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WITNESSES
THE SPREAD OF THE gospel IN THE BOOK OF ACTS



Resources
"ATHENS" 

(Acts 17:16-34) 
(Ben Witherington and NET) 

  
Like Ephesus and Antioch, Athens was a free city, not a Roman colony city, in the middle 

of the first century A.D. Clearly, as a city of political importance, Athens had passed its prime. 
It was not even the capital of its own province, Achaia, that role falling to Corinth. In size as 
well, Athens seems to have dwindled since its prime in the golden age before Alexander. 
Athens may have had as few as five to ten thousand voting citizens in Paul’s day, with perhaps 
a total population of no more than fifty thousand. Nor was Athens as important a port city (its 
port was Piraeus) or commercial center as Corinth. Furthermore, it was not the locale for the 
famous Greek games, which were held at Olympia, Isthmia (near Corinth), and Nemia.  

 The reason Pliny the elder says of Athens, “Her celebrity is more than ample” (Natural 
History 4.24) was, of course, because of its reputation as the birthplace of Greek philosophy 
and its continued reputation as an academic center of some note. Yet outsiders perceived 
Athens as trading on the glories of its past, and being a place full of intellectually arrogant 
people and those who liked to bandy about the popular ideas and topics of the day. Luke was 
not alone in this opinion (cf. Acts 17:21; Thucydides, History 3.38.5; Demosthenes, Philippic 
1.10). In truth, both Alexandria and Tarsus, not to mention Rome, may have been more 
academically high-powered places than Athens in Paul’s day.  

 Then, too, Athens had become something of a museum of Greek culture, especially 
intellectual and religious culture, though its literary culture was nurtured there as well. Every 
religion imaginable wished to have statues of its gods erected in this ethereal place, 
especially upon the famous Acropolis. By Paul’s day, so many temples and statues of gods, 
ancient and modern, crowded the Acropolis that one could speak of a forest of shrines. Also, 
according to Pausanias, 
altars to unknown gods 
were erected to make sure 
that one was not on the 
bad side of some deity 
whose name was unknown 
(Description of Greece 
1.1.4). Besides the 
Parthenon, dedicated to 
the protector of the city, 
Athena, there were also 
the temple of Nike, the 
god of victory, and the 
famous Erechtheion, with 
its beautiful Porch of the 
Maidens. Of more recent 
vintage were the statues 

A view of modern Athens with the Acropolis in the center. 

"MIXED AUDIENCES" 
(Acts 17:16-34) 
(Chuck Swindoll) 

  
Paul's message had accomplished its purpose. He didn't expect to change six hundred 

years of philosophy in one speech. He never made it his goal to supplant this ancient 
worldview with the gospel through one sermon. He would instead set inexorable change in 
motion while gathering a handful of God's elect in the process. The response to Paul's 
sermon is typical, so we should take note. His presentation prompted three common 
responses (17:18, 32-34).  

First, instant rejection (17:18). It did not surprise Paul to see some dismiss him 
immediately as a kook; their worldview made no room for the truth. He had seen this 
response many times before, quite often in the synagogues. He would preach the gospel, 
reasoning with the Jews and Gentile proselytes from the Old Testament Scriptures, only to 
have his irrefutable logic provoke a violent response from a relatively small yet volatile 
segment. Not everyone present in religious services and lecture halls has a desire for truth. If 
it can happen to a Spirit-filled apostle with a brilliant mind and flawless delivery, it will happen 
to us.  

Second, immediate acceptance (17:34). Luke states that some joined him and believed. I 
take this to mean they asked some follow-up questions, heard the rest of the gospel, and 
trusted in Christ for their salvation. No resistance. No hesitation. Like dry sponges, they 
soaked up the truth Paul offered and believed with little or no resistance. This was a response 
the apostles had encountered many times as well. Early in his ministry among the Gentiles in 
Antioch, Paul had learned that proclaiming the gospel is a culling process. Therefore, he 
didn't preach to convince skeptics as much as to sift the multitudes for God's elect and 
establish them in self-sustaining communities.  

