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(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 



hands would go down. "If you responded to the gospel the second time, lower your hand." A 
few more fell. "The third time." And so on.  

Quite often, he would get to five or more before half the people would lower their 
hands. That's because tentative contemplation is quite often the most common response to 
the gospel.  

Jesus commanded us to "be My witnesses" (Acts 1:8). He calls us merely to testify to 
what we know, not to be successful deal closers. That's not in our power. We have a duty to 
offer our best, to know our audiences, to prepare well when possible, to deliver the good 
news with conviction, and to communicate clearly—but success is God's responsibility. If we 
are faithful, the Lord will see to the success. 


