
   
 

Telling the story of Jesus is not a “one size fits all” enterprise. 
Different places require different methods of proclamation. For example, 
what about the street corner preacher trying to engage the passer-by? 

Whatever the situation, the best preaching and most effective 
way of telling the story of Jesus requires that the preacher engage the 
listener on his or her own ground. Clarity of message is vital. 

On the Road Again 

Paul leaves Jerusalem accompanied part of the time by Silas. It is 
estimated that Paul covered some 10,000 miles in his missionary travels! 
On this occasion his travels take him into Greece, and eventually Athens. 

Into the City of Socrates 

Athens was at the heart of Greek culture and philosophy. The 
golden age had been some 500 years earlier during the time of Socrates 
and Plato. By the time Paul arrived it was past its prime. It was still a great 
university city, and intellectuals from all over were drawn to it. One of 
the favourite activities of the Athenian intelligentsia was to gather in the 
marketplace (Areopagus) to argue and debate any new thing that came 
along. (It would be a bit like Speakers Corner at Hyde Park, or sitting in a 
café discussing the important issues of the day.) 

Paul spent time here listening to their conversations, hearing 
them defend various philosophies. 

 One such belief was Epicureanism. They believed that gods were 
remote from the world and didn’t particularly care what was going on. 
Their ‘proof’ was the suffering that was all around. They believed that if 
the gods cared, then suffering in life would be less. That being so they 

concluded that we might as well live it up and grab whatever pleasure 
we can out of life. 

Another was Stoicism. Stoics believed that all life came from the 
mind of Zeus. Therefore, we have no control and may as well play the 
hand we have been dealt, because there is nothing we can do about it. 

As you can imagine these ideas created some heated discussions. 
The challenge for Paul was how to reach them with this new ‘religious 
philosophy’ about Jesus. 

Paul and Philosophers 

Paul had studied. He knew about their gods and their culture. He 
used words, phrases and concepts that they were familiar with, quoting 
Greek poets and philosophers. 

“The God who made the world and everything in it . .” (v24) is 
language straight out of Stoic philosophy. 

‘In him we live and move and have our being’ (v28) is a quote 
from the philosopher Epimenides. 

‘For we too are his offspring.’ Is a line from a well-known poet, 
Aratus. 

Paul engaged the people of Athens using their language and 
ideas to create common ground. In order to speak about Jesus, he 
needed to connect with them, so they would listen. He went to them, 
and didn’t simply put up a board that said: ‘Come and talk about Jesus 
with me between 9am and 5pm.’ Paul reached out to the Athenians 
similar to the way God reaches out to the world – he made the first move. 

Following Paul’s Method 

The initiative needs to come from us. Sometimes this is easy and 
straight forward when people we rub shoulders with are hungry to hear 
good news – workplace, neighbourhood, schools, etc. Other times 
making connections is not very easy, and can be quite challenging. 
Whatever the situation, the burden to share comes from us. 

 



The Unknown God 

Athens was not only a city of intellectuals, but it was also a very 
religious city – at least it seemed so on the surface. It is said that there 
were more statues of the gods in Athens than in the rest of Greece put 
together. It was said that it was easier to bump into a god than a person. 
Everywhere Paul turned he could see these idols (v16) – marble, gold, 
bronze, of all shapes and sizes.  

The Greeks had a god for every occasion: Ares, the god of war; 
Aphrodite, the god of love; Poseidon the god of the sea; Hestia the god 
of the hearth. Every aspect of life had a god or goddess.  

So, seeing all this, Paul says: “I see how extremely religious you 
are in every way.” One statue had the inscription: ‘To an unknown God.’ 

When the Greek soldiers went off to war, they knew they needed 
the gods on their side, so they would pray to the god of war. When they 
planted crops, they would pray to the god of the harvest. But, to 
categorize a god for every occasion was inadequate – they knew the 
divine presence was greater than that. The unknown god was the god 
who could not be categorized, could not be limited and could not be 
contained. 

Paul says, “Your unknown god, the god who cannot be contained 
or limited – that’s the God I want to tell you about.’ (v23) 

Paul’s Sermon 

Using his best evangelistic skills – Paul moves them beyond their 
accepted ideas and proclaims the radical truth of the gospel.  

Paul begins by celebrating God the creator – literally saying, ‘this 
is my Father’s world.’ For many, the natural world evokes awe and 
wonder, something which was not created by accident – complex and 
beautiful. Both then and now people experience that. 

Looking at the natural world, though, can only take people so far 
in their understanding about God 

Fortunately, God didn’t leave us to grope in the dark. God 
revealed God’s self to us in the person of Jesus (v31). In the life, death 

and resurrection of Jesus, our understanding of God is taken to a whole 
new level. Belief in Jesus cannot come through the natural world, for in 
the natural world death seems to have the final word. The resurrection 
of Jesus moves one beyond natural observation to a level where only 
faith can go, a faith that supersedes logic – without any physical 
evidence. The belief that God raised Jesus from the dead is at the heart 
of the gospel – it is the leap of faith that allows us to lift our eyes above 
the natural world to see God’s kingdom, where God reigns.  

Reaction to Paul’s Sermon 

I. Some scoffed. They felt it was out of touch, a curiosity, and 
nothing of real value.  

II. Some wanted to hear more, but were unwilling to make a 
commitment. 

III. Some believed that faith was a risk worth taking. 

********************************************************* 

Some Challenges 

We are called to think about our calling and what it means to tell 
the story of Jesus to others. We are reminded to be sensitive to the needs 
and circumstances of others so that we can connect at a meaningful 
level. 

 
 

We are challenged to open our 
eyes to the unexpected ways that we 
have experienced God’s presence, just 
as the people of Athens acknowledged 
the ‘unknown God,’ who could not be 
boxed in or limited. We are to be 
receptive to the surprising movement 
of God among us. 

We are challenged to take the 
leap of faith to trust in God’s power, 
acknowledge God’s sovereignty, and 
to see the world through the eyes of 
God’s kingdom. 

 

 


