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When we think of Paul, many have this image of a super-Christian who could do no wrong.  In the Bible, Paul is portrayed not as a perfect man, but as a faithful Christian who was driven to preach the gospel, no matter what was happening around him or to him.  

In 2 Corinthians 11:23-27, Paul gives an account of the many trials he has been through. Turn there with me if you will.
23Are they servants of Christ?—I speak as if insane—I more so; in far more labors, in far more imprisonments, beaten times without number, often in danger of death. 24Five times I received from the Jews thirty-nine lashes. 25Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, a night and a day I have spent in the deep. 26I have been on frequent journeys, in dangers from rivers, dangers from robbers, dangers from my countrymen, dangers from the Gentiles, dangers in the city, dangers in the wilderness, dangers on the sea, dangers among false brethren; 27I have been in labor and hardship, through many sleepless nights, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure.

One thing that I admire about Paul, and I’m glad we have his example in this, is that he does anything he can to preach the gospel.  He writes in 1 Corinthians 9:19-23
19For though I am free from all men, I have made myself a slave to all, so that I may win more. 20To the Jews I became as a Jew, so that I might win Jews; to those who are under the Law, as under the Law though not being myself under the Law, so that I might win those who are under the Law; 21to those who are without law, as without law, though not being without the law of God but under the law of Christ, so that I might win those who are without law. 22To the weak I became weak, that I might win the weak; I have become all things to all men, so that I may by all means save some. 23I do all things for the sake of the gospel, so that I may become a fellow partaker of it.


When Paul found someone to preach the gospel to, he became what he needed so that person might be saved.  In the education field, we have something similar called the teachable moment.  It is a moment when an opportunity arises to teach the children something they might not learn as well at another time.  We should take Paul’s lead and use the moments God gives us to teach a soul about Christ.  Just as Paul did, we can become all things to all men to preach the gospel.


This morning, I want to take a look at a series of events that happen to Paul as recorded in the book of Acts, and it’s something that seems to really shake Paul up.  Surprisingly, it isn’t the beatings or the lashes or the shipwrecks.  It’s a sermon.  Turn over to Acts 17:22.  This is Paul’s well-known sermon on the Areopagus. 
Acts 17:22-18:4

22So Paul stood in the midst of the Areopagus and said, “Men of Athens, I observe that you are very religious in all respects. 23“For while I was passing through and examining the objects of your worship, I also found an altar with this inscription, ‘TO AN UNKNOWN GOD.’ Therefore what you worship in ignorance, this I proclaim to you. 24“The God who made the world and all things in it, since He is Lord of heaven and earth, does not dwell in temples made with hands; 25nor is He served by human hands, as though He needed anything, since He Himself gives to all people life and breath and all things; 26and He made from one man every nation of mankind to live on all the face of the earth, having determined their appointed times and the boundaries of their habitation, 27that they would seek God, if perhaps they might grope for Him and find Him, though He is not far from each one of us; 28for in Him we live and move and exist, as even some of your own poets have said, ‘For we also are His children.’ 29“Being then the children of God, we ought not to think that the Divine Nature is like gold or silver or stone, an image formed by the art and thought of man. 30“Therefore having overlooked the times of ignorance, God is now declaring to men that all people everywhere should repent, 31because He has fixed a day in which He will judge the world in righteousness through a Man whom He has appointed, having furnished proof to all men by raising Him from the dead.”  32Now when they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some began to sneer, but others said, “We shall hear you again concerning this.” 33So Paul went out of their midst. 34But some men joined him and believed, among whom also were Dionysius the Areopagite and a woman named Damaris and others with them.
 1After these things he left Athens and went to Corinth. 2And he found a Jew named Aquila, a native of Pontus, having recently come from Italy with his wife Priscilla, because Claudius had commanded all the Jews to leave Rome. He came to them, 3and because he was of the same trade, he stayed with them and they were working, for by trade they were tent-makers. 4And he was reasoning in the synagogue every Sabbath and trying to persuade Jews and Greeks.


