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The Gospel in Corinth 

Acts 18:1-11 

If you are a fan of Pilgrim’s Progress, you know the place where the 

hero of the story, Christian, loses his best companion, Faithful. It is in 

a town called Vanity, which holds a Fair year-round, of all sorts of 

worldly attractions – anything your heart could desire – but it is, in the 

end, all vanity, lighter than vanity. 

This sets the stage for us as we follow Paul to a city called Corinth. If 

Athens was the intellectual center of the ancient world, Rome the 

capital, and Ephesus the religious hub, Corinth was the economic mall 

of the world, the Vanity Fair of the day.  

Gladly for us, we are not going to find just a sad and sordid tale of a 

debauched town, but rather, what happened when Jesus came to 

Vanity Fair. There is a great tug-of-war in these 11 verses. Here is 

Corinth – whose very name became proverbial with illicit sex. You 

know how we call Vegas ‘Sin City’? Well if a person was sexually 

promiscuous, you were called a Corinthian. But here comes a 

heavenly voice above this hellish place, from the Risen Lord Jesus 

assuring Paul with His presence, power and purpose. Is there any 

question in your mind as to who will win? 

And what a word of hope this is for us. For this is much like our 

American culture. Corinth had 4 qualities very similar to the US. 

First of all, it was a very powerful place – the capital of Achaia –

rebuilt by none other than Julius Caesar in 46 BC. Many Romans 
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located to this powerful capital – and with them, all the vice and 

corruption that comes with it.  

2nd, Corinth was very wealthy as her harbors gave and received daily. 

Paul would have been greeted, in the words of Farrar, with “Arabian 

balsam, Egyptian papyrus, Phoenician dates, Libyan ivory, 

Babylonian carpets, Cilician goats’ hair, Lycaonian wood, and 

Phrygian slaves.” A century before, a man by the name of Alciphron 

wrote in his “Life of Parasites” – “I did not enter Corinth after all, for I 

learned in a short time the sordidness of the rich there and the misery 

of the poor.” 

3rd, in her luxury, Corinth was given over to a culture of entertainment. 

The city was a frenzy every other year as the Isthmian games drew top 

athletes from the other cities to compete for top prizes. Imagine having 

the Olympics in the same location every other year! 

Then 4th and worst of all – this naval port city was watched over from 

the heights to the north on a 2000 foot high plateau called the Acro-

corinth, where stood the temple of Aphrodite, or Venus, the goddess 

of love. The temple housed a 1000 female slaves serving as 

prostitutes, who nightly descend upon the streets of Corinth. 

Fornication, adultery, and homosexuality were not merely permitted; 

they were encouraged and boasted in. 

It is here then around 50 AD that Paul travels the nearly 40 miles from 

Athens, and meets a Christian couple coming from Rome in the west. 

The year 49 is when Emperor Claudius decreed all Jews out of Rome. 

So Aquila and Priscilla, among other believing Jews from Rome, seek 
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a new home. And they just happen to set up shop in Corinth, where 

they meet the great Apostle of the Gentiles. 

Paul who would say later that he came to Corinth in weakness, in fear, 

and in trembling. We find here in the vision of Jesus at night to be a 

reassuring one, a comforting one. Why was this the case? What caused 

such fear in the great man of God? We will consider the answer later 

in our message. 

Let us begin the body of our message on what went into a vibrant 

ministry in this needy and decadent place. We can glean 4 points of 

importance for our ministry in the church today. 

First consider the blessings of Fellowship in Gospel Work. How we 

need fellowship in Gospel service.  

Here is Paul, willing to be a tentmaker in order to keep the ministry 

free and unencumbered. He had done so before in part to avoid the 

charge of being a crook, of which their world, and ours, has many.  

He is staying with this couple, new believing friends. As the work of 

persuading Jews and God-fearing Gentiles continues, Silas and 

Timothy arrive, which presents a double-blessing.  

First, the arrival of two more ministers to help share the load of 

evangelism and teaching. Second, Philippians 4 and 1 Corinthians tell 

us that they brought with them a financial gift from Macedonia, 

particularly from poor Philippi. So Paul is able now to lay aside his 

tools and devote himself full-time to preaching and teaching the Word. 