Third, tentative contemplation (17:32). Still others remained open to the radical new idea 
Paul called resurrection. They neither accepted immediately nor rejected instantly, and they 
intended to delve deeper and learn more. This is 
perhaps the most common response of all. Some 
people use contemplation as a means of polite 
rejection, but many earnestly desire to know more 
while struggling to overcome one or another issue. 
Like the man whose sight returned slowly (Mark 
8:23-25), the truth comes into focus gradually, 
sometimes after repeated exposure to the gospel.  

Dr. Mark Bailey, the president ofDallas 
Theological Seminary, used to conduct an informal 
experiment with large classes of students. He asked 
everyone in the room to raise a hand and hold it there. 
Then he said, "If you responded to the gospel the first 
time you heard it, lower your hand." Typically, very few 

"A BIBLICAL THEOLOGY OF EVANGELISTIC PROCLAMATION" 
(Acts 17:1-15) 

(Ajith Fernando) 

Six key words (all verbs) describe the evangelism of Paul and Silas; they are helpful in the construction 
of a biblical theology of evangelistic proclamation (vv. 2-4).  (1) Paul "reasoned" (dialegomai) in the 
synagogues (v. 2).  This Greek word occurs ten times in Acts 17-24 in reference to Paul's ministry  and 1

became "a technical term for Paul's teaching in the Synagogue."   Scholars have not reached a consensus 2

about the meaning of this term. In two of its other three occurrences in the New Testament (Mark 9:34; 
Jude 9) dialegomai has the idea of "argue, fight with words." In Acts, however, "it approaches the 
meaning of give an address, preach."   3

Many have given dialegomai the meaning of dialogue, but that does not seem to be the primary 
focus of that word. Fürst thinks that the audience was permitted to ask questions.   According to Marshall, 4

in Acts "dialogue or debate arises . . . as a result of the initial proclamation. . . . The objective is always to 
correct misunderstandings of the gospel."  David Williams suggests that "instead of straight teaching, as 5

in the synagogues of the East, [Paul] seems to have proceeded by means of 'discussion.'" The appearance 
of dialegomai "here for the first time in Acts . . . may indicate a change of style in response to a different 
environment."   A recent detailed study of Paul's preaching by D. W. Kemmler also suggests that dialogue 6

may be included along with formal and continuous discourse.  7

Whether or not the word dialegomai implies discussions, the record in verses 2-3 shows that the 
viewpoints of the hearers were given due weight in Paul's evangelistic preaching. Yet we should note that 
dialegomai is not used in Acts in the 
philosophical sense in which it is used in classical 
Greek. As Schrenk explains, "in the sphere of 
revelation there is no question of reaching an 
idea through dialectic."   God has spoken, and 8

we are called to proclaim that message by 
expounding it. But in our proclamation we will 
face objections and questions that need to be 
carefully answered in order to prove (paratithemi, 
v. 3; see [3], below) the validity of the Christian 
scheme. Today we call this apologetics.  

(2) How the reasoning that constituted 
apologetics was done is explained in verse 3 
with two more key words: "explaining"(dianoigo) 
and "proving" (paratitheimi).  Dianoigo literally 

 See 17:2, 17; 18:4, 19; 19:8,9; 20:7, 9; 24:12, 25.1

 D. Fürst, NIDNTT, 3:821.2

 Ibid.3

 Ibid.4

 I. Howard Marshall, "Inter-Faith Dialogue in the New Testament," Evangelical Review of Theology, 13, 3 (July 1989): 199. BAGD 5

states that this word refers to "lectures which were likely to end in disputations." G. Schrenk ("dialegomai," TDNT, 2:94-95) does 
not leave room for this interpretation.

 Williams, Acts, 294.6

 D. W. Kemmler, faith and Human reason: A Study of Paul's Method of preaching As Illustrated by 1-2 Thessalonians and Acts 17, 7

24 (Leiden: Brill, 1975, 35.  Cited in Larkin, Acts, 245.

 Schrenk, "dialegomai," TDNT, 2:94.8

Theological Practical Historical
"TRUE TOLERANCE" 

(Acts 17:16-34) 
(John C. Lennox) 

  
What does tolerance mean? I ask the question, because it seems to me that one of the 

things that pose a real threat to human freedom is the contemporary understanding of tolerance. I 
say contemporary, because the old and good meaning of tolerance has been abandoned for 
something insidious and dangerous. The original meaning of "I tolerate you" was famously (and 
perhaps rather extremely) expressed by Voltaire: 'I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to 
the death your right to say it."  

