
CH R IST I A N I T Y ENCO U N T ER S T H E COMPET I T ION
A generation or two ago, the United States felt like a “Christian nation.” 
The majority of the population professed the Christian faith, and the 
church and its clergy had the respect of the community. With the 
exception of Judaism, other world religions had only a minimal presence 
in the culture, and one could spend a whole life without any substantive 
encounter with their adherents. It felt comfortable, to be sure, but was it 
really a good thing? Did we appreciate the contrast between the Gospel 
and alternative world views?

In any case, those days are long gone! The globalizing of the world and a 
rising tide of immigration have insured that almost all of us now routinely 
encounter individuals of differing ethnicities and religious persuasions, 
whether next door or on the internet. There are Muslims, Buddhists, 
cultists, atheists and agnostics galore. Philosophies clash in internet chat 
rooms. On many college campuses diversity is extolled and Christian 
faith is routinely marginalized or even ridiculed. Atheists demand 
and get equal space on billboards and public displays. School boards 
debate whether to have “Christmas programs” on school calendars, and 
increasingly the answer is “no.” For some of us, it feels like a frightening 
problem, but the Book of Acts reminds us that our changing culture 
brings healthy opportunities.
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The first generation Christians were not given 
a “pass” by their culture. They were forced 
to understand their neighbors’ faiths and 
philosophies and be prepared to make an informed 
witness. Within a single chapter (Acts 17) Paul 
and his companions met, in turn, a hostile mob, a 
dedicated group of Jewish Bible students, and a 
set of curious but skeptical Greek philosophers. 
Such varied groups required both mental flexibility 
and courage in response. The missionaries had to 
meet objections, endure hostility, and “walk the 
talk.” It was no small challenge.

It still isn’t! The church in America is getting a 
taste of what those early Christians met as they 
scattered across the world with the message 
of Jesus. For them, the encounters routinely 
resulted in joy, even in the face of opposition. For 
us the growing diversity of our culture presents 
unforeseen opportunities to show hospitality 
and the love of Christ to people who have never 
experienced it. The mission door has opened wide 
to us! Ponder the story of the missionary team’s 
work in Acts 17. Let it inform our witness and 
inspire our faith as we face a world that still needs 
the message we bring.

A MOB I N T H ESSA LON IC A 
acts 17:1–9
The missionaries had crossed into Europe, 
encountering both enthusiastic reception and 
strong opposition in Philippi. They now made their 
way west from Philippi through Amphipolis and 
Apollonia to Thessalonica, a journey of 100 miles 
that would have taken three days. Luke dispenses 
with it in a single sentence!

Thessalonica was the largest, most prosperous city 
in Macedonia. It had already been a Roman colony 
for two centuries. Flamboyant oriental religions and 
the emperor cult flourished there. Its population 
of 200,000 included a sizable contingent of Jews. 
Its special importance to Paul and company was 
its strategic location on the Via Egnatia, a major 

thoroughfare, from which Christianity could spread 
more rapidly both east and west.

Once more Paul began his work in the synagogue, 
where he met with the congregation over three 
consecutive Sabbaths. After preaching, he stayed 
to dialogue, reasoning with them “from the 
Scriptures, explaining and proving that it was 
necessary for the Christ to suffer and rise from the 
dead” and proclaiming Jesus of Nazareth as that 
Messiah (vv. 2–3). As with the earlier sermons of 
Peter (2:29–36 and 10:38–43) and his own on the 
first journey (13:23–39), the suffering, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus and His messiahship were at 
the heart of things.

From a letter to the congregation in Thessalonica 
written later on the journey, we learn that Paul 
stayed long enough that he had to work to support 
himself and long enough to follow up evangelistic 
outreach with ongoing pastoral care (1 Thess. 
2:8–11). Paul recounted appreciatively how the 
Thessalonians had welcomed the message with 
“the joy of the Holy Spirit” (1 Thess. 1:6), and 
that they “became an example” to other believers 
in Macedonia (v. 7). They took so seriously the 
imminence of Christ’s return that Paul had to write 
a second letter to correct their impression that the 
end of history would come immediately!

As always, there came a two-fold reaction. Some 
Jews accepted the message. An even greater 
number of the “god-fearing” Greeks at the 
synagogue and “not a few prominent women” (v. 4 
NIV) did too. But the Jews who did not accept his 
message “were jealous” (cf. 13:45; Matt. 27:18) 
and “formed a mob” (v. 5). They proceeded to 
the house of Jason (presumably the host for the 
mission team, as Lydia had been in Philippi) to lay 
hands on the missionaries.

