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SESSION 7 – CHAPTERS 15-18 
 
15:1-35 – THE JERUSALEM COUNCIL 
 

• The opening verse of this section illustrates how far the Judaizers had perverted the Old 
Testament Law requirements. 

• This creates a crisis moment, and the chapter becomes a major turning point in the life of the 
church. Essentially the question now becomes, What Constitutes the People of God? 

• As a doctrinal issue, it becomes the most serious problem the church has faced thus far. 
 

• As the meeting convenes, Luke once again stresses the Lord’s initiative in the spread of the 
Gospel (15:4) – what they were experiencing was supernatural. 

• After much debate, Peter addresses the apostles and elders, relating his conviction that all 
experience salvation in the same manner – the undeserved grace of the Lord Jesus. 

• It is interesting to note that Peter understands the weight of the Law upon his ancestors 
(15:10). 

• Paul and Barnabas weigh in as further confirmation of Peter’s assessment (15:12).  
 

• The introduction of James stands as a poignant reminder of the reality of the resurrection 
considering he is the half-brother of Jesus. 

• James quotes Amos 9:11-12; Isaiah 45:21 (LXX – notice he simply says the prophets) and makes 
a statement that charts the course for the future of the church in verses 19-21. 

• He gives four prohibitions. 
a. Three are related to Jewish sensitivities, related to moral and ethical purity and idolatry. 
b. Sexual immorality stands in a category by itself. 

 
 

• Verse 19 serves as a reminder of the four drifts that can occur in our churches if we are not 
careful. 
a. The drift away from Jesus as the head of the church. 
b. The drift of becoming exclusive to insiders. 
c. The drift of placing excessive demands on outsiders. 
d. The drift of protecting rather than advancing. 

 
 

• The church sends four representatives, a practice attested in Greco-Roman times for 
delivering an official decision. 

• Two lessons can be taken from verses 30-35. 
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a. The church receives the decision with joy, implying their recognition of the full authority 
of the council. 

b. Judas and Silas, both called prophets, dedicate their time to strengthening and 
encouraging the believers. 

 
 
15:36-41 – THE DISAGREEMENT BETWEEN PAUL AND BARNABAS 
 

• The disagreement between Paul and Barnabas sets them on different paths for now, but 
become fellow laborers later. 

• Much speculation has been made about the source of the conflict, but it does not diminish 
the progress of the Gospel. 

• The section concludes with the refrain of Paul strengthening the churches. The Greek word 
used for strengthening is directly related to attitude or belief that needs to become firm and 
established. 

• In other words, evangelism and discipleship go hand in hand. 
 
 
PAUL’S SECOND MISSIONARY JOURNEY 
 
16:1-10 – THE MACEDONIAN CALL 
 

• Paul and Silas are traveling west and some commentators have noted that this same region 
would have seen Alexander the Great four centuries earlier on his conquest of the Persian 
Empire. 

• We are introduced to Timothy who is circumcised as a means of making him an acceptable 
witness to a Jewish audience. 

• Beyond the importance of discipleship (strengthening the churches), Paul demonstrates the 
importance of training young leaders. 

• Paul and Silas, in their travels, experience resistance until Paul has a vision one night that 
becomes a call to Macedonia. Notice the urgency of leaving for Macedonia when the vision is 
confirmed. 

• In verse 10 we have the first “we” passage, where Luke includes himself in the text. 
• Some have speculated that the man in the vision may have been Luke himself, due to his 

inclusion at this point of the text and his Gentile ancestry. He may have met Paul in Troas and 
was converted there. 

• Luke stresses the triune God as leading the apostles – Holy Spirit (v.6), Spirit of Jesus (v. 7), 
and God (v. 10). 
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16:11-40 – THE JOURNEY TO PHILIPPI 
 

• The Macedonians are a distinct national group with close ties to Greece.  Mark Antony and 
Octavian just outside Philippi defeated the assassins of Julius Caesar, Brutus and Cassius, in 
42 BC. Many former Roman soldiers settled here. 

• Luke’s mention of Philippi, as a Roman colony is unusual and has led to speculation of it 
having special status for Luke. 

• The pattern for entering a Synagogue is broken here. It took 10 Jewish men to establish a 
Synagogue implying the requirement could not be met. 

• According to tradition it was customary that where no Synagogue existed, the people would 
meet in open air, by a river or the sea. 

 
• Three portraits are given of changed lives. The first is Lydia, a successful businesswoman, the 

second a demon-possessed slave girl. The third is the jailer. There is a progression in the text 
from simple Gospel proclamation to more miraculous evidence. Further, they represent 
wildly divergent groups. 