Tolerance asserts the right to have convictions, to make judgments about right and wrong, 
which differ from those of others. It also asserts the right to express those views without fear. The 
word comes from the Latin tolerare, meaning "to bear, endure, sustain hardship". Tolerance does 
not demand that we accept the opinions, beliefs, and lifestyles of others, but only that we learn to 
live without forcing them to line up with us. The seventeenth-century philosopher John Locke 
advocated tolerance in order to protect religious adherents from state coercion. Such coercion, 
we should remember, was one of the reasons the Pilgrim Fathers sailed for America.  

True tolerance is principled; yet it involves knowing how to put up with things and people, as 
well as knowing when to offer criticism. True tolerance makes judgments without being 
judgmental. It is, therefore, capable of being intolerant of the fanaticism (both religious and 
secular) that inhibits true freedom. A classic example of the view that toleration is wrong was 
expressed by the French theologian Jacques Bénigne Boussuet, who wrote in 1691, "I have the 
right to persecute you because I am right and you are wrong." Such a view is, of course, offensive, 
and principled tolerance is always careful to avoid offense wherever possible. However, offense 
may not always be avoidable, especially where truth is concerned. 

The new tolerance, however, is completely different. It seizes on the idea of offense and 
holds that I must not ever offend anyone else by expressing disapproval of any aspect of his or her 
behavior or ideas. The new tolerance disapproves of all absolutes except this one: you will be 
tolerant of everyone else's view. You must, however, be intolerant of intolerance. This means that 
criticism is forbidden, and must be replaced by unrestrained affirmation and praise, or silence. The 
new tolerance is intolerant of the old, and indeed negates it. To 
put it another way: the old tolerance accepted the existence of 
other views while disagreeing with them; the new tolerance insists 
on accepting the views themselves and not merely their existence.  

Such tolerance acts as an acid that not only dissolves human 
freedom and flourishing but also dissolves truth and morality - 
other views are to be accepted to be as true as your own. If we are 
not allowed to make judgments or have convictions any more, 
then all that is left is for us to descend to a kind of ethical 
neutrality. In the end, tolerance simply becomes a synonym for 
unconditional approval. We have lost our human dimensions of 
virtue and truth. In that sense, we have become merely animal. 

P hilosophical



Questions for WITNESSES
How do we engage our current culture? 

What is the starting point for sharing the gospel? 

What does tolerance really mean?   

Should I be tolerant? 

What is essential in presenting the gospel?
Athens
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Athens
• The golden age was 500 years previous (461-429 B.C.) but they loved 

and tried to preserve their heritage as a philosophical center. 
• As the home of Socrates (470-399 BC), Plato (424-348 BC), and 

Aristotle (384-322) it had a proud past. 
• In Paul’s day it was still a cultural and educational center but had 

been surpassed by Alexandria, Rome, and even Tarsus. 
• As Roman colony it was a free city and self-governed. 
• It was dominated by the Acropolis (city hill) with the Parthenon, 

Temple of Nike, and Erechtheion on top. 
• It is an architectural marvel in beauty and building techniques. 
• It was said, “There were more statues of gods in Athens than in all 

of the rest of Greece”; and, “It is easier to meet a god than a man.”



Athens



Areopagus



Erechtheion



John Stott

First and foremost, what he 
saw was neither the beauty 
nor the brilliance of the 
city, but its idolatry.



PAUL'S MINISTRY  
IN ATHENS

Witnesses who understand  
the culture around them, 

even when they are infuriated by it, 
graciously engage people where they are  

for the sake of the Gospel.

Acts 17:16-21



While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, 
he was greatly distressed to see that the city 
was full of idols. So he reasoned in the 
synagogue with both Jews and God-fearing 
Greeks, as well as in the marketplace day by 
day with those who happened to be there. 

MINISTRY IN ATHENS

Acts 17:16-17



upset, disturbed, infuriated 
(παροξύνω) 

The word is an intense word and means to irritate, 
provoke, or arouse to anger.  It can even mean to 

despise something or to burn with anger.   
It could be translated “infuriated.”  It is used of God’s 

anger toward idolatry and rebellion in the Greek 
translation of the Old Testament  

(Isa. 65:3; Hos. 8:5 et al).



