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It has been commonly reported that Francis A. Schaeffer, noted lecturer and author from
L'Abri Fellowship in Switzerland, once said if he had only one hour to share the gospel with
a person, he would spend the first forty-five minutes finding out what the person believed
about God and the last fifteen minutes presenting Christ from that basis. For some, the idea
of "starting where they are at" would seem a worthless exercise, because the people they are
working with come from the same background as they do, so they are "starting where they
are at." But the need for this type of method comes in when the respondent (1) is from a
different background from the speaker. This process has been called contextualization or
cross-cultural adaptation. Although there has been much work on the subject of
contextualization and the gospel, most of it seems to fall into two different categories.
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Building Bridges for the Gospel
John Studebaker

‘As Christians, we are called by God to be Christ's ambassadors. Now
that's quite a job description! In order to fulfill our glorious task, though,
we are going to have to step outside of our insulated Christian circles and
learn how to bridge the gap between Christ's church and today's world.

What is a Bridge-Builder?

In college I received a minor in civil engineering. In class we learned how
to design one of our world's most important structures- -bridges. Bridges
are fascinating, I think, because they are designed to bring things together-
-land masses, roads, and people. I've found my life as a Christian to be -
exciting for the very same reason—because now I get to be a bridge-
builder for Christ. Of course, Jesus is the only mediator between God and
man (1 Tim. 2:5); but, acting under His authority, Christians have the
privilege of building bridges also. What kind of bridges are still left to be
built? Non-Christians often have barriers that keep them from considering
Christ: intellectual, cultural, and moral barriers. We can be their bridges to
the gospel. Just as Jesus left heaven to come and mingle with the sinful
world, He's left us with the glorious task of creatively penetrating our
world with the good news. In a sense, then, there may never be a time
when we are more like Jesus than when we are bridging this cultural gap
with the gospel.

How does one become a bridge-builder for Christ? ‘While it's true we need
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to understand theology and the gospel message, we must also understand
what non-Christians believe, how they think, and how they've been
impacted by today's culture. And then, as ambassadors for Christ, we
become the bridge between the church and the world by communicating
the gospel into the context of the non-Christian mindset.

1 think most people today view cross-cultural ministry as something
performed in a foreign nation. But America today has become very
secular, developing a culture of its own in an ideological sense--one very
different from the culture of the church. So today, we need to view our
American culture as a place of opportunity for cross-cultural ministry! We
do this by investigating the world views of our culture. According to
David Hesselgrave in his book Communicating Christ Cross- Culturally,
"understanding another person's world view (or belief system) is the
starting point for communicating the gospel." (1) By showing an
understanding of and interest in another person's beliefs, we gain
credibility and integrity before that person--and probably even a hearing
for the Christian message.

One time, for example, I was sharing Christ with a Chinese student. After
listening intently for forty-five minutes to his belief in Taoism, and asking
several questions, he finally asked me, "What do you believe?" What an
opening to share the gospel! As we leam to investigate the world views of
our culture, we'll even begin to ewjoy talking to non-Christians.

A bridge-builder is one who has made a commitment to understand people
with different backgrounds and beliefs in order to make Christianity
relevant to these people. In order to become a bridge- builder, though, we
have to go through a process--one we'll look at in this pamphlet. First, we
need to examine the isolation problem found in‘many of today's churches.
Then we'll look at Christ's model for ministry which overcomes our
isolation. Next, we'll find out how our lives can build bridges to the world.
Finally, we look at the need for education in order to construct better
bridges.

The Problem of léolation
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Imagine receiving a phone call informing you that you'd beéen chosen to
become the American Ambassador to China. You'd consider that quite an
honor! How would you prepare for your task? You'd want to do a
thorough study of Chinese culture and customs. If you simply said, "No
problem, I'm an American!" and neglected this study, you'd find yourself
very ineffective as an ambassador.

Now imagine if Christ were to call you, as an American, to be His
ambassador to America. How would you prepare for that? Well, in fact
this is what Christ has called us to (2 Cor. 5:20). But what if we were to
say, "No problem, I'm a Christian!" but neglected any attempt to
understand our own culture?

Surprisingly this is what many people in the church today have done. -
Some believers have actually avoided any connection with the world. Jan
Johnson in her Moody Monthly article "Escaping the Christian Ghetto" has
called these people "Rabbit-Hole Christians." According to Johnson, "In
the morning they pop out of their safe Christian homes, hold their breath
at work, scurry home to their families and then off to their Bible Studies;
and finally end the day praying for the unbelievers they safely avoided all
day."(2)

- In early America, Christians enjoyed discussing philosophy and theology
with believers and nonbelievers alike. New England was a community that
fostered intellectual pursuit. Their young men, for example, studied the
classics-and the Hebrew Bible'in depth.

Today's Christians, however, are often viewed by the world as anti-
intellectuals, as people who have neglected their minds in order to become
"spiritual " But with this mentality, we are unable to address the critical
issues of our day, and so our culture begins to look elsewhere for answers:
to the secular humanists, for example.

What is the root of this separation mindset? Well, many believers today
hold to a pietistic view of the Christian life. Pietism began in the 1800s,
but it had a certain deficiency. According to Francis Schaeffer, "it was
'platonic’ in that it made.a sharp division between the 'spiritual’ world and
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the 'matenial' world. The totality of human experience was not afforded a
proper place." (3)

This pietistic view of Christian living, I think, has sapped the real life out
of the Christian experience for many people. That's because one's
spirituality never quite comes "down" far enough to integrate with the real
world. We still end up trying to be nice Christians, but too many areas of
our humanity get left out. It no longer looks very attractive to those first
investigating the faith, either. In fact, some nonbelievers get scared off!

How can we change this pattem? We must remove this "sharp division" by
finding out how our spiritual life works in the physical world, by
developing a biblical world view. As we learn to apply the Christian faith
to our own life and world we become able to tell nonbelievers how it
applies to theirs also, and this opens doors for the gospel. But without a
well-thought-out faith we don't feel comfortable taking our message into
the middle of the marketplace of modem ideas, and so we stay isolated.
What we actually need is a model for building bridges within the
complexity of today's culture, one that makes Christianity relevant to the
lives of real people. Christ Himself has provided this model in a absolutely
amazing way. What is this model?

Christ's Model of Contextualization

The model is based on the character of God. The Bible presents to us a
God who continually seeks man by entering into man's cultural context. In
the New Testament we first find God seeking man by taking on a

"contextualized" form--that of a man. Contextualization means becoming
identified with the opposing party and requires breaking through cultural
barriers in order to establish communication.

