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When in Athens, be like Paul 
Acts 17:16-34 

 

Introduction:  tŀǳƭΩǎ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ !ǘƘŜƴƛŀƴǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀ ƳƻŘŜƭ Ŧƻr how to minister to intelligent people in 

intellectual places. Back then, Athens was the intellectual capitaƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ hǳǊ ά!ǘƘŜƴǎέ ƛǎ ŀƴȅ thinking place. It might be 

a school setting, a corporate setting, or a friendship setting. When in Athens do 4 things. 
 

1. FEEL ς When we minister in secular settings, our spirit will often get provoked. 
Deal with it! Acts 17:16 
A. Paul has journeyed to Athens and needs to kill some time as he waits for his friends. 17:15-16a  

1. He walks around the city as a tourist and discovers it is full of idols. 17:16b 
2. Paul is pondering this culture both as a Jew and as a Christian.  
3. tŀǳƭΩǎ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ ƛǎ ǇǊƻǾƻƪŜŘΦ  

 

B. Many Christians experience the same thing as they encounter secular culture.  
1. Every culture claims cultural decline. Our culture has pushed this to the limits.  
2. DŜǘ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƛǘΦ LǘΩǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ  

 

2. RESIST ς When we minister in secular culture, we need to resist any sort of anti-
intellectualism. Acts 17:17-18 

 

A. There is a misunderstanding among Christians today that our culture is anti-intellectual.  
1. Postmodernism is a slippery philosophy, claiming feeling over thinking, but not so!  
2. Yes, people are into feelings, until it comes to Christianity.  

 

B. Notice that Paul identifies four different groups, each with an intellectual orientation. 17:17-18 
1. Religious people ς The Jews in the synagogue. 
2. Business people ς God fearing gentiles in the marketplace.  
3. Intellectual people ς Philosophers.  

 

C. Notice what Paul does with these people: he reasons. 17:17 
1. People are going to reason against Christianity: in academia, in business, in life.  
2. We need to offer reasons right back. 1 Peter 3:15-16 

 

3. COMMUNICATE ς When we minister in secular culture, we need to communicate 
with skill. Acts 17:19-32 

 

A. We need to expect opposition: people are going to ridicule our position. 17:19-20 
 

B. Rather than fighting, we need to begin with common ground. 17:21-23 
 

C. We need to communicate in a pattern they can understand. 17:24-32 
1. bƻǘƛŎŜ ǘƘŜ Ŧƭƻǿ ƻŦ tŀǳƭΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘΥ DƻŘΣ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΣ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΣ ǊŜǎǳǊǊŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ мтΥнп-31 
2. NƻǘƛŎŜ tŀǳƭΩǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǉǳƻǘŜǎΦ мтΥну 
3. bƻǘƛŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ tŀǳƭ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǎǇŜƭ ŜȄƘŀǳǎǘƛǾŜƭȅΦ IŜ ƎƛǾŜǎ ŀ ǘŜŀǎŜǊΦ мтΥомō 

 

4. ENTRUST ς When we minister in secular culture, we need to leave the results up to 
God. Acts 17:32-34 

 

A. Paul had no control over the outcome: Some sneer (32). Some are open (33). Some believe (34). 
 

B. The temptation for us: Try to take control and force the outcome.  
 

C. ¢ƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜΥ hōǎŜǊǾŜ ǿƘŀǘ DƻŘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘƻƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎƭȅΦ ! ǾŜǊȅ άǊŀƴŘƻƳέ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 
join Paul, some upper ecƘŜƭƻƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǎƻƳŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ŀƴŘ άƻǘƘŜǊǎέΦ мтΥоп 
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When in Athens, be like Paul 

Discussion Questions 
 

 

1. Do you know anybody in your sphere of influence who has intellectual arguments against the 

Christian faith? What are some of those arguments?  

2. When thinking ŀōƻǳǘ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣ ŘƻŜǎ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǇǊƻǾƻƪŜ ȅƻǳǊ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ ŀǎ tŀǳƭΩǎ ǿŀǎ 

provoked in the Athens culture?  

3. Culture today is largely intellectual.  Do you tend to avoid or engage in intelligent conversation 

about Christ? Why or why not? 

4. Have you ever engaged in reasoning with a non believer? If not, how would it make you feel to do 

so? 

5. Why is it important to begin a conversation with common ground? 

6. When opposition comes during a conversation, how should we respond?  

7. When ministering in secular culture, how can we resist the temptation to force the outcome?   

8. Pray that God will orchestrate opportunities for you to communicate his love to the secular 

community.  
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Announcements 
Bartlesville Mid-High Service Project ς September 20, 2008  

DeedsforNeeds.com website for community needs 

The Externally Focused Church ς companion book to the series 

Memory Verse 
L tŜǘŜǊ оΥмр άΦΦΦ !ƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ŀƴ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƻ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ŀǎƪǎ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǇŜ 

ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜΦέ 

Engaging the Campus 
I would characterize students today as relative cynics. Students of this generation feel abandoned by their 

dysfunctional families, by a faltering economic system and by a power-hungry political system. All of these 

conditions have caused many students not to trust anyone. What truth the postmodern student usually has 

comes about through seeing that truth practiced in a community. Students need to see truth applied, not just 

proclaimed. 
 

