
CH R IST I A N I T Y — A N E A ST ER N OR W EST ER N R ELIGION ?
Is Christianity an eastern or a western religion? A recent on-line post 
in “Christian Forums” asked this question. The author writes that 
Christianity is often designated “western,” as opposed to Taoism, 
Hinduism, and Buddhism, which are definitely “eastern.” Why is 
Christianity called “western”? Probably because it’s the predominant 
faith in the Western Hemisphere. Some antagonists make the “western” 
label a convenient excuse for denouncing it as “colonial” or even 
“imperialist,” since it has accompanied conquerors who were.

This categorization of Christianity as western overlooks the fact that it 
was birthed in the Middle East. Jesus was a Middle Eastern man who 
lived in North Africa for part of his childhood and the rest of his life in 
Palestine. Christianity was shaped initially by a Middle Eastern culture 
and mindset. The Christian faith was alive in the deserts of Northern 
Africa for centuries. The earliest known Christian monk (Anthony) and 
some of the most influential Christian theologians (Augustine, Origen, and 
Tertullian) were African. Some of the oldest Christian communities are 
still to be found in Lebanon, Syria, Egypt and Iraq!

The truth demonstrated in the Book of Acts is that Christianity is a Middle 
Eastern religion that successfully moved west. The missionary journeys 
of Paul and his companions chronicle the “westward ho!” of the Gospel. 
This week’s lesson details the beginning of the second missionary 
journey. We see how the message of Jesus reached Europe and won its 
first convert there, a woman named Lydia. While the spotlight is trained 
on Paul’s mission journeys, lesser-known missionaries were taking the 
Gospel south and east as far as Sudan and India! Aren’t you glad?

PAUL AND BARNABAS PART COMPANY – ACTS 15:36–41 102

TIMOTHY JOINS THE TEAM – ACTS 16:1–5 102

“COME OVER TO MACEDONIA!” –  ACTS 16:6–10 103

THE CONVERSION OF LYDIA  –  ACTS 16:11–15 104

PYTHON GIRL –  ACTS 16:16–24 104

JAILHOUSE ROCK!  –  ACTS 16:25–34 105

PAUL PLAYS H IS  C IT IZEN CARD – ACTS 16:35–40 106

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION – ACTS 17:1–34 107

The Gospel Comes to Europe

Acts
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PAU L A N D B A R NA B A S 
PA RT COMPA N Y 
acts 15:36–41
“Some time later” (v. 36 NIV), probably within 
a year of the Jerusalem Council, Paul took the 
initiative for a second journey, concerned to 
strengthen the churches planted on the first 
one. In the meantime, Barnabas had apparently 
called his cousin John Mark back to Antioch, 
and he proposed taking him along again. But 
Paul balked at the idea. In his view, John Mark 
was unreliable, having “withdrawn” (deserted) 
on the first go-round. A “sharp disagreement” 
(v. 39) ensued, and Luke does not gloss over it, 
a testimony to the transparent honesty of his 
narrative. Their differences were so pronounced 
that Barnabas and Paul would never work 
together again, although Paul makes respectful 
reference to Barnabas afterward in 1 Cor. 9:6. 
Mark also came back into the good graces of 
Paul, who wrote to Timothy that Mark was “very 
useful to me” (2 Tim. 4:11). Ten years later, 
Mark was in Rome with Paul when he wrote the 
church in Colossae (Col. 4:10) and to Philemon 
(Philemon 24).

In place of the old team, two new ones formed. 
Barnabas and Mark headed off once more to 
Cyprus. Paul chose Silas, the former envoy of the 
Jerusalem Council, as his new partner, and they 
went “through Syria and Cilicia, strengthening 
the churches” (v. 41). Silas, or “Silvanus” (his 
Latinized name), would prove a wise choice, 
since he was also a Roman citizen, was fluent 
in Greek, and served as a helpful amanuensis (1 
Thess. 1:1; 2 Thess. 1:1). Though Paul may have 
planned simply to re-visit the congregations 
planted on the first journey and then move 
westward into the Roman province of Asia (now 
western Turkey), it would soon become apparent 
that God had much more in mind!