Through the incarnation of Christ, God crossed a rather large "cultural
gap" to seek man, and identify with man, by actually becoming a man.
God took on our context, and in doing so, He broke through two barriers
that kept man from havmg a relationship with Him. What were these two
barriers?
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First Christ broke through our Aumanity barrier. Christ took on the flesh, '
cultural patterns, thought-patterns, practices, and frailty associated with
humanity. He left His world and entered into our world. And then second,
Christ broke through the sin barrier. He went to the cross and became sin
on our behalf so we could be forgiven of our sins and come to know God
personally.

Not only did God seek man by becoming a man, His commitment to seek
man continued after Christ's death and resurrection, but took on a different
form. His communication model, one still-involving contextualization,
continues through His people. In 2 Corinthians 5:20 we see that God has
called every believer to be an ambassador for Christ. How do we go about
this task? By following Christ's model, and breaking through the same two
barriers He did. First, we need to break through the umanity barrier.
Motivated by His love, we also need to enter into the world of
nonbelievers, seeking to understand their context, and finding areas of
common ground. This means that, without compromising, we are to get -
involved with real people and their needs, struggles, and intellectual
doubts. Second, we need to help people overcome the sin barrier. We do
this by sharing the gospe! within their context, in a way that "makes sense"
within another person's cultural and intellectual makeup.

According to Francis Schaeffer, "[A foreign missionary] must learn the
language of the thought-forms of the people to whom one speaks. So it is
with the Christian Church. Its responsibility is not only to hold to the
basic, scriptural principles of the Christian faith, but to communicate these.
unchanging truths “into' the generation in which one is living."(4)

Now let's turn our attention to how to use this model of building bridges
for the gospel that Christ has given us.

We Are God's Bridges

When non-Christians encounter us, what impressions do they walk away
with? Do they simply see another "religion," or do they encounter a
Christianity that is relevant outside the church and makes good rational
sense in every area of human life?
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As Christ took on the context of human flesh, so we must enter into the
context of today's world. The basis for our ministry, therefore, is not only
found in sharing the truths of the Christian faith, but also in utilizing our
own humanity as an actual channel for relating these truths.

The early church repeatedly followed Christ's model by building human
bridges in order to communicate the gospel within the context of the
audience. In Acts 17, Paul shared the gospel with the polytheistic and
philosophically-oriented Greeks differently than he did with the
monotheistic, traditionally-oriented Jews. He could do this because he had
a deep understanding of each culture. Oftentimes in the New Testament,
certain individuals were able to build bridges because of common cultural
back-grounds. Their very lives and heritage built a natural bridge.
Timothy, for example, could easily minister to Greeks in his hometown
because of his Greek heritage. At other times, though, there is no apparent
common ground, and we have to learn how nonbelievers are thinking and
accommodate accordingly. For example, when Paul needed Timothy to
accompany him on a missionary trip, he had Timothy circumcised. Why?
Because they were going to come into contact with Jews who saw
circumcision as very important.

Christ Himself clearly took a contextual approach to ministry. In John 3,
Christ confronts Nicodemus, a teacher of the law, with some deep
theological insights. But in John 4, as Jesus casually converses with the
woman at the well about her immoral past, He uses the well as a simple
illustration of the "living water" He could provide. In each case, Jesus
showed genuine respect for that person's background and mindset by
tailoring the gospel appropriately. Likewise, an ambassador for Christ
must show utmost respect to the people he is trying to reach, and to their
mindset. By demonstrating a deep understanding of culture, we gain
integrity and credibility with our audience.

The key is that our very lives are the bridges, or channels, for the gospel.
When God ereated man He gave man dominion over the world (Gen.
1:28). God was essentially giving every person the assignment of
demonstrating His character on earth. As Christ's ambassadors, He has
given each of us specific areas in which we can become channels for His
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love and truth as we turn these areas over to Him. These areas include our
talents, burdens, educational fields, abilities, and spiritual gifts. Whether a.
person is a homemaker, a dentist, a Ph.D. candidate, or a farmer, he or.she
needs to do an extensive study regarding how biblical truth provides a
foundation for that "platform” God has given. Often He will show a
person a specific subculture that only he or she can reach.

The Impoftance of Education

In order to become a bridge-builder between the church and the world, we
need to be educated about both, and also about how to integrate biblical
principles into today's culture. So, becoming an effective ambassador for
Christ requires knowledge of the following three areas: .

Theology

As bridge-builders we first need to develop a thorough knowledge of the
character of God, the Person of Christ, and the salvation message. As we

- do, the Holy Spirit incorporates this knowledge into our personal lives and
ministries. Many churches today, however, have downplayed the
importance of theology as a real solution to the problems of our nation;
some have even adopted an anti- theological attitude. According to
London and Wiseman in their book Pastors at Risk, "Today long-held
assumptions about doctrinal devotion no longer apply. Fewer and fewer
people choose a church or continue attending because of biblical teaching
or particular tradition."(5) Instead, we need to develop a hunger for
theology, and for becoming theologically educated. You may want to start
by reading J. I.Packer’s classic book, Knowing God,(6) or another good
theological work.

Anthropology

‘We also need to understand the people of our world. This includes the
biblical nature of man, the prevailing world views today, and how these
world views show their faces in today's media, attitudes, education,
government, etc. Also, what are the needs of our world today? There are
physical, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual needs to consider. But to
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address these needs we must be educated. One book I would recommend
isR. C. Sproul's Lifeviews,(7) which will not only help you understand the
American culture better, but help you bring your faith into that culture.

Contextualization

As we begin to dialogue with non-believers within our own fields, we'll
actually learn how to use those fields as channels for biblical truth.
Nonbelievers need to see that a biblical foundation works within their own
field of interest before they adopt this foundation for their entire life. So
we need to become thoroughly educated regarding the biblical foundation
of our own field, whether it be science, marketing, education, medicine,
law, childrearing, factory work, whatever. Eventually you'll be able to
develop a specific strategy for ministry within your educational or
occupational fi eld turning it into a mission field. e

A group of lawyers, for example, could start a legal defense program for
Christian education in their area, or could teach a Sunday school class on
"A Biblical Basis for Law and Justice." A farmer could train lay people in
how to start a garden, and open it to the community, relating biblical
principles. A panel of Christian doctors could teach a night sex education
course for high school and junior high school students (incorporating the
physiological, psychological, and biblical/moral perspectives) at the
church--and open it up to the entire community. The sky is literally the
limit.

The question we must face, though, is whether or not this sort of education
and hard work is really important to us. Why has the church lost its place
as a dominant force within our American culture? Simply because
Christians have neglected this sort of study--and frequently replaced it
with an emotionalized, trivialized Christianity.