In this climate small groups become the ideal place for evangelism. It is primarily through individual friendships 

that trust can be established and primarily through observing a small group community that truth will be 

experienced. Large group events supplement individual and community evangelism. 

WŀŎƪΩǎ ǎƳŀƭƭ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇ that anyone would have expected to hold up as a model small group, but over 

time they embodied these principles of outreach. The group was composed of seven studentsτnone of whom 

would be considered particularly bright or socially adeptτwho grew to love each other and felt a deep 

compassion for their fellow students in their dorm. Each committed to reaching out in friendship to at least one 

person in their dorm who was not a Christian.  
 

At first glance some of their choices did not seem likely to be people who would become Christians. For instance, 

David picked Mike, who was one of the top scholars in his class. David was close to flunking out of school. Two 

other members in the group, Mary and Andy, picked Eddie, whom everyone, except probably Mary and Andy, 

knew as the dorm drug dealer. However, over a period of time, Mike came to trust David. Although David could 

ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǾŜǊȅ ŦŜǿ ƻŦ aƛƪŜΩǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΣ 5ŀǾƛŘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƘƻ aƛƪŜ ŦŜƭǘ ŜǾŜǊ ŎŀǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƳΦ CƻǊ 9ŘŘƛŜΣ aŀǊȅ 

and Andy were the first people in a long time who had cared for him because of who he was and not because he 

could sell them drugs. 
 

During the year both Mike and Eddie became Christians. Later Mike was asked what made the difference. He said 

it certainly was not the intellectual discuǎǎƛƻƴǎΦ 5ŀǾƛŘ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǿƛƴ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŘŜōŀǘŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ƘŜ ǿƻƴ aƛƪŜΩǎ ǘǊǳǎǘΦ 

IŜ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘƭȅ ŎŀǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ aƛƪŜ ŀǎ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΦ aƛƪŜ ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ 5ŀǾƛŘΩǎ ŎŀǊƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎŀǊƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ /ƘǊƛǎǘΩǎ 

caring for him. Mike also said that he saw within the small group the truth of Christ being lived out in community 

as he observed people in the small group loving each other and beginning to love him. For Mike the small group 

was the gospel in action.1  

                                                           
1Long, Jimmy: Small Group Leaders' Handbook : The Next Generation. Downers Grove, Ill. : InterVarsity Press, 

1997, c1995 
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#ÏÎÎÅÃÔ ×ÉÔÈ 4ÏÄÁÙȭÓ 0ÏÓÔÍÏÄÅÒÎ 0ÅÏÐÌÅ 

Acts 17:16ς34 

A new way of thinking, often called postmodernism, influences many people today. In Evangelism 
Outside the Box (InterVarsity, 2000), Rick Richardson identifies three major transformations in the 
thought patterns of people today. Understanding how people think is the first step toward connecting with 
them. He suggests three ways to make the gospel more relevant and compelling to todayôs audience: 

1. Make Scripture's truths relevant, true to life, personal, and real. 

In modern culture, truth was scientific and universal. In a postmodern world, truth is experiential and personal or 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴŀƭΦ tŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅϥǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘǊǳǘƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǊŜŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǎƻƴŀǘŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

lives, their experiences, and the experiences of their community. Therefore they are looking for communities in 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦŀƛǘƘ ƛǎ ƭƛǾŜŘ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ ǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘŀƴƎƛōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŀƭΦ ²Ŝ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜƴ ƻǳǊ 

lives and words and our feelings line up. This integrative approach can help answer questions people have today. 

 

2. Present the gospel in community, rooting faith in relationship. 

The modern thinker viewed the self as autonomous, individualistic, and rational. The self was developed through 

analysis, discovery, and self-eXpression. Psychologists today, such as Carol Gilligan, see identity and intimacy as 

inseparably connected. We construct our identity and our sense of self in community and through relationships 

ŀƴŘ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜΦ /ƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ DƛƭƭƛƎŀƴΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƻƻƪ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ōŜƭƻƴƎ ǘƻ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ a 

message to believe in.  In the past, being an expert and having the answers were what built credibility and a 

hearing. Today, having the same questions, struggles, and hurts is what builds credibility and gains a hearing. 

 

3. Present spiritual reality by appealing to the imagination 

A transformation has taken place in the way people become convinced about moral and spiritual choices. In 
modernity, people were convinced by compelling, rational arguments. In a postmodern world, the battle for 
allegiance is a battle for the spiritual and moral imagination of people. The arts have become the key arena for 
moral and spiritual exploration in our world.  One way to sum up the modern mindset is that it is the attempt to 
empirically and rationally know, control, and engineer reality. This is the work of the scientist. One way to sum up 
the postmodern mindset is that it is the attempt to insightfully perceive, imagine, and create reality. This is the 
work of the artist. 
 

τTaken from Evangelism Outside the Box by Rick Richardson. Ò2000 by Rick Richardson.  Used by permission of Intervarsity 

Press, P.O. Box 1400, Downers Grove, IL 60515-1426.   

 

Discuss 

1. Where have you seen evidence of postmodern thought in your relationships with people? 

2. How can our church show that God's truth is personal and real? Provide community? Appeal to the imagination?  

3. What principles of evangelism can we take from Paulôs interaction with members of the Areopagus on Mars Hill 

(Acts 17:16ï34)? 