Jason, it appears, knew what was happening and 
hid the mission team just in time! The frustrated 
mob dragged him “and some of the brothers” 
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before the “authorities” (Greek politarchas, the local, non-Roman city magistrates). This 
word, by the way, has been found on 16 inscriptions in the ancient towns of Macedonia. 
The charge leveled at the missionaries was sedition, the promotion of Jesus as a “rival 
king” to Caesar — serious if true! The same charge was brought against Jesus (Luke 
23:2 and John 19:12). Such mob violence was becoming so common that the Jews in 
Rome were expelled by Emperor Claudius in AD 49–50 because of “constant riots at the 
instigation of Chrestus” (Christ) according to Roman historian Suetonius. The authorities 
in Thessalonica found all this troubling enough that even though the missionaries 
themselves could not be produced, they made Jason “post bond” as assurance that things 
would not get out of control again (v. 9).

B I B LE ST U DEN TS I N B ER E A 
acts 17:10–15
That night the new believers, aware of the dangerous climate in Thessalonica, “sent Paul 
and Silas away…to Berea” (v. 10), fifty miles southwest, a much smaller town that was 
off the beaten track. Undaunted by their string of close calls, Paul and Silas made their 
way at once to the local synagogue and began once more to proclaim Jesus as the long-
awaited Messiah.

Luke gave the Jews at Berea undying fame by characterizing them as “more noble” 
than the Jews in Thessalonica, on two counts. First, they “received the word with all 
eagerness.” Second, they began “examining the Scriptures daily to see if these things 
were so” (v. 11). It is a description that challenges us who are blessed with God’s full and 
final word in the New Testament to examine whether we have such zeal, such curiosity, 
such hunger for the truth of God that we will do as these people did who had only the Old 
Testament. Eagerly? Daily?

The harvest in Berea was abundant. “Many of them… believed, with not a few Greek 
women of high standing [Luke loves to record this!] as well as men” (v. 12). These 
converts, the Greek makes clear, were not simply the “god-fearers” attending the 
synagogue but many who had been “pagan” Gentiles with no prior connection to Israel’s 

As usual, however, trouble followed close on Paul and Silas’s heels.
The unbelieving Jews from Thessalonica got wind of where the 

missionaries had traveled and followed them to Berea, where they 
managed once more to “agitate” the crowds against them.
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God. One of the converts, Sopater (20:4), 
later represented the church there as he 
accompanied Paul to Jerusalem after his third 
mission journey.

As usual, however, trouble followed close on 
Paul and Silas’s heels. The unbelieving Jews 
from Thessalonica got wind of where the 
missionaries had traveled and followed them 
to Berea, where they managed once more to 
“agitate” the crowds against them (v. 13). 
There would be no delay that might risk harm. 
“Immediately” the brothers “sent Paul off on his 
way to the sea” (v. 14), accompanying him all 
the way to Athens, some 200 miles south where 
the distance and the philosophical aura of the 
old city would shield him.

And what of the new believers in Berea? 
Paul made good use of his talented team. 
Silas and Timothy stayed to finish laying the 
foundation of a viable congregation. In Paul’s 
letter we discover that over the following 
months after they rejoined him (the time line 
is not clear), he sent Silas back to Philippi 
(Phil. 4:15–16) and Timothy back once again 
to Thessalonica (1 Thess. 3:1). During their 
absence on these intermediate assignments, 
Paul traveled on to Corinth, where the team was 
finally reunited (18:5) and where Paul wrote 
1 & 2 Thessalonians, the earliest of his many 
canonical epistles.

PH I LOSOPH ER S I N AT H ENS 
acts 17:16–21
Meanwhile, Paul was left alone in Athens, 
waiting for his co-workers (v. 16). He had not 
originally planned to come here, but the need to 
escape further persecution in Macedonia rewrote 
his itinerary. Named in honor of the goddess 
Athena, Athens was a great and ancient city 
in slow decline. At its zenith 500 years earlier 
the Parthenon had been built. The erstwhile 

home of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, it still 
attracted intellectuals from all over the world. By 
Paul’s day it was outstripped by Alexandria and 
matched by Tarsus in culture and learning, but it 
was still the sentimental and symbolic capital of 
the Hellenistic world.

Surrounded by architectural and historical 
wonders though he was, Paul found Athens’ 
culture spiritually repugnant. The first 
observation Luke records is that “his spirit 
was provoked within him as he saw that the 
city was full of idols” (v. 16). Unable to contain 
himself and wait for reinforcements, he set out 
on a one-man crusade, selecting two arenas to 
make his witness. He chose to fight his good 
fight “in the synagogue with the Jews and the 
devout persons,” (familiar ground!) and also “in 
the marketplace [Greek agora] every day with 
those who happened to be there” (v. 17). As the 
original “Jew for Jesus” (2,000 years before that 
group began its work in the United States!), Paul 
made his sortie into the ancient world’s most 
challenging intellectual venue.

