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Thessalonica: Proclaiming the Message Under Persecution 

You try to bring up the topic of religion with your brother who has left the church and it seems lost his faith, but he told you 

he doesn’t want to talk about it anymore.  Your kids are now adults and the topic of religion can’t even be brought up or 

emotions start flaring up and you don’t want to ruin your family get together, but their spiritual life is constantly on your 

mind.  You worry about them and your grandchildren.  You wonder if you would have done something different throughout 

their life that they would have faith today.  Today we are going to think about the power of the gospel and why there so 

often are strong emotions attached to it, either embracing the gospel or hating it.  Then the next question is what can we 

do? In a culture where the message of the gospel is such a threat to so many, what is our role?   

In our lesson today Paul came to Thessalonica. He preached the gospel there like he always did.  He went first to the 

synagogue.  And three Sabbath days in a row, it says, “he reasoned with them from the Scriptures, explaining and proving 

that the Messiah had to suffer and rise from the dead.”  And then he told them that “this Jesus I am proclaiming to you is 

the Messiah.”  This would have been absolutely shocking news for the Jews to hear.  The messiah they had been waiting 

for came.  He wasn’t who they expected, that is, he wasn’t someone who was going to overtake the Romans, and take 

back Jerusalem for the Jews, and establish an earthly kingdom.  This was a spiritual messiah who won for them spiritual 

freedom to take them to a spiritual kingdom apart from and after this world.  Oh, and by the way, you crucified him.   

And what was the reaction? On the one hand it says in vs. 4 that “Some of the Jews were persuaded and joined Paul and 

Silas, as did a large number of God fearing Greeks and quite a few prominent women.”  And immediately we say, that’s 

awesome, but not everyone who heard the message believed.  And the ones who heard the message and didn’t believe, 

they didn’t just shrug their shoulders and walk away, they were left angry.  They formed a mob.  They started a riot.  And 

when they couldn’t find Paul and Silas, they dragged out Jason, who let Paul and Silas sleep at his house, and accused 

him of treason.  They wanted them dead.   It says again, “These men who have caused trouble all over the world have 

now come here, 7 and Jason has welcomed them into his house. They are all defying Caesar’s decrees, saying that there 

is another king, one called Jesus.” (vs. 7) Those are the same accusations that they brought against Jesus and he was 

crucified for it.  The whole city is thrown into turmoil.  These Christians are wondering, is this it?  Am I going to die?   

Some of you have heard this verse before.  It’s from Isaiah 55. (Vs. 11) “So is my word that goes out from my mouth: It 

will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.” God’s Word 

always has an effect on people.  It either draws them closer to their God, or further away.  That’s what the gospel does. It 

never leaves people lukewarm.  If people don’t believe the message, then there is only one other direction people will go. 

Why are some so threatened by the message of the gospel of Jesus Christ?   Why were these people ready to kill 

someone over the message of the gospel? 

We have to go back and spend a moment thinking about who we are by nature. We are enemies of God.  Genesis 6:5 

says, “The LORD saw how great the wickedness of the human race had become on the earth, and that every inclination of 

the thoughts of the human heart was only evil all the time.”  That’s our natural state.  Ephesians chapter 2 doesn’t pull any 

punches either when it talks about who we are by nature.  “As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, 2 in 

which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world. (Ephesians 2:1–2)  Or Romans 8 Paul says, “The sinful 

mind is hostile to God.” Or in 1 Corinthians 1:18 it says, “The message of the cross is foolishness to those who are 

perishing.”  My point is that we shouldn’t be surprised that the people reacted this way to Paul’s message.  You shouldn’t 

be surprised that you have friends and family members with whom you can’t even broach the topic of religion. This is who 

we all are by nature.  This is our natural state.   

Think about what a threat the message of the gospel is and why people would fight against it.  For these Jews who got 

angry, it meant that their entire worldview was wrong.  The ideas about who they thought the messiah was and what he 

would do was wrong.   They thought he was going to come and destroy the Romans, and take back Israel and be their 

earthly king.  But Paul explained why the messiah actual had to suffer and die and rise from the dead to free us from our 

sins and take us to a heavenly kingdom.  It’s never an easy conversation to say that you’ve been wrong your whole life 

about something.  The message of the gospel is no less a threat today.  The bible is a constant reminder of our inability to 

fix our problem with God, so someone else had to do it.  No one likes being told that they are too weak and that our 

present and future is in the hands of someone else.  And then a person goes from believing that they are accountable to 

no one, to being accountable to God.  Instead of serving self, life is about serving God and others.  We shouldn’t be 

surprised that there was a riot in this city.  We should be surprised that anyone believed this message that Paul shared 

that day.  Today too, we shouldn’t be surprised that you have friends and family members with whom you can’t even 

mention the topic of religion, you rather should be surprised that you have family members and friends that believe in 

Jesus and believe this message.  That’s the real miracle here in this lesson.   