Why? Because of the fellowship of believers hundreds of miles away. 
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Then moreover, as the usual opposition from the Jews takes place, 

with noteworthy exceptions, new believers are coming into the 

covenant bond of the church. Here is the Greek neighbor to the 

Synagogue, Titius Justus, offering his own home for worship. Here is 

the leader of the Synagogue, Crispus, and his family, who come over 

to worship and grow. Verse 8 speaks of many other Corinthians who 

come to Christ – they believed in the Lord and were baptized along 

with their households – almost certainly with their little infants. 1 Cor. 

1 mentions Paul baptizing Gaius, and the household of Stephanos. 

So what is the lesson here? How do we deal with a culture given over 

to such deep ways of sin? This drives us all the more into the arms of 

our fellow pilgrims. The Christian life and the Christian ministry are 

not meant to be lived alone. Paul had his Aquilla and Priscilla, his 

colleagues Silas and Timothy, his new brothers and sisters coming to 

Jesus – Jews and Greeks. 

Running away from the world is not the answer to discouragements. 

Likewise, how is the salt going to come into contact with the world, if 

we are not in it? What the world needs to see and experience is true 

Christianity. 

And how then is the ministry to be carried forth? Our second point 

touches on this. There are several excellent qualities about the 

manner of the work here, or Fullness in Gospel Work. 

First of all – the teaching and preaching was continual – it was in 

season and out of season. The verbs used are almost all in the 

imperfect voice, indicating continual action. For instance, verse 4 says 

he was reasoning, literally, “dialoguing” in the Synagogue; every 



5 
 

Sabbath; trying to persuade both Jew and Greek. Verse 5 has Paul 

continually being seized by the Word (or as some manuscripts have it, 

the Spirit); in order to testify solemnly about Jesus. Verse 9 from the 

Lord’s lips: go on speaking; let there be not stoppage from you. So 

there is one manner of the fullness of Gospel Work. 

Secondly, see the solemn and serious nature of their teaching. Paul and 

the others did not present Christ Jesus as one of several ways to 

heaven; this was a life and death matter; this was crucial. He solemnly 

testified to them; and when they resisted and blasphemed – the NT 

Greek says “they arrayed themselves in battle against him” and spoke 

evil of Paul himself and more directly, of Jesus of Nazareth, denying 

His deity and Messiahship, Paul most seriously shakes the dust from 

his feet and clothes – like the faithful prophet in Ezekiel 18 – “I am 

free from your blood – your blood – your death – your eternal death – 

is on you, on your heads!” Here is discipline – an excommunication of 

some sort. Jesus had told the Jews they would see the nations come 

and sit with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, but they would be kicked out 

of the kingdom. 

Then thirdly, what boldness marked their ministry when they moved 

right next door and held worship! They would continue to attract 

needy souls – Jews and Gentiles – including the very head of the 

synagogue. What an intense matter! I know a story of a group of 

Bible-believing Presbyterians in Tacoma, Washington, leaving their 

PCUSA church because of rejecting the Word of God, and purchasing 

the large building right across the alley from where they had been.  

So the ministry in its manner – especially in America – needs to be 

continual; needs to be solemn, serious; needs to be bold and not 

retreating. That’s the fullness of Gospel ministry we need to see by 

God’s grace. 
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If we cannot be bold in the cause of Christ – when the devil and those 

of the flesh are bold in their sins – what can a Christian be bold in?  

But this is the best juncture perhaps to ask the question – why did Paul 

need encouragement from the Lord at this point? What was going on 

that the Lord had to come to his aid in a night vision? 

FF Bruce says Paul was discouraged after Athens, that he had tried a 

new way to present the gospel, and that it had failed, but now he 

returns to preaching Christ crucified. That is not correct for two 

reasons: first, we shouldn’t believe Paul presented a different message 

or that he was unsuccessful in Athens. Second, if he had failed, why 

would he need encouragement now that he has already returned to his 

old successful ways? 

John Stott says something just as bad but opposite to Dr. Bruce. He 

believes that Paul is down because he was intimidated by Corinth – 

the pride and greatness, the immorality and perversion – these all got 

to the heart of the Apostle here. Again, this is hard to see or swallow. 