• Certain Roman laws restricted who could wear clothes dyed purple, making the affluent the 
basis of Lydia’s clientele. 
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• If her name reflects her place of origin-the Lydian Kingdom-it’s where the first coins were 
minted, and the region made famous by King Croesus in the sixth century. The person 
believed to inspire the myth of King Midas. 

• Baptism is the immediate result of salvation, including her household. 
• Lydia’s first act as a believer is to extend hospitality. The implication is she sees this as a test 

of her true faith (v. 15). 
 

• Again, returning to the place of prayer, they met a demon-possessed slave-girl. The actual 
Greek is pneuma-pythonos (literally a python-spirit, spirit of divination). The python in Greek 
mythology was the guardian of the oracle sanctuary at Delphi before Apollo slew it. 

• A question is raised as to why Paul waited days until he cast out the demon remains a 
mystery. What results is an uproar of the entire city, and the formation of a mob. 

• The miracle creates a financial crisis for her owners, and we have the first official indictment 
against Paul recorded in Acts. 

• This accusation is part of a series. In Acts 16-19 we will encounter four scenes with similar 
sequence of events. 
a. Christians are detained and brought before public officials. 
b. They are accused, accentuated by an accuser’s direct quotation. 
c. The reason given is to curb the Christian mission. 

 
• The accusations against the apostles are taken as fact, and they are beaten and thrown into 

prison. We never find out whether the slave-girl becomes a believer, but the incident 
becomes the catalyst for the jailer’s conversion. 

• The reaction to their imprisonment results in praying and singing, to the likely wonderment 
of other prisoners. This scene certainly fits the admonition of Paul’s letter to the Philippians 
encouraging a life of joy. 

• Once again, their freedom comes by way of a miracle, which brings the jailer to the point of 
salvation, including his entire household. 

• It is at the end of the ordeal that the matter of citizenship is raised. They could have avoided 
the humiliation of arrest, but at what potential cost to the jailer? To make a false claim of 
citizenship meant the death penalty. 

• The section concludes, with the apostles once again encouraging the believers. 
 
 
 
17:1-9 – PREACHING IN THESSALONICA 
 

• Present day Thessaloniki is home to one of the pre-eminent Greek Orthodox seminaries. 
• The Synagogue is once again the starting place, this time with Luke stressing Paul’s use of 

reason – a key apologetic in a Greek context.  
• Some are persuaded, and Luke again mentions the role women play. We saw this in Philippi 

as well. The inclusion of women continues the theme of Gospel equality. 
• The Jews are characterized as being “jealous.” In Greek it has both positive and negative 

connotations. In this context the last two apply (It’s a participle here denoting an emotion 
that moves them to act). 
a. To strive for something commendable or honourable – to set one’s heart upon. 
b. Strong personal concern for someone or something. 
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c. An attitude of misplaced zeal. 
d. A hostile emotion based on resentment. 

 
• The accusations take on dramatic tones. 

a. The message is causing trouble around the world. 
b. Jesus is a challenge to Caesar, therefore treason. 
c. Jason is therefore harboring fugitives. 

 
• The charges do not stick, and they are released. 

 
 
 
17:10-15 – PREACHING IN BEREA 
 

• The mission now moves to Berea where once again they enter the Synagogue. The people 
there are more open minded than the Thessalonians. 

• They appear to be well-versed in the Scriptures, which Paul uses to his advantage. 
• Though many come to faith, the Jews once again cause Paul to be sent away under the cover 

of night, leaving Silas and Timothy behind. 
 
 
17:16-34 – PAUL IN ATHENS 
 

• There is a progression in Chapter 17 and one that culminates in Athens. Three cities have 
been visited, each with their own characteristics, and with each we see Paul shaping his 
witness in ways that helps him build a bridge to those he wants to reach. 
a. To the Thessalonians he appeals to them with reason. 
b. To the Bereans he allows the Scriptures to confirm his teaching. 
c. To the Athenians he appeals to their sense of religiosity. 

 
• Athens at the time was an intellectual and cultural center. Consequently, the land that gave 

us Socrates, Aristotle, and Plato was also the capital of idolatry. 
• The reaction of Paul to the works of art in Athens is quite telling. Most would have been 

awestruck by the beauty and craftsmanship, but instead he is deeply distressed. 
• Not only does Paul reason in the Synagogue, but also in the public square (Or agora, 

otherwise known as the marketplace). 
• Two schools of philosophy are mentioned. 

a. Epicureans – disciples of Epicurus (341-270 BC). Pleasure is the greatest virtue. Could be 
described as agnostic secularists. 

b. Stoics – disciples of Zeno the Cypriot (340-265 BC). Rationalism and self-sufficiency and to 
live in harmony with nature. They see everything as god and were known to be quite 
arrogant. 

