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“The King Who Turned the World Upside Down”

Acts 17:1-9

As we enter into Holy Week, I would like us to look at the message of the kingship and the resurrection of Christ from the accounts in Acts 17.

Scripture & prayer.


Australia is known as “the land down under”: where everything is upside-down: the stars, the seasons—even the animals are all weird (critters like the kangaroo, the platypus, and the Tasmanian devil). But here, Paul and Silas (on their missionary journey through northern Greece) are charged with turning the whole world upside down in proclaiming Jesus. What is all the ruckus about?
I.
How did Jesus turn the world upside down (17:6b)? 

A.
The issue is kingship. The issue is, fundamentally, one of kingship. 


1.
It is “Jesus versus Caesar” (17:7). 



a.
It is two rival kings: and that is why this is such a big deal—for it becomes (or is made into) an issue of treason. That’s what got Jesus “officially” killed in the first place. His damning charge (that so irked the Jewish leadership), emblazoned on the cross—in the languages of the world and for all the world to see—was this: “Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews” (Jn 19:19).




b.
It is two rival kings: but the contrast could not be more stark. One is the reigning emperor of the then-known world, whose designs are strictly political; the other is a crucified criminal of the state, whose designs are attached to our eternal souls.



c.
It is two rival kings: and how often we choose the wrong one to serve. Notice how, just as the Jews at the cross chose Caesar over Jesus (“We have no king but Caesar,” Jn 19:15)—the king they hated over the King they could not bear, so here they choose their sides again. So much like each of us, who will gladly serve a master we hate (whether someone, self, or sin) instead of the one King who came—who comes—to save us.


2.
And it is a kingship centered on His death and resurrection (17:3). This speaks to the nature of His kingship. It is not what we might expect it to be. It certainly is not what the world expected—whether Jews or Romans. He is not a rival to Caesar—and yet, He is the rival and Savior to all.



a.
As Jesus said to Pilate, “My kingdom is not of this world” (Jn 18:36): I am no threat to you or to your system. Rather, this is where His kingship is centered: His death on the cross—vindicated and authenticated by His resurrection from the dead (i.e., God’s stamp and seal that “this is My promised Messiah”). 




b.
This leads us to ask: What did Jesus come to do? To set up a new State? No, it is something much more radical and meaningful and lasting: to truly deliver us from sin and death and into the presence of God. And what is His kingdom like? Do we take up physical arms to promote His cause? No, it is “righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Rom 14:17).



c.
And because Jesus conquered death in His resurrection, we need no longer fear death. This was the Easter “moment”—that turned the light switch on, and their lives around, and the world upside down. It is this occurrence that gave rise to the change and boldness of His first followers, who (almost) all faced martyrdom. And the same change—change of perspective and boldness—follows all who follow Him, who understand this central, earth-shattering event.

B.
The change is revolutionary. 


1.
The very language is the language of “insurgency” (in the context of fermenting unrest between Jews and Rome).



a.
This is the sense of the Greek term rendered here (17:6), “turn upside down” (ajnastatwvsante"). It is the same term used in Acts 21:38 to describe an Egyptian terrorist who “stirred up a revolt” in Judea (with 4000 assassins!), and that the Romans promptly squashed. For the flavor, I would point you to the ongoing insurgency in Iraq, to give us a little picture of what is meant by this. However, the charge that is leveled against them is not simply a local uprising, but one that is effecting “the whole inhabited world”: thus the language rightly here—“turned the world upside down.”



b.
But this is not the revolution that Jesus brings. Indeed (ironically), this is what the very Jews who accused them actually did (17:5). They are the ones who are causing the uproar!


2.
What is the radical change—for them, the world then, and the world now? As we’ve seen, it’s not political; but it does “upset the apple cart,” in a big way.




a.
For them (Paul and Silas) personally. (As mentioned) since Jesus conquered death, His followers no longer fear it. And if the Messiah has come, it’s a message worth talking about. And it’s a message not of hatred and oppression (like the insurgency we see in the Middle East), but of hope and grace. Paul tasted this difference all too well (remember the Damascus Road). All this combines to make a band of people unafraid of any person, any institution, any threat, any thing . . . and that is a powerful force indeed—of scandal, of foolishness (1 Cor 1:23—the cross), of grace.




b.
For the world then. This message they so freely bore was not politically intentioned, but it did radically upset the social order. For it broke down the barrier between Gentile and Jew, and embraced both women and men, slave and free (17:4; cf. Gal 3:28). This is something that upsets those who are tied to that system; but for those who long for that freedom which is truly freedom—oh, how they are drawn, and the world is truly changed.




c.
For the world now. See how the Christianizing influence changes a culture: for example, in the founding of this great land (by revolution, but on Biblical principles, virtue, and law) versus the oppressive Muslim regimes were freedom is hated and killed. I would point you to the recent example of Abdul Rahman in Afghanistan—whose “head” was called for across the land simply for converting to Christianity. Or recall the ferry sinking incident in the Red Sea, and the Muslim crew that deserted the ship and let the passengers drown versus the Christian call for “women and children first”—both as defending the weak, protecting those under our care, and giving honor to those we cherish. What a difference it makes when Jesus is King versus when Allah is King!
II.
How does Jesus turn your world upside down? Each individual life is a “microcosm”—a “mini-world.” Those areas that Jesus confronts in culture at large, He confronts in each of our hearts. And there are three big ones that attach to this text (in three “s’s”):