Paul uses what is at hand, in this case an altar to an unknown God, and from there starts to preach to the people.  Throughout the sermon, however, Paul never mentions Jesus until the very end.  And, by then, it is too late.  By “dressing up” the gospel for the philosophers atop the Areopagus, many of them end up sneering at it.   We learn from the book if Acts that only a few men were baptized as a result of his sermon.  

Immediately following his sermon on Mars’ hill, Paul travels to Corinth with his companions.  Turn with me to 1 Corinthians 2:1-5.  We see here that when Paul arrived in Corinth for the first time, he had already decided to preach nothing but Jesus Christ and Him crucified.
1And when I came to you, brethren, I did not come with superiority of speech or of wisdom, proclaiming to you the testimony of God. 2For I determined to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and Him crucified. 3I was with you in weakness and in fear and in much trembling, 4and my message and my preaching were not in persuasive words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, 5so that your faith would not rest on the wisdom of men, but on the power of God.


Verse 1 says that Paul did not come to Corinth with superiority of speech or of wisdom.  His experience in Athens had left him weak and afraid.  He had decided that instead of sugarcoating the gospel with fancy words and clever speech, he would let the power of God prove to the people that what he was saying was true.

We can take a lesson from Paul in this.  When we try and get too fancy with the gospel by dressing it up in pretty words, it starts to lose its appeal.  


Perhaps the most successful gospel sermon of all time is found in Acts chapter 2.  We see here that Peter did not dress up his words.  He didn’t sugarcoat the truth.  He told it like it was.  Turn over to Acts 2.  We’ll start in verse 22.
22“Men of Israel, listen to these words: Jesus the Nazarene, a man attested to you by God with miracles and wonders and signs which God performed through Him in your midst, just as you yourselves know— 23this Man, delivered over by the predetermined plan and foreknowledge of God, you nailed to a cross by the hands of godless men and put Him to death. 24“But God raised Him up again, putting an end to the agony of death, since it was impossible for Him to be held in its power.
Now skip down to verse 29:
29“Brethren, I may confidently say to you regarding the patriarch David that he both died and was buried, and his tomb is with us to this day. 30“And so, because he was a prophet and knew that God had sworn to him with an oath to seat one of his descendants on his throne, 31he looked ahead and spoke of the resurrection of the Christ, that He was neither abandoned to Hades, nor did His flesh suffer decay. 32“This Jesus God raised up again, to which we are all witnesses. 33“Therefore having been exalted to the right hand of God, and having received from the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, He has poured forth this which you both see and hear. 34“For it was not David who ascended into heaven, but he himself says: ‘The Lord said to my Lord, Sit at My right hand, 35    Until I make Your enemies a footstool for Your feet.”’  36“Therefore let all the house of Israel know for certain that God has made Him both Lord and Christ—this Jesus whom you crucified.”

Peter gives a gospel sermon that would take all of about ten minutes to get through.  He mentions Jesus’ death, burial, and resurrection in these passages we’ve just looked at.  What’s more, Peter makes sure the people listening know they are guilty of it all.

We see in verses 37-42 that the people listening were convicted because of Peter’s words and needed to do something to be rid of their guilt.  Peter tells them in verse 38 that they must repent and be baptized for the forgiveness of their sins.

If you compare Peter’s sermon to Paul’s sermon, you can see that the two are very different in their approach to the gospel presentation.  Peter attacked the subject head-on, where Paul danced around the subject.  Paul promised himself that he wouldn’t make that mistake again.


Neither should we.  The gospel has been preached for nearly two thousand years, and the first time it was done was the best.  We need to remember when we talk to people about Jesus that he was crucified and died, he was buried, and he was resurrected on the third day, all for the forgiveness of our sins.  That’s it.  It doesn’t need to be any more complicated than that.


If you are not a Christian this morning, you’ve heard the gospel twice this morning – once through Peter in Acts, and once just a moment ago.  Just like those people long ago, you now have a choice to make.  You can believe the gospel and be baptized for the forgiveness of your sins, or you can hope that it’s not true and do nothing.  The choice is yours.  Please come forward as we stand and sing.