 
• It has been noted that Paul could not have encountered two greater enemies of the Gospel – 

pleasure and pride. 
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• There is some debate on the term Aeropagus in Greek (Meaning Hill of Ares). Is it the actual 
hill in Athens or the council, which went by the same name? Most new translations favour the 
council.  

 

The Aeropagus, or Mars Hill, as seen from the Acropolis. 
 

• Mars Hill or Aeropagus 
a. In Greek mythology this hill is where Ares, god of war, stood trial for the murder of 

Poseidon’s son, Alirrothios. 
b. It rises 377 feet and is close to the Acropolis and Agora. 
c. It was the meeting place for the Aeropagus Court, the highest judicial body for civil, 

criminal, and religious matters. 
d. The term ekklesia, originally meant a convening body selected for a specific purpose, 

often for civil matters. 
e. At its entrance there is a bronze plaque with the text of Acts 17 (in Greek). 

 
• Paul’s usage of the term “unknown god” comes from the Greek, Agnosto, where we get the 

term agnostic, meaning unknowable or not recognizable. Thomas Henry Huxley, an English 
biologist, coined the term in 1869 and lifted it directly from Acts 17:23. 

• Paul’s message to the Athenians can be outlined as follows. 
a. Cultural connection point – unknown god (v. 23). 
b. Let me tell you about Him (v. 23). 
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c. He created everything, gives life to everything, and is sovereign over all (vss. 24-26). 
d. There is purpose and reason to our lives - to know him as he is (vss. 27-29). 
e. Though we are fallen, he has made himself known, through his son, so we no longer have 

to doubt or wonder (vss. 30-31). 
 

• As with all of the messages in Acts, there is division in the way people respond. In this 
instance, there is everything from outright derision to others coming to faith. Luke notes, 
Dionysius, a council member and a woman, Damaris, again showing his preference for 
male/female contrast. 

• The central controversy of Paul’s message is the resurrection. 
 
 
 
18:1-17 – PAUL IN CORINTH 
 

• Corinth was an important city in the Roman Empire. It was larger than Athens – estimated at 
200,000 plus and was considered the “Las Vegas” of its day for its hedonism, debauchery, 
and sexual immorality. 

• As Paul surveyed Athens and grieved over its idolatry, his recounting of first entering Corinth 
is described as fearful (1 Cor 2:1-5). Most speculate it was due to the city’s reputation. 

 
• There he meets Aquila and Priscilla, who like him, are categorized as “tent-makers.” Some 

argue for “leather-works.” Paul as a Rabbi would have been taught a trade as part of his 
rabbinical training. 

• In the Synagogue, Paul is found preaching but the Jews oppose him, once again causing Paul 
to reject them and turn to the Gentiles. 

• Paul, in a vision from the Lord, is encouraged not to fear and to speak out. This portrait 
shows a side of Paul not typical of the historical norm. 

• He ministers in Corinth for a year and a half, a stay that in many ways has been documented 
as difficult on Paul personally. 

 
• The trial with Gallio, the brother of Stoic philosopher Seneca who was a tutor to Nero, 

demonstrated that Rome did not necessarily see Christianity as illegitimate. He saw the case 
as a theological dispute, not a violation of Roman law. 

• Paul, in marking a vow, shaves his head. We are not told what the vow entailed, but most 
presumed it was an optional vow of thanksgiving to the Lord. 

• We have a brief interlude in Ephesus, a city that will become prominent in Paul’s next mission 
trip. Interesting that on this occasion, Paul preaches in the Synagogue and is asked by the 
Jews to stay but declines with a promise to return. 
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18:23-28 – THE CHURCH CONTINUES TO GROW 
 

• A subtle shift in the text has been emerging for some time. Luke is demonstrating how the 
mantle of leadership and evangelism is growing well beyond the apostles. The focus of Acts 
does not lie solely in conversions, but in making disciples, as shown in the interplay between 
Priscilla, Aquila, and Apollos. 

• The scene is being set for the next phase of ministry, reminiscent of earlier chapters where 
the question of the believers receiving the Spirit comes to the fore. 

• Recall that the Spirit had prevented Paul from going to Asia (16:6), but in his third missionary 
journey, it becomes the primary focus. 

 
 
 
 


