
CONFRONTING CULTURE WITH COMPASSION  

Acts 17:19-34 

How do you deal with people who are different than you are? 

What is your response to people who do not know or even claim to care about the 

things of Christ? 

How are we to live or exist in our ever increasing pagan culture and still show the heart 

and attitude of Christ? 

Years ago Westboro Baptist Church made headlines by picketing gay funerals, making 

statements like “Thank God for 9/11 - Gods judgment on America”, lifting signs 

declaring, “Repent of burn in Hell forever” (with the appropriate scripture verses). 

I wonder in situations and mindsets like that, just how many they have led away from 

their sin and to a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ? 

Last week we were in about the middle of the book of Acts in chapter 17 

Acts 17 
16 

Now while Paul waited for them at Athens, his spirit was provoked within 

him when he saw that the city was given over to idols. 
17 

Therefore he 

reasoned in the synagogue with the Jews and with the Gentile worshipers, 

and in the marketplace daily with those who happened to be there. 
18 

Then certain Epicurean and Stoic philosophers encountered him. And 

some said, "What does this babbler want to say?" Others said, "He seems to 

be a proclaimer of foreign gods," because he preached to them Jesus and 

the resurrection. 
 

Now, as far as the scriptures, that’s where we stopped last week. And I shared with you 

that as they used the term the babbler it had the word picture of a bird that goes around 

gathering seeds from a variety of locations. Paul’s teaching was new to the Athenians 

and it seemed to be a bit of the Jewish teachings from the Old Testament, but there 

seemed to be a lack of the exclusivism which seemed to always come from the Jews.  



The particular group or groups that seemed to interact with Paul most directly were the 

Epicureans and the Stoics. Two very different groups, with differing life styles, 

philosophies of life, and even different concepts of the next life. 

Epicureanism was a philosophy whose basic premise was that pleasure was the chief 

goal in life, encouraging a life lived in such a way as to gain the greatest amount of 

pleasure possible during this lifetime. It was definitely a form of hedonism. Hedonism 

itself declaring that pleasure is their sole goal of life.  

In light of this basic goal, the Epicureans also sought to eliminate the fear of the gods 

and the fear of death. Since they believed those two things were the main basis of the 

greatest fears and strife within man’s existence. And so, they did not believe in or give 

thought to the afterlife, at all. 

As far as the Stoics were concerned, they seemed to be totally opposite of the 

Epicureans. It is a philosophy of personal ethics formed by its system of logic, based on 

their particular world view. 1 

The Stoics were practical Pantheists – God is in all and all is god - but their god was 

definitely not the God Paul preached 

So, you have these two primarily opposing philosophies; men who were highly 

educated in the things of this world, yet totally without God. Normally debating 

amongst themselves, they are now hearing this “new” teaching.  

What they had heard thus far from Paul was a teaching that this One, Almighty God 

deserves our worship and desires to touch the hearts of all men, everywhere. And 

in order to make this possible, He had sent His only Son to die for the sins of all 

mankind, everywhere – this is a wild concept for both groups.  

And the teaching of the resurrection was absolutely mind blowing for both of them, it 

was a totally new teaching to their culture. So, they wanted to hear more. 

 
19 

And they took him and brought him to the Areopagus, saying, "May we 

know what this new doctrine is of which you speak? 
20 

For you are bringing 

                                            
1
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some strange things to our ears. Therefore we want to know what these 

things mean." 
21 

For all the Athenians and the foreigners who were there 

spent their time in nothing else but either to tell or to hear some new thing. 
 

The Areopagus was a meeting place. It was also known as Mars Hill, a place for 

social discourse, debate and discussion. At one time, this was the place of meeting 

for the Council of the Areopagus, those who in the past had the responsibility for the 

judicial and legislative issues of Athens. But by the time of the Apostle Paul, this 

group pretty much dealt only with issues pertaining to religion and education. That’s 

why the statement, "May we know what this new doctrine is of which you speak? 
 

For you are bringing some strange things to our ears. Therefore we want to know 

what these things mean." Acts 17:19-20 

Luke then adds this very funny statement after he sets up the reasoning for the meeting 

between Paul and these local philosophers –  

21 
For all the Athenians and the foreigners who were there spent their time in 

nothing else but either to tell or to hear some new thing. 

 

So, Paul went with them to the Areopagus, not simply to debate or speak of some 

“new thing”, he went there to make a difference for the Kingdom of God; he went 

there with the sole purpose of opening their hearts to the Gospel; to share with 

them salvation found in Jesus Christ alone.  

God was giving him an opportunity to make a difference in the culture.  

But the problem Paul faced was, how would he ever be able to connect with these 

men, and connect their culture, and their pagan lifestyles with the hope of the 

Gospel?  