Another important observation is 
that despite being aggravated by all 
the idolatry he sees around him in 
Athens, Paul manages to  
share the gospel with a  
generous but honest Spirit.

Darrel l Bock



full of idols, under idols 
(κατείδωλος) 

The adjective Luke uses (kateidōlos) occurs nowhere 
else in the New Testament, and has not been found 

in any other Greek literature. Although most 
English versions render it “full of idols”,  the idea 

conveyed seems to be that the city was “under” 
them.  We might say that it was “smothered with 

idols” or “swamped" by them (Stott).



 A group of Epicurean and Stoic 
philosophers began to debate with him. 
Some of them asked, “What is this babbler 
trying to say?” Others remarked, “He seems 
to be advocating foreign gods.” They said 
this because Paul was preaching the good 
news about Jesus and the resurrection.

MINISTRY IN ATHENS

Acts 17:18



Epicurus (341-270 BC)

“There is nothing to fear in the gods because 
they are too distant and uninvolved in human 
affairs to care. There is nothing to feel in death 
because it is the end of existence.  Pleasure 
should be sought and enjoyed and pain must 
be endured. Pleasure and happiness  
is the chief end of mankind.”

Animal House



Zeno (340-265 BC)

“God is everywhere and we are a 
part of his divine being.   We have 
been separated from him in this 
harsh world and we must endure life 
                 until we are reunited with  
                  the world force at death.”

Jedi Council



John Stott

To oversimplify, it was characteristic 
of Epicureans to emphasize chance, 
escape, and the enjoyment of 
pleasure, and of the Stoics  
to emphasize fatalism,  
submission, and the  
endurance of pain. 



dispute, debate, discussed 
(συμβάλλω) 

The basic meaning of the two parts of the word is 
to “throw with” someone.   It is to have a back and 
forth conversation.  It is not contentious but also 
not seeing eye to eye.  We might say something 

like, “throw down.”



foolish babbler, ignorant show-off 
(σπερμολόγος) 

The traditional English translation of σπερμολόγος is given 
by Louw and Nida as “foolish babbler.”  However, an 
alternate view is presented by them as, “a figurative 

expression based on the practice of birds picking up seeds.  
It is someone who acquires bits and pieces of relatively 

extraneous information and proceeds to pass them off with 
pretense and show— they are seen as an ‘ignorant show-

off; a charlatan or con-man.’”



Then they took him and brought him to a meeting of 
the Areopagus, where they said to him, “May we know 
what this new teaching is that you are presenting? You 
are bringing some strange ideas to our ears, and we 
would like to know what they mean.” (All the 
Athenians and the foreigners who lived there spent 
their time doing nothing but talking about and 
listening to the latest ideas.)

MINISTRY IN ATHENS

Acts 17:16-21



John Stott

One cannot help admiring Paul's 
ability to speak with equal facility to 
religious people in the synagogue,  
to casual passers-by in the city square, 
and to sophisticated philosophers 
both in the agora and when  
they met in council. 



PAUL'S MESSAGE  
IN ATHENS

Starting on common ground, 
witnesses declare that a sovereign creator 

desires to have a relationship with all people, 
made possible through Jesus'  

death and resurrection.

Acts 17:22-31



The speech is very carefully crafted with 
considerable alliteration, assonance, and 
paronomasia (e.g. πίστιν παρασχὼν πᾶσιν). 

Ben Witherington

• Exordium—establish goodwill (22-23) 
• Proposition—main idea (23b) 
• Probatio—argumentation (24-29) 
• Peroratio—call to respond(30-31)



John Stott

• God is the Creator of the universe. 

• God is the Sustainer of all life. 

• God is the Ruler of all nations. 

• God is the Father of all humans. 

• God is the Judge of the world.



Paul then stood up in the meeting of the Areopagus 
and said: “People of Athens! I see that in every way you 
are very religious. For as I walked around and looked 
carefully at your objects of worship, I even found an 
altar with this inscription: to an unknown god. So you 
are ignorant of the very thing you worship—and this is 
what I am going to proclaim to you.” 

