LESSON 7

Equipped to Engage Culture:

Paul in Athens
Acts 17:16-34

For as I was passing through and observing the objects of your worship,
I even found an altar on which was inscribed: To an Unknown God.
Therefore, what you worship in ignorance, this I proclaim to you.
Acts 17:23

Class Overview: When Paul arrived in Athens, he entered a city

known for its philosophy, art, and education, but also for its idolatry.
Surrounded by altars, temples, and endless debates, Paul’s spirit was
troubled. Yet instead of withdrawing, he engaged the culture with
wisdom, courage, and grace. In this passage, Paul demonstrates how to
share the truth in a skeptical world—starting where people are, affirming
what is true, and then pointing them to the God they do not yet know.
This lesson emphasizes that the Spirit equips believers to communicate
the gospel clearly in every setting, using discernment, compassion, and
conviction to reach hearts influenced by the world.

Class Objectives: By the end of this class, you should be able to—

1. Describe the spiritual and cultural atmosphere of ancient Athens
and how it mirrors today’s world.

2. Understand how Paul built bridges between biblical truth and
Athenian beliefs.

3. Recognize that effective evangelism requires both courage and
compassion.

4. Identify key truths Paul used to explain the nature of God and the
resurrection of Christ.

S. Apply Paul’s example by learning to share faith thoughtfully and
respectfully with those shaped by modern culture.
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Introduction

ATHENS WAS THE INTELLECTUAL HEART OF THE ANCIENT WORLD. The

city had been home to philosophers like Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. Its
streets were filled with sculptures, temples, and monuments dedicated to
Greek gods. Wherever Paul looked, he saw signs of human ingenuity and
confusion. Luke writes that Paul’s spirit was “deeply distressed” as he saw
that the city was full of idols.

To the Athenians, religion was a topic of curiosity and discussion. They
enjoyed debating new ideas but hesitated to make commitments. The
Areopagus, or Mars Hill, served as the meeting place for philosophers
and leaders to hear and evaluate new teachings. When Paul began
preaching about Jesus and the resurrection, they invited him to speak
there, not because they believed, but because they were curious.

Paul’s approach in Athens differed from his sermons in the synagogues.
His audience didn’t know the Scriptures or share his background.
Instead of quoting prophets, he began with creation. Instead of
condemning their ignorance, he built a bridge from what they already
understood, pointing to the altar “to an unknown god” as his starting
point. From there, he revealed the true and living God who made the
world, gives life to all, and now calls everyone to repent.

God will empower us to speak truth in a world shaped by culture,
philosophy, and doubt. Paul’s approach was not compromise; it was
clarity. He met people where they were but refused to leave them there.
The Spirit still urges believers to do the same: to understand the world
around us, recognize its lostness, and communicate the gospel in ways
that reach both the mind and the heart.

Historical Background

By the time Paul reached Athens, the city’s political heyday had passed,
but its role as a hub of learning and philosophy remained unmatched.
Athens was the intellectual center of the Greco-Roman world: a city
teeming with scholars, artists, and philosophers who influenced how
people thought about truth, morality, and religion.
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Although Athens is renowned for its beauty and culture, it was also
highly religious. Temples dedicated to Greek gods lined nearly every
street. The Parthenon, devoted to Athena, stood prominently on the
Acropolis. Altars for Zeus, Apollo, Hermes, and numerous other gods
could be seen throughout the city. Ancient writers said it was easier to
find a god in Athens than a man.

Two main philosophical groups shaped Athenian thought:

e The Epicureans believed the gods were distant and uninterested in
human affairs. They sought happiness through pleasure and freedom
from pain, living by the motto, “Enjoy life now.”

o The Stoics taught self-control and virtue, believing that reason
governed the universe. They emphasized duty, moral discipline, and
acceptance of fate.

When Paul preached about Jesus and the resurrection, both groups felt
intrigued and confused. Some dismissed him as a “babbler,” while others
wanted to learn more. The idea of resurrection challenged everything
they believed—most Greeks thought the body was a prison for the soul,
not something to be raised again.

The Areopagus (or Mars Hill) was a council that gathered near the
Acropolis. It served both as a court and a place for public discussion.
Speaking there was considered a great honor. Paul’s invitation to share
his teachings before this group gave him the chance to address Athens’
leading thinkers.

