Acts 17 – January 9, 2025
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Ac 17:1 Now when they had passed through Amphipolis and Apollonia, they came to Thessalonica, where was a synagogue of the Jews: 2 And Paul, as his manner was, went in unto them, and three sabbath days reasoned with them out of the scriptures, 3 Opening and alleging, that Christ must needs have suffered, and risen again from the dead; and that this Jesus, whom I preach unto you, is Christ. *** He uses the word “they” here why? It tells us that Luke stayed at Philippi because Luke is not with them here. They had passed through Amphipolis and Apollonia and did not stop to preach there. It was because the Holy Spirit was leading them to Thessalonica. Thessalonica has two meanings, 1.Victory over falsity and 2. victory over the tossing of the law. We must have this if we are going to grow in the grace and the knowledge of our Lord and savior Jesus Christ. Paul comes to this city with the twofold victory. He went into the synagogue and he reasoned with the Jews. The victory message is this: That Christ must needs have suffered, and risen again from the dead; and that this Jesus, whom I preach unto you, is Christ. The first verse of this chapter is amazing. It sounds like a pleasant stroll; but Philippi was 33 Roman miles from Amphipolis; Amphipolis was 30 miles from Apollonia; and Apollonia was 37 miles from Thessalonica. A journey of over 100 miles is in this first verse.

Ac 17:4 And some of them believed, and consorted with Paul and Silas; and of the devout Greeks a great multitude, and of the chief women not a few. 5 But the Jews which believed not, moved with envy, took unto them certain lewd fellows of the baser sort, and gathered a company, and set all the city on an uproar, and assaulted the house of Jason, and sought to bring them out to the people. As usual Paul began his work in the synagogue. His great success was not so much among the Jews as among the Gentiles. This infuriated the Jews for they looked on these Gentiles as their people and here was Paul stealing them before their very eyes. They had dragged Jason and his friends before the magistrates, they charged the Christian missionaries with preaching political insurrection. Ac 17:6 And when they found them not, they drew Jason and certain brethren unto the rulers of the city, crying, These that have turned the world upside down are come hither also; 7 Whom Jason hath received: and these all do contrary to the decrees of Caesar, saying that there is another king, one Jesus. 8 And they troubled the people and the rulers of the city, when they heard these things. 9 And when they had taken security of Jason, and of the other, they let them go. 

**** Notice that some received the gospel and accepted Christ and some did not.  They didn’t find Paul so they drew Jason out and brought them to the magistrates. Notice also that they accused them saying these that have turned the world upside down. It wasn’t the Gospel that had turned the world upside down but it was sin that turned the world upside down. It is the Gospel that heals. Notice here Jason hath received. He had taken the gospel in. Ac 17:10 And the brethren immediately sent away Paul and Silas by night unto Berea: who coming thither went into the synagogue of the Jews. Berea was 60 miles west of Thessalonica. Three things stand out in this short section. He set the people of Berea searching the scriptures. The Jews were certain that Jesus was not the Messiah because he had been crucified. They knew nothing of the resurrection. To them a man who had been crucified was a condemned man. It was no doubt in passages in Isaiah 53:1-12 that Paul told the people of Berea about Jesus. Then not only the Jews opposed Paul in Thessalonica; they pursued him to Berea. They thought that they were doing God a favor by trying to silence Paul. But we see the courage of Paul. 
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He had been imprisoned in Philippi; he had left Thessalonica in danger of his life. He went in darkness; and once again in Berea he had to flee for his life. Most men would have abandoned this, but the idea of turning back never occurred to Paul. Ac 17:11 These were more noble than those in Thessalonica, in that they received the word with all readiness of mind, and searched the scriptures daily, whether those things were so. 12 Therefore many of them believed; also of honorable women which were Greeks, and of men, not a few. 
The people of Berea in the Bible are known for their open-mindedness, eagerness to learn, and willingness to accept the message of God: Does this describe Us!
Open-minded: The Bereans were more open-minded than the people of Thessalonica. 
Eager to learn: They were hungry to learn and eagerly received the word of God. 
Willing to accept: They were very willing to receive God's message. 
Examined the Scriptures: They compared what Paul taught to the Old Testament Scriptures to verify that it was true. 
Commended by Paul: Paul commended the Bereans for seeking guidance from the Lord, not men. 
Many became believers: Many Jews and influential Greek men and women became believers in Jesus. 
Guarded Paul’s safety: The Bereans guarded Paul's safety. 
Continued to grow in their faith: They continued to grow in their faith
This appears to be a good start and picture of full overcomers in the faith