Consider making a commitment before God to educate yourself in such a
way as to turn your occupational or educational field into a mission field.
There is nothing more thrilling than living a life modeled after the
Incarnation of Jesus Christ.
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Contextualizing the Gospel for (Neo)Pagans:
Learning from Paul's Evangelistic Ministry (Acts 17:16-34)

The past two and a half decades have witnessed an explosion of interest from around the
globe in the theory, process, and problems associated with the contextualization of the gospel.! Not
always recognized, however, is that while the term “contextualization” was coined in the 1970's, the
activity that can be thought of as “contextualizing the gospel” has been a dynamic of the Christian
mission from the beginning. In fact, we can unearth the roots of contextualization in the New
Testament itself as the church wrestled with how the. gospel could be freed from an exclusive
identification with Jewish culture and incarnated afresh into a predominantly Gentile environment,
or with how to work out the ramifications of the Christian message in light of the concrete needs of
the various mission communities in the Greco-Roman world. In important ways, these New
Testament patterns are analogous to those necessary for the effective contextualization of the gospel
in every generation. Such scriptural precedents invite us to discover paradigms that might inform,
guide, and suggest parameters for the ongoing task of enabling the gospel to come to life in new
settings. . :

In this paper, I will focus on one account from the book of Acts which can function as an
instructive case study in contextualizing the gospel for a specific audience. Paul's sermon to the
~ cultured and philosophically-oriented Athenians in Acts 17 is perhaps the outstanding example of
cross-cultural missionary preaching in the New Testament. In the Areopagus address, Luke gives us
‘a snapshot of Paul at the height of his powers as a missionary communicator, transposing the gospel
for the Greeks with both firmness and flexibility. ‘This study will concentrate on the content and
method of missionary theologizing which Acts 17:16-34 brings to light, as well as its potential to
serve as a model for the interaction between the Christian faith and culture.?

Audience and Setting

Although by the first century the university city of Athens had already lost much of its
former glory, for Luke it still symbolizes the cultural, intellectual, and religious nerve center of the
Greco-Roman world. When the gospel comes to Athens, it penetrates the very heartland of urban
pagan culture (Johnson, 1992:319; Dupont, 1979:530). Athens is therefore the ideal setting for
Paul’s major missionary speech to the Greeks. Luke describes the context for Paul's sermon with
meticulous detail. In particular, verse 16 sets the tone for what follows. Instead of being impressed
by Athenian architecture and learning, Paul is "deeply distressed" over the pervasive idolatry and
religious pluralism he observes there. A city forested with pagan images,” temples, sanctuaries, and
altars provides the backdrop to the whole narrative (Zweck, 1989:103).* Luke almost completely
ignores Paul’s synagogue ministry to the Jews in Athens, choosing rather to focus on his encounter
with the pagan inhabitants of the city. Paul adapts his evangelistic approach to the populace. Like
a Greek philosopher, he goes to the marketplace, publicly debating the intellectuals of Athens on
equal footing (17:17).°

In verse 18, Luke introduces us to two groups of philosophers, the Epicureans and the
. Stoics, who initially spar with Paul in the agora and later become the primary audience for his
address. The Epicureans were committed to a practical ethical system that valued pleasure as the
highest good, particularly that which brought freedom from passions, superstitious fears, and

(2)
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anxiety about death. Consequently, they believed that the soul died with the body, and that the
gods, who were material in essence, played no significant role in the lives of people. The more
popular Stoics were essentially pantheists, believing that a divine principle of reason was present in
all things and governed all things. Their great goal in life was to seek after and to live in harmony
“ with this rational principle, and thus, according to nature. The identification of these two Athenian
philosophical schools is critical to the narrative, since Paul interacts with their behefs--espemally
those of the Stoics--in his sermon. The reaction of the educated sophisticates to Paul's market -
preaching is a mixture of outright contempt, gross misunderstanding, and faddish curiosity (17:18, -
~ 21). Clearly, this is a difficult crowd (Tannehill, 1990:214). The accusation that Paul was
introducing foreign deities into the Greek pantheon is probably based on the false assumption that
he was endorsing multiple gods; “Jesus” and his feminine counterpart, “Anastasia” (Resurrection)
This confusion simply underscores that the Athenians' polytheistic perspective creates a serious
hurdle to their hearing the gospel correctly. Luke’s narrative exposes a ﬁmdamental clash of
worldviews between Paul and his audience.

The Stoic and Epicurean philosophers are not Paul's only hearers. The immediate setting for
Paul's sermon is the meeting of the Areopagus, the supreme governing council of Athens, which had
responsibility for deciding religious questions.® Whether or not Paul faced some kind of official trial
or hearing,” he was asked to explain his novel teaching to this powerful body of leading citizens
(17:19-20). In addition, Luke's description of the response to Paul's address implies that there was
a wider listening audience, including a woman named Damaris who became a convert (17:33-34).
That Paul addresses not simply the philosophers, but also the council and perhaps other curious
citizens (cf. 17:22 "men of Athens"), is important for understanding the critique of popular
Athenian religion in his speech, especially since the Areopagus is the very group that is responsible
for religious matters (Tannehill, 1990:216-217). Paul transforms the occasion of complete
misunderstanding of his preaching and the subsequent demand for an explanation into an
opportunity to proclaim the gospel afresh in the very epicenter of Greek thought and culture.

Persuasive Features

The form and style of the Areopagus speech are ably adapted to persuade a sophisticated
Gentile audience. In contrast to the frequent use of language and quotations from the Old Testament
that we find in sermons preached to Jews in Acts (e.g., 2:14-36; 13:16-40), this discourse reflects a
more Hellenized style that is suited to its occasion and hearers (Witherington 111, 1998:44, n.156;
Bruce, 1951:383-384). Luke portrays Paul as addressing the council with rhetorical skill and
sensitivity. Paul assumes the position of a Greek orator, standing in their midst to deliver his
speech (17:22) (Soards, 1994:96). He opens with a conventional form of address for a speech in
Athens ("Men, Athenians"), enabling his audience right away to feel at home (Kennedy, 1984:130). -
The sermon itself fits the conventional pattern of Greco-Roman rhetoric. We can observe the
following elements: (1) an opening exordium or introduction, designed to gain a hearing from his
listeners (17:22-23a); (2) a proposition (propositio; 23b) stating the desired goal of the discourse--to
make the unknown God known to the Athenians; (3) the main probatio or proof (24-29), which
argues the case; and (4) a concluding peroratio or exhortation (30-31), which attempts to persuade
the audience to take the right course of action; namely, to repent (17: 30)8 Because Paul finds
himself in a somewhat adversarial setting in which he must explain and defend his teaching about
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"foreign divinities," the speech has elements of judicial oratory. Yet ultimately it takes the character
of deliberative thetoric, which seeks to convince the audience to change their beliefs and their
behavior (Soards, 1994:96; Kennedy, 1984:129; Witherington III, 1998:513- -514).° Paul

"proclaims"' to the Athenians (17:23) a message they need to hear and embrace. In addition, Ben
Witherington III observes that the speech seems to follow the common pattern in ancient rhetonc of
first estabhshmg the speaker’s ethos or character, then offering Jogic in the form of persuasive
arguments, and finally using pathos in verses 30-31 in order to generate an emotional response from
the audience (1998:518). For the ,Sermon to be effective in convincing people to change, it must
‘engage them not only on the level of their intellect, but also their emotions.