Paul’s message challenged both idolatry and human philosophy. He
declared that the one true God created the world, sustains life, rules
over all nations, and will one day judge the world through the risen
Christ. His sermon in Athens stands as a prime example of effectively
communicating the gospel to people unfamiliar with Scripture—truth
delivered with logic, respect, and conviction.

Acts 17 remains relevant today. Like Athens, our modern world values
knowledge, creativity, and tolerance but often dismisses absolute truth.
God still equips His people, as He did Paul, to engage culture with
understanding hearts and courageous faith.
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Equipped to See the World As It Is
(17:16-21)

When Paul entered Athens, he saw more than art, architecture, and
philosophy; he saw lost souls. Luke writes, “While Paul was waiting for
them in Athens, he was deeply distressed when he saw that the city was full
of idols” (v. 16). The word ‘distressed’ describes a sharp inner stirring, a
grief that comes from seeing God’s glory replaced by human substitutes.
Paul’s reaction was not anger toward the people but sorrow for their
blindness.

Everywhere he looked, religion filled the city, yet truth was missing. The
Athenians were dedicated to worship, but their worship was misguided.
Their temples were crowded, but their hearts remained empty. Paul’s
response shows what equips believers to engage culture: compassion
based on truth. He didn’t disdain the culture; he aimed to reach it.

Paul began sharing his reasoning in the synagogue with Jews and God-
fearing Gentiles, and each day in the marketplace with anyone who was
there. The marketplace (the agora) was the heart of daily life, a place for
commerce, conversation, and philosophy. Paul took the gospel out of the
building and into the streets. His faith wasn’t limited to formal worship;
it was relevant to everyday life.

Soon, he attracted the attention of two dominant philosophical groups:
the Epicureans, who pursued pleasure and rejected divine involvement,
and the Stoics, who aimed for virtue through reason and self-control. To
both, Paul’s message about Jesus and the resurrection sounded strange.
Some mocked him, calling him a “babbler,” meaning someone who sifts
through scraps of ideas without understanding. Others were curious to
hear more.

Paul’s example shows that the first step in engaging culture is learning

to see it as God does. It’s easy to become numb or cynical about the
world’s idolatry, but Paul’s heart was moved. He didn’t ignore what he
saw; he allowed it to motivate him to action. A church that feels nothing
for a lost world will never reach it. The Spirit equips us not to condemn
culture from afar but to enter it with eyes open and hearts burdened for
truth.
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Equipped to Build Bridges of Truth
(17:22-29)

Standing before the council of the Areopagus, Paul delivered one of the
most thoughtful and powerful messages ever recorded in Scripture. He
addressed men of learning, influence, and pride. Yet he didn’t start with
attack or accusation. Instead, he showed respect: “People of Athens, I see
that you are extremely religious in every respect.” (v. 22). He recognized
their search for meaning—a pursuit that, though misguided, revealed a
spiritual hunger.

Paul then pointed to what they already knew but didn’t understand:
an altar inscribed “To an Unknown God.” This was his starting point:

a bridge from their confusion to the truth. “What you worship in
ignorance,” he said, “this I proclaim to you.” Paul didn’t change the
message; he changed the approach. He began where they were and led
them to who God is.

He described God as the Creator, meaning the One who made the
world and everything in it (v. 24). He is the Lord of heaven and earth,
not limited to temples built by human hands. He is the Giver of life, not
dependent on human offerings. And He is Sovereign, setting the times
and borders of nations so that people might seek Him and find Him (vv.
26-27).

Then Paul condemned the emptiness of idolatry: We shouldn’t think that
the divine nature is like gold, silver, or stone—an image shaped by human
art and imagination. (v. 29). Humanity cannot create God; God created
humanity. By quoting their own poets: “For we are also his offspring,”
Paul demonstrated that truth is universal because it comes from the
same Creator.

This moment shows how we can engage with the world without
sacrificing truth. Paul didn’t dilute the gospel, but he spoke in a way the
Athenians could understand. He built bridges with wisdom and grace.
His goal wasn’t to win an argument but to reveal the living God behind
their empty religion.

