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Messy	Grace	-	Part	1	

12	Feb	2017	

“Unstoppable”	

	

Proposition	Statement:	

The	Gospel	of	Jesus	Christ	is	unstoppable,	even	in	tough	societies.	

	

Intro:	

• Sanibonani,	Dumelang,	Howzit.	Good	to	see	you.	

• It	is	week	1	in	our	several	month	study	of	1	Corinthians,	and	naturally	you	need	to	

please	turn	in	your	bible	to…Acts	18.	

• Now	that	will	make	sense	to	some	of	you,	but	certainly	not	all	of	you.	Let	me	just	

explain	to	you	briefly	how	your	New	Testament	hangs	together.	

o Gospels	-	Historical	account	of	the	life,	teachings,	death	and	resurrection	of	

Jesus.	Ends	with	Jesus	telling	them	to	go	and	take	the	message	to	the	world.	

o Acts	-	The	historical	account	(written	as	a	sequel	to	the	gospel	of	Luke)	of	the	

early	church	following	that	instruction	and	the	way	it	grew	and	spread	

through	the	then	known	world.	

o Epistles	-	The	letters	that	were	sent	to	the	churches	that	we	saw	planted	in	

Acts,	establishing	doctrine,	structure	etc.	1	Corinthians	is	one	of	those	letters	

and	in	order	to	set	the	scene	for	it	we	are	going	to	look	at	how	that	church	

got	its	start	from	the	historical	account	in	Acts.	

• Okay,	so	in	Acts	18,	you	see	the	planting	of	the	church	that	Paul	is	going	to	address	

in	1	and	2	Corinthians.	This	is	the	formation	of	the	church	that	he	will	later	have	to	

correct.	It	helps	us	to	know	what	kind	of	soil	the	seed	was	planted	in.	

• Let	me	read	the	entire	account	to	you,	and	then	we	will	come	back	and	break	it	up	

into	some	learnings.	

	

Text:	Acts	18:1-11	

After	this	Paul	left	Athens	and	went	to	Corinth.	2	And	he	found	a	Jew	named	Aquila,	a	native	

of	Pontus,	recently	come	from	Italy	with	his	wife	Priscilla,	because	Claudius	had	commanded	
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all	the	Jews	to	leave	Rome.	And	he	went	to	see	them,	3	and	because	he	was	of	the	same	

trade	he	stayed	with	them	and	worked,	for	they	were	tentmakers	by	trade.	4	And	he	

reasoned	in	the	synagogue	every	Sabbath,	and	tried	to	persuade	Jews	and	Greeks.		
5	When	Silas	and	Timothy	arrived	from	Macedonia,	Paul	was	occupied	with	the	word,	

testifying	to	the	Jews	that	the	Christ	was	Jesus.	6	And	when	they	opposed	and	reviled	him,	he	

shook	out	his	garments	and	said	to	them,	“Your	blood	be	on	your	own	heads!	I	am	innocent.	

From	now	on	I	will	go	to	the	Gentiles.”	7	And	he	left	there	and	went	to	the	house	of	a	man	

named	Titius	Justus,	a	worshiper	of	God.	His	house	was	next	door	to	the	synagogue.	
8	Crispus,	the	ruler	of	the	synagogue,	believed	in	the	Lord,	together	with	his	entire	household.	

And	many	of	the	Corinthians	hearing	Paul	believed	and	were	baptized.	9	And	the	Lord	said	to	

Paul	one	night	in	a	vision,	“Do	not	be	afraid,	but	go	on	speaking	and	do	not	be	silent,	10	for	I	

am	with	you,	and	no	one	will	attack	you	to	harm	you,	for	I	have	many	in	this	city	who	are	my	

people.”	11	And	he	stayed	a	year	and	six	months,	teaching	the	word	of	God	among	them.	1	

	

• Some	context	to	help	to	situate	you	a	little	bit.	This	is	stuff	that	will	serve	you	well	

for	the	rest	of	the	series.	

• It	is	likely	the	early	50’s	when	Paul	reaches	Corinth.	The	expulsion	of	the	Jews	from	

Rome	under	Claudius	was	49	AD.	