Paul's sermon features a variety of rhetorical techniques that would have been familiar to

educated Greeks.!! One such strategy is the use of the delaying tactics of “insinuation” (insinuatio).

Paul postpones the difﬁcult subject of the resurrection of Jesus to the very end of the oration
(17:31), after first establishing rapport and building a foundation for understanding (Witherington
111, 1998:518; Tannehill, 1990:217). The speech is also rich With irony. The recurring theme of
human ignorance (17:23, 30), for example, would not have been missed in this center of learning and
before a body composed of the intelligentsia of Athens (Charles, 1995:53). In addition, Paul’s
message draws upon the language and ideas of his Greek contemporaries, particularly the Stoic
philosophers, in order to establish points of contact with his auditors. He even quotes pagan
poets--authorities recognized by his audience--in support of his argument about the relationship of
humanity to the living God '( 17:28).1* This does not mean that such pagan sources carry the same
weight of authority for Paul as do citations from Scripture in sermons to the Jews, as F. F. Bruce
rightly points out (1987:74)." Paul, however, can recognize the common ground with the writings
of the pagans, using them as bridges to his audience, without sanctioning the belief system to which
they originally belong. In short, in Acts 17 we see Paul at his rhetorical best, utilizing whatever
persuasive weapons are at his disposal in order to effectively engage the Athenian worldview and
culture. ’

Preaching to the Athenian Intellectuals

Initial Point of Contact

Like their provincial counterparts in Lystra (Acts 14:8-20), the cultured Athenians have no
understanding of Christ, or for that matter, the Scriptures, upon which to build. Consequently, to
lead them on a journey through Hebrew history and talk about Jesus as the promised Jewish
Messiah, as he does with the synagogue adherents in Pisidian Antioch (Acts 13:16ff), would no
doubt have made little sense to this crowd. Instead, in 17:22b-29 Paul launches into a classic
example of what today we might call “pre-evangelism.”

- Paul begins his sermon with an exordium that establishes rapport and credibility with his
listeners. It was customary for Greek orators to gain the good will of their audience by introducing
their remarks with a captatio benevolentiae (“‘currying of favor” ), as Paul does in 17:22b, 23a. Here
the opening point of contact is the religiosity of the Athenians themselves: “I see how extremely
religious (deisidaimotesterous) you are in every way” (17:22b).'* While the term “religious” can at

~times mean “very superstitious,” it is likely that Paul uses it in a neutral and non-judgmental sense

e

%



PN

(Foerster, 1964:20; Dupont, 1979:541)."* Initially, Paul takes a respectful and somewhat
conciliatory approach to his hearers’ pagan religious life. 'He further engages his audience by
spotlighting a concrete example of their worship that he has observed, an altar to an unknown god
(17:23a).1¢ Probably such altars were intended as “safety precautions,” motivated by the fear of

' offending and incurring the wrath of an anonymous deity. According to a Jocal legend, during a
plague in which no sacrifices had successfully pleased the gods, Epimenides.of Crete counseled the
Athenians to release a flock of sheep on top of the Aeropagus. Wherever the sheep stopped, altars
were erected to unnamed gods, and the city was spared (Diogenes Laertius 1.110. Cf. Hemer,
1989:245-46). Although we cannot be sure to what extent Paul was aware of this local tradition, it
illustrates a common fear of unknown powers among the Greeks. Paul’s mention of the altar to the
unknown God therefore identifies an underlying religious need of his audience. At the same time, it
picks up on the theme of “knowledge,” which is highly valued within their culture (Tannehill,
1990:214-215). The Athenians’ worship of the unknown serves as a springboard for Paul to launch
into his evangelistic message about the one true God who is known because this God has revealed
himself. Additionally, the reference to the altar inscription allows Paul to build credibility with his
audience by removing the suspicion that he is trying to introduce foreign deities to Athens (cf. v.
18): the God he proclaims is not entirely unknown to them (Zweck, 1989:102-103).

Paul thus begins where his audience is and builds on as much common territory as is
possible. Rather than disparaging their belief system or condemning their religiosity, he recognizes
there is something genuine in their religious aspirations and felt needs, and uses them as stepping
stones for communicating the gospel (Fernando, 1998:479-481). There are definite boundaries,
however, to the plot of common ground. When Paul says he is about to proclaim to them what they
were worshiping as unknown, he is not simply identifying for them the God they had been honoring
all along without realizing it, as some have claimed.!” The Athenians are hardly “anonymous
Christians.” The wording of verse 23 makes it clear that they have been worshiping a “what” (h0),
not a “whom;” an object, not a personal God (cf. 17:29) (Polhill, 1992:372). Their present condition
of idolatrous ignorance must be corrected by a true knowledge of God through the proclamation of

the gospel.'®

Constructive and Corrective Engagement

Paul states his basic proposition about the “unknown God” in 17:23b, then develops it
through various apologetic arguments in verses 24-29. His exposition is primarily theo-centric. It
focuses on God’s character, revelation in nature, and relationship to humanity. This seems to be
Paul’s characteristic approach to people without a biblical heritage (cf. 14:15-17). Specifically, he is
making the unknown God, the God of the Scriptures, known to his audience. It is noteworthy that
Paul does not respond immediately to the Athenians’ specific inquiries about “Jesus and the
resurrection” (17:18). First he must address them at the level of their basic worldview assumptions,
creating a necessary context and foundation for proclaiming the risen Christ.