Ac 17:13 But when the Jews of Thessalonica had knowledge that the word of God was preached of Paul at Berea, they came thither also, and stirred up the people. There was always opposition, Satan always attempts to oppose the Gospel. Ac 17:14 And then immediately the brethren sent away Paul to go as it were to the sea: but Silas and Timotheus abode there still.15 And they that conducted Paul brought him unto Athens: and receiving a commandment unto Silas and Timotheus for to come to him with all speed, they departed. 16 Now while Paul waited for them at Athens, his spirit was stirred in him, when he saw the city wholly given to idolatry. 17 Therefore disputed he in the synagogue with the Jews, and with the devout persons, and in the market daily with them that met with him. Athens means uncertainty. Athens at this time was the chief seat of Grecian learning and civilization. 

Athens was still the greatest university town in the world, which men pursued learning from all over. It was a city of many gods. It was said that there were more statues of the gods in Athens than in all the rest of Greece put together. In the great city square people met to talk, for in Athens they did not do much more than that. Paul would have no difficulty in getting someone to talk to and the philosophers soon discovered him. Ac 17:18 Then certain philosophers of the Epicureans, and of the Stoicks, encountered him. And some said, What will this babbler say? other some, He seemeth to be a setter forth of strange gods: because he preached unto them Jesus, and the resurrection. 19 And they took him, and brought him unto Areopagus, saying, May we know what this new doctrine, whereof thou speakest, is? The Epicureans believed that everything happened by chance. They also believed that death was the end of all. They believed that the gods were remote from the world and did not care. They believed that pleasure was the chief end of man. They did not mean fleshly and material pleasure; for the highest pleasure was that which brought no pain. 
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There were the Stoics. They believed that everything was God. God was fiery spirit. That spirit grew dull in matter but it was in everything. What gave men life was that a little spark of that spirit dwelt in them and when they died it returned to God. They believed that everything that happened was the will of God and therefore must be accepted without resentment. They believed that every so often the world disintegrated in a blaze and started all over again on the same cycle of events. What a difference from the Berean saints.
Athens in Paul’s day:
The city was a wealthy, cultured; it was a city that was once the center of the Greek Empire: 
The population of Athens was probably around 250,000 at that time. Athens was part of the Roman Empire, but it was still considered the intellectual and philosophical center of the Roman world. The city had fallen into disrepair, with a decline in moral values. The city was full of idols, including statues of Greco-Roman gods made from gold, silver, marble, and other precious stones. Athens was home to many great philosophers, including Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Sophocles, and Euripides. History says that Paul’s boat anchored in Faliro, the main port area of Athens at the time.  The Athenians had an altar to the “unknown god,” which may have been a name for any god that existed but whose name and nature hadn't yet been revealed to the Greeks. Paul was concerned to see the city full of idols, but he began his sermon by appealing to the Athenians’ interest in spiritual things. He sensed that some of the Athenians may have had a sincere desire to learn about the Lord.

This word philosophers means fond of wise things, which describes Athens. One philosopher was from the Epicureans. The word Epicurean means helper or defender. It comes from a man by that name and his doctrine had wide acceptance at that time throughout Asia. What you find in Philosophy is a practical guide to happiness. True pleasure and not absolute truth: This is what their goal aimed at. They thought their whole purpose in living was to find happiness and pleasure. They held that the world was made by chance. There is no providence or far-sightedness, or wisdom. They did not believe in the resurrection, nor was there any immorality. 
Pleasure was the key thing. This is exactly what they lived by. They believe in the big bang theory, no providence and no resurrection and no judgment. They deny all of these things and are not accountable for anything they do. It is licentiousness, which means disregarding accepted rules and standards; and moral unrestraint. The Stoicks were founded in Athens. They derived this name from a porch in Athens where he taught. 