T I MOT H Y J OI NS T H E T E A M 
acts 16:1–5
The year was AD 50. Paul and Silas set out, 
crossing into Asia Minor through the Cilician 
Gates, a narrow defile through the Taurus 
Mountains that Paul Maier calls “the aorta of 
the ancient world through which pulsed the 
conquerors... Xerxes, Cyrus, Xenophon, and 
Alexander the Great.” Their priority just now was 
to strengthen existing churches, so they headed 
down the Via Sebaste to Derbe and Lystra.

Almost at once the team met a promising young 
disciple named Timothy, who would figure very 
large on this journey and in Paul’s life. Timothy 
was “the son of a Jewish woman who was a 
believer, but his father was a Greek” (v. 1). 
Paul’s acceptance of him was striking, for he 
was the child of a “mixed” marriage, something 
strict Jews would never accept. Further, they 
regarded the children of such a union as dead! 
Paul, however, took to heart the high praise 
of Timothy by “the brothers at Lystra and 
Iconium” (v. 2) and proposed to take him along 
on the journey. Before doing so, he “took him 
and circumcised him” (v. 3). It was a tactical 
decision (see 1 Cor. 9:19–23), for the local 
Jews knew him as the son of a Greek, and only 
if he were circumcised would he have ready 
access to synagogues as a co-worker with Paul. 
Scholars guess, because of the tense of the verb 
in v. 3, that Timothy’s father was dead by now. 
If so, that helps explain why Timothy so readily 
joined Paul on the journey and why Paul lovingly 
referred to him as his “beloved and faithful 
child” (1 Cor. 4:17).

The newly-expanded team made their way 
“through the cities” (v. 4) of the region. As 
they went, they delivered the letter from 
the Jerusalem Council with its four required 
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“abstentions” (see 15:19–21). This time no opposition surfaced, and the churches “were 
strengthened in the faith, and they increased in numbers daily” (v. 5), one of many such progress 
reports Luke provides us (6:7, 9:31, 12:24, 16:5, 19:20).

“COME OV ER TO M ACED ON I A !” 
acts 16:6–10
Having revisited the churches at Derbe, Lystra, Iconium, and Pisidian Antioch, Paul was probably 
planning to follow the excellent Roman road westward to the important coastal city and provincial 
capital Ephesus. But God said, “No!” The company was somehow “forbidden by the Holy Spirit” from 
entering the province of Asia (v. 6), and so headed northward through “Phrygia and Galatia.” Was 
Silas, who is earlier identified as a “prophet” (15:32), the Spirit’s mouthpiece?

This section makes clear the strong guiding hand of God on this mission. The “Holy Spirit” forbids 
them (v. 6), the “Spirit of Jesus” did not allow them (v. 7), and finally they concluded that “God had 
called us” (v. 10) in a new direction. The means by which God did that was a memorable nighttime 
vision Paul received. “A man of Macedonia was standing there, urging him and saying, ‘Come over 
to Macedonia and help us!’” (v. 9).

Who was the “man of Macedonia”? Luke sometimes speaks of “men” when he means “angels” (see 
1:10, 10:30). Was it an angel, the “guardian prince” of Macedonia (cf. Dan. 10:13 and 12:1), who 
appeared to Paul? One commentator suggested that the man in the dream was Alexander the Great, 
for Troas (very near the site of ancient Troy) was formally known as “Alexandrian Troas” and Philippi 
was named after Alexander’s father, Philip of Macedon. But this seems far-fetched. Whoever this 
man was, clearly Paul saw it as a call from God.

Careful readers have noticed that in v. 10, the pronoun changes from third-person “they” to first-
person “we.” It appears that in Troas, Doctor Luke joined the company. Could it be that Paul met him 
in the course of dealing with his chronic illness (2 Cor. 12:7–10; Gal. 4:13–15)? Was Luke recruited 
to help tend him along the way? It is well to point out that the “we” is not constant. Luke’s narrative 
reverts to the third person “they” from 16:18 to 20:4, from 20:16–38 (Miletus), and from 21:19–
26:32 (Jerusalem and Caesarea). We note that this “we” section stops at Philippi, and takes up again 
when the missionaries revisit Philippi on the third journey. These facts, along with the extensive 
attention given the events in Philippi, make many suppose that Luke was a resident of Philippi or else 
chose to remain there for an extended period. Luke’s joining of the company led to his acquaintance 
with Paul and his eventual writing of Luke and Acts, a crucial part of the New Testament.

