c)  Thankfully that wasn’t the case and still isn’t today:  the Lord has 
those who are His.   

(d)  But they are relatively few compared to those of the enemy.   
(e)  And so we should expect persecution.   
 

2.  But we were also encouraged by how the Lord used this persecution to further 
His cause.   
a.  Yes, they were thrown into prison, but this was the Lord’s way of reaching 

the jailer and his family.   
b.  Yes, they were beaten and imprisoned unjustly, but this was His way of 

restraining the magistrates from doing anything further to Paul and Silas and 
from attacking His church, at least for a time.   

c.  Yes, they were mistreated and abused, but the Lord used their example to 
strengthen and encourage the brethren in Philippi.   

d.  In the middle of this whole situation, the Lord had planted a church, had 
watered it with gracious encouragements, and had given it a space of time to 
grow without further opposition.   

e.  Realizing that His sovereignty is still just as firm and that He is doing the 
same for His church today should give us confidence:  whatever He brings, 
whatever He allows, He will overrule it for His purposes:  His kingdom will 
advance.   
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B.  Preview.   

1.  But now it was time to move on.   
a.  There were other places to reach.   

(i)  There were Gentiles who were not His people who were to become His 
people:  sons and daughters.   

(ii)  And there were the lost sheep of the house of Israel that had yet to be 
gathered in before AD 70 – God’s judgment on the Jews for their rejection 
of Messiah – could come.   

 
b.  And so they continued along the eastern coast of Macedonia until they 

reached Thessalonica.   
(i)  Here they would find another synagogue.   
(ii)  Here they would reason with the Jews, seeking to convince them of the 

truth that Jesus is the Messiah.   
(iii)  And here they would see the same mixed reaction they would encounter 

wherever they went:  acceptance and opposition.   
 

2.  This morning, let’s consider three things from our passage:   
a.  First, no matter what we anticipate the opposition will be, we need to keep 

moving forward. 
b.  Second, as we push forward, we mustn’t forget that the Gospel is not merely 

something to proclaim, it is something for which we must argue.   
c.  Finally, we need to remember that as we communicate and argue for the 

Gospel, there will always be spiritual warfare we’ll have to face.   
 

II.  Sermon.   
A.  First, no matter what we anticipate the opposition will be, we need to keep moving 

forward.   
1.  We see Paul and Silas travel now from Philippi to Thessalonica (again, pay 

attention to the names of these cities, because these are the places the Lord was 
planting His church and to which Paul would later write).   
a.  “Now when they had traveled through Amphipolis and Apollonia, they came 

to Thessalonica, where there was a synagogue of the Jews” (17:1).   
(i)  Amphipolis means city on both sides or city surrounded – so named 

because the Strymon River flows around it; it was “a Macedonian city, a 
great Roman military station . . . a distance of 33 Roman miles from 
Philippi” (Easton).   

(ii)  Apollonia was “a city of Macedonia between Amphipolis and 
Thessalonica, from which it was distant about 36 miles” (Easton).   

(iii)  We’re not told exactly what they did in these cities, but it would be 
difficult to believe that they didn’t preach the Gospel to them, again, even 
though there were no Jews present.   

 
b.  But Thessalonica was different:  here there was a synagogue.   
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(i)  There wasn’t one in Philippi, and probably not in Amphipolis or 
Apollonia either.   

(ii)  But here there was a synagogue, which meant another opportunity to 
reach God’s covenant people with the Gospel.   

 
2.  One thing that should stand out to us here is the persistence and steadfastness 

with which Paul and Silas moved forward.   
a.  They didn’t let things like stoning and imprisonment stand in their way.   

(i)  The Jews wanted to kill Paul in Damascus (Acts 9:24); they wanted to kill 
him in Jerusalem (v. 29); a Jewish false prophet stood against him in 
Cyprus (13:8); the Jews did as well at Pisidian Antioch and blasphemed 
(v. 45); in Iconium, the Greeks and Jews tried to stone him (14:4-5); they 
actually did stone him in Lystra (v. 19); the Judaizers argued against him 
in Antioch (15:1-2); and he and Silas were beaten and imprisoned in 
Philippi (16:22-23); but they kept moving forward.   

(ii)  And even though they knew there would most likely be a mixed reaction 
here – such as there was during Christ’s ministry and a they had seen in 
their own – they went right ahead and kept on preaching and teaching.   

 
b.  There will always be opposition, but we need to keep moving forward.   

(i)  As soon as we give into it, the enemy has won.   
(ii)  We must keep at it if we are to see the Lord work for us.   
(iii)  We need to pray for perseverance, so that by His grace, we might 

complete our work.   
 
B.  But as we press forward, second, we mustn’t forget that in our presentation of the 

Gospel, we must be prepared to argue for its truth.  “And according to Paul’s 
custom, he went to them, and for three Sabbaths reasoned with them from the 
Scriptures, explaining and giving evidence that the Christ had to suffer and rise 
again from the dead, and saying, "This Jesus whom I am proclaiming to you is the 
Christ” (vv. 2-3).   
1.  Notice that Paul takes the Gospel again first to the Jews.   

a.  Remember that the Gospel was first for the Jews.   
(i)  They are God’s chosen people, beloved for the sake of the fathers (Rom. 

