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I. 	Three	Cities;	Three	Different	Experiences	
A. Thessalonica	–	seeds	sown,	but	strong	pocket	of	resistance	

Thessalonica looked like a great place to evangelize, but one never really knows the 
future. As it turns out, the Jews of Thessalonica are the ones who rise up against Paul’s 
ministry. The Jews were jealous and were losing their following and their influence.  
The jealous Jews raided the house of a man named Jason where they last knew Paul 
was staying, but Paul wasn’t there. The Jews settled for snagging Jason and a few 
other believers and hauling them before the city officials to bring charges against them, 
alleging they were breaking Roman laws. Jason and the others were forced to post 
bond then sent on their way.  

B. Berea	–	eagerly	received,	but	again	attacked	by	the	Jews	from	Thessalonica	
Because of this uprising in Thessalonica, the local Christian community helped get Paul 
and Silas out of town under the cover of night. The two then traveled to Berea where 
they found a people who were eager to listen.  
One of the first things Luke observes about the Bereans is that they were “of a more 
noble character than the Thessalonians.”  
Unfortunately, the jealous Jews in Thessalonica learned of Paul and Silas ministering in 
Berea (about 45 miles away) and they led a small entourage there to once again harass 
them in hopes of driving them out.  
Paul once again was escorted out of town by fellow believers and, leaving Silas and 
Timothy behind, he proceeded southward to Athens, Greece.  

C. Athens	–	a	stronghold	of	idolatry	and	pagan	philosophers.	(More	on	this	later)	

II. Outline	of	Evangelism	
I wish the church would see a greater passion for evangelism among the laity. I wish we 
would all be more keenly aware on a daily basis of the horrendous and terrifying 
prospect of Hell for those who are lost. Passion for the lost is the engine that drives 
evangelism.  
If we had that ongoing awareness of the seriousness of eternity; if we had that driving 
passion to see our friends, loved ones, and acquaintances come to a saving knowledge 
of Jesus, we would then need a structured plan to witness to them.  
The opening verses in Acts 17 contain some powerful key words that show how Paul 
won converts from among the Jewish people who attended the synagogue.  
When Paul and his companions had passed through Amphipolis and Apollonia, they came to 
Thessalonica, where there was a Jewish synagogue. 2 As was his custom, Paul went into the 
synagogue, and on three Sabbath days he reasoned with them from the Scriptures, 3 explaining 
and proving that the Messiah had to suffer and rise from the dead. “This Jesus I am proclaiming 
to you is the Messiah,” he said. 4 Some of the Jews were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas,as 
did a large number of God-fearing Greeks and quite a few prominent women. (Acts 17:1-4) 

A. Paul	“reasoned”	with	the	Jews	(vs	2)	



Soul-Winning Is Hard Work 

 2 

The word appears to imply the idea of dialogue – discussion; questions and answers. I 
preach so as to bring people to a point of making a decision for Christ. I do everything 
within my ability to make the case and appeal to the lost that making a commitment to 
Jesus is the most reasonable and appropriate response one can make. Some respond, 
but only God knows how many walk away and resist.  
However, dialogue can be just as powerful in bringing people to the Lord. The only 
problem with dialogue is you need to be able to carry your side of the dialogue 
effectively. That means when “they” have questions and concerns that have kept them 
from surrendering to the Lord, you have to be able to give reasonable and rational 
responses to their objections. Those objections and questions might be something like 
this:  
Why did God let my loved one die such a tragic death? 
Why does God allow innocent people to starve in famine stricken areas of the world?  
Why does God allow babies and children to be kidnapped and abused?  
I tried serving God once, but when I needed Him the most, He did not answer my 
prayer. Why should I trust and serve Him now?  
Those are some of the hard questions of life that keep some people from serving the 
Lord. Are you ready for that?  
Now Paul was dealing with people at a totally different level. They were already God-
fearing people. All Paul had to do was convince them Jesus was the Messiah. But in 
order to do that, he had to be prepared to present a convincing case.  

B. Paul	“explained	and	proved”.		
This carries the notion of opening up the true meaning of scriptures that they previously 
did not understand. Once again, Paul was working with people who trusted scripture, 
but did not properly understand scripture.  
We might be dealing with people who have no appreciation for scripture to begin with. 
We might need to first make the case why scripture is reliable before we can use 
scripture to make the case for salvation. Are you prepared to do that? 

