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Week 9 – Bridge-Building 

“You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and 

in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of 

the earth.” Acts 1:8 

In one area of Papua New Guinea, women regularly traversed a river to take their crops from village to market. 
As each wet season set in, the river became torrential and many were swept to their death. A NZ Aid organisation 
raised funds for a bridge. Our video camera provided footage of the gorge from a helicopter for US-based 
structural and civil engineers to draw plans and diagrams. The bridge was funded, designed, manufactured and 
installed by people from several countries, moved by compassion, to save lives by providing a suspension bridge. 
 
When Paul got to Athens, he started looking around and he was distressed (lit: his spirit was stirred up within 
him) when he saw the city was full of idols. (Acts 17:16) Later, Paul wrote that he aimed to “become all things to 
all people so that by all possible means I might save some.” (1 Cor 9:22) He not only recognised the urgency of 
the task of bringing the message of salvation to both Jews and Gentiles. He realised the need to adapt and build 
culturally appropriate bridges to effectively communicate the gospel. 
 
ICEBREAKER: Share around your group: Why do you follow Jesus? Why not some other religion? 
 
PRAY: Loving God, we declare that Jesus is Lord. But we live in a world that increasingly does not want to know 
about you. Equip and empower us to clearly, gently and respectfully give a reason for the hope within us.  
 

READ:   Acts 17:16 – 34    

This week’s passage is a great example of good cross-cultural ministry technique. Earlier in Acts 17, Paul had 
visited Thessalonica and Berea. At both places, there were sufficient Jewish men to establish a synagogue and 
Paul used these as his base as “he reasoned with them from the Scriptures” (17:2). The Bereans (who were more 
receptive to his message), “examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.” (17:11) In 
Athens, Paul also went to the synagogue, where “he reasoned in the synagogue with the Jews and the God-
fearing Greeks”. The latter were adherents to Jewish faith who had not necessarily been circumcised. Paul relied 
on there being a common knowledge of the Old Testament among people who attended the synagogues. Paul’s 
training under Gamaliel enabled him to capably use Scripture to support his presentation of the gospel. 
 
But in Athens, Paul also engaged in discussion “in the marketplace, day by day, with those who happened to be 
there” (17:17) including “a group of Epicurean and Stoic philosophers” who argued with him and initially 
denigrated him as a “babbler”. (17:18) Paul’s preaching about “foreign gods … Jesus and the resurrection” peaked 
their interest. An opportunity opened up for Paul, as “they took him and brought him to a meeting of the 
Areopagus” (17:19) which we could liken to a first century version of the ABC program Q&A, where people sat 
around “talking about and listening to the latest ideas”. (17:21) 
 
By contrast to people in the Synagogue, the people in the ‘marketplace’ had little or no exposure to Jewish 
literature – so he couldn’t rely on that to start the conversation. Marshall highlights that in Athens there was “a 
blend of superstitious idolatry and enlightened philosophy.” Paul needed to find different common ground from 
which to start a conversation about spiritual things – starting from where they were at. What are some of the 
things he appeals to, that were evident in their sculpture, literature, philosophy, and/or rhetoric?  

 Start with: Acts 17:22 (also look at v16); 17:23; 17:28 
 
Social researcher, Hugh McKay has recently published a book, highlighting that 2/3 of Australians say we believe 
in God or some higher power. We call on him/ it in times of crisis. But, ironically, less than 10% of Australians 
now attend church on a regular basis. He highlights that an increasing number of Australians identify as: 
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“Spiritual but not religious” (or SBNR). “We pick certain parts from many religions, making their beliefs our own. Many 

people don't want all the rules that come with Christianity, so they take certain aspects: Love thy neighbour; love thy enemy 
… these are hard things to do, but when people do this, they are satisfied in their own version of a once-strict faith.” 
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-05-22/hugh-mackay-beyond-belief/7432866      http://www.hughmackay.net.au/books/beyond-belief/ 

 How do you see ‘spiritual but not religious’ thinking evidence itself among your family and friends? How 
does it impact how they respond to comments you might make about Christian faith? What sort of 
comments do people make to ‘shut down’ faith conversations? And, how do you respond? 

 
Some commentators explain the two contrasting philosophies which were evident in the Areopagus: 

- Epicureanism - Pleasure is the Chief End of Life – a form of practical atheism where ‘gods’ played no 
part in human life and life was to be lived in tranquillity, i.e. “freedom from pain or fear … enjoyment 
in the company of friends and loved ones.” (Storm) They “thought it unnecessary to seek after God 
and had no fear of his judgment.” (Marshall) 

- Stoicism—Reason Is the Chief Goal of Life - The most important divine reality was sometimes called 
the Logos (or ‘word’) “Stoics believed that one encounters or experiences the divine within, through 
the use of the mind. … (it) taught that humans are to live rationally and to control their emotions.” 
(Storm) Their concept of god was “pantheistic”. (Marshall) [ie integral with, not distinct from, nature] 

 These ideas are not that different to ways people view life and religion in our own culture. How are these 
ideas expressed – and lived out – by people you know - or people in media/ public life?  
 

The Athenians believed in ‘gods’. Paul took the common concept of a ‘higher power’ and respectfully, but 
uncompromisingly, presented a very different view of the nature, character and work of God.  

 In Acts 17:24-31, what ideas does he present about God? Which of these ideas would have challenged 
their worldview? Which ones were consistent with their literature (including poets and philosophers)? 

 
Commentators don’t tell us the background to the Acts 17 ‘altar’. But, in Eternity in their Hearts, Don Richardson 
pieces together accounts by various Greek writers. He writes that: six centuries before Christ, Athens was subject 
to a plague and no sacrifices to known deities were effective. Elders of Athens summoned Epimenides from 
Crete, a renown seer, who organised for sacrifices to “agnostos theo”, an unknown god – on the chance that 
there might be another deity able to hear their pleas, show compassion and intervene. The plague broke. 

 Paul reasoned that God divinely ordered creation so people “would seek him and perhaps reach out for 
him and find him, though he is not far from any one of us.” (17:27) Some people have become believers 
after praying something like “God – if you exist – heal me/ show yourself”. If God once answered a similar 
prayer by a pagan Cretan to bring healing to the city of Athens, is it ok to encourage people to reach out 
to, seek and pray to the God they don’t know? To “taste and see that the Lord is good …” (Ps 34:8)? 

 
Paul’s explanation to the Areopagus (or ‘Council of Ares’) concludes with a warning that God “has set a day when 
he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed. He has given proof of this to everyone by 
raising him from the dead.” (17:31) Again – Paul’s focus turns to the resurrection. There is life after death. He 
reasoned that Christ’s resurrection, shows we can know for certain that God will judge us and call us to account. 

 REFLECT & SHARE: How do you feel when you think about standing before God and giving account for 
how you have lived your life and stewarded your gifts? How will your family and friends feel when they 
stand before God, if they then realise that they have not responded to God’s offer of salvation? 

 
PRAY:  Loving God, you book-end our lives as both our creator and our judge. We thank you for giving us life. 
We bring before you our family and friends who are yet to turn to you. Empower us with your spirit to be faithful 
witnesses. Give us words, wisdom, tact, opportunity and courage to share your message of salvation with them. 
Lay on our hearts a distress that continually reminds us of their need for salvation – and which burdens us to 
share our faith. For many, you are an ‘unknown god’. Help us capably and clearly tell people what you have done 
and about your amazing love for all of us. May you be glorified in all we say and do. In Jesus’ name. Amen.  

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-05-22/hugh-mackay-beyond-belief/7432866
http://www.hughmackay.net.au/books/beyond-belief/