If you remember, Paul had looked around the city earlier and observed the massive 

assortment of their pagan idols and god images. This now became the starting 

point for his message to this group of educated, intellectual, totally pagan group of 

men.  



Let’s look at the message Paul brings —  

Acts 17 
22 

Then Paul stood in the midst of the Areopagus and said, "Men of Athens, I 

perceive that in all things you are very religious; 
23 

for as I was passing 

through and considering the objects of your worship, I even found an altar 

with this inscription: TO THE UNKNOWN GOD. Therefore, the One whom 

you worship without knowing, Him I proclaim to you: 
24 

God, who made the 

world and everything in it, since He is Lord of heaven and earth, does not 

dwell in temples made with hands. 
25 

Nor is He worshiped with men's hands, 

as though He needed anything, since He gives to all life, breath, and all 

things. 
26 

And He has made from one blood every nation of men to dwell on 

all the face of the earth, and has determined their pre-appointed times and 

the boundaries of their dwellings, 
27 

so that they should seek the Lord, in the 

hope that they might grope for Him and find Him, though He is not far from 

each one of us; 
28 

"for in Him we live and move and have our being, as also 
some of your own poets have said, 'For we are also His offspring.' 

29 
"Therefore, since we are the offspring of God, we ought not to think that 

the Divine Nature is like gold or silver or stone, something shaped by art 

and man's devising. 
30 

Truly, these times of ignorance God overlooked, but 

now commands all men everywhere to repent, 
31 

because He has appointed a 

day on which He will judge the world in righteousness by the Man whom He 

has ordained. He has given assurance of this to all by raising Him from the 
dead."  

 

32 
And when they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some mocked, while 

others said, "We will hear you again on this matter." 
33 

So Paul departed 

from among them. 
34 

However, some men joined him and believed, among 

them Dionysius the Areopagite, a woman named Damaris, and others with 
them.   

Paul’s method and message are amazingly simple, yet powerful. I want to take the time 

to look at a few of the aspects of his method. 

First of all, Paul speaks to these men in a very kind and caring way – and, he doesn’t 

use an in-your-face condemnation or judgement. He does speaks of judgment, but in 

a more indirect way. Right now, he seeks to connect with them on some level: 



“Hey guys, as I look and talk with you, I have found out that you guys are really 

very religious. As I was walking around your city I couldn’t help but notice you 

had a lot of objects of your worship, even to the point of having one with the 

title: TO THE UNKNOWN GOD.” 

Paul didn’t attack them, by saying they were “a bunch of pagans heading straight to 

Hell.” No, he made an honest and true connection with them that allowed them to 

stay tuned in to his message. He transitions as he zeroes in to one of their statues. I 

believe it’s one they had displayed just to cover all the bases: to THE UNKNOWN 

GOD. 

So, let me stop right there and ask you – “How do WE connect with today’s culture? 

For some who have only lived a clean and straight lifestyle, or for those who have 

forgotten what it was like before Christ came into your life, you might have a high wall 

built around around you - keeping out anything of this world... 

You see somebody with a load of tats: are you repelled and disgusted, or could you 

turn that around to be a great opportunity to begin a discussion? 

“Hey, I couldn’t help but notice you’ve got a lot of tats (or piercings, or crazy 

hair cut or color). Do they have a story behind them?  

I don’t know of anyone who has a lot of tats who doesn’t have a story behind them. 

That’s a lot of time, pain, and money to have for no reason…  

After you allow them to share their story, you can gently turn the conversation over:  

“This life really leaves its mark on all of us doesn’t it – for good or for bad? 

One of the things I’ve learned in life is for our lives to matter, it really depends 

upon how we react or respond to those issues of life. When I decided to turn 

my life over to Jesus Christ, His promise was to forgive all my bad and give 

me the strength to overcome all that would try to destroy me…” 

Or, 



“Man, those piercings had to hurt to begin with didn’t they? How long have you 

had them? (let them tell their story) 

You know, I was reading the other day about how Jesus Christ was pierced for 

all of our offences – for all the stuff we’ve done bad; it said He was beaten for 

our immorality and sin (I don’t know about you, but I think we’ve all got some of 

that going on); as a matter of fact, it said that Jesus took upon Himself the 

punishment that I deserved…, that we all deserved.  

Every one of us in some form, or fashion have wondered away like lost sheep, 

wanting to go our own direction, but God’s love for us made a way for us to 

come back to Him. And that was through the sacrifice of Jesus as a payment for 

our sin…”  

Or, 

“Did you know that even though that hair style or cut (or hair color) make you 

very unique, in God’s eyes you’ve always been one in a trillion. The fact is there 

has never, ever been anyone just like you. And on top of that, God made you 

on purpose and He wants you to know the greatness of His love for you…” 

What about that gay or lesbian couple, are you repelled and disgusted or are you truly 

concerned for their lives now and for all eternity regardless of their sexual orientation? 