I know that here in Acts 17 we don’t have any miracle of lame people walking or an earthquake like we’ve seen in past 

lessons in the book of Acts, but there is the most amazing miracle of all – some believed.  Let’s make sure we never grow 

numb to the amazement of that miracle.  The Holy Spirit worked faith in your heart, a heart that was rotten to the core, 

maybe this happened on the day of your baptism, or maybe it happened later on in life when someone shared God’s word 

with you. This is what stuck out in the mind of Paul too. Two weeks after he was run out of Thessalonica, he wrote his 

letter that we know as 1 Thessalonians. And what stuck with him was not the threats, but the fact that some believed.  He 

wrote this, “You became imitators of us and of the Lord; in spite of severe suffering, you welcomed the message with the 

joy given by the Holy Spirit.” (1 Thessalonians 1:6)  

The Holy Spirit did something wonderful. He brought life to your lifeless soul. Instead of getting angry that your entire 

world view was wrong, you embrace this knowledge of a powerful and loving God who has been guiding the world for you.  

Instead of being insulted as to your weakness and inability to fix your spiritual problem, you praise God for being your 

strength and source of all the things you have.  Instead of getting angry that you are held accountable to a God, you 

rejoice in the opportunity to serve him.  Friends, it is an amazing miracle that any of us are here today on a Sunday 

morning.  Don’t be sad that 90% of the community doesn’t attend worship.  Be amazed that 10% of the community does.  

Today I want you to praise God for your faith, because it’s not natural, or normal.  It’s a gift from God, “so that no one can 

boast”, Paul says in Ephesians. (Eph 2:8-9).  The Holy Spirit made that miracle happen in you.  

I remember talking to someone once who said that before he was born the doctors told his parents that they were infertile.  They 

would never be able to have a child. But despite what the doctors said, his mom got pregnant. He said with a smile on his face, I 

guess I’m just a miracle gift for my parents.  Friends, we are a miracle gift too.  We get so put off by the quantity of people who 

don’t believe, that we can forget what an absolute miracle our own faith is. New life was created in your soul, against all odds, 

but God made a miracle happen and you were born again, when the Holy Spirit came to you on the day of your baptism or later 

on in life through hearing God’s Word.  That gift of faith gives you forgiveness of sins, and eternal life in heaven.   

As much as faith is a gift, it also puts on the individual Christian a kind of a burden that the rest of the world doesn’t have to deal 

with – believing in and sharing a message that makes the world around us hostile. What do we do when we are a people gifted 

with the message of the gospel that we believe is a gift but the world that we are supposed to share it with sees it as a threat?  

There is definitely a temptation to not share the whole truth of what the bible says, or to water down the message of the gospel 

so it’s not as much of a threat to people.  There are some teachings of the bible that are not politically correct and we don’t want 

to teach them, in fact, we don’t even want to believe them.  We don’t want our God to sound mean, or insensitive.  We don’t 

want to bring up in the bible topics that are emotional issues for people.  Things like God’s design for marriage, creation, 

abortion, the teaching of hell, or that we are saved only by Christ alone.  The world doesn’t like hearing about these biblical 

teachings.  And the way that some Christians and even Christian churches deal with them is they don’t teach what the bible 

says.  They chalk it up to a difference in interpretation.  So let me be very honest with you today.  There are a lot of teachings in 

the bible that I wish weren’t there.  It would make my life a lot easier.  But they are there.  I didn’t write it.  I didn’t twist its 

interpretation. I would love to tell you that hell doesn’t exist.  I would love to tell you that you can do what you want and live how 

you want and God won’t hold you accountable.  I would love to tell you that it doesn’t matter what god you believe in.  All roads 

lead to heaven.  But those are lies. Instead we have to tell the world the truth.  It’s a hard truth, but it’s at the same time a 

beautiful important truth.  You have a Savior who came into this world to rescue you from hell.  We have salvation only through 

him.  We say this with love to our friends and family and to the world.  And some people won’t like that.  So be it.   

I remember hearing one of our missionaries from Pakistan talk about how the Christian churches there are burned down. The 

Christians are the poorest individuals in the country.  They are persecuted unlike we understand here in America.  So it’s always 

been difficult for me to talk about persecution when we compare our lives to modern day Christians in other parts of the world, or 

to the challenges that Paul and Silas went through. But in different parts of the world, and at different points in history the 

negative reaction to the gospel will always be there for some.  It’ll be there in different degrees depending on the culture, the 

laws, and the individuals hearing it. But it’s not the negative reaction that we focus on, but the positive. I want to share this verse 

with you.  It’s a verse that many of you know well, at least the first part of it.  “I have become all things to all people so that by all 

possible means I might save some.” (1 Corinthians 9:22)  There is an urgency and a desperation to save some.  We could talk 

about why do some believe and why do others not believe?  We could talk about predestination, that is, who God chose before 

the creation of the world. But the truth is we never know who is going to die with faith and who won’t, how the Holy Spirit will 

work in one person’s heart, or if that person will reject.  Our job as a church and as individuals is to simply share Christ, and not 

worry about who is going to reject it or the reaction to it, but to simply let the Holy Spirit do his work.   

One bit of homework I have for you today is to pray.  Pray for our missionaries who are around the world, some in very 

dangerous places.  Pray for Christians who are suffering greatly because persecution. Pray for your neighbor or your family 

member who simply doesn’t want to talk about religion anymore.  Pray for our church as we work together in many ways to take 

this precious message out to the community. Pray for yourself to give you wisdom and patience and courage when those 

evangelism opportunities arise. Amen.  