Paul was probably planning to follow the excellent Roman road 
westward to the important coastal city and provincial capital Ephesus. 

But God said, “No!” The company was somehow “forbidden 
by the Holy Spirit” from entering the province of Asia.
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T H E CON V ER SION OF LY DI A 
acts 16:11–15
Paul and his companions boarded a ship at 
Troas and completed the 156-mile voyage 
to Neapolis in two days, with a stopover at 
Samothrace, also called Poseidon’s Island. 
After landing, Paul pressed on 10 more miles 
along the Via Egnatia directly to Philippi. 
Philippi was becoming an important city by the 
time Paul and company arrived. It was a Roman 
colony, settled by army veterans after Antony 
and Octavian had defeated Brutus and Cassius 
in 42 BC on the plain west of town. It boasted 
gold mines and even a school of medicine. But 
Paul’s focus was on proclaiming the Gospel. 
Where to do that?

Since there was apparently no synagogue 
(Jewish law required at least ten adult 
men who could regularly attend), Paul and 
companions went to a “place of prayer” (v. 13) 
by the Gangites River, about a mile and a half 
out of town. There were no men present, so 
the company struck up conversation with the 
women who were gathered for the Scripture 
readings, blessings, and prayers. Thus it 
happened that the first convert in Europe 
was a woman, a development that Luke was 
doubtless delighted to report. Luke and Acts 
make frequent reference to the Gospel’s 
outreach to Gentiles (especially Roman 
centurions), women, and those regarded as 
public sinners (such as Zacchaeus).

Her name was Lydia, a businesswoman 
originally from Thyatira (see Rev. 2:18–29) 
in the ancient kingdom of Lydia, which 
name she bore. She was a seller of the 
famed Thyatiran purple goods. A Gentile 
who had been a worshiper of Israel’s God, 
she was ready and willing to accept Jesus. 
It is possible, even probable, that she was 

widowed or else unmarried, for immediately 
upon her baptism, she urged the missionary 
team to use her home as a headquarters 
while they were there (v. 15), an important 
step in establishing their presence. The 
references elsewhere in the New Testament to 
“hospitality” (Rom. 12:13 and 1 Peter 4:9, for 
example) underline the importance of having 
host homes for missionaries and meeting 
places for congregations (Rom. 16:5; Philemon 
2; Col. 4:15; 1 Cor. 16:19). Establishing “host 
homes” and “house churches” is to this day a 
mission strategy in countries where there are 
no established church buildings.

P Y T HON GI R L 
acts 16:16–24
One day on their way to the place of prayer, the 
mission team had an encounter most strange. 
“We were met by a slave girl who had a spirit 
of divination…she followed Paul and us, crying 
out, ‘These men are servants of the Most High 
God, who proclaim to you the way of salvation’” 
(vv. 16–17). Such encounters had happened to 
Jesus several times (Luke 4:34, 41; 8:28). This 
slave girl had what the Greeks called a “python 
spirit.” Python was the mythical serpent 
guardian at Delphi and a symbol of the god 
Apollo. Apollo was thought to take up residence 
in a person’s belly and speak through his or her 
mouth (the root meaning of “ventriloquism”). 
Her ability to tell fortunes made her owners a 
lot of money, but what began as free publicity 
grew daily more irksome to Paul, who did not 
relish that kind of advertising! The demon’s 
words were getting more attention than the 
proclamation of the Gospel (Longenecker). 
Finally Paul commanded the evil spirit “in the 
name of Jesus Christ” to come out, which it did 
“that very hour” (v. 18). Commentators guess 
that this girl, now powerfully delivered, became 
a Christian.
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It was a relief for the mission team, but a 
financial disaster for the girl’s owners, who 
“seized Paul and Silas and dragged them… 
before the rulers” (v. 19). Their charge was 
that Paul and Silas were advocating “unlawful” 
customs (in Latin a religio illicita), thus 
disturbing the Roman peace. The appeal that 
“these men are Jews” explains why Timothy 
and Luke escaped the charges. Taken together 
with the reminder that all of this offends “us… 
Romans” is what we’d call “playing the race 
card.” It worked. Urged on by a hostile crowd, 
the magistrates “tore the garments off them” 
and inflicted a dreadful beating “with rods” (v. 
22) of the sort carried by Roman lictors as a 
symbol of their authority. Already bruised and 
bloodied, Paul and Silas were finally thrown 
into the “inner prison” where their feet were 
“fastened… in the stocks” (v. 24). How would 
you have reacted in their place?

