
Evangelism 102: Lessons in Acts #13

“Evangelizing the Educated”

Acts 17:16-34

“Christianity is just a crutch for weak-minded people!”

 This is a common criticism of our faith, particularly by those who are educated and consider themselves intellectual. H. L. Mencken, the American anti-supernaturalist critic of Christianity, once said, “faith may be defined briefly as an illogical belief in the occurrence of the improbable.”
 Others define faith as a blind leap into the dark. Yet this is not true. Christianity is a reasonable faith. You don’t have to check your intellect at the door. You don’t have to accept it by blind faith.

In our study of the book of Acts, we have seen Christianity reach a wide variety of people—Jews and Gentiles, men and women, free and slave. But what about the smart, educated people? Someone might have said to Luke, “You’ve told us what the gospel can do with Jews and Gentile proselytes, and you’ve told us what the gospel can do with ignorant and superstitious pagans, but what can the gospel do with highly educated, cultured people?”
 We discover the answer to that in the last half of Acts 17.

At the end of our last message, Paul left Berea and made the 200-mile trip down to Athens, leaving Silas and Timothy behind. He was alone in the glorious Athens of Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Epicurus, and Zeno. Though it had been some 400 years since the golden age of Pericles, Paul found the city’s glory and prestige intact. Athens was the intellectual center of the world (much like Oxford in the nineteenth century), and scholars from all over the inhabited earth made her their adopted home.

Even though the Romans conquered Athens in 146 b.c. Athens retained her supremacy, because the Romans loved everything Greek and so did not change her status as a free city. Yet despite all her glory, Athens was empty because she was living on the memories of the past. It tended to live on its reputation.
 In philosophy she simply repeated the echoes of men long gone. Her art was no longer innate overflow but a lingering reflex. It was to such a city that the apostle came—proud, glorious to the eye, but dead.
 

One commentator writes, “If we were to put it all into a single statement, I suppose we could call Athenian thought the glorification of the human mind. Its products are numerous and varied, including music, the theater, grammar, ethics, medicine, and many, many other areas of human thought.”
 It was given over to a “cultured paganism” that was nourished by idolatry, novelty, and philosophy.

Especially idolatry. The city was “a junkyard of idols,” according to Chuck Swindoll. What surrounded the stranger on those busy streets was a veritable forest of stone, wood, and precious metals all carved into altars, an endless array of shrines of strange gods shaped into faceless images. One monotonous monument after another. Pliny wrote, “In the time of Nero, Athens had well over twenty-five thousand public statues, and another thirty thousand in the Parthenon alone.” “It was easier to find a god than a man in Athens,” added Petronious.

It was to such a city that Paul arrived in Acts 17. When he arrived, he was alone, waiting for Silas and Timothy to meet him from Berea. But he was not idle. In this text we will see Paul deliver one of the most famous sermons ever. We can learn much about our own sharing of faith from Paul’s approach in evangelizing the educated.

Paul Aroused their Curiosity

The first lesson we learn is that Paul aroused their curiosity in verses 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 the Jews and the God-fearing Greeks, as well as in the marketplace day by day with those who happened to be there. A group of Epicurean and Stoic philosophers began to dispute 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. 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 want 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.) 

While waiting for his friends to catch up with him, Paul walked around the city of Athens. He explored the ancient city, but not with the eye of an admiring tourist; what he saw sickened him.
 Xenophon referred to Athens as “one great altar, one great sacrifice.” In consequence, there were more gods in Athens than in all the rest of the country, and the Roman satirist hardly exaggerates when he says that it was easier to find a god there than a man. There were innumerable temples, shrines, statues and altars. The adjective Luke uses 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 seems to be that the city was ‘under’ them, as though “smothered” or “swamped” by idols. The whole Greek pantheon was there, all the gods of Olympus. And they were beautiful. They were made not only of stone and brass, but of gold, silver, ivory and marble, and they had been elegantly fashioned by the finest Greek sculptors.

