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“SIN CITY” (Acts 18:1-17) 

The Apostle Paul now makes his way 50 miles West to the infamous city of Corinth. He now left 
Athens the city of learning to come to Corinth the city of debauchery. Paul had dealt at Athens 
with the sins of the mind and now he had to deal with the sins of the flesh at Corinth. Corinth 
was 10 times the size of Athens. Although we think of Paul as perennially a bold man, he tells us 
he came there, “in weakness, and in fear, and in much trembling” (1 Cor. 2:3). Doubtless, the 
imprisonment at Philippi and the uproar in Thessalonica followed by Berea had an effect on this 
man. He may have been discouraged and possibly weary and physically ill. The thought of 
seeking to establish a witness in such a debauched place may also have discouraged him. It may 
have been this that prompted the Lord to personally speak to Paul and tell him, “Be not afraid, but 
speak, and hold not thy peace: For I am with thee, and no man shall set on thee to hurt thee: for I have much 
people in this city” (v9-10). God is the God of encouragement and He had sovereignly prepared 
seeking and ready hearts in the midst of the wickedness of a place called Corinth. 
 

 
 
STUDY ON CORINTH - Corinth was one of the major urban centres of the ancient 
Mediterranean and one of the most culturally diverse cities in the empire. It was located on the 
isthmus between Attica to the northeast and the Greek Peloponnesus to the south and had 
controlling access to two seas - the Aegean, about five miles to the east and the Ionian on the 
west.  

Corinth continued to prosper till it was pillaged and burned by the Romans in 146 B.C. 
The city then lay desolate till Julius Cesar restored it in 44 B.C. and rebuilt the two harbors. The 
restored Corinth became a Roman colony and the city prospered again by becoming a trading 
and commercial center that attracted people from numerous parts of the world. The Romans 
made Corinth the seat of administration of the Roman province of Achaia. This led to rapid 
growth, and at the peak of its power and influence the city probably had a free population of 
300,000-400,000 in addition to half a million slaves in its navy and in its many colonies. This rich 
and cosmopolitan city boasted that it was heir to the glories of ancient Greece. 
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The new Corinth was at first populated by Romans, but gradually Greeks returned, 
which meant that even though the official language was Latin, Greek remained the language of 
the common people. The population of the city was more than ordinarily heterogeneous. Roman 
military and civil officials, among whom was Proconsul Gallio (Acts 18:12), resided in Corinth 
together with a multitude of settlers who were ex-soldiers and freedmen (former slaves) from 
Rome. Indeed, Paul mentions Latin names of people living in Corinth: Tertius, Gaius, and 
Quartus (Rom. 16:22–23). The city’s population included native Greeks, displaced persons, 
slaves and a number of Jews from Israel and the diaspora and we read of the Jewish couple Aquila 
and Priscilla; Titius Justus; Crispus, the Jewish synagogue ruler; and Fortunatus (Acts 18:2, 7; 1 
Cor. 1:14; 16:17). 

 

 
 

As a result of its wealth, arts and its two harbors that accommodated a crowd of 
seafarers, merchants, and soldiers, it is no surprise that Corinth became the Vanity Fair of the 
Roman Empire. Luxuries from all over the world were available, and the vices of the world were 
also to be found there. It was a thoroughly morally depraved city and lent its own name as a 
byword for the grossest debauchery and corruption. Greek and Roman authors in the centuries 
before the rise of Christianity often referred to Corinth as the city of fornication and 
prostitution. The Greeks had coined the term corinthiazesthai (literally, “to play the whore, or to 
live a Corinthian life”) to describe the city’s immorality. 

This debauchery was found especially in connection with the religious worship of the 
goddess of love, Aphrodite. Ancient cities were devoted usually to some particular god or 
goddess, and were supposed to be under their peculiar protection and Corinth was dedicated to 
the goddess of love, or licentious passion. The shrine of Aphrodite was legally given 
preeminence above those of the other gods. The temple dedicated to Aphrodite was set on a hill 
1800 feet high back of the city. It normally housed some one thousand priestesses or ritual 
prostitutes, who each night would come down into Corinth and ply their trade among the many 
foreign travellers and the local men. The worshippers were accustomed in their public prayers, to 
request the gods to multiply their prostitutes, and in order to express their gratitude to their 
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deities and they bound themselves, by vows, to increase the number of such women. 
Homosexuality was rampant in the city of Corinth. 