“Hey, how’s it going? I hope you don’t mind, but as I saw you it became very 

apparent that you guys care for each other… a lot. Would you mind sharing 

with me story? …how long you’ve been together? I’m absolutely intrigued, what 

brought you together?  

Then honestly listen to their story. There may be something in their story you can catch 

or even connect with. Then somewhere along the way, gently turn the conversation to 

something like…   

“Isn’t it amazing how God has created us all to be social creatures? We all 

need someone in our lives… someone who knows us and still loves us; 



someone who cares enough to be there through the good and the bad times; 

someone who is willing to sacrifice of themselves for our benefit.” 

“It reminds me of something I’ve read: ‘there is no greater love demonstrated 

than when a man lays down his life for his friends.’   

Are either one of you familiar with the Bible at all? That statement I just shared 

with you speaks of the fact that God loves us so much that He sent His own Son, 

Jesus Christ to take the punishment for every wrong thing we have ever done? 

He offers us forgiveness and the opportunity to really and fully become His child 

– not just His creation – if we would come to accept the forgiveness He offers 

and turn our lives completely over to Him.  

Or, what about the ones that look just like you? Perhaps you can speak of the craziness 

of this life: politics, immigration, wars and rumors of wars, broken promises, broken 

relationships… 

“Wow Jerry, all the years we’ve worked together (lived next door to each other, 

played sports together, etc.), I had no idea you had gone through all of that…” 

Or, “Man, I hear what you’re saying about the craziness around us, but the one 

thing that keeps me moving forward and not going stark raving mad… or 

building an armored bunker… or allowing the anger to control me… is that I 

know that this life isn’t all there is.” 

“God has actually promised us that there will be a judgment against all of 

that evil at the Last Day, but He also promised His love and forgiveness for 

our own evil when we turn to Him… How familiar are you with the Bible?” 

Then simply allow the Holy Spirit to lead your conversation. 

Before we close, there’s two major things I want to touch on. Two very important 

things in dealing with the situation of witnessing to the culture around us. 



1. We don’t have to condone the lifestyle and choices we see to show our 

concern and love for the people around us.  

You may have friends, acquaintances, neighbors, co-workers or family members that 

are making some bad choices in their lives. If they didn’t ask for your opinion or 

approval before they made those choices, they probably don’t care for your opinion on 

those choices at this time. So simply share the love of God with them and allow the 

Holy Spirit to be the Holy Spirit in their lives. He does a much better job than you 

anyway. 

Or, when you come in contact with someone you don’t know, and their lifestyle or life 

choices go against everything you know to be right and holy, don’t let their wrong 

choices distract you from demonstrating the love of Jesus to them. 

How often we see in the Gospel record the compassion of Jesus. 

Mark 6 
34 

And Jesus, when He came out, saw a great multitude and was moved with 

compassion for them, because they were like sheep not having a shepherd. 
So He began to teach them many things. 

That’s still going on in our culture today. People wandering around, like sheep not 

having a shepherd. Do we truly have the compassion of Jesus?     

How about the woman caught in adultery? Jesus knew she was guilty, but it was 

through His compassion that He told her –  

John 8 
11 
…Jesus said to her, "Neither do I condemn you; go and sin no more." 

That brings me to the second of two major issues, the second of the important 

things we need to remember in dealing with the situation of witnessing to the culture 

around us –  

2. Paul’s attitude towards those on Mars Hill, wasn’t an attitude of condemnation. 

It was an attitude of care and compassion. If they were honestly seeking, he 

was more than willing to speak with them 



Even in the cases I shared with you, it’s not condemnation. We need to have 

compassion for those who have been taken captive by this culture and the ruler of 

this world.  

The Gospel of John is very clear. 

John 3 
17 

"For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but 

that the world through Him might be saved. 
18 

He who believes in Him is not 

condemned; but he who does not believe is condemned already, because he 
has not believed in the name of the only begotten Son of God. 

The Apostle Paul clearly reminds us and helps us to get our heads on straight when he 

shares –  

1 Corinthians 6 
9 
Do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? 

Do not be deceived. Neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor 

homosexuals, nor sodomites, 
10 

nor thieves, nor covetous, nor drunkards, nor 
revilers, nor extortioners will inherit the kingdom of God. 

11 
And such were some of you. But you were washed, but you were 

sanctified, but you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus and by the 
Spirit of our God. 

We all need to grow in our compassion for the lost. We need to get out of our comfort 

zones of only interacting with people who are “safe”. Whatever that means. 

We need to be those who are willing to confront our culture with compassion. 

 

 

 