Stoick means “the painted porch.” These Stoicks regarded God and the world as power. They saw all creation as divine. They had to live in harmony with nature and their planet. They spoke of conformability with reason and the demands of universal good. Their chief religious boast was that they were indifferent under all circumstances. They did not rejoice when they were blessed and they didn’t say anything when hurt came. Some claim that this system has a close connection to Christianity, but it is based upon pride and individual independence. It has nothing to do with faith and humility. Another word for Stoicism is self-killing. Kill your desires; deny your desires; deny your emotions. It leads to legality and there is no victory in that. That is not the Gospel. The grace of God is the only deliverance and victory. These philosophers come along and refer to Paul as babbler. They said, He (Paul) seemeth to be a setter forth of strange gods: because he preached unto them Jesus, and the resurrection. This is the same message that we preach today as Paul preached, it is Jesus and the resurrection.
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Ac 17:19 And they took him, and brought him unto Areopagus, saying, May we know what this new doctrine, whereof thou speakest, is? 20 For thou bringest certain strange things to our ears: we would know therefore what these things mean. 21 (For all the Athenians and strangers which were there spent their time in nothing else, but either to tell, or to hear some new thing.)**** From what we said above, it sure seems Paul has his work cut out for him. There are those that really don’t want to know the Gospel, or to know Jesus Christ, they just want to hear some new thing. A lot of Christians visit Churches in the same way. They are really not interested in seeking out the Gospel or seeking out the truth, they just want to know and hear what you have to say to get some new thing. What attracted the Athenians to the message which Paul preached? This was their superstitious nature. They heard some new thing. They erected an altar to the unknown god. They took Paul to the Areopagus ( G697 the Greek for Mars’ Hill). It was the name both of the hill and the court that met on it. The court was very select, perhaps only thirty members. It dealt with cases of homicide and had the oversight of public morals. There, in the most learned city in the world and before the most exclusive of courts, Paul had to state his faith from this place. It might have overwhelmed anyone else; but Paul was never ashamed of the gospel of Christ. To him this was another God-given opportunity to witness for Christ.

This is a picture of faith which Paul had in the Lord Jesus Christ, and God gave him the grace by this faith to “move a mountain” in their hearts so to speak with these men but only some believed. Ac 17:22 Then Paul stood in the midst of Mars’ hill, and said, Ye men of Athens, I perceive that in all things ye are too superstitious. That word superstitious means to be reverent to demons. That is exactly what superstition is. Right off the bat Paul begins to show the bankruptcy of Greek philosophy. His first words are polite words, but they are still fighting words. Men of Athens, I perceive that in all things you are very superstitious or another word is religious. The Stoics and Epicureans were trying to get the people to stop being what this word “very religious” describes. It’s the Greek word deisidaimonesteros (probably one of the longest Greek words in the New Testament), and it is made up of two words: “daizy,” meaning very fearful of and “daimon,” meaning demons or gods. It’s usually translated as demons. And interestingly, deisidaimonesteros was one of the buzzwords used by the Epicureans. 

They used this word as an insult of the superstitious fear of demons that many Athenians had. In the Greek dictionary, the literal definition is “very fearful of demons.” And that fear made them preoccupied with religion, which is why “very religious” is a legitimate translation. One translation much given to fear of the gods. Another translation says too superstitious, and another is given up to demon worship. But fear of demons is at the root of the word. The Athenians are overly fearful of demons and/or overly superstitious. In doing that Paul was temporarily siding with the Stoics and Epicureans. I think both of them would have been quite happy with this first phrase since they had been accusing the Athenians of exactly that for quite some time. History says they had at least 30,000 public idols? Greeks were scared to death of offending their demons or their gods. So right off the bat Paul is playing one group in the Areopagus against another group. He is putting his finger on one of the most controversial spots that he could for these philosophers.
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23 For as I passed by, and beheld your devotions, I found an altar with this inscription, TO THE UNKNOWN GOD. Whom therefore ye ignorantly worship, him declare I unto you. Paul says, for as I was passing through and considering the objects of your worship… Notice that he doesn't let the Epicureans and Stoics off the hook. They didn't dare stop worshipping these idols. They believed it could have been their death if they stopped worshipping these idols. Whereas the other Athenians feared the gods, these philosophers feared public opinion. So, their opposition was more underhanded. Paul is already creating some tension in this crowd. He agrees with some of them that such idolatry is very superstitious or very fearful of demons. The Stoics and Epicureans, while opposing the idolatry continued to worship out fear of what others would think. These are well-admired philosophers, but they don't have a leg to stand on in opposing Paul. *** They were acknowledging their ignorance of God with this altar to the unknown God. 

Paul says, I even found an altar with this inscription: TO THE UNKNOWN GOD… This was yet another sore spot for the Stoics because this altar came as a result of one of their Stoic philosophers, Epimenides.  According to history, the story goes that a plague hit Athens in about 550 BC, and no matter how much they sacrificed to the gods or applied medicine, people were dying off like flies. So, the city elders called for Epimenides, the philosopher poet. For the Greeks, a poet was equivalent to a prophet. They were thought to have been inspired by the gods. And Epimenides was revered by all of the Greeks. They thought that Zeus himself inspired him. So anyway, they called for Epimenides to see if he could figure out why they were having this plague. Epimenides told the Athenians to let some black and white sheep loose in the Areopagus (right where Paul is standing), and as the sheep wandered around the city, to erect an altar any place where one of the sheep would lie down, and then to sacrifice the sheep on that altar. Since they didn't know which god had sent this disaster, they inscribed, “to the unknown god” on each of these altars. Ancient writers indicate that there were a number of these altars to the unknown god in that city. 