JA I LHO USE RO CK ! 
acts 16:25–34
The very next sentence brings a surprise. 
“About midnight Paul and Silas were praying 
and singing hymns” (v. 25)! Their response is 
an eloquent rebuke to us pampered moderns 
who so easily complain about drafty churches 
and the mild ostracisms of those to whom 
we attempt a witness. Paul and Silas prayed 
and sang, even though beaten, jailed, and 
immobilized. They praised God, even with 
lacerations that had now scabbed over. With 
the other prisoners, we listen to them, humbled 
and astonished.

Twice before the apostles had been jailed 
and faced an uncertain future (5:17 and 
12:3–5). Twice before there had come a divine 
deliverance, administered by angels, unseen by 
the guards. On this night, however, no one would 
miss the rescue God provided, a “jailhouse rock” 

that registered on the Richter scale! “Suddenly 
there was a great earthquake” that shook the 
foundations, opened the doors, and unfastened 
every chain (v. 26). When the now wide-awake 
jailer saw the doors opened, he surmised the 
worst and “drew his sword” to kill himself. He 
would, under Roman law, be subject to the same 
penalty of any prisoner he allowed to escape 
(see 12:19). Further, if he were executed, 
his widow would get nothing, whereas if he 
committed suicide, she could at least inherit his 
estate without penalty.

But no one had budged! “Do not harm 
yourself, for we are all here,” shouted Paul 
in the darkness (v. 28). God’s servants were 
vindicated, and the jailer was deeply moved. 
“Trembling with fear” he prostrated himself 
before these men he now saw clearly were 
messengers of God and asked, “Sirs [the Greek 
word is literally “Lords”], what must I do to be 
saved?” (v. 30). The answer he gets is the same 
Gospel message of Jesus the Savior that has 
punctuated Acts clear through. Since he did not 
know it, they proceeded to conduct a “late night 
catechism” class for him and “all who were in 
his house” (v. 32). The Gospel dynamite made 
a change in him and his family as dramatic 
as the earlier earthquake. He “washed their 
wounds” and “he was baptized at once, he and 
all his family” (vv. 33–34). It is not the first nor 
the last time that a “household” is baptized 
together (see 16:15 also 1 Cor. 1:16), just one 
of several cogent arguments that can be made 
for the baptism of infants, since at least some 
“households” will include small children. Once 
again, Luke reports, there comes a “rejoicing” 
unforeseen just hours earlier (see 8:39). The 
man at the brink of suicide crosses to safety in 
Christ. His rescuers are returned to their cells 
to await what the morning would bring. The last 
scene of an incredible drama is about to unfold.
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PAU L PL AYS H IS CI T I ZEN C A R D 
acts 16:35–40
“When it was day” the magistrates, satisfied that Paul and Silas have “learned their 
lesson,” order them released, and the lictors relay the message: “Come out now and 
go in peace” (v. 36). The magistrates are unaware that they themselves are about 
to be schooled! Paul tells the messengers, “They have beaten us… Roman citizens, 
and have thrown us into prison; and do they now throw us out secretly? No! Let them 
come themselves and take us out” (v. 37). This revelation is a shock to the authorities, 
for beating and imprisoning Roman citizens without trial was a serious offense! The 
shame-faced magistrates came immediately to apologize and provide them an escort 
out of jail and out of town.