No doubt Paul appreciated much of the city’s beauty, being a man of culture. Nevertheless, “he was greatly distressed.” Paroxuneto is the Greek word Luke uses to describe Paul’s inner turmoil: It means “to sharpen, to irritate, to stimulate.” He churned within himself.
 The Jerusalem Bible renders this, “His whole soul was revolted at the sight of a city given over to idolatry.” Every idol demonstrated the Athenians’ hunger for God, but it also testified to their spiritual emptiness. Ignorant of the true God, the Athenians were lost!

Not one to let such lostness go by, Paul began to speak up. First he argued in the synagogue with the Jews and the devout persons, probably on the Sabbaths, and in the market place every day with those who were there.
 Luke says that he “reasoned” with both groups. He seems deliberately to have adopted the famous Socratic method of dialogue, involving questions and answers; he was, in fact, a kind of Christian Socrates, although with a better gospel than Socrates ever knew.

At the time of Paul’s visit, the dominant philosophies were Epicureanism and Stoicism. Epicureanism is the philosophy that says pleasure is the goal of all morality and that it is attained through a life of prudence, honor, and justice. It was popular throughout the ancient world. They were much like our current “pragmatists.” They believed in gods but did not believe that the deity had anything to do with the everyday lives of mankind.
 They believed everything happens by chance with death as the end—extinction with no afterlife. They were practical agnostics who believed pleasure is the chief end of man and that a simple lifestyle is the most pleasurable.

In a sense, Stoicism was the polar opposite of Epicureanism. Stoics were pantheistic in their concept of the gods, philosophically fatalistic, austere and rigid in their ideas of ethics and practical living. Pleasure was not as important to them as to the Epicureans; their primary concern was duty.
 Nowadays the term “stoic” means to endure pain or hardship without showing emotions or complaining.

These two factions debated endlessly, locked in a philosophical stalemate; both kept attracting new followers, but neither gained any ground against the other.
 Both were highly intellectual, and both lacked divine validation.
 The Epicureans said “Enjoy life!” and the Stoics said “Endure life!” but it remained for Paul to explain how they could enter into life through faith in God’s risen Son.

Epicureanism and Stoicism represented alternative attempts in pre-Christian paganism to come to terms with life, especially in times of uncertainty and hardship; post-Christian paganism has never been able to devise anything appreciably better.

To these two groups, Paul was considered a “babbler,” or, more accurately, a “dabbler.” The Greek term describes a bird that feeds by picking seeds out of street refuse.
 It came to be used of worthless loafers (the kind of person who today would pick up cigarette ends and smoke them) and also of persons who had acquired mere scraps of learning.
 To them, Paul was little more than a scavenger of profound thoughts. Shy of his own material, he fed off others’ verbal scraps
 who then peddled others’ ideas as original without understanding them—a plagiarist, a chirping gutter sparrow who went around peeping borrowed ideas!

So they invited Paul to speak to them formally. We should not think that Paul was on trial here; the council members only wanted him to explain what he had been telling the people in the marketplace. After all, life in Athens consisted in hearing and telling new things, and Paul had something new!

Paul Appealed to the Common

Now we come to Paul’s message, often referred to as Paul’s Mars Hill (translation of the Greek term Areopagus) sermon. F. F. Bruce suggests, “Probably no ten verses in Acts have formed the text for such an abundance of commentary as has gathered around Paul’s Areopagus speech.”
 Some regard this as the high peak in his missionary career in the eyes of Luke. It is more probable that we should see in this scene simply Luke’s presentation of Paul’s encounter with educated paganism.

In verses 22-23, Paul appealed to the common between himself and his audience:

Paul then stood up in the meeting of the Areopagus and said: “Men 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. Now what you worship as something unknown I am going to proclaim to you. 