Now what Paul is doing here is so clever. He is showing the utter inconsistency of these philosophers. They claimed to be opposed to superstition, yet practiced it. They claimed to be wise, yet admit that they don't know the name of a god who brought disaster that no other god, including Zeus could stop. They can’t attack Paul for opposing idolatry because they want to oppose it themselves. Nor can they disagree with Paul about God, since they've already admitted that they do not know much about Him. But Paul tells them, but I am going to declare him unto you. That is exactly what the Gospel does. From this situation Paul takes his starting point. Paul is getting these philosophers into a corner. Their most revered and supposedly inspired prophet was the one who set up these altars. He didn't even know who God was. It wasn’t Zeus or Athena or anyone else that they knew because those gods were not able to help them in their time of need. They were admitting to being ignorant about the most important God of all. But because they worshipped the unknown God, they were worshipping the God that Paul was giving them through the Gospel. And then because they admired Epimenides, they would have a harder time getting on Paul’s case. Paul says, therefore, the One true God whom you worship without knowing, Him I proclaim to you. There are a series of steps in his sermon. Paul tells them, I am going to declare Jesus unto you. That is exactly what the Gospel does. God was now seeking to reveal Himself through the Gospel. The God that they did not know was seeking to be revealed to them through the Gospel. 
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That is the same that God would do for us as we search the scriptures daily like the Berean saints did. So, what has Paul done so far? In verse 22 Paul has identified something that the Epicureans and Stoics find distasteful about Athens and agreed with them that it is distasteful. Paul is siding with one group of philosophers that this idolatry is not good. This upsets some of the philosophers. In verse 23 he shows that the Epicureans and Stoics have not solved the problem, but really are a part of the problem of this very religious fear of demons. Then, they do not have the answers since their own philosopher, Epimenides did not know the God who is above all Greek gods. Yet, in bringing up this altar, Paul is making a theological statement that is amazing. Paul’ s God  and Savior Jesus Christ is above all Greek gods. Our God cannot be controlled by Greek gods. And the story of Epimenides would prove that. Paul’s God is sovereign. In fact, Paul will now proceed to describe in great detail the Christian God whom the Greeks do not know and show how awesome He is.

Ac 17:24 God that made the world and all things therein, seeing that he is Lord of heaven and earth, dwelleth not in temples made with hands;*** Right off Paul says that God who made the world and all things therein, He is the creator; He made all of this and Paul introduces God as the creator. Paul goes on and says, seeing that He is Lord of heaven and earth; in other words, He owns it all, and it is all His. He doesn’t dwell in temples made with hands. Ac 17:25 Neither is worshipped with men’s hands, as though he needed anything, seeing he giveth to all life, and breath, and all things; *** God is worshiped for who He is, He giveth life. God has guided history. He was behind the rise and fall of nations in the days gone by; his hand is on the helm of things now. Ac 17:26 And hath made of one blood all nations of men for to dwell on all the face of the earth, and hath determined the times before appointed, and the bounds of their habitation; 27 That they should seek the Lord, if haply they might feel after him, and find him, though he be not far from every one of us:*** We all came from Adam. Paul here in V 28 is contrasting the God of creation with the gods they knew.  Ac 17:28 For in him we live, and move, and have our being; as certain also of your own poets have said, For we are also his offspring.

*** How silly that man would make an image and say that is God and worship it. That is exactly what these philosophers do. Ac 17:29 Forasmuch then as we are the offspring of God, we ought not to think that the Godhead is like unto gold, or silver, or stone, graven by art and man’s device. But now commandeth all men everywhere to repent: ** Turn from sin why? Ac 17:31 Because he hath appointed a day, in the which he will judge the world in righteousness by that man whom he hath ordained; whereof he hath given assurance unto all men, in that he hath raised him from the dead.*** God has appointed a day of judgment. Ac 17:32 And when they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some mocked: and others said, We will hear thee again of this matter. *** They rejected and mocked the truth and the world today rejects and mocks the truth today. Ac 17:33 So Paul departed from among them. 34 Howbeit certain men clave unto him, and believed: (Faith took hold) among the which was Dionysius the Areopagite, and a woman named Damaris, and others with them. Dionysius means divinely touched and he is a yoke bearing light. 
History says, at the time of Christ’s death, Dionysius was in Egypt and upon observing the such darkness, his comment was that the God of nature sympathizes with one who suffers and here at Athens. He believed and he was later burned as a martyr for the truth in A.D. 95.
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But still, the Gospel goes forth for some seed fell on good ground. For our example we have Dionysius and a woman named Damaris received the truth. It would seem on the whole that Paul had less success in Athens than anywhere else. It was typical of the Athenians that all they wanted to do was talk. They did not want action; believing faith is in action. They did not even want conclusions. They wanted simply mental stimulus. There were three main reactions. Some mocked. It is possible to make a joke of life; but those who do so will find that what began as comedy must end in tragedy. Some put off their decision. The most dangerous of all days is when a man discovers how easy it is to talk about tomorrow. Still some believed. The wise man knows that only the fool will reject God’s offer. Two converts are named. There is Dionysius the Areopagite. It is said, the Areopagus was composed of perhaps not more than thirty people; so that Dionysius must have been one of the intellectual aristocracy of Athens. There was the woman, Damaris; little woman; yoke bearing wife. Type of the bride of Christ. Not afraid of toil & Burden bearing.