C. Paul	“proclaimed”	a	clear	message	of	Jesus	to	the	congregation	
This is your thesis. You have to have a clear thesis. What is it, in a nutshell, you are 
proclaiming? We must be able to make a clear case that all have sinned and come 
short of the glory of God; that the wages of such sin is death, but the gift of God is 
eternal life through Jesus; that the way we appropriate that is to confess with our mouth 
the Lord Jesus Christ is the son of God, come in the flesh, accept him as our sacrifice, 
and believe that God raised him from the dead. Then we can trust that we will be saved.  
Make sure you are clear with those you are witnessing to exactly what you God expects 
of them and exactly how to attain that.  
Don’t feel badly if you are feeling you need a lot of work. Even life-long seasoned 
ministers have been known to fail in this area. I was with a fellow minister doing jail 
ministry. The tiny booth where we were allowed to speak with a particular inmate was 
too small for both of us to effectively minister. The inmate was convicted of murder and 
sentenced to prison, soon to be transferred. The other minister began immediately by 
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telling the prisoner he needed to be baptized in the Holy Spirit. I dismissed myself from 
the cubicle and said I would wait until he was finished, then I would trade places with 
the minister. The most thing of most primary importance was not the baptism in the Holy 
Spirit, but ensuring the man even knew what it meant to be saved, and I made that 
message clear to him.  
Another time, I was with another minister as we were doing hospital visitation. The man 
we were visiting was in very poor health and quite likely would not make it out of the 
hospital. The other minister began immediately to tell the patient he had not been as 
faithful to church as he should be and that he needed to get back in church. When the 
other minister was done, I managed to speak privately with the patient and make sure 
he was right with the Lord and pray for his healing.  
What are you projecting to those you are wanting to witness to? Is your main message 
that they ought to be going to church? Is your main message they ought to quit drinking 
like a fish? Is your main message they need to get married to their live-in and quit living 
in sin? What is your message? What is your thesis? Be clear about what God expects 
of them. We want to bring them to a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ so they have 
eternal life.  

D. Some	were	“persuaded”	and	“joined”	Paul	and	Silas.		
Those were the converts. Those were the ones who were sincerely seeking truth.  
People are at many different stages of lostness and no one single approach fits all. 
Some are very religious but have bought into the wrong religion (Scientology; 
Unitarianism; Buddhism; Hinduism; Islam; Animism; Wicca and other nature 
worshipping religions). 
Some don’t believe themselves to be religious at all. They hate church and they say 
they hate religion, but often times their religion is hedonism – the free pursuit of 
pleasure and self-indulgence.  
Some believe in God and think they are all right because they try to be decent people 
and treat others right. They don’t understand that we are not saved by our works. We 
are saved only through Jesus Christ.  

III. Athens:	The	City	of	Socrates/The	City	of	Idolatry	
We say how Paul approached evangelism in Thessalonica and Berea. In Athens, as he 
had done before, Paul started in the local synagogue and branched out from there. In all 
three cities, Paul had a few converts among the Jews and the Gentiles. 
But Luke devotes more time to the Athens outreach.  

A. Paul	was	enraged	at	the	sight	of	a	city	so	steeped	in	idolatry.		
What else should Paul expect from heathen Gentiles? But Paul’s distress was coming 
from his Jewish background and reflected God’s attitude toward idolatry.  
But the important point to note is that Paul’s anger toward idolatry did not affect his 
attitude in dealing with the idolaters. As agitated as Paul was, he was calm and 
deliberate in ministering to the lost. We can’t let the sins of the lost anger us so much 
we cannot effectively minister to them with self-control and compassion.  



Soul-Winning Is Hard Work 

 4 

B. In	the	marketplace	
Interestingly, that is where Socrates famously liked to frequent. Paul used the same 
method.  

C. Paul’s	biggest	assignment	yet	
Luke specifically mentions the Epicurians and Stoics. They were two very skilled and 
knowledgeable groups of philosophers Paul would take on. The Epicurians were very 
pleasure oriented, and fundamentally believed in a God who was largely uninvolved in 
human affairs (deism).  
Stoics were very close to pantheists, believing God to be everywhere, in all things; kind 
of a universal presence through all of nature. God was rather ill-defined and not at all 
the personal God Paul represented. In some vague way, they believed humans should 
strive to live in harmony with nature and reason, kind of like seeking to be one with the 
universe. Paul’s task was to try to plug them into the real God as revealed by Jesus. He 
would have his hands full.  
Paul basically had a three pronged argument.  

1. You	are	too	superstitious	
2. You	admit	you	are	lacking	something	
3. The	true	God	is	much	bigger	than	these	idols	

The altar to “the unknown God” was, in Paul’s mind, an admission they were lacking 
something and this was supposed to be the catch-all not covered by all the other idols.  
Everyone who does not have God lacks something. If you look closely enough and long 
enough, you will eventually see they have their own version of the unknown altar to help 
cover them. It may be an amulet or a charm, a lucky pair of socks, a superstitious ritual 
they cling to, etc. They might say they don’t need God, but they seem to cling 
inexplicably to little habits and superstitions to help cover their needs. But with Jesus 
you don’t need lucky underwear or a rabbit’s foot or a four-leaf clover or Aladdin’s lamp. 
You have it all! And Paul laid out the case for God expertly. 
“The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and does not 
live in temples built by human hands. 25 And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed 
anything. Rather, he himself gives everyone life and breath and everything else. 26 From one man 
he made all the nations, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he marked out their 
appointed times in history and the boundaries of their lands. 27 God did this so that they would 
seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from any one of 
us. 28 ‘For in him we live and move and have our being. (Acts 17:24-28) 

D. Was	Athens	a	failure?	
It seems Paul was unable to crack through the hardened shell of the philosophers. He 
did have a few who converted, but we never have as many as we want.  
We can’t win them all. Probably more will reject our message than will receive. But just 
like fishing, you always leave more in the lake than you take home. Be glad for the ones 
you caught! Our responsibility is not in the quantity of souls converted. Our 
responsibility is in the faithful sowing. One sows; one waters; God gives the increase.  
 