11:28-29).   
(ii)  They were the ones to which Jesus was sent first (Matt. 15:24), and those 

He was sent to first again when He was raised from the dead through the 
apostles (Acts 3:26).   

 
b.  Paul went to them first and reasoned with them for three Sabbaths.   

(i)  Even for those versed in the OT Scriptures, it takes time to fill out the 
picture, to explain who Jesus is, to give evidence from the Scripture that 
Jesus is the Messiah, that Messiah had to suffer and be raised again from 
the dead.   

(ii)  The Jews didn’t understand the concept of a suffering Messiah, 
especially One that would be counted a curse and hung on a tree.   
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(iii)  Also it takes time to form an opinion regarding the evidence:  they 
needed to think through what was being said and its implications before 
they could form a judgment.   

(iv)  Of course, after they did, the heart had its role to play:  either to incline 
them towards what they perceived as the truth, or to reject it.   

(v)  If the Spirit left them alone, they would inevitably reject the truth; but if 
He changed their hearts, they would accept it.   

 
2.  We need to remember that even though the heart is sovereignly in the hand of 

God to change or to leave in rebellious state, we can’t bypass the minds of our 
hearers when we try to communicate the Gospel to them.   
a.  It’s true that the best arguments in the world won’t convert someone to love 

something they hate:  the Spirit of God alone can do this.   
b.  But it’s also true that the Spirit uses truth – information, argumentation, 

reasoning – to enlighten the mind, generally before He converts.   
c.  God’s sovereignty does not take away our responsibility to present a 

convincing and consistent Gospel.   
d.  And so we should study to show ourselves approved to God as workmen who 

do not need to be ashamed, handling accurately the Word of truth (2 Tim. 
2:15), that we might present God’s truth in a cogent and coherent way.   

 
C.  Finally, we need to remember the warfare dynamic that will always be present 

when we communicate and argue for the Gospel.   
1.  Some of the Jews were persuaded by Paul’s arguments and joined them, along 

with many God-fearers and the leading women (v. 4).   
a.  These are the results we want to see – Christ’s sheep being gathered in (John 

10), the elect coming to faith.   
b.  This is why we do evangelism – we’re often too focused on those who reject 

Christ and are afraid to attempt to witness for this reason – but we need to 
remember there are those who will respond, those in whom the Spirit is 
working.   

 
2.  But most of the Jews – again, not surprisingly, since this is also what they did 

during Jesus’ ministry – rejected the message, and they began to do what their 
father the devil would do – try and subvert the Gospel – and to do this in any 
way they could (v. 5).   
a.  They became jealous:  more were following Paul and his teaching than theirs.   

(i)  They went to the market and found wicked men who would help them.   
(ii)  They formed a mob and turned the city against them.   
(iii)  Then they came to where they were staying and demanded that they be 

brought out.   
(iv)  It’s interesting that Paul and Silas were only trying to help them by 

telling them the truth so that they might be saved, but all they received in 
return was hatred.   

(v)  This certainly isn’t a just or righteous reaction, but that is the way sin 
works:  it sees what is good as evil, and what is evil as good.   
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(vi)  Don’t be surprised if when you do something good or right that people 
treat you as though you’ve done something evil.   

 
b.  Notice in this persecution, even those who were associated with the Gospel 

suffered.   
(i)  When Jason – whom Paul calls his kinsman (relative, fellow-countryman; 

Rom. 16:21) – couldn’t produce them, they dragged him and some others 
before the authorities (v. 6).   

(ii)  They used whatever charges they could think of that might stick:   
(a)  The men who had upset the world – who had a reputation for creating 

uproars wherever they went (although righteously so through the 
Gospel) – have come here.   

(b)  Jason has welcomed them – he is an accomplice to their crimes.   
(c)  They are all acting contrary to the decrees of Caesar, saying there is 

another king (v. 7).   
(1)  Caesar would not stand for another political power trying to 

overthrow his kingdom.   
(2)  However, Christ had no interest in overthrowing Caesar as much as 

having Caesar rule righteously.   
(3)  He is the King of kings, the King who is over every king, this isn’t 

treason, but truth.   
 

(d)  Darkness hates the light and tries to put it out.   
 

c.  Their false charges had their effect:   
(i)  The crowd and authorities were agitated – charges will have this effect, 

even if they are false (v. 8).   
(ii)  But the Lord very graciously kept them from any major harm – they were 

released with a pledge (out on bail; v. 9).   
 

d.  The truth had its effects:  some were converted, the others were stirred up to 
oppose.   
(i)  This passage reminds us that even though we can expect things like this to 

happen, we shouldn’t give up but continue pressing forward.   
(ii)  We need to continue to study to present the best and most coherent and 

convincing case for the Gospel we can.   
(iii)  We need to do so knowing the Lord will use this to bring His people 

home.   
(iv)  But we need to remember that the devil will always be active to mobilize 

his people against it.   
(v)  But we must also not forget that the Lord will overrule what Satan does, 

for His own glory and for the advancement of His kingdom.   
(vi)  So let’s be encouraged and keep pressing forward.  Amen.   