The position of women in Athens was very restricted. It is unlikely that any respectable woman would have been in the market square at all. The likelihood is that she turned from a way of shame to a way of life. Once again, we see the gospel making its appeal to all classes and conditions of men and women. It is also significant that believing responses came equally from men and women. Paul’s message applies to all and was addressed to them both and no discrimination was made between the men and women in the Gospel of Jesus Christ. In all the ways that matter most for time and eternity men and women are the same: equally in need of the forgiveness of sins, equally responsible for their lives before God, and equally able to respond in faith and love.
Summary:
What was it that Paul said to this people; they are like people today, who think themselves the smartest in the world? Surely anyone can see that Paul had his work cut out for him. The descendants of Plato and Aristotle were utterly unlikely to believe that they could live forever only if they committed themselves to some amateur Jewish rabbi. He who had been executed by the Romans; and then supposedly had risen from the dead! The very idea of the resurrection of the body was an insult to everything any Athenian thought of at that time. It is not too much to say that the Gospel of the Apostle Paul was as unlikely a message as could have been conceived in that time and place. These people might have thought Salvation of the world through a Jew, Jesus Christ? The Jews were a despised race among the Greeks and Romans. These people prided themselves on believing in many gods. 

Salvation by death on a cross, was a horrifying cruelty of which educated Greeks and Romans were ashamed. But the faith of us believers is that by faith, we see and know God. Our Lord provides our all in all; we cannot live without food or air which He supplies. In Him we live and move and have our being. Our lives are turned toward God, the true God, the living God. And the proof of all of this is that Jesus, who will execute God’s judgment one day, rose from the dead that we who believe might live forever with Him! Paul not only gave them this Gospel, but he plainly said that these people, and people today who pride themselves on their wisdom, are ignorant of the most important things any human being could ever know. 1Jo 3:2 Beloved, now are we the sons of God, and it doth not yet appear what we shall be: but we know that, when he shall appear, we shall be like him; for we shall see him as he is. 
Comments from tonight’s Lesson which I appreciate:
Key Lessons:
1. The Gospel Divides Hearts:
· In Thessalonica, some accept Paul's message while others reject it, showing that the Gospel often elicits diverse reactions. Faith is a personal choice, and not all will receive it.
2. Seek the Truth Like the Bereans:
· The Bereans are a model of open-mindedness, eagerness to learn, and diligence in verifying truth through Scripture. They remind us to approach faith with both enthusiasm and critical examination.
3. Faith Requires Courage and Perseverance:
· Paul faces hostility and physical danger repeatedly but remains steadfast. His determination to preach despite opposition inspires believers to persist in their calling, regardless of challenges.
4. God Reveals Himself to All People:
· In Athens, Paul uses the altar to the "Unknown God" to bridge cultural gaps, showing that God is not confined to human-made idols or philosophies. His message underscores that God seeks a relationship with all.
5. Repentance and Judgment Are Central to the Gospel:
· Paul calls people to repent because God has appointed a day of judgment, proven by Jesus' resurrection. This highlights the seriousness of sin and the hope found in Christ.
6. The Gospel Transcends Culture and Intellect:
· Paul speaks to philosophers in Athens, adapting his message to their worldview. His approach teaches the importance of contextualizing the Gospel while staying faithful to its core truth.
7. The Power of the Resurrection:
· Jesus' resurrection is central to Paul's message. It validates God's power, confirms the truth of the Gospel, and offers hope of eternal life for all who believe.
8. Some Will Mock, Others Will Believe:
· In Athens, reactions range from ridicule to belief, emphasizing that not everyone will accept the Gospel. However, even a few genuine converts—like Dionysius and Damaris—can have lasting impact.