• Paul,	was	Saul,	and	was	a	fierce	persecutor	of	Christians	until	he	became	one,	and	

then	became	a	sent	missionary	and	church	planting	visionary	reaching	the	main	

cities	of	the	known	world	and	having	a	special	knack	and	mandate	to	take	the	gospel	

of	Jesus	Christ	to	a	Gentile	audience.	

• He	was	on	his	second	missionary	journey	when	he	stops	in	Corinth	having	had	very	

mixed	results	in	Athens.	It	is	so	disarming	and	helpful.	Paul’s	methods	in	Athens	are	

still	taught	today	as	a	model	for	engaging	unbelievers,	and	yet	we	are	told	at	the	end	

of	Acts	17	that	some	believed,	many	had	more	questions	and	others	mocked	him.	

• After	a	mixed	bag	like	that	I	would	want	to	put	my	feet	up,	but	Paul	goes	to	the	crazy	

frontier	city	of	Corinth.	

																																																								
1	The	Holy	Bible:	English	Standard	Version	(Wheaton:	Standard	Bible	Society,	2016),	Ac	18:1–
11.	
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o Located	in	Southern	Greece,	connecting	the	Peloponseses	to	the	Greek	

mainland	by	a	five	km	wide	isthmus,	with	gulfs	on	both	sides.	The	city	of	

Corinth	sat	on	a	high	plateau	in	the	middle	of	the	isthmus.	

o All	North-South	traffic	had	to	pass	through	or	in	the	sight	of	the	city,	and	as	

the	sea	voyage	around	the	coast	was	treacherous,	most	captains	carried	their	

ships	on	rollers	or	skids	across	the	isthmus,	or	hauled	their	cargo	across	the	

land	to	other	ships	(they	tried	to	build	a	canal	under	Nero	but	it	kept	failing),	

stopping	in	Corinth	for	rest	and	supplies.	So	all	North-South	and	East-West	

traffic	meets	at	Corinth.		

o Meant	it	became	a	major	trade	center	for	the	Mediterranean,	including	the	

trade	coming	from	Italy,	North	Africa	and	Asia	Minor.	This	made	Corinth	

famous	as	the	region’s	most	cosmopolitan	and	culturally	diverse	city.	

o This	meant	that	the	city	was	new.	Every	building	was	pretty	new	and	more	

were	being	added	all	the	time.	

o It	hosted	the	Isthmian	games	which	was	second	only	to	the	Olympic	Games.	

o It	had	a	massive	temple	for	the	worship	of	a	Pantheon	of	Pagan	gods.		

o It	was	known,	even	by	pagan	standards,	as	wild	city	in	terms	of	morality.	It	

was	a	bit	of,	“what	happens	in	Corinth	stays	in	Corinth”	kind	of	spot.	The	

Greeks	had	a	term	for	it	-	korinthiazesthai	-	which	was	an	insult	for	immoral	

living.	

• It	is	here	that	Paul	plants	a	church,	in	hard	soil,	aided	by	Priscilla	and	Aquila	and	later	

by	Silas	and	Timothy.	

• This	should	give	us	major	pause	for	reflection	and	encouragement.	

	

The	Gospel	of	Jesus	Christ	is	unstoppable,	even	in	tough	societies.	

• Our	context	isn’t	too	tough	for	the	advancement	of	the	gospel.	It	pushed	forward	

into	tough	cities	like	Corinth,	and	went	out	from	there	and	has	been	preserved	for	us	

today	so	that	we	can	push	it	into	tough	cities	like	Midrand/Joburg.	

• Let’s	just	look	at	the	passage	again	and	see	how	that	happened.	
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1After	this	Paul	left	Athens	and	went	to	Corinth.	2	And	he	found	a	Jew	named	Aquila,	a	native	

of	Pontus,	recently	come	from	Italy	with	his	wife	Priscilla,	because	Claudius	had	commanded	

all	the	Jews	to	leave	Rome.	And	he	went	to	see	them,	3	and	because	he	was	of	the	same	

trade	he	stayed	with	them	and	worked,	for	they	were	tentmakers	by	trade.	4	And	he	

reasoned	in	the	synagogue	every	Sabbath,	and	tried	to	persuade	Jews	and	Greeks.		

