How Tolerant Should Christians Be Of Other Religions? Acts 17:16 – 34
Two thousand years ago the Apostle Paul made a famous missionary journey into Athens. Paul felt distressed as he wandered through this great city and saw that it was full of idols. (But why did he feel this way?*) Paul didn’t respond to the Athenian’s idolatry with a fire and brimstone sermon. Instead he reasoned with Jews and Gentiles alike in the local synagogue and in the marketplace. As he did so a group of Greek philosophers heard him and began to debate with him about what he was saying. These philosophers eventually invited Paul to present his teaching to the Areopagus, which was a council in Athens that governed the city’s religion and morality. There are four strategies that Paul employed in his address to this council that can act as a model for us as we think about how to discuss our beliefs with people of other religions. (Acts 17:16 – 21)
1. Paul began by communicating grace rather than judgment. Paul could have condemned the city of Athens for its idolatry. But instead he pointed out that their attraction to so many different gods must be evidence that they were ‘very religious’ Furthermore, he didn’t refer to their icons as ‘idols’ but as ‘objects of worship’. Obviously Paul was working hard not to offend these people, which would have probably closed down the dialogue. (17:22 – 23)
2. Paul found common ground between his beliefs and their’s. As Paul walked around the city of Athens he came across an inscription: ‘TO AN UNKNOWN GOD’ (Note: There was apparently no idol looming over this inscription). Recalling this inscription, Paul declared to the Areopagus, “Now what you worship as something unknown I am going to make known to you.” Paul then went on to quote two well-known Greek poets who acted as launching pads for his Biblical teaching. Paul used a quote from Epimenides, “In him we live and move and have our being” to proclaim that this god that they didn’t yet know was not far away from them. He also used a quote from Aratus, “We are his offspring” to introduce the truth that this UNKNOWN GOD was actually their creator and father. (17:23 – 28)
3. Paul used clear logic to persuade his listeners. Having demonstrated a shared belief in a creator-god, Paul reasoned that a supernatural deity who created earth and humanity surely didn’t need to hang out in human-made temples waiting to be served his daily bread. (*Note: A Christian named Stephen, whose execution Paul had overseen before becoming a Christian, used a similar line of reasoning in regard to Jewish temple worship, before Paul and his angry mob took Stephen’s life Acts 7:48 – 50).  Now convicted of his own sin and ignorance, Paul reasoned that even idolaters must understand that you can’t turn stones into a god. (17:29).
4. Having worked to establish rapport, Paul wasn’t afraid to speak the hard truth. Paul finally came to the sharp end of his sermon saying, “In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent.” Paul went on to declare that God had already chosen the world’s judge by physically raising him from the grave. The notion of a physical resurrection would have been abhorrent to many of these Greek philosophers who believed that death brought a welcome release to our pure spirits from our corrupted bodies.   Paul knew this teaching would be unpopular, but that didn’t stop him from declaring it, to the sneers of some of his listeners. But as a result of Paul’s preaching some were saved (17:32 – 34).  
Paul himself still remembered what it was like to be lost in false religion. In fact, seeing the lost state of the Athenians may have been the reason for his initial distress.  As Christians we should not be out to win arguments against other religions but to save lost people through Christ’s message of salvation. If we believe that the gospel is true then we should proclaim it with conviction, but our motivation must be Jesus’ love for lost people. 