This is Paul we are talking about! I know, he is not superman. But this 

Paul the rambling, rumbling, tumbling man of God! Paul who had 

stuck his banner in the ground with the Galatians – ‘Let him be 

accursed who brings another gospel – even an angel!’ – Paul who 

stood up to Peter, who has preached to kings, who threw himself into 

the middle of a riot in Lystra! Who would fight wild beasts in 

Ephesus! This is Paul who saw the Lord! 

Now Paul was human – he had his ups and downs – but what 

specifically discouraged him and so called for the Lord to intervene 

this way? A more plausible answer is in a healthy fear of persecution, 

of having to suffer, and that at the hands of a much more powerful 

Jewish synagogue in Corinth. Jesus tells him that no man will attack 

him so as to harm him. Paul’s method had been to preach the gospel to 

the Jews; when his own people would reject Jesus, he turns, as here, to 
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the Gentiles; then he is persecuted and has to leave. In Philippi, he was 

jailed, and left for Thessalonica; in Thessalonica, he heard about what 

was about to take place, and heads over to little Berea; the Jews follow 

him to persecute him there, and so he must leave again. 

He is at that juncture now, it seems, where he is about to be 

persecuted, but Jesus steps in and insists that he stay – and stay he 

does – for a much longer period than anywhere before – a whole year 

and a half! If we are going to have a Fullness of Gospel Ministry, we 

will face opposition. The devil will be active.  

But this brings us to our next point: Consider with me now the nature 

of this comfort – this encouragement to Paul, under the heading of 

Encouragement in Gospel Ministry. 

And see first of all the source of that comfort is Christ’s presence – 

“For I am with you.” Who can be against you if Christ is with you? If 

Christ is for you? If Christ died for you, rose for you? If Christ is your 

Redeemer, your Advocate, your Judge and your Friend? Think, 

brethren – wherever you go, Jesus goes. He is with you – Your 

wisdom, righteousness, sanctification, and redemption. Does that not 

bless you? Does that not warn you? Perhaps you should not go or be in 

certain places, in certain ways of temptation, if Christ goes with you. 

Paul cries out in his letter to the Corinthians later: shall I take a 

member of Christ’s body and unite it with a harlot? But the Lord will 

provide for you a way of escape. This is a divine presence – very 

similar to what Jehovah promised His people in the OT. 

Secondly, Christ’s power protects you. You are held as the apple of 

His eye; as His very own body; ‘no man shall harm you here’ – and 

that was fulfilled. Yet even if you do suffer, the Spirit of Christ and of 

Glory abide upon you. Nobody and nothing can happen to you unless 

the Lord permits it. Jesus is your fortress and your rock. But who can 

really hurt you if you are followers of that which is good? God 
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Himself has engaged to bring you home to glory. And are you not 

immortal until your day comes? 

Then see further Christ’s purpose of predestination – He says: “I have 

many people here”. What is this but their names written in the book of 

life from before the foundation of the world? What is this but those for 

whom Christ specially died, and for whom Christ prayed – “Others 

must come?” What is this but what Jesus said to the reprobate – ‘you 

are not my sheep, therefore you do not hear my voice; my sheep will 

hear my voice and come?” What is this but what we saw in Acts 13 – 

As many as were ordained to eternal life believed? 

Paul is shown the golden chain – from God above through His Son to 

the preaching and teaching of this Paul the Apostle. This is a comfort 

for all God’s people, but especially for preachers, that their work is not 

in vain. We are to suffer all things for the sake of the elect – those who 

are already come, those who are coming in, and those who will come 

later.  

And what is the message? That is our last point today. The Fellowship 

in Gospel Ministry, the Fullness of Gospel Ministry, the 

Encouragement in Gospel Ministry, and now, The Power of the 

Gospel Ministry. 

What is that power? Why it is that Jesus is the Christ who suffered and 

died; or as in 1 Corinthians 1, ‘I determined to know nothing amongst 

you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified.’  

Why is this message so important in a society like Corinth? Or in in a 

hedonist society like ours? Much in every way!  
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But chiefly, the cross is a message to Jewish-like religionists, who 

believe morality or a little bit of religion is enough. The cross says: all 

salvation is taken out of your hands. God Himself has descended, in 

weakness and in folly to the flesh, to redeem. You cannot save 

yourself. You cannot add a penny to the cost paid by His supreme and 

precious blood! 