The debauchery of Corinth only demonstrates the exceeding grace of God in founding a 
church in such a city where only the power of the gospel could overcome the most polluted 
passions of man’s nature. Against these sins and their impact on the culture repeatedly the 
apostle lifted up his voice (1 Cor. 5:10; 6:9-20; 10:7, 8; 11:21; 2 Cor. 6:14; 7:1; 12:21, etc.). Indeed, 
the effects of such an environment surely played no small part of the fleshly carnalities which 
arose in the church at Corinth, and which gave the apostle occasion to write this Epistle. Paul 
lists some of the city’s characteristic sins - fornication, idolatry, adultery, effeminacy, 
homosexuality, stealing, covetousness, drunkenness, reviling, and swindling etc. (1 Cor. 6:9-10). 
The apostle, therefore, we can conclude had good reason, in his epistles, to exhort the 
Corinthian brethren to “flee fornication” and was well entitled to add, “and such were some of you.” 

 

 
 
In all ages, the Greeks were distinguished by their fondness for speculation, as well as their 
vanity and love of pleasure. As befitting a city where the predominant character of the people 
was doubtless Grecian, Corinth possessed all the evidences of Hellenist culture that characterized 
the capitals of the civilized world with workshops and studios, halls of rhetoric and schools of 
philosophy. Strangers from all quarters crowded to Corinth to be instructed in the sciences and 
arts: so that Corinth, during this latter period, was filled with philosophers, rhetoricians, and 
artists of all kinds, and abounded in wealth. As pride is usually is a consequence of wealth, so 
they also were a people who were very proud and puffed up. 

Corinth was also famed for the Isthmian Games held on alternate years that were second 
in popularity only to the Olympics. The games included foot races, boxing, wrestling, and chariot 
racing. An outdoor theatre, accommodating twenty thousand people, was the arena for the 
gladiatorial games and contests with wild beasts. There was also a smaller indoor theatre 
(capacity of three thousand) for those interested in plays and music. 

The city knew every type of religion its pluralistic society could bring to it and the 
Corinthians permitted their many diverse religious groups to openly practice their faith. There 
were altars and temples for the Greek deities, shrines for the worship of the Egyptian gods and 
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the Jews in Corinth had their own synagogue. Indeed, when Paul first came to Corinth, he 
preached first in the synagogue, as his custom was. As a result of its strategic importance, 
Corinth was especially important as a centre for the diffusion of the gospel. It was in the midst 
of this society, in a state of outward prosperity, but also of complete moral dissolution, that the 
light of the gospel shone with the arrival of the Apostle Paul, twenty-four years after the 
Ascension of the Lord Jesus Christ. 
 

 
  

After these things Paul departed from Athens, and came to Corinth; And found a certain Jew named Aquila, 
born in Pontus, lately come from Italy, with his wife Priscilla; (because that Claudius had commanded all Jews to 

depart from Rome:) and came unto them. (v1-2) 
 
Did God providentially bring two beloved friends to encourage Paul? Certainly, they seem to get 
mentioned many times throughout his ministry. God always has silver linings in the clouds of life 
for His people. 
 
AQUILA AND PRISCILLA - We first read of Paul meeting a couple called Aquila and 
Priscilla in Acts 18:1-3 on his first missionary visit to Corinth, a large commercial city adjacent to 
two busy seaports. Aquila was a Jew from the Roman province of Pontus, the part of Turkey 
that borders on the Black Sea, the North coast of Asiatic Turkey. “Priscilla” is the diminutive 
form of “Prisca”, literally, it means “little Prisca.” Her name, Prisca, or Priscilla, is a name that 
comes from a high-ranking Roman family. This may indicate she was from the nobility class in 
Rome. Aquila and Priscilla were living in Rome but had left after the Emperor Claudius expelled 
all Jews from Rome about 49 A.D. Approximately 20,000 people were affected by the expulsion. 
But what seemed a tragedy and was likely painful provided a glorious ministry opportunity for 
this godly couple to work with the greatest apostle of Christ.  

They settled in Corinth, which was an important commercial center, and while there they 
met the apostle Paul. We discover in Acts 18 that both were tentmakers -- the same profession as 
Paul-- but more importantly, they practiced the same faith as Paul. Some commentators suggest 
that the seating in synagogues were arranged by trade and calling which may explain how Paul 
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first met them. It is not clear whether Aquila and Priscilla were believers before meeting Paul, or 
were converted by his preaching. 

  
After this they must have returned to Rome at some stage for the next reference to them is in 
Romans 16:3-5, where Paul send greetings to their house church in Rome “Greet Priscilla and 
Aquila my helpers in Christ Jesus: Who have for my life laid down their own necks: unto whom not only I give 
thanks, but also all the churches of the Gentiles. Likewise greet the church that is in their house.” They traveled 
widely for Paul also mentions in 1 Corinthians 16:19. “The churches of Asia salute you. Aquila and 
Priscilla salute you much in the Lord, with the church that is in their house.” This demonstrates just how 
widespread the love and influence of this godly couple was between churches that were very far 
geographically apart. Paul also cites them in the last known communication of his ministry in 2 
Timothy 4:19, “Salute Prisca and Aquila, and the household of Onesiphorus” – so clearly, they had 
remained stedfast with him in doctrine and fellowship despite so many turning against him at the 
end of his life. This couple, who we are not told ever held any recognized office in the church, 
were faithful in working for the Lord with whoever He required them to be with and where. 
 