In that marketplace he came face to face 
with two philosophies by which the Gentile 
world tried to deal with human pain. “Some 
of the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers also 
conversed with him” (v. 18). The Epicureans 
believed that the gods were remote and 
uncaring. Everything in life, they said, was 
by chance, not by design, and since death 
ends everything, the chief end of man was 
“pleasure,” the greatest of which would 
be to live free from pain and disturbing 
passions. Quite a trick, if one could pull it 
off! The Stoics, by contrast, believed that 
“god’s” spirit was the spark within all men. 
Since all was by god’s will, we must accept 
it without resentment and live harmoniously 
with nature. Paul listened and shared freely. 
In consequence, some called him a “babbler” 
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(Greek spermologos). The term denotes a bird 
that pecks at seeds, or a human that picks up 
ideas not his own and becomes a purveyor of 
half-digested wisdom. Others identified him 
as a “preacher of foreign divinities” (v. 18) 
since he spoke of Jesus and the resurrection. 
Some commentators guess that the initial 
impression they had was that “Jesus” and 
“Resurrection” (understood perhaps as his 
consort anastasis) were a pair of divine 
lovers, like Aphrodite and Ares (Mars).

Paul’s new dialogue partners were interested 
enough in his strange ideas to bring him to 
the Areopagus, a word that means both a 
place – the “Hill of Ares” (or Mars hill) — as 
well as the elite group of thirty men that held 
court there. Originally the court that presided 
over cases of murder and public morals, it no 
longer held any life-and-death authority. Still it 
supervised the erection of public buildings and 
judged matters of public piety. It could grant 
Paul license to keep talking publicly or shut 
him up. In our own day the title Areopagus 
is the name of the Greek supreme court. On 
that day curiosity overcame any hesitance: 
“We wish to know… what these things mean” 
(v. 20). Paul would have his opportunity!

DISCO U R SE ON 
“T H E U N K NOW N GOD” 
acts 17:22–34
Paul seized this unique moment to deliver 
his now-famous “Sermon on Mars Hill.” He 
was not in a synagogue, nor addressing 
listeners familiar with the Old Testament. 
So the form and substance of this message 
differ dramatically from the sermons Luke has 
earlier recorded.

Though they were idolaters, Paul chose to 
begin by commending them for being “very 
religious.” Curiously, the Greek word literally 

means “very reverent to demons”! He tied 
the compliment to an altar he had lately 
observed dedicated “To the unknown god,” in 
Greek Agnoostoo Theoo (v. 23). Early writers 
have confirmed the existence of several such 
altars in the city. It expressed, perhaps, their 
fear that none be offended by being left out. 
“What therefore you worship as unknown, 
this I proclaim to you.” It was a Spirit-inspired 
stroke of genius!

What follows touches on themes familiar to 
these philosophers and even quotes pagan 
poets (cf. 1 Cor. 15:33 and Titus 1:12) rather 
than the Old Testament. Despite its Greek 
trappings, writes C. S. C. Williams, “the 
remarkable thing about this famous speech is 
that for all its wealth of pagan illustration, its 
message is simply the Galilean Gospel.” Here 
in outline are the essential points:

a. God is not Made but the Maker. He is 
not an “image formed by the art and 
imagination of man” (v. 29). He is the 
source of life (as the Stoics said) and 
self-sufficient (as the Epicureans said), 
but He is personal (contra Stoics) and 
“not far from each one of us” (v. 27 
– contra Epicureans). To buttress his 
argument Paul quotes Epimenides (600 
BC) from Crete and Aratus (275 BC) 
from Cilicia, Paul’s own neighborhood! 
Both poets had celebrated Zeus as 
“father” to men (the name Zeus means 
“he lives”). In other words, “You Greeks 
ought to realize that your own poets 
teach you to dispense with the crude 
idolatry I see in evidence here!”

b. Further, God made man that he 
“should seek God” (the word “seek” 
means “grope” like Cyclops groped for 
Odysseus in Homer’s Odyssey!).
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c. God has guided history — not a cyclic re-emergence every few thousand 
years, as Stoics said, but a purposeful linear movement from “ignorance” to 
“judgment.” The “times of ignorance” are past (all Greek culture is consigned 
to this!).

d. The Day of Judgment is coming. Think of it — standing before the Athenian 
“court of morals,” Paul calls them to repent!

e. The coming Judge is seen to be bona fide by His resurrection. To Greeks 
generally this was a ridiculous idea. Greeks thought the soul immortal, that it 
simply lived on after death. Aeschylus had written, “Once [man] is dead, there 
is no resurrection!” Jesus’ resurrection and His role as Judge is here stressed, 
rather than the crucifixion. Paul is surely hoping for more talks to follow!