	

The	Gospel	is	unstoppable	as	it	advances:	

1. To	and	through	a	diversity	of	people	(v1-4)	

a. Let’s	not	miss	this.	Look	at	Paul’s	church	planting	team	to	start	with.	

i. Paul,	the	former	killer	of	Christians,	who	the	Corinthians	aren’t	going	

to	like,	because	he	isn’t	particularly	eloquent,	handsome	or	powerful.	

ii. Priscilla	and	Aquila,	two	refugees	arriving	in	a	new	and	hostile	city	

who	were	trying	to	start	a	small	business	working	with	their	hands.	

iii. That	is	not	exactly	an	all-star	church-planting	team.	If	Paul	had	written	

to	me	with	a	church	plant	funding	proposal	for	the	church	in	Corinth	

and	had	presented	me	this	team	as	a	launch	group,	I	don’t	think	we	

would	have	funded	him.	

iv. It	shows	without	a	doubt	that	God	was	working	with	them.	He	loves	

to	take	a	group	of	nobodies	with	day	jobs	and	use	them	to	influence	a	

city.	He	loves	that.		

v. He	continues	to	do	that	today.	Our	context	too	is	scary	at	times	and	

we	as	a	group	aren’t	all	that	impressive,	and	yet	God	loves	to	move	

the	gospel	forward	through	us.		

vi. We	may	have	many	Priscilla’s	and	Aquila’s	sitting	here	today.	Limited	

means,	limited	experience	in	gospel	things,	but	ripe	to	be	used	by	God	

if	they	would	just	be	available	for	him	to	do	something	crazy	through	

them.	

vii. These	two	go	on	to	be	mentioned	frequently	by	Paul.	They	end	up	

being	massive	accomplices	in	Paul’s	church	planting	endeavors.	

b. Then	don’t	miss	this	-	and	yes	we	will	continue	to	ring	this	bell	-	Paul	tries	to	

persuade	Jews	and	Greeks.	
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i. We	spoke	about	this	last	year	if	you	were	around,	but	the	cultural,	

religious	and	even	racial	differences	between	Jews	and	Greeks	were	

massive	and	there	were	very	few	other	things	in	culture	that	could	tie	

them	together.	

ii. But	Paul	believed	from	the	beginning	that	the	gospel	could	knit	Jew	

and	Greek	together,	and	he	didn’t	just	believe	that,	he	practiced	that	

by	planting	culturally	diverse	churches	wherever	he	went.	

iii. And	don’t	be	naïve,	it	led	to	major	issues.	The	disunity	between	Jews	

and	Greeks	in	churches	becomes	a	prominent	theme	in	Paul’s	

teachings	going	forward.	It	would	have	been	much	easier	and	might	

even	have	led	to	more	rapid	growth	if	Paul	had	adopted	a	

homogenous	and	separate	strategy	for	Jews	and	Greeks	but	he	

refused.	

iv. Why?	Because	of	his	gospel	belief	that	very	different	people	can	and	

must	be	united	together	by	the	gospel.	

	

The	Gospel	is	unstoppable	as	it	advances:	

2. In	the	midst	of	persecution	and	suffering	(v2)	

a. Also	hidden	away	in	that	text	is	the	huge	encouragement	that	God	redeems	

broken	things,	even	when	those	things	are	massive.	

b. The	expulsion	of	the	Jews	from	Rome	in	49AD	was	swift,	brutal	and	incredibly	

cruel.	

c. Imagine	the	pain	and	strife	that	Priscilla	and	Aquila	went	through	as	

everything	that	they	had	was	taken	from	them.	They	were	separated	from	

friends	and	family.	Made	to	move	to	a	foreign	place	at	short	notice.	Found	

themselves	as	refugees	in	a	big	and	bad	and	crazy	city	where	they	had	

nothing	and	knew	no	one.	