God continues to equip His followers today. We live in a world

filled with competing ideas and man-made idols, such as success,
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self, pleasure, and pride. Our task is to start where people are and
gently guide them toward the truth they already sense but have not
fully grasped. The Spirit gives us both the courage to speak and the
discernment to relate truth to real life.

Equipped to Call the World to Repentance
(17:30-34)

After establishing common ground, Paul addressed the core of his
message. He stated, Therefore, having overlooked the times of ignorance,
God now commands all people everywhere to repent. (v. 30). The era of
speculation and superstition was finished. God revealed Himself through
His Son, and every individual is responsible for responding.

Paul’s audience valued knowledge and debate, but he spoke with
authority, not just theory. The call to repentance was not optional; it

was urgent. The reason was clear: God has set a day when he will judge the
world in righteousness by the man he has appointed. He has provided proof of
this to everyone by raising him from the dead. (v. 31)

The resurrection was Paul’s dividing line. It declared that Jesus was more
than a moral teacher or a noble martyr. He was the living Lord who
conquered death. For Greek thinkers who viewed the body as a prison,
the idea of bodily resurrection was offensive and absurd. Some mocked
openly. Others said they would hear him again later. Yet a few believed,
including Dionysius, a member of the Areopagus, and a woman named
Damaris.

Paul’s message reminds us that engaging with culture always leads to a
moment of decision. Some will laugh, some will hesitate, and some will
believe. Our task is not to control the response but to faithfully declare
the truth. The Spirit equips us to speak clearly, love deeply, and trust that
God will open the hearts He chooses.

The call to repentance remains unchanged. The world still worships
idols of intellect, pleasure, or power, but the gospel still proclaims: the
true and living God calls everyone to turn from sin and trust in the risen
Christ. Like Paul, we must proclaim that message with both courage and
compassion, knowing that eternity hangs in the balance.
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Lesson Summary and Reflection
Key Truths from Athens:

o The Spirit equips us to see the world’s idolatry with compassion, not
contempt.

o Effective evangelism begins where people are and leads them to who
God is.

o The gospel must be spoken with both truth and grace: never watered
down, never harsh.

e God calls all people everywhere to repent and believe in the risen
Christ.

e Faithful witness means trusting God with the results, even when the
world mocks or resists.

Paul’s visit to Athens is a prime example of how to share the gospelin a
world influenced by culture, intellect, and confusion. He didn’t approach
the Athenians with hostility or fear but with conviction and compassion.
Their idolatry moved his heart, his mind was prepared with truth, and
his words were guided by grace.

Paul built bridges without compromising the message. He started where
the people were, recognizing their search for meaning, and led them

to the God who created everything, gives life, and now calls all people
to repentance through His risen Son. His sermon at the Areopagus
shows that the gospel can be clearly preached even in the most skeptical
settings when we depend on the wisdom and courage of the Spirit.

Some mocked him, some hesitated, and others believed. That pattern
still exists today. The mission of Christ isn’t measured by how many
accept but by how faithfully we speak. God equips us to engage our
world with understanding, to reason with love, and to call others to
truth. Like Paul, we must see our world not as a battlefield to be feared
but as a mission field to be reached.

59



Memory Verse and Weekly Challenge

For as I was passing through and observing the objects of your worship, I
even found an altar on which was inscribed: To an Unknown God. Therefore,
what you worship in ignorance, this I proclaim to you.

Acts 17:23 (CSB)

Weekly Challenge: Find one moment to engage someone in
meaningful conversation about faith. Listen first, then ask questions.
Like Paul, gently steer the discussion toward understanding who God is
and what He has done in Christ. Pray for courage to speak with clarity
and love, trusting the Spirit to open hearts.

For Discussion

1. What do you think Paul felt as he looked at the idols throughout
Athens? How does that compare to how you feel about today’s
culture?

2. How did Paul’s approach at the Areopagus differ from how he
preached in the synagogues, and what can we learn from that?

3. Why s it important to build bridges of understanding when sharing
the gospel instead of immediately condemning others’ beliefs?

4. 'What truths about God did Paul emphasize to correct the Athenians’
false ideas?
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5. How can you follow Paul’s example in your workplace,
neighborhood, or daily conversations—speaking truth with both
conviction and compassion?
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