Does Paul accommodate his message to the philosophical ideas of his pagan audience?
Martin Dibelius answered that question with a resounding “yes.” He argued that this is essentially
a Hellenistic speech about the true knowledge of God that everyone possesses by nature, a line of
thought that is “foreign to the entire New Testament” (Dibelius, 1956:57-58, here p. 71; cf.
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Vielhaur, 1966:34-37). Viewed from this perspective, Acts 17 becomes an example of “over-
contextualizing,” where the Lukan Paul has sacrificed the Jewish Christian gospel at the altar of
Greek philosophy in order to make points with the Athenians. On the other hand, there are those
who think that Paul’s categories come solely out of the Old Testament and Judaism, that he finds no
points of agreement whatsoever with his hearers, only contrasts.!” Neither of these views seems to
do justice to Paul’s contextual approach. While it is true that the speech’s theology is firmly rooted
in the Old Testament and Judaism, Paul is able to clothe biblical revelation in the language and '
categories of his Greek listeners--without syncretizing the message (See Charles, 1995:53). He takes
advantage of convergences between the Jewish Scriptures and Hellenistic thought in order to
construct apologetic bridges to his listeners (Conzelmann, 1966:221; Winter, 1992:135). Paul views
Greek philosophy as an appropriate conversation partner in his attempt to contextualize the Jewish -
Christian gospel for his cultured contemporaries (Johnson, 1992:319).

Paul’s strategy in Acts 17 involves both consti’uctive and corre'ctivevengagement of his
hearers’ beliefs and worldviews.’ Colin Hemer is right to read this passage as “a fascinating study
in cross-cultural communication, in building bridges where possible without shirking the necessity of
dialogue on points of basic disagreement, while seeking to meet those issues where the questioner is,
on his own ground and terminology” (1989:247). Paul finds his primary touch points in the Stoic
teaching that is familiar to his audience. In fact, Bruce W. Winter argues that Paul may have
consciously followed a conventional outline for a Stoic presentation on the nature of divinity
(1992:131, 136).2" Not surprisingly, Paul paints a picture of the true God in universal strokes as
the God of the whole world who has graciously revealed himself to all of humankind through -
creation. Paul expounds this general revelation in three basic proofs, or arguments, which proclaim (
(1) God’s creation and maintenance of the cosmos (17:24-25); (2) God’s providential care of all
nations (17:26-27a); and (3) God’s immanent relationship to humankind (17:27b-29). While these
arguments reflect an Old Testament background (see vv 24-25; Isa 52:5), all three touch upon
familiar Stoic notions and terminology, as well. Stoics could agree that God is the source of all life
(17:25) and that the world is ruled by divine providence (see Winter, 1989:133-135; Neyrey,
1990:122-124). Further points of contact appear in the Stoic ideas that the human race is one -
(17:26), that God is near (17:27), and that humankind is in kinship with God (17:28) (Dibelius,
1956:52-54; Barrett, 1974:72-73). Paul buttresses this final point with a direct quotation from the
Stoic philosopher/poet Aratus (“one of your poets”), originally written in praise to Zeus. It seems
Paul is willing to risk going to considerable lengths in order to identify with his audience and find
common ground. In addition, terms like “world” (kosmos 17:24), “his offspring” (17:28) and “the
divine” (to theion 17:29) are characteristic of the Hellenistic philosophers, including the Stoics.?
Paul’s use of indigenous language and literary traditions would surely resonate with the Mars Hill
crowd.

Although Paul’s discourse has less in common with the Epicureans, Winter notes that they
too, could find several points of agreement: that God is living and can be known, that God is self-
sufficient and needs nothing from human beings, and that God does not live in human-built temples
(1992:136-137). Yet despite Paul’s efforts to be sensitive to the contextual needs of his audience,
an identificational approach can only go so far. His deeper purpose is to confront and correct their
understanding of God at.a fundamental level. He accomplishes this not by overtly attacking specific
pagan doctrines, but rather by positively confessing the God of the Scriptures. Against the



Epicurean vision of the gods as material in essence and blissfully detached from humanity, Paul
proclaims a God who is actively and intimately involved in the world. This God reveals himself as
Creator and Lord of the universe (v 24), as providential Ruler (v 26) and Judge (v 31), a God who
is near, who desires that all should seek him and enter into a personal relationship of accountability
(Larkin, 1995:86). Paul likewise challenges the Stoic vision of God as the all-pervasive and
impersonal logos, the cosmic principle of reason. In its place, he announces a personal God, the
Creator who is transcendent and distinct from his creation, the Lord and Judge who stands over the
world instead of being fully expressed within it (See Proctor, 1992:70; Bruce, 1951 :3_85).23 And in -
contrast to the Athenians’ claim to racial superiority, fostered by the belief that they had sprung
from Attic soil, Paul asserts that all human beings descended from the one man, Adam, who was
created by God (17:26). Finally, with a series of three negative statements that expose the
misconception of confining God to something humans create (whether a temple, an offering, or an
image; 17:24, 25, 29), the speech builds a case against Athenian idolatry. Throughout the discourse,
Paul uses convergences between Jewish, Christian, and Greek ideas in order to challenge pagan
polytheism (Hansen, 1998:316). This indictment is not simply aimed at the general culture of
religious pluralism in Athens; it boomerangs on the Stoic and Epicurean philosophers as well, since
under pressure from the growing emperor cult they too tended to accommodate their beliefs and
practices with popular religion (Winter, 1992:139-140; Marshall, 1983:289).

The genius of Paul’s evangelistic contextualization in Acts 17 is that he intentionally uses
the philosophical language of his audience, not simply to establish common ground, but in order to
transform their worldview. Familiar terminology is taken up and infused with new meaning in light
of biblical revelation and the Christ event. For example, Paul reinterprets the words of the pagan
poet in verse 28: we are God’s “offspring,” not in a Stoic pantheistic sense, but rather in a biblical
sense of being created in the image of God (Marshall, 1983:289). The quotation then becomes the
platform for Paul’s critique of pagan idolatry: if the living God has made us in his image, we surely
cannot create “gods” out of lifeless objects (17:29). Likewise, in verse 27, “seeking God” is not a
philosophical quest through which God could be easily known from examining nature, as the Stoics
believed (See Witherington III, 1998:528).>* Rather, Paul portrays the religious seeking of the
Greeks as a groping search, a fumbling in the darkness, which awaits fulfillment in the gospel of the
risen One.® Paul begins where his listeners are, but he will not allow them to stay there. With
laser-like focus, he moves them on to the definitive revelation of God in Christ.