And because he was of the same craft, he abode with them, and wrought: for by their occupation they were 
tentmakers. (v3) 

 
All Jewish scholars or rabbis were trained in a trade so they could support themselves. Paul was 
clearly trained in tent making. This trade was to work with a course fabric from thick goats’ hair 
of his native Cilicia area. Paul went back to his trade occupation as a tentmaker out of necessity. 
This is the only time we are explicitly told that Paul got involved in secular business. This is the 
exception rather than the rule. Paul only worked until providence freed him. 
 

And he reasoned in the synagogue every sabbath, and persuaded the Jews and the Greeks. (v4) 
 
This verb “reasoned” means to convince, to dialogue, and is an imperfect tense, which means he 
was continually witnessing of Christ to them. 
 

And when Silas and Timotheus were come from Macedonia, Paul was pressed in the spirit, and testified to the 
Jews that Jesus was Christ. And when they opposed themselves, and blasphemed, he shook his raiment, and said 
unto them, Your blood be upon your own heads; I am clean; from henceforth I will go unto the Gentiles. (v5-6) 

 
This word “pressed” has the idea of constrained or burdened. Paul always deeply touched with the 
condition of the lost. He admitted this to the Corinthians, “for necessity is laid upon me; yea, woe is 
unto me, if I preach not the gospel” (1 Cor. 9:16). Often it helps to have another of the same spirit 
working alongside you in the battle. The fellowship of trusted friends is important. The Lord 
encourages him with two friends and loyal co-workers. No doubt this was a joyous reunion. 
They brought good news about the spiritual state of the churches in Macedonia and a generous 
love gift from the church in Philippi (Phil. 4:10-14; 2 Cor. 11:9). This love gift freed Paul from 
spending his time working as a tent maker. He could now focus on evangelizing Corinth full 
time with his mission team.  
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And he departed thence, and entered into a certain man's house, named Justus, one that worshipped God, whose 

house joined hard to the synagogue. And Crispus, the chief ruler of the synagogue, believed on the Lord with all his 
house; and many of the Corinthians hearing believed, and were baptized. (v7-8) 

 
Paul now left having exercised his responsibility, but he did not go far. Probably he was still 
burdened for his fellow Jews. God encourages him with continued soul-winning as these verbs 
describing the “many” of those who “believed, and were baptized” are imperfect tense verbs. Living 
adjacent to the synagogue gave Paul a perfect opportunity to witness to Crispus, the chief rabbi 
of the synagogue. Paul didn’t waste this window of grace. For this very influential Jew became a 
convert to Christianity. This trophy of grace would have shaken the Jewish community. 
 
Then spake the Lord to Paul in the night by a vision, Be not afraid, but speak, and hold not thy peace: For I am 

with thee, and no man shall set on thee to hurt thee: for I have much people in this city. (v9-10) 
 
This direct intervention by the Lord did not happen often but, sometimes, when Paul was under 
great attack and at a point he could have been discouraged from the battle, God comes 
personally to him. Night time is a period when we often feel most anxious. Perhaps Paul even 
thought about giving up in Corinth. This is one of six visions that Paul received in Acts (9:12; 
16:9-10; 22:17-21; 23:11; 27:23-24). He knew the pattern now was that after preaching to the 
Jews, those who did not believe stirred up opposition, and then Paul had to flee for his life.  Paul 
was “borrowing trouble” by worrying about troubles that he might face. That’s a habit we all fall 
into continually! 

The downcast Apostle received a precious promise, “I am with thee.” God is right with us 
in the middle of the storm (Matt. 28:20; Isa. 43:1-3). We need no further promise than this. In 2 
Timothy 4:17 this was all Paul had but it was enough. This was not a promise from physical 
attacks for all times. However, it was a reminder that no one can touch us unless it is the Father’s 
purpose and will. This word must have encouraged Paul so much that he stayed 18 months with 
these saints. God is personally interested and actively concerned in the life of every servant of 
His. The Lord confirmed His presence and His protection. Steve Cole notes. 
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“Faithfulness is a rare commodity. All of us have had the experience of trusting in 
someone who has let us down, and we got hurt. Because of that, one of the most 
encouraging promises in the Bible is, “God is faithful” (1 Cor. 10:13). People may let you 
down, but God is always faithful. Of course, there are times when it seems as if even 
God has let us down. We all need to learn to deal with those times of disappointment 
with God. The problem is always on our end, never on His end!”  
 