d. And	yet	God	is	up	to	something.	The	early	church	was	always	supposed	to	

scatter,	but	it	takes	persecution	to	make	that	happen,	and	the	persecution	

makes	it	look	like	God	is	abandoning	his	people,	when	in	fact	God	is	sending	

his	people	to	the	nations.	He	brings	something	beautiful	out	of	the	mess	of	

broken	lives.	
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e. God	does	this.	We	see	this	in	Genesis	50,	where	Joseph	says	that	what	man	

intended	for	evil,	God	intended	for	good	and	the	saving	of	many	lives.	We	

see	this	in	Jeremiah	29	when	God	encourages	the	exiles	that	he	still	has	plans	

and	purposes	that	he	will	accomplish	in	and	through	them.	We	see	this	is	in	

Romans	8	when	Paul	tells	the	Romans	that	suffering	is	not	in	vain	as	God	

works	all	things	together	for	the	good	of	those	who	love	him.	

f. Don’t	presume	that	God	only	wants	to	use	you	in	the	advance	of	his	gospel	

when	you	are	in	neat	seasons	of	flourishing.	Maybe	what	you	are	currently	

going	through	can	be	used	for	the	advancement	of	the	gospel	and	the	glory	

of	Christ	in	the	church.	

	
5	When	Silas	and	Timothy	arrived	from	Macedonia,	Paul	was	occupied	with	the	word,	

testifying	to	the	Jews	that	the	Christ	was	Jesus.	

The	Gospel	is	unstoppable	as	it	advances:	

3. Because	of	the	centrality	of	Christ	(v5)	

a. This	is	big,	because	this	is	right	at	the	center	of	everything	that	we	believe.	

Jesus	is	the	Christ.	The	Christ	-	the	promised	Savior	-	was	Jesus	of	Nazareth.	

b. We	are	going	to	double	click	this	in	a	big	way	next	week,	and	I	don’t	want	us	

to	get	ahead	of	ourselves,	but	this	is	one	of	the	big	reasons	that	the	gospel	

keeps	advancing,	and	that	Christianity	keeps	advancing.	This	central	claim.	

You	could	lose	so	much	else	and	the	faith	would	still	rebuild	itself	around	this	

claim.	

c. Was	chatting	to	some	people	after	the	service	last	week	and	they	asked	me	

how	I	manage	to	fight	doubt.	“There	are	so	many	things	that	don’t	make	

sense	in	the	Bible	and	that	we	struggle	to	reconcile,”	they	said.	My	simple	

answer	to	them	was…	“Is	Jesus	of	Nazareth	the	Christ?”	“Did	he	rise	from	the	

dead?”	That	is	the	question	we	have	to	answer	and	everything	else	back	

solves	from	there.	

d. I	love	what	Dr	Keller	said:	“If	Jesus	rose	from	the	dead,	then	you	have	to	

accept	all	that	he	said;	if	he	didn't	rise	from	the	dead,	then	why	worry	about	
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any	of	what	he	said?	The	issue	on	which	everything	hangs	is	not	whether	or	

not	you	like	his	teaching	but	whether	or	not	he	rose	from	the	dead.”2	

e. The	church	won’t	stop!	Because	it	is	based	on	the	belief	that	Jesus	is	the	

Christ.	And	that	belief	continues	to	hold	weight.	

	
6	And	when	they	opposed	and	reviled	him,	he	shook	out	his	garments	and	said	to	them,	

“Your	blood	be	on	your	own	heads!	I	am	innocent.	From	now	on	I	will	go	to	the	Gentiles.”	
7	And	he	left	there	and	went	to	the	house	of	a	man	named	Titius	Justus,	a	worshiper	of	God.	