Evangelistic Appeal

The speech reaches its climax in verses 30-31. Rhetorically, Paul’s conclusion achieves two
things. First, it directs his audience to the theological focal point toward which the entire speech has
been building--the announcement that Jesus, whom God has raised from the dead, will be Judge of
the world (Hansen, 1998:317). This fulfills the stated goal of the speech (17:23b) by making the
unknown God known, now in a more specific way in the person of Jesus. Second, it appeals to his
listeners to take the right course of action. They must repent of their idolatry and be rightly related
to God through Christ. To this point in the speech, Paul the orator has taken care to identify with
his audience, highlighting a number of points of contact and agreement. Only now does he bring the
Athenians face to face with the heart of the gospel, God’s saving action in the risen Christ, as he
takes up familiar themes that appear in other evangelistic sermons in Acts (e.g., 2:38; 3:19-20;



10:42) (See Soards, 1994:99-100; Fermando, 1998:481-482). The need for conversion in both ,
beliefs and attitudes which the first part of the speech anticipates now becomes painfully plain to
the Athenians. God’s new and decisive work in Jesus means that “all people everywhere” need to
repent (17:30). That includes enlightened philosophers as well as pagan idolaters. Paul’s speech,
Robert Tannehill insists, “is basically a call to repentance, a call for the Greco-Roman world to
break decisively with its religious past in response to the one God who now invites all to be part of
the renewed world” (1990:218)2 Consequently, the understanding of salvation at work here is not
simply a matter of purifying and redirecting the pagans’ natural knowledge of God, as some have
supposed (E.g., Vielhaur, 1966:36; cf. Dibelius, 1956:58). According to the sermon, what is needed
~ isnot educatlon, but transformation (Gempf 1993a 54).

The themes given in verse 31 as the reason the Athenians must repent are end time judgment

and the resurrection of Christ, both of which pose a blatant challenge to Greek thought. The concept

of a coming divine judgment at the culmination of history upends the Stoic conception of time as
moving endlessly in cycles. In fact, “The Judeo-Christian understanding of history, which begins
and ends with divine fiat, marks a radical discontinuity with the world view of Paul’s audience” -
(Charles, 1995:59). In addition, the notion of judgment in righteousness implies that Paul’s hearers
are morally accountable before God. Their “ignorance” (17:30) is clearly not bliss. They must
respond to the knowledge of the Creator they have received with repentance and conversion
(Charles, 1995:59, 61).

The address concludes with the assurance that God will righteously judge the world by “a
man” whom he has appointed and raised from the dead (17:31). Paul waits until the very end of the
speech--after he has taken great pains to lay the proper groundwork--to return to the controversial
and easily misunderstood subject of “Jesus and the resurrection” (cf. 17:18). Even then, he does so
with some care, introducing Jesus without mentioning his name, perhaps “to avoid the impression
that Jesus was just another god” (Gempf, 1994:1094).%” The rhetorical “proof” (pistis)*® that God
has revealed himself in the One who will judge the world is Jesus’ resurrection from the dead. That
Paul’s preaching of the gospel in Acts 17 highlights the resurrection and not the cross is entirely
appropriate for the context, since it is the former the Athenians questioned him about specifically
(17:18-20).’ The notion of “resurrection from the dead,” which implies a bodily resurrection, was
alien to all forms of Greek thought. The Greeks generally assumed a dichotomy between spirit and
- matter (including the body), and for many the body was a prison from which to escape at the time
of death. Epicureans, for their part, denied the reality of an afterlife altogether, and Stoics had a
vague concept of the future that involved the soul’s mystical absorption into the cosmos.*® It is
small wonder that the idea of a bodily resurrection would have sounded like anything but “good
news” to most of the Areopagus assembly. Yet Paul does not water down the gospel in order to
make it more palatable to the Greeks. Despite his painstaking efforts to contextualize his message
for a Greek audience, the gospel’s inevitable offense must stand.

The Response

Following the common pattern in Acts, Paul’s sermon gets mixed reviews (17:32-34). Both
_ in the marketplace and before the Areopagus, the dissonance between the worldview of the
Athenians and the gospel of Christ is so great that it provokes incomprehension and scorn. Luke
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underscores in verse 32 that the central truth of a resurrected Savior was the stone over which these
Greek intellectuals stumbled.’! On the other hand, Luke is careful to point out that the speech was
not devoid of positive results. Some were prepared to hear more,** and others willingly embraced
the message and became believers.

Conclusion

While some have thought that Paul’s attempt to adapt his message to the philosophically-
minded Athenians was a sell out of the straightforward gospel of “Christ crucified”--a mistake
which he later corrected in Corinth (cf. 1 Cor 2:1-2)--there is nothing in the text to support this. >3
All indications are that Luke regards the Mars Hill speech, not as a failure or as some kind of
temporary experiment, but rather as a model of missionary preaching to an educated pagan audience
(Witherington IIT, 1998:533; Dupont, 1979:534).3* Can the approach of the missionary from Tarsus
instruct Christians in the twenty-first century, as well? Ibelieve it can. Acts 17 has beenrightly
characterized as “a classic of intercultural communication applicable to our own increasingly
pluralistic world (Hemer, 1989:25 5).% While we cannot slavishly imitate either the specific
content or methodology of the speech, Paul’s preaching to the Athenians conveys several profound
implications for the mission of the church today. '

First, Paul’s ministry in Athens is a model of cultural sensitivity and creativity when
presenting biblical truth to non-Christians. J. Daryl Charles observes that according to Luke’s
account, Paul demonstrates an understanding of Athenian culture which earns him the right to be
heard (1995:60). He keenly observes their religious beliefs and practices. He shows familiarity with
their ancient literary and philosophical traditions. Using this knowledge to engage their worldview,
he draws upon indigenous language, images, and ideas to communicate the gospel in culturally
relevant ways. His means of persuasion are likewise appropriate to the context.’® With great care
and rhetorical skill, Paul establishes rapport with his audience, and then through a series of contact
points he builds conceptual bridges that they can cross. He risks bringing Christian monotheism
into dialogue with Greek philosophy. In Athens, the Jewish Christian gospel is transposed into an
Achaian key. The church must always understand the culture in which it ministers and draw upon
that culture’s internal resources if it hopes to herald the gospel in credible and convincing ways. It
the gospel is to become a credible option for “neo-pagans” in today’s Western cultures whose
worldview is no longer Christianized, we cannot continue to communicate the message of Christ
with terminology, theological arguments, and worldview assumptions which blissfully refuse to
recognize that the context has changed.