The Lord also revealed that, “I have much people in this city.” The Lord revealed to Paul 

that He had an elect people in Corinth that were not yet saved. These were the ones spoken off 
by the Lord Jesus Christ, “And other sheep I have, which are not of this fold: them also I must bring, and 
they shall hear my voice; and there shall be one fold, and one shepherd.” (John 10:16) These elect sheep 
belonged to the Lord in a sense before they were ever converted. For they were chosen by grace 
before the world began, “According as he hath chosen us in him before the foundation of the world.” (Eph. 
1:4a) The doctrine of Sovereign election ought to motivate us to evangelism. God would fulfill 
this promise and some of the worst sinners in Corinth would get wonderfully saved (1 Cor. 6:9-
11; Acts 18:7-8). The Lord promised Paul that this church at Corinth would be planted, survive 
and prosper. Truly where sin abounds, grace does super-abound (Rom. 5:20)!  

When we face discouragement then we need to rehearse the promises of God to 
ourselves, His providential help in the past, and think upon our theology such as God’s eternal 
love for us and His Sovereignty.  
 

And he continued there a year and six months, teaching the word of God among them. (v11) 
 
Paul ministered in that church, perhaps for as long as two years. He taught them God’s Word as 
he knew this was the only way they could grow as believers amidst the corruption and decadence 
of Corinth. Yet, still the evil around them attacked many of them as seen in his first epistle to 
them. The society we live in always has a profound effect on the church. More than to any other 
church, Paul gave his talents, time, and tears to the Corinthian congregation. The members 
received three visits (2 Cor. 13:1), wise counsel, lengthy letters, and perpetual prayer. 

Luke relates that Paul’s visit to Corinth occurred during the time Gallio served as 
proconsul of Achaia (Acts 18:12). As the term limit for a proconsul was one year, archaeologists 
have discovered inscriptions near Delphi that allow us to conclude with a degree of certainty that 
Paul founded the Corinthian church in the years 50–52 A.D. 
 

And when Gallio was the deputy of Achaia, the Jews made insurrection with one accord against Paul, and 
brought him to the judgment seat, Saying, This fellow persuadeth men to worship God contrary to the law. (v12-

13) 
 
God did not promise Paul protection from opposition, but only from physical attack. The many 
conversions, including Crispus the chief ruler of the synagogue, must have angered the Jews. 
These unbelieving Jews attempted to get Gallio to set a precedent for the whole area by making 
Paul’s teaching illegal. This was a very serious charge of sedition. It had the possibility of shutting 
down Paul’s ministry in Corinth just as it was beginning to flourish.  
 

And when Paul was now about to open his mouth, Gallio said unto the Jews, If it were a matter of wrong or 
wicked lewdness, O ye Jews, reason would that I should bear with you:  But if it be a question of words and 
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names, and of your law, look ye to it; for I will be no judge of such matters. And he drave them from the judgment 
seat. (v14-16) 

 
Providence utilised the integrity of the proconsul to overrule the violence of the Jews. The Lord 
had the situation handled in a most amazing manner and did not need Paul to say a word. Gallio 
refuses to have anything to do with their arguments and, when they refused to give up, had them 
driven out of his presence. The man the Jews thought would be their defender became the one 
to humiliate them. Historians testify that Gallio was an upright and just judge.  MacArthur notes, 
“It’s exciting to see how God uses Gallio to accomplish His purpose. God does that. He either 
uses you willingly or unwillingly, wittingly or unwittingly, but He uses you.” This incident must 
have truly strengthened Paul’s faith in God’s promises. 

 
Then all the Greeks took Sosthenes, the chief ruler of the synagogue, and beat him before the judgment seat. And 

Gallio cared for none of those things. (v17) 
 
The Greeks attack the leader of the Jews called Sosthenes. It is possible that this man afterward 
was gloriously saved and became a preacher of the gospel for Paul writes, “Paul, and Sosthenes our 
brother, unto the church of God which is at Corinth” (1Cor. 1:1-2). Wiersbe makes an interesting 
observation,  
 

“If this is the same Sosthenes mentioned by Paul in 1 Corinthians 1:1, then he too got 
converted, and the Jews and to find another ruler for their synagogue! It would be 
interesting to know exactly how it happened. Did Paul and some of the believers visit 
Sosthenes and minister to him? Perhaps his predecessor Crispus helped “wash the wounds” 
(Acts 16:33) and used this as an opportunity to share the love of Christ.” 

 
 
 
 
 