His	house	was	next	door	to	the	synagogue.	8	Crispus,	the	ruler	of	the	synagogue,	believed	in	

the	Lord,	together	with	his	entire	household.	And	many	of	the	Corinthians	hearing	Paul	

believed	and	were	baptized.	9	And	the	Lord	said	to	Paul	one	night	in	a	vision,	“Do	not	be	

afraid,	but	go	on	speaking	and	do	not	be	silent,	10	for	I	am	with	you,	and	no	one	will	attack	

you	to	harm	you,	for	I	have	many	in	this	city	who	are	my	people.”	11	And	he	stayed	a	year	

and	six	months,	teaching	the	word	of	God	among	them.	3	

	

The	Gospel	is	unstoppable	as	it	advances:	

4. Because	God	empowers	and	drives	it	(v9-10)	

a. I	love	this	text.	It	has	encouraged	me	so	many	times	in	the	face	of	opposition.	

I	have	used	it	to	encourage	church	plant	teams,	and	pastors	who	are	

discouraged	and	people	who	have	moved	to	new	cities.	

b. The	reason	the	Lord	appears	to	Paul	in	a	vision	and	tells	him	to	not	be	afraid,	

must	be	because	he	is	afraid.	

c. But	look	at	what	the	Lord	says	to	him.	We	expect	God	to	pitch	and	say,	

“Come	on	Paul.	You	can	do	it.	You	are	awesome.”	But	God	says,	“Paul,	keep	

going,	because	I	am	up	to	something	that	you	can’t	see.	I	am	doing	it	Paul.	

Just	stick	with	me.”	

d. God	says	there	are	many	in	the	city	who	are	his.	Think	about	that.	There	

weren’t	all	that	many	yet.	God	was	saying	that	he	was	working	behind	the	

scenes	to	save	people.	What	a	thought!	

																																																								
2	Tim	Keller,	The	Reason	for	God:	Belief	in	and	Age	of	Skepticism.	
3	The	Holy	Bible:	English	Standard	Version	(Wheaton:	Standard	Bible	Society,	2016),	Ac	18:1–
11.	
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e. Imagine	what	that	would	do	for	our	evangelistic	efforts	to	think	that	God	has	

many	people	in	mind	who	are	going	to	be	his	who	aren’t	his	yet.	That	brings	

boldness	and	gladness	and	joy,	and	I	don’t	know	about	you,	but	it	gives	me	

more	hope	for	our	cities	as	I	picture	God	looking	out	at	them	and	winning	

people	back	to	himself.	

f. What	a	thought	that	he	invites	us	to	join	with	him	in	that	great	adventure!	

	

The	Gospel	of	Jesus	Christ	is	unstoppable,	even	in	tough	societies.	

	

• So	what	should	we	do	as	a	result?	How	should	we	respond	to	this	great	gospel	

advancing?	

	

This	ever	advancing	gospel	demands	a	response:	

1. Through	belief	and	behavior	(v8)	

a. I	love	the	response	that	we	see	to	the	gospel	right	through	the	book	of	Acts.	

Believe,	and	then	obey.	We	don’t	really	see	evidence	of	belief	that	doesn’t	

also	seek	to	obey	Jesus.	

b. The	first	thing	after	belief	is	willing	to	be	identified	by	that	belief	in	baptism.	

We	will	do	some	of	those	today.	

c. But	what	about	those	of	us	who	have	done	that.	The	good	news	of	the	ever	

advancing	gospel	should	be	leading	us	to	ask,	“what	next	way	should	I	obey	

as	a	consequence	of	my	belief?”	

	

2. Through	enduring	in	the	work	of	making	disciples	(v11)	

a. Paul	stay	for	18	months	in	a	very	difficult	town	as	a	result	of	the	

encouragement	he	receives	of	an	advancing	gospel.	

b. This	is	his	second	longest	stay	in	a	congregation	in	his	entire	ministry	with	

only	Ephesus	getting	more	attention	from	him.	

c. We	are	very	impatient	as	a	people.	Maybe	the	encouragement	of	an	

advancing	gospel	is	nudging	us	to	stay	connected	to	the	slow	and	painstaking	

work	of	making	disciples.	
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d. Where	is	that	person	you	have	given	up	on?	That	friend	who	has	wandered	

away?	That	family	member	you	used	to	share	the	good	news	with?	Those	

kids	in	your	home	who	you	committed	to	discipling?	Get	back	at	it.	God	

works	with	you	as	you	do	it.	

	

	