At the same time, Paul refuses to syncretize his message or to compromise its theological
integrity. He engages Athenian culture with the aim of its transformation. He builds on his
understanding of the world of his hearers in order to effectively critique the false values, beliefs, and
practices that are embedded within it. There are “non-negotiables” to Paul’s message which
confront the prevailing assumptions of his audience--the Sovereign lordship of the Creator and Ruler
of the nations (which requires that there are no other gods), the universal need for repentance (which
presupposes sin and guilt), the reality of a future judgment (which implies moral accountability),
and above all the supreme revelation of God in Christ, validated by Jesus’ resurrection from the
déad (which flies in the face of Greek notions of death and immortality) (See Charles, 1995:60-61;
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Williams, 1985 309). Ultimately, both the Athenians and their worldview need to be converted. The
church today can learn from Paul’s practice that authentic contextualization of the gospel requires us
to sensitively and critically engage a pluralistic world, while avoiding the path of easy -
accommodation to the dominant culture. Only then can people be genuinely transformed.

- Finally, Paul’s encounter at Athens presents us with a perspective for contextualizing the
gospel among people of other religions. Three observations are relevant here. First, Paul’s attitude.
Although distressed about the idolatry he finds in Athens, Paul refuses to flatly condemn the pagans
or their religious and philosophical systems. Instead, he recognizes that the Athenians, their past,
even their religious aspirations, have been touched by the grace of God. The speech affirms that all
human beings are made in the divine image (17:28), that God has created them for the purpose of
seeking him (17:27).7 This groping search may reflect humanity’s sincere response to God and
desire to know him, prompted by God’s seeking grace. _Consequently, Paul does not hesitate to

“look for points of intersection with Christian truth in the Athenians’ religion and philosophy.
Realizing that God’s prevenient grace is at work among people of other faiths, drawing them to
himself, will keep us from vilifying them or their religions. It will allow us to recognize “signs of
grace” wherever they are found.

Second, Paul’s approach. In presenting the good news to pagans, Paul is careful to prepare

~ the ground. He begins by affirming that which is universal and is shared human experience--God’s

creation and general revelation. Only after laying out an entire biblical world view about God the

Creator of the whole world, the Ruler of nature and history, and the universal Judge, does he raise ( ’
the issue of God’s particular revelation in Jesus Christ. Likewise today, general revelation and our

shared creaturehood as people made in the image of God may be a necessary starting point in

approaching people of other religions. ‘ '

' Third, Paul’s answer. Nothing in the passage gives any assurance that the Athenians’
religious searchings will result in their finding the true God by themselves. In fact, their very
religiosity has led them to worship out of fear and to create gods of their own. Yet, the Athenians
no longer need to grope blindly after God in the dark. At the end of the speech, Paul points them to
the definitive answer to their fear, religious ignorance, and absence of future hope--the gospel of the
resurrected Christ. Ultimately, the religious longings of human beings can only be fulfilled in the
transforming word of the gospel. To be authentic, our evangelistic contextualization must bring
people face to face with the reality of the Christ event, even at the risk of rejection.

Paul’s ministry in Athens in Acts 17 offers contemporary Christians an example of a
magnificent balance between an “identificational” approach that proclaims the gospel in culturally
relevant forms on the one hand, and a “transformational” approach that resists compromising the
gospel’s integrity in a pluralistic culture on the other. Whether called to become “as a Jew to the
Jews” within a familiar culture or “as a Greek to the Greeks” among cultures different than our own,
it is the church’s constant challenge to herald the good news--under the guidance of the Spirit--with
that same passion for both contextual relevance and courageous fidelity to the transforming word of
salvation.

Notes
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1. See e.g., the bibliographies in Hesselgrave and Rommen (1989) and Gilliland (1989), and the -
recent collection of essays in Scherer and Bevans (1999).

2.Any study of Paul’s missionary preaching in Acts raises the complex question of whethér it is
really the historical Paul speaking or whether Luke is presenting his own ideas through Paul’s
mouth. For a valuable summary of the issues, see Green (1997:10-11). Recent examination of the

~ function of speech recording in ancient historiography has shown that serious Greek historians such

as Thucydides and Polybius were in fact concerned about both historical and literary
appropriateness; that is, “the historians were interested in including speeches that were appropriate
to their book and also appropriate to the alleged speaker and situation.” (Gempf, 1993b, here, p.
303). If the historian Luke follows a similar type of approach, as is likely, we should not expect

Paul’s sermons in Acts to be verbatim transcripts of what was said--this is clear from their brevity

alone--but we can expect them to represent faithful edited records of how Paul addressed particular
audiences on specific historical occasions. I will therefore refer to “Paul” as the preacher of the
gospel, with the understanding that what Paul says in Acts 17 also communicates Luke’s own
literary and rhetorical concerns. In any case, in the “world” of Luke’s narrative, Paul is assumed to
be the one communicating on the occasion described. :

3.For the translation of kateidolos (17:16) as "a forest of idols," see Wycherley (1968:619). ‘
4.0n religious cults and edifices in Athens, see Gill (1994:442-445).

5.Apparently Luke wants his audience to draw a parallel between the experience of Paul and that of
the great Athenian philosopher Socrates, who also engaged in dialogues in the agora and who was
put on trial for the introduction of other new divinities (Plato, Apologia 24B, cited in Bruce,
1951:377; cf. Acts 17:18). This association of Paul and Socrates would provide a point of contact
for Luke's Hellenistic readers and encourage a favorable disposition toward Paul's Areopagus
address (Hansen, 1998:310). ‘

6.There has been extensive discussion over whether the term Areopagus refers to the judicial and
administrative Council or the hill near the Acropolis from which it derives its name. Although there
are good arguments on both sides, in light of the reference to Dionysius the Areopagite in 17:34, the
former meaning is more likely.

7.Greg L. Bahnsen is probably correct that “Paul appeared before the Areopagus Council for a
reason that probably lies somewhere between that of merely supplying requested information and
that of answering to formal charges.” (1980:17).

8.This follows the basic outline of Witherington III (1998: 518). With minor differences, Zweck
(1989:97); Yeo, (1998:169-170). For an alternative rhetorical analysis, see Dupont (1979:539-540).

9.Cf. Yeo (1998:168-173) and Zweck (1989:95) for the view that the speech is an example of purely
deliberative oratory.

10.The verb "proclaim" (katangello) is regularly used of apostolic preaching of the gospel in Acts
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(e.g.,4:2;13:5, 38; 15:36).

11.These include assonance (heuron kai bomon v 23; zoen kai pnoen v 25); alliteration (pantos
prosopou v 26; pistin paraschon pasin v 31), and paronomesia (pantas pantachou v 30). See Yeo
(1998:173).

12.The origin of the quotation in 17:28a (“In him we live and move and have our being”) is not
certain, but it may be derived from a poem to Zeus attributed to Epimenides the Cretan, a figure

* who had some importance in’ Athenian religious tradition. See Hemer (1989:245 -246) and the '
discussion in Bruce (1951:384-385). In any case, Luke assumes that it would have been a
recogmzable citation to Paul’s audlence from their own literary hentage ’

13.Contra E. Haenchen (1971:525), “The quotatlon .stands as proof in the same way as biblical
quotations in the other speeches of Acts.”