A.
Self is dethroned. The fundamental issue, again, is one of kingship. Just as this issue came up as “Jesus versus Caesar” (17:7); so it is also “Jesus versus Self.” Who is the king here? Who calls the shots? Who gets the glory? If Jesus is King, then I am not. And if Jesus is King, then Jesus is King. That sounds tautological; but if Jesus is king in my world, then that changes things: Self is dethroned and Christ crowned. We live in a culture in which Self is king; and often in our churches, things don’t look any different—even while we give lip-service to Jesus. We will confess that “He is my King,” but it doesn’t change the way we live. He is not in the center, on the throne; we still do what we want, and come to Him only when we think we need Him. Or we’ll hear from our pulpits not words that exalt Jesus but words that massage Self. But daily, Self must be dethroned and Jesus crowned. For truly, Jesus is King. 


1.
So, we need to ask some fundamental orientation questions: Not, “What do I want to do?”, so much as “What would Jesus have me to do?” Not, “What will make me happy?”, but “What will make Jesus happy?” Not, “What will make me look good?”, but “What will make Jesus look good?” As Jesus said: “Seek ye first the kingdom of God . . . and all these things shall be added unto you” (Mt 6:33). So, do you seek Him first, above your Self—your wants, your worries? This is a “king” question.


2.
And we must submit ourselves to His rule. As Jesus said: “Seek ye first the kingdom of God, and His righteousness” (Mt 6:33). Where do we find His righteousness? Where do we find the commands of the King? In the Word of God. If we claim Him as King, we need to read His commands; we need to follow His commands. And what we will find (in the face of the world’s burdens and the burdens of sin—are you tired yet?) is that “His commands are not burdensome” (1 Jn 5:3), and His “burden is light” (Mt 11:30).

B.
Sin is addressed. When we saw the kind of king Jesus is (17:3), He was one who came to die for our sins and be raised from the dead. In this, He addressed the very issue we like to ignore: the “elephant in the room”—that is so obvious, but nobody wants to talk about it or really deal with it. 


1.
It is not popular in our day to talk about “sin”—or to label things as sin, unless it fits in with political correctness. And so we skirt the issue, ignore it or cover it up, or justify it. And so the sin—that innate sense of right and wrong—is never really addressed. If it gets you what you want, then it’s OK; if you’re psychologically distressed, take this drug; if you’re going to be sexually active anyway, wear protection; if you’re born that way, then celebrate it; if you have unaddressed sin, then I don’t have to address mine; etc., etc.


2.
But what the cross and resurrection does is it drives to the heart of the issue—the sin that is seated in my heart—and then opens it up and performs heart surgery. Our hearts really are dark (we all have sinful tendencies)—but they don’t have to be. But with Jesus, it is revealed as sin—and dealt with. It is revealed as sin—and done away with. We are not abandoned to slavery and futility; we can be free. What kind of a king is it that can change not only the outside, but the inside too?

C.
Silence is shattered. Do we believe that this Jesus is a message worth talking about—even in the face of our fears (I am a naturally timid person myself)?


1.
What if the first disciples, who witnessed the resurrection, and knew its transforming power, decided “that was nice,” but kept it in, private? And what if Paul, in coming to the synagogues, in meeting opposition, decided to give up and just “live and let live”? These are a couple of the things we face today: we are told that religion is fine, just keep it private; and we are told that your religion is fine, just don’t try to convert anybody. And too often we have listened, and retreated in silence. But what if they had done so? Would the world ever have been “turned upside down”—for the better? The world, in many ways even today, is “down side up” and needs to be turned, again, upside down. But to do so, our silence—in word and deed (the word of Christ and the way of Christ can never be separated)—our silence must be shattered.


2.
And not in an obnoxious or “in your face” way. Rather, Paul entered the synagogues and “reasoned with them from the Scriptures” (17:2). This was his natural point of entry, and a common ground for dialogue. So, what is your natural point of entry and dialogue? Then use it, and let the Spirit lead.


3.
One more thing: the first disciples turned the world upside down . . . and the Lord prepared the way. This world-upset then was enabled by three key things: (1) the prevailing Roman peace, (2) a common culture and language (Greek), and (3) the Roman system of roads—a tremendous innovation. But what about us now? These three keys are current in our own time as well: (1) we live in a world in (relative) peace, (2) with a dominant language (English), and (3) with extreme ease of travel and communication (airplanes and internet)—tremendous innovations. But how are we using these things? Are we taking advantage of the time in which we live (the Lord has prepared this way, too)—to stand and speak, in word and deed, for “another king, Jesus”? This is what the world still needs—whether across the sea or across the yard. For the world will not hear and see Jesus, if they don’t hear and see Him . . . in us.

What is all the ruckus about? Well, if Jesus is King, the change is revolutionary—both in our lives and the cultures in which we live: for self is dethroned—and Christ crowned; sin is addressed—and dealt with/done away; and silence is shattered—with a message that is good for us and the whole world to hear. For only Jesus “turns the world upside down”—for good.