But Paul and Silas would not be hurried. Before leaving, they went once more to 
Lydia’s home and visited her and all the “brothers” in the newly-forming congregation 
for much-needed encouragement (v. 40). What had been so dramatically planted here 
would take root and grow strong.

Twelve years later, Paul wrote to the congregation in Philippi, a church that had 
become, of all his mission starts, the closest and most supportive of his work. His 
letter, written from another prison cell, is a testimony to the blessed “ties that bind” 
people and their pastors, and indeed the whole Christian family, in the deep love of 
Jesus and unquenchable joy the Spirit gives.

Twelve years later, Paul wrote to the congregation in Philippi, 
a church that had become, of all his mission starts, the closest 

and most supportive of his work. His letter, written from another 
prison cell, is a testimony to the blessed “ties that bind” people 

and their pastors, and indeed the whole Christian family, in the 
deep love of Jesus and unquenchable joy the Spirit gives.
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PER SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
acts 17:1–34

Lord God, in my study of Your Word, I want to be like the Bereans! Make 
me diligent and attentive to the words of Scripture and their meanings, and 

obedient to the message You give me. I ask it in Jesus’ name. Amen.
Review
1. Share two discoveries you made in the previous lesson. Anything you’d like to learn more about?

2. What do you think Silas, Timothy, and Luke added to the missionary team? Can you think of anything they 
supplied that Paul lacked?

3. What crucial role did Lydia play as the first convert in Philippi?

Acts 17:1–9
4. Find out what you can about Thessalonica from your Bible’s footnotes or other resources, including the internet.

5. After reading this section, read Paul’s reflections on their welcome to Thessalonica and the mission’s 
accomplishments in 1 Thessalonians 1:4–2:2. What enables him to say the mission was “not in vain”?

6. How would you summarize Paul’s teaching about Jesus in the synagogue at Thessalonica? Compare what 
Paul says here with what Peter said in 2:29–36 and 10:38–43, and with what Paul said earlier in 13:23–39.

7. What is the accusation here against the missionaries? Compare it with Luke 23:2 and Acts 16:20–21.

8. Whether Jesus or Caesar was “king” or “lord” became a real issue in the early Christians’ daily life (v. 7). 
How has your faith led you into conflict with other “authorities” who claim your loyalty?

Acts 17:10–15
9. Describe the Bereans’ use of the Bible. In terms of time spent, consistency, and intensity, how would you 

rate your own Bible study habits?

10. Why did the “brothers” split up the mission team (vv. 14–15)? Consult a map to determine the distance 
from Thessalonica to Athens.
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Acts 17:16–21
11. What distresses you spiritually about the area where you live?

12. What two places does Paul select to engage in his mission work (v. 17)? What does their selection tell you 
about his methodology?

13. In what settings would you be “at home” sharing your faith:

  With close friends or relatives With neighbors

  In an internet “chat room” At work

  In a university classroom or dining area In a foreign country

  On city street-corners

14. Record what you discover in your Bible’s footnotes or online about

 Epicureans –

 Stoics –

 The Areopagus –

Acts 17:22–34
15. This section contains Paul’s famous sermon on Mars Hill. How is this sermon different from his address to 

the Jews in 13:16–41?

16. How does he change tactics to suit this new audience? What “contact point” do you think Paul would use to 
engage unbelievers in our culture?

17. What does Paul emphasize about God?

18. Paul quotes pagan writers (cf. 1 Cor. 15:33; Titus 1:12) but no Scriptures. Why? Could you share the Gospel 
without quoting the Bible?

19. “Resurrection” is a key idea in his message (v. 32). Greeks accepted the soul’s immortality, but not a bodily 
resurrection. What’s the difference between these ideas?

20. What was the result of this sermon?

Memory Challenge

ACTS 17:22–23 “Men of Athens, I perceive that in every way you are very religious. For as I passed along 
and observed the objects of your worship, I found also an altar with this inscription, ‘To the unknown 
god.’ What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you.”
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