Paul could have condemned them for their excessive idolatry. But he wanted to hold the audience at least until he had gotten his central point across to them.
 And so he was courteous and complimentary, not insulting to his listeners.
 Paul’s approach was brilliant. He was undoubtedly eager to protest their idolatry and point them to the truth, but he restrained himself and gave a genuine compliment first. He met them where they were. “In my stroll around your famous city I found an altar to an unknown god. Let me tell you about the one who you are worshiping.” Paul established common ground.

Paul began with the familiar so that he might explain the unfamiliar. This is a superb technique. He knew his plan but his audience didn’t. In a brilliant display of creative transition he told the Athenians, “What you worship in ignorance, I proclaim to you.”
 The door was wide open for the Gospel.

Paul Applied it to Christ

Finally—and most importantly—Paul applied it to Christ in verses 24-31,

“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 hands. And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything, because he himself gives all men life and breath and everything else. From one man he made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times set for them and the exact places where they should live. God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from each 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.’ 

“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 man’s 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 all men by raising him from the dead.” 

Someone has said, “The job of a philosopher is to present a simple concept incomprehensibly and then to convince you it’s your fault for not understanding.” Paul didn’t play the philosopher before this august group of philosophers. Paul gave a clear, simple, orderly presentation of the biblical worldview, and then he drove them straight toward the final judgment and our need for salvation through the resurrected Christ.

Paul’s message is a masterpiece of communication. He started where the people were by referring to their altar dedicated to an unknown god. Having aroused their interest, he then explained who that God is and what He is like. He concluded the message with a personal application that left each council member facing a moral decision, and some of them decided for Jesus Christ.

We could spend pages on just these few statements. Paul is undercutting the pagan doctrines of polytheism (many gods) and atheism (no gods). He is stabbing at the heart of Athenian pride and Greek racial superiority. He is putting God at the center of the universe, in place of man’s wisdom. Those familiar with the Epicurean and Stoic philosophies will see at once that Paul, without mentioning any names, is carrying out a devastating attack on the foundations of these systems.

In this address, Paul answers man’s every mistaken perception of the nature of God. In the place of Atheism, he discusses a personal God. Polytheism is eliminated by his insistence on the unity of God. He eliminates Materialism by making God the creator of matter. He eradicates Pantheism by presenting God as before, apart from and in control of nature. Fatalistic Determinism cannot be true because God controls nature and judges men. Paul leaves no room for Deism in that God is directly involved in what is created. Throughout the speech one can trace the fundamental presuppositions upon which rest all of Judeo-Christian belief, namely God is, God has spoken and God is sovereign.

Luke records the results of Paul’s message in verses 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. A few men 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. 
Some believe that Paul’s message failed, because only a few people believed and there is no church in Athens recorded in the New Testament. Yet these converts prove just the opposite. One in particular was a member of the Areopagus called Dionysius. Nothing certain is known about him, although later tradition named him as the first bishop of Athens (the first converts often became the leaders of the church).

Jesus commanded us to “be My witnesses” in 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.

You can visit Mars Hill today.
 The Athenians of today have made up for their ancestors’ indifference by engraving the text of Paul’s Areopagitica on a bronze tablet at the foot of the ascent to the Areopagus, and by naming a neighboring thoroughfare in honor of the apostle.
 

So, what lessons can we learn from Paul’s evangelizing the educated here in Athens? Don’t let them think that Christianity is only a crutch for the weak-minded?

We can arouse their curiosity by going to them, meeting them on their turf, without judging them (even if they are dead wrong.) There will be time to point out where they need to change, but not up front. You’ll turn them off immediately.

Then we can appeal to the common. Find out what they are interested in and find ways to connect the familiar to the unfamiliar. This will take some time and it may take us outside our comfort zone, but we need to make a connection if we want to see a conversion.

Finally, we apply it to Christ. It’s not enough just to make a connection; we must bring them to Christ. They may not respond immediately, but we can plant a seed.
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