14.Scripture citations are from the New Revised Standard Version.

15.Dean Zweck is probably correct to see an ironical twist to the statement for Paul’s readers
(1989:102). Paul’s distressed reaction to Athenian idolatry in 17:16 makes it clear that his
audience’s religiosity is not entirely favorable.

16.While it is true that no inscription has been discovered to “an unknown god” in the singular, there
is ample literary and archaeological evidence for altars for “unknown gods” in Athens. Cf. van der
Horst (1994); Witherington III (1998:521-523). Bruce Winter concludes that whether Paul would
have seen the title in the singular or the plural is inconsequential, since “the terms “god” and “gods”
“could be used interchangeably by Stoics and Epicureans in the same sentence (1992: 128-129).

17.80, e.g., Panikkar (1981:168); Yeo (1998:177); cf. Sanders (1992:246, 247), who insists that “in -

some clearly imperfect but nonetheless genuine sense, the Athenians did worship the true God...His
preaching was a success in that those who were believers became Christians” (italics mine).

18.The emphasis in the Greek syntax of 17:23b falls on the Athenians’ ignorance, not on their
worship.

19.E.g., Bahnsen (1980:33-34); cf. Gértner (1955), who stresses similarities between Paul’s
Areopagus speech and Hellenistic-Jewish apologetic writings.

20. For the language of “constructive and corrective engagement,” see Larkin, 1995:85.

21.For example, Cicero in his work, De natura decorum, 11.3, outlines the established sequence as
follows: “first they prove that the gods exist; next they explain their nature; then they show that the
world is governed by them; and lastly, that they care for the fortunes of mankind.” Cited in Winter
(1992:131). Others see parallels to the structure and themes of Paul’s Areopagus speech in the
Olympic Oration 12 of the Stoic Dio Chrysostom. See Balch (1990); Zweck (1989:99).

22 E.g., Epictetus, 4.7.6 (kosmos); Aratus, Phaenomena 5; cf. Cleanthes, Hymn to Zeus 4 (genos
-..: “offspring”); Epictetus 2.20.22 (to theion). See Hemer (1989:243-244) for additional references.

—
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23.The speech’s thorough critique of Stoic notions means that Jerome Neyrey’s argument that Luke |
takes the side of the Stoics against the Epicureans does not stand (Neyrey, 1990: 127ff.). Paul finds
points of contact and disagreement with both philosophical schools of thought.

24.Against Dibelius (1956:32-33), who argues for the Stoic sense of “seeking” here.

25 The construction of verse 27 seems to offer little encouragement that those who “seek” God may
“find” him and be saved apart from the gospel. Conrad Gempf points out that the verb “find” is
weakened in three ways: (1) by the use of the optative mood, suggesting uncertainty; (2) through its
connection with the verb “groping”; i.e., “blind searching”; and (3) by the concessive clause which
follows--"although he is not far” (1993a:52).

26.This counters Philipp Vielhauer’s conclusion that Paul “lays claim to pagan'history, culture, and
religion as the prehistory of Christianity” (1 966:37) For Paul, the story of the pagans in Acts 17 is
not in the same category as the story of Israel in Paul’s speech to the synagogue in Acts 13:16ff.

27.Compare Yeo, who thinks that this is a rhetorically subtle approach which “draws the mind of
the audience to focus on the mission of Jesus”(1998:185-86).

28.Although unique in the New Testament, Ben Witherington 111 is correct that “[w]ithin a
rhetorical argument such as this one, pistis here refers to a proof” (1998: 532, n. 257). Once again -
the vocabulary of the speech is tailored to its educated Greek audience.

29 Due to the abbreviated nature of Luke’s account of Paul’s Areopagus speech, he no doubt
concentrates on those elements of Paul’s preaching which are distinctive to the setting and audience.
See Marshall (1983:290-91); Hemer (1989:257). In view of other examples of early Christian
preaching in Acts, it is likely that Paul’s preaching of the resurrection in Athens was linked to his
announcement of the death of Christ. It is therefore unnecessary to attribute the absence of any
reference to the cross in the speech to the fact that Paul was interrupted. Against Legrand
(1981:159), who calls the Areopagus speech an “ynfinished symphony.”

30.0n Greek notions of the afterlife, see Yeo (1998:188-89); Marcus (1988:148).

31.Commentators frequently cite the report of Aeschylus that at the founding of the Areopagus,
Apollo taught the Athenians that “When the dust has soaked up a person’s blood, once he is dead,
there is no resurrection” (outis est’ anastasis) (Eumenides, 647-48; see e.g. Bruce, 1951:387).

321t is preferable to see the statement “We will hear you again about this” (17:32b) as an
expression of genuine interest rather than as a form of dismissal. See Fitzmyer (1998:612).

33 Most modemn commentators have rejected this once popular interpretation. Paul’s statement
that he decided to know nothing among the Corinthians but the crucified Christ (1 Cor 2:2) reflects
an entirely different background. Paul is not reacting to his poor results in Athens, but rather
drawing a contrast between his gospel and the worldly wisdom of the Corinthians.

34.Through0ut the book of Acts, Luke takes pains to demonstrate for his readers how the gospel
was proclaimed in various key contexts and to different classes of people (Witherington I,

)
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1998:119, n. 18). In Paul’s case, Luke highlights three extended paradigmatic speeches; to Jews ina -

synagogue setting (Acts 13), to cultured pagans in Athens (Acts 17) and to Christian leaders in
Miletus (Acts 21).

35.0thers who affirm the paradigmatic character of Paul’s ministry in Athens include Charles _
(1995:60-61); Samuel (1986:18, 29-32); Bahnsen (1980: 5, 8-9, 39-40); Fernando (1998:477-82);
Proctor (1992). See especially Yeo Khiok-khng’s thoughtful attempt to apply Paul’s rhetorical
approach in Acts 17 to a contemporary Taoist context in China (1 998:190-97).

36.A brief comparison of Paul’s methods of persuasion and theological emphases in Acts 17 with
his speeches to a predominantly Jewish synagogue crowd in Acts 13:16-41, and even to the crowd
of uncultured pagans in 14:15-17, spotlights the extent to which Paul targets his message and means
of communication to his audience in Acts.

37.1 take the infinitive “to seek™ (zetein) in verse 27 as parallel to the infinitive “to dwel ”in verse
26, with both expressing the purpose of God’s creation. :
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