None other Lamb, none other Name, 

None other Hope in heav'n or earth or sea, 

None other Hiding place from guilt and shame, 

None beside thee! 

But the cross is also a message to the happy pagan; the one who lives 

for the god of pleasure; who sees no need of salvation, for he sees no 

coming judgment, sees no offended God, sees no broken law, even 

sees no perversion in his gross iniquities. The cross says: all is not 

well. The cross says: Look! See what heaven has done, to provide a 

rescue, to build an ark from the flood, an escape from Sodom – it is 

the Lord Himself who must come, and descend, and pay the price! 

You who think of sin but lightly 

Nor suppose the evil great 

Here may view its nature rightly, 

Here its guilt may estimate. 

Mark the Sacrifice appointed, 

See who bears the awful load; 

'Tis the Word, the Lord's Anointed, 

Son of Man and Son of God. 
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The crucifixion is a spike in the heart of hedonism as well as self-

righteousness.  

Then lastly, it is the power for living in in a sin-loving, devil-

dominated, hell-bound world. Paul wrote to the Galatians: 14 But may 

it never be that I would boast, except in the cross of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, through which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the 

world. (Gal 6:14) The cross spells the doom of this world apart from 

Christ.  

But at the same time, the same cross opens the door to a better world, 

a holy world, a perfect world, to an eternal and genuine world of love 

– unlike the gross worshippers of Venus. The cross fits us for that 

world to come – it kills us in our sinfulness and by Christ, we are 

raised up to newness of life.  20 "I have been crucified with Christ; and 

it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I 

now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me 

and gave Himself up for me. (Gal 2:20) 

This is what Paul found; this is what Corinth found; this is what we 

have found; this is what you may find, even today, if you have not 

come to Christ.  

We know the many problems in Corinth, even in the church there, 

from the first letter of Paul. We hear too of the repentance that began 

in the second letter. But what happened from there? 

Let me close with a letter from a church pastor, Clement of Rome, 

writing less than 50 years after the events of Acts 18. And as I read it, 

ask yourselves: “Can God not do the same and more with our cities? 

Our towns? Our culture?” 
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Listen to what Clement writes to the Corinthians in 95 AD: 

“For who that has sojourned among you did not approve your most 

virtuous and steadfast faith. Who did not admire your sober and 

forbearing piety in Christ? Who did not publish abroad your 

magnificent disposition of hospitality? Who did not congratulate you 

on your perfect and sound knowledge, for you did all things without 

respect of persons and walked after the ordinances of God, submitting 

yourselves to your rulers, and rendering to the older men among you 

the honor which is their due. And the young too you enjoin modest 

and seemly thoughts, and the women you charge to perform all their 

duties in a blameless, and seemly and pure conscience, cherishing 

their own husbands as is fit, and you taught them to keep in the rule of 

obedience, to manage the affairs of their household in seemliness, with 

all discretion. And you were all lowly in mind and free from 

arrogance, yielding rather than claiming submission, more glad to give 

than to receive and content with the provisions which God supplies. 

And giving heed unto his Word you laid them up diligently in your 

hearts and his sufferings were before your eyes. Thus a profound and 

rich peace was given to all and an insatiable desire of doing good and 

an abundant outpouring of the Holy Spirit fell upon all and being full 

of holy counsel, in excellent zeal, and with a pious confidence, you 

stretched out your hands to almighty God, supplicating him to be 

propitious, if unwilling you had committed any sin. You had conflict 

day and night for all the brotherhood, that the number of his elect 

might by saved with fearfulness and intentness of mind, you were 

sincere and simple and free from all malice toward another. Every 

sedition and every schism was abominable to you; you mourned over 

the transgressions of your neighbors; you judged their shortcomings to 



12 
 

be your own. You repented not of any well-doing, but were ready to 

every good work, being adorned with the most virtuous and honorable 

life. You performed all your duties in the fear of him. The 

commandments and the ordinances of the Lord were written on the 

tablets of your hearts.” 

May the risen Lord do so and more for us. Amen. 