What was the result of this sermon? Some mocked, especially when Paul spoke of a 
resurrection. Others postponed a decision: “We will hear you again about this” (v. 32). 
Paul evidently did not get permission to continue his public preaching, for he moved 
on to Corinth after a short time. When Paul later wrote of the “firstfruits” in Achaia, he 
referred to the “household of Stephanus” in Corinth (1 Cor. 1:16). Nevertheless God’s 
Word had not “returned empty” (Is. 55:11). “Some men joined him and believed” 
(v. 34). Always there were “some”!

Two converts are named. Dionysius the Areopagite (one of the thirty on the council) 
became a disciple, and later tradition says he became the bishop of Athens! Luke also 
mentions a woman named Damaris. One wonders how that happened, since women 
were not normally allowed at sessions of the Areopagus. There came unnamed 
“others with them.” The Gospel had been planted in Greece and began to grow.

Today the Acropolis stands at the intersection of the Avenue of Dionysius the 
Areopagite and St. Paul’s Street. Lives are still being changed when Christianity meets 
its competition at the intersection of God’s Word and the hungry human heart.

Today the Acropolis stands at the intersection of the Avenue 
of Dionysius the Areopagite and St. Paul’s Street. Lives are 

still being changed when Christianity meets its competition at the 
intersection of God’s Word and the hungry human heart.

A C T S  1 7 : 1 – 3 4

LWBS114

16



PER SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
acts 18:1–28

Lord God, how often my fear takes over and silences me! Tell me what you told Paul: 
“Do not be silent for I am with you.” Thank you for this Word in Scripture and for 

opportunities to speak. Help me take it to heart today. In Jesus’ name. Amen.
Review
1. What did you learn about the cities of Thessalonica, Berea, and Athens?

2. How did Paul get help from his other team members in Chapter 17?

3. Share a couple of ways that Paul made connections with his audience at Mars Hill.

Acts 18:1–6
4. What do you discover from your Bible’s notes or from the internet about the city of Corinth?

5. Claudius (v. 2) was emperor from AD 41–54. He expelled the Jews from Rome because of “their continual 
tumults instigated by Chrestus” (Christ), wrote Suetonius. How did that edict eventually affect Paul’s ministry?

6. Paul shares with Priscilla and Aquila the occupation of tentmaking. In our day “tentmaker ministry” has a 
special meaning. What is it?

7. Many Lutheran churches in our country are without a pastor and are not calling anyone because they 
cannot afford the cost. Think of several possible options by which pastoral care might be supplied.

8. How did the arrival of Silas and Timothy bring help? (See 2 Cor. 11:9)

9. What’s the meaning of Paul’s symbolic gesture in reaction to Jewish opposition here? (cf. Matt. 10:14) Did 
his words in v. 6 signal a change in mission strategy generally or just in Corinth? (See 18:19 and 19:8)

Acts 18:7–17
10. Read about two other occasions in which the Lord communicated with Paul by a vision (9:3–6 and 16:9). 

What were the messages the Lord gave him in each one? As a result of this message, how long does Paul 
stay in Corinth?
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11. The mention of Gallio as proconsul of Achaia in v. 12 provides a peg date upon which scholars construct a 
chronology of Paul’s ministry. What do you discover about Gallio in your Bible or on the internet (check “the 
Gallio Inscription”)?

12. Why does Gallio refuse to hear the case against Paul (vv. 14–15)?

13. Who is Sosthenes (v. 17) and why is he beaten? Read 1 Cor. 1:1. If this is the same man, he would be the 
second “synagogue ruler” to convert!

Acts 18:18–22
14. “He was under a vow” (v. 18). Read Num. 6:1–21. What kind of vow is described there, and what does it 

involve? How does Num. 6:18 explain the cutting of the hair? Does this help explain why Paul felt he must 
soon return to Jerusalem?

15. Who accompanies Paul to Ephesus? What do you think has become of Silas and Timothy?

Acts 18:23–28
16. What do you learn about Apollos in this brief section that is of interest to you? What role would you urge 

him to play in your congregation?

17. “He knew only the baptism of John” (v. 25). Read Luke 3:3 and 7:29. How is this different from Christian 
baptism?

18. What’s instructive about the way Priscilla and Aquila handle the doctrinal deficiencies of Apollos? Has 
anyone helped you in a similar way?

19. Do you see any husband/wife teams who work together spiritually like Priscilla and Aquila?

20. Apollos then travels to Corinth. What role does he play? How is he like Paul? To appreciate his impact, see 
1 Cor. 1:10–12.

Memory Challenge
Review what you have learned thus far.
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