MESSAGE IN ATHENS

Acts 17:22-31



He began with a kindly 
ambiguous reference  
to the religious interest  
            of the people.

Charles Ryrie



very religious, too superstitious 
(δεισιδαιμονεστέρους) 

The term is very difficult to translate. On the one hand it 
can have the positive sense of “devout,” but on the other 

hand it can have the negative sense of “superstitious.”  
 It may well be a “backhanded” compliment, playing on 

the ambiguity.  Darrell Bock says it “portrays Paul as 
respecting the Athenians’ groping for God but still 

believing it to be done in ignorance.” 



To charge the Athenians  
with ignorance is a bold  
move and critique,  
given their intellectual  
history.

Darrel l Bock



“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. And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything. 
Rather, he himself gives everyone life and breath and everything 
else. 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. 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. ‘For in him we live and move and have our being.’ 
As some of your own poets have said, ‘We are his offspring.’

MESSAGE IN ATHENS

Acts 17:24-28

“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. And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything. 
Rather, he himself gives everyone life and breath and everything 
else. 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. 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. ‘For in him we live and move and have our being.’ 
As some of your own poets have said, ‘We are his offspring.’



Interestingly, Paul quoted from writers 
whom the Athenians looked up to (28).  
Of the two statements in verse 28 there 
is a question whether the  
first is actually a quotation  
but the second certainly is. 

Ajith Fernando



Epimenides (6th century BC)

“All Cretans are liars.” 
Titus 1:12

“In him we live  
and move and  
have our being.”



Aratus (3rd century BC)

“We are his offspring.”



Paul knows his own message and the 
mentality of the people he evangelizes. 
Too many Christians know their own 
message but understand far  
too little about how and  
why others think as they do.

Darrel l Bock



https://voice.dts.edu/tablepodcast



Chuck Swindol l

• Paul approached the topic from the 
audience’s perspective. 

• Paul used the familiar to introduce the 
unfamiliar. 

• Paul developed his theme tactfully              
yet boldly. 

• Paul applied the principle to the               
needs of his audience.



“Therefore since we are God’s offspring, we should not 
think that the divine being is like gold or silver or 
stone—an image made by human design and skill. In 
the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he 
commands all people everywhere to repent. For he has 
set a day when he will judge the world with justice by 
the man he has appointed. He has given proof of this 
to everyone by raising him from the dead.”

MESSAGE IN ATHENS

Acts 17:29-31



Paul's emphasis is on God as 
Sustainer and Creator, along 
with the idea that God  
does not need humans  
for anything.

Darrel l Bock



Paul's speech before the Areopagus 
remains a model of sensitive but 
forthright confrontation of an 
intellectual audience with  
the claims of the gospel.

Ajith Fernando



As creator, God places a claim on all 
people. God's purpose for humankind 
is for all to be in a worshipful relation 
with their creator, and he will hold all  
                 accountable for their willful  
                     ignorance and rejection. 

David Garland



The thrust of the message is clear: the 
creator God, who has revealed himself 
in creation, has now commanded all to 
repent, for everyone must give an  
              account to Jesus Christ whom 
                  God raised from the dead.

Stanley D.  Toussaint



PAUL'S IMPACT  
IN ATHENS

Courageous and consistent witnesses 
will be rejected by some  

and heard by others.

Acts 17:32-34



 When they heard about the resurrection of the 
dead, some of them sneered, but others said, “We 
want to hear you again on this subject.” At that, 
Paul left the Council. Some of the people became 
followers of Paul and believed. Among them was 
Dionysius, a member of the Areopagus, also a 
woman named Damaris, and a number of others.

IMPACT IN ATHENS

Acts 17:32-34



In sum, Paul directly engages the current 
culture. He does so with the attitude that 
although his argument challenges the way 
people are living, his message stresses the 
gospel as an invitation into a new  
life and seeks points of contact  
with such desires as already  
exist in the culture.

Darrel l Bock



LESSONS FOR WITNESSES

Witnesses clearly and courageously  
engage the culture  

with the claims of the gospel.



LESSONS FOR WITNESSES
Engage the culture with respect and curiosity. 

Find common ground. Stop picking fights. 

Treat people the way you would like to be treated.   

Do not hold back from presenting what you believe. 

Land on the death and resurrection of Christ. 


