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Shelby Christian Church 
THAT'S A GREAT QUESTION: ONE AWARE WEEKEND 

ACTS 17:16-23  *  7/26/2026 

MAIN POINT 
As we encounter people of other faiths, we must be able and willing to share the gospel. 

INTRODUCTION 
As your group time begins, use this section to introduce the topic of discussion. 

Why do you think most people seek spiritual answers in life? Why did you? 
What does that reveal to you about humanity? 

Why do you believe Christianity is unique? 

What are the most common reasons people refuse to accept the truth of the 
gospel? 

Witnessing to people who believe in religions other than Christianity is nothing new for Christians. In 
Acts 17, Paul shared the truths of Christianity to an audience that predominately worshiped idols, 
stressing that Christianity’s uniqueness lies in part in who God is. He is Creator, Spirit, Father, Lord 
over everything, without need of anything from us, and involved in our lives. Paul then asked his 
hearers to surrender their lives to the true God. As we encounter people who do not know God, we 
must be able and willing to act in faith and share His message of salvation with them and call them to 
surrender. 

UNDERSTANDING 
HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ ACTS 17:16-21. 

Are the different religions practiced in our society similar to or different from 
the ones Paul encountered in Athens? Explain. 

What false ideas about God are prevalent today? How can we be prepared to 
counter false conceptions of God? 

Do you think of the growth of non-Christian religions in our country as a threat 
or an opportunity? Why? 

Paul shared the gospel message with people wherever and whenever he had an audience. The 
philosophers in Athens, curious about this new religion, led Paul to a meeting of the Areopagus. 

HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ ACTS 17:22-29. 
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The Athenians were religious but needed to be introduced to authentic religion. 
Paul used the altar as a springboard for his message about the one true God. 

How do you usually begin conversations about Christ with non-Christians? 
What can you learn from Paul’s example in this passage? 

Why can’t God be represented by an image? 

Which of Paul’s descriptions of God is most important? Why? 

The Greek philosophers stressed people’s divine nature, but Paul’s point was that the one true God 
gives life and everything that pertains to it. 

HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ ACTS 17:30-34. 

The Athenians needed to turn from blindly groping for God in the darkness of ignorance and turn to 
the knowledge of God in Jesus. The only way the Athenians could escape this judgment was through 
positive response to what God has done through Jesus Christ. 

Paul told the Athenians they were ignorant in their worship. Can we expect 
those who don’t know Christ to live up to a biblical standard? Why or why not? 

How does Jesus’ resurrection separate Christianity from all other religions? 

What responsibility do Christians have in light of the final judgment referenced 
by Paul? In your strong moments, how does this make you feel? In your weak 
moments? 

Paul did a lot of bridge-building. He presented biblical truths in a way the philosophers would 
understand. However, He never compromised the gospel. He declared the central truths of the 
resurrection and judgment. People responded in three ways: some thought Paul was foolish, some 
wanted to know more, and some surrendered to Christ. 

APPLICATION 

We can expect various responses to our witness. Some will mock us and reject our message. We must 
not allow such experiences to discourage us. Others will put off a decision. We should continue to 
work with them. Those who surrender in faith make our efforts exciting. But first, we must be willing 
to allow God to stretch and strengthen us as we follow Him in faith to share His message of salvation. 

What would you consider a nontraditional way of sharing the gospel with 
someone? What do you think is the best way to share the gospel with someone 
in our community? 

What change could God make in your life that might have the greatest impact 
on your ability to share your faith? 

What are some of the different groups with whom you interact regularly? How 
you can you be intentional about sharing the gospel with them this week? 

PRAYER 

COMMENTARY 
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ACTS 17:16-32 

17:16-18. As the intellectual center of the Roman empire, Athens was filled with teachers and students 
of every persuasion. The Stoics and Epicureans (17:18) proclaimed the leading philosophies of the 
day. Both had schools in Athens. 

17:19-21. The philosophers led Paul to a meeting of the Areopagus. The Greek word Areopagus means 
“Hill of Ares.” Ares was the Greek god of war; Mars was the Roman god of war. Thus, sometimes the 
site is referred to as “Mars Hill.” The term was used to designate both a hill and a court that met there 
from ancient times. The court was responsible for dealing with such matters as the introduction of 
new religions into the city. 

17:22. Paul began by seeking to win the goodwill of his audience. He referred to their being very 
religious. He used an ambiguous word that could mean “religious” or “superstitious.” His hearers 
probably took the remark as a compliment on their piety. Paul’s disdain of their idolatry indicates that 
he saw their religiosity negatively—as an empty superstition. 

17:23. Several ancient writers referred to such altars dedicated to unknown gods. Most sculptures 
were dedicated to particular gods and goddesses. Those dedicated to unknown gods probably were 
furnished in case some god felt neglected and decided to unleash his wrath on the people. The idol 
Paul referred to was thus a particularly blatant example of the religiosity of the Athenians. They had 
room for all the gods, known or unknown. Paul seized this opportunity to introduce them to the one 
true God. He proclaimed that the God they did not know was the only One who mattered, the only 
One who exists. 

17:24-25. Paul presented God as Creator. Stoics were pantheistic, not believing in a divine Creator, 
but that creation itself was divine. For them, divinity was found in creation, not over it. Paul 
concluded that because God is Creator of all, He is the Lord of heaven and earth—above His 
creation—and thus does not live in temples built by people and with materials He created (see also 
Acts 7:48-50). He stated that the Creator of all that exists needs nothing (such as idols or any other 
external form of human piety) from His creations. The Athenian philosophers probably agreed with 
that idea. They believed that divinity is complete in itself and needs nothing. However, they and Paul 
did not understand divine all-sufficiency in the same way. They believed that humans shared in the 
divine—that everyone has a divine spark within them. Paul understood that humans are in no sense 
divine. 

17:26-28. Paul’s first teaching focused on God’s distance from us; the second emphasized His 
nearness. From one man, Adam, God made all nations. The wording could mean national boundaries 
or the habitable areas of the earth. The Greek philosophers could resonate with Paul’s words. Indeed 
Paul quoted the Stoic poet Aratus (who lived around 315-240 B.C.) in 17:28. The Stoics took the poet’s 
words “we are his offspring” to mean that all humans are divine. Paul understood that we are God’s 
children, not in the sense of sharing divinity but in the sense of being His creation. 

17:30. The Athenians’ idolatry was a sign of their sinfulness, worshiping the world rather than God. 
Paul proceeded to the next step: he called on his hearers to repent, turning from their sins to God. 
God had overlooked their sins of ignorance in the sense that He had not brought to them the 
judgment they deserved. He had instead sent the gospel to them. God now commanded them to 
repent. 

17:31. The final step is judgment. If we fail to repent in light of the gospel, only judgment remains for 
us. God has set a day for judgment. That day is associated with the return of the man God raised from 
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the dead. He will return as Judge of the entire world. Paul did a lot of bridge-building. He presented 
biblical truths in a way the philosophers would understand. He even quoted their poets. However, He 
never compromised the gospel. He declared the central truths of the resurrection and judgment, 
though he probably was aware that this would cost him most of his audience. 

17:32. Paul’s address was cut short by ridiculers of the resurrection. (See 1 Cor. 1:23-24.) A second 
group were unconvinced, but still open. They wanted to hear more. The third group believed. It was 
not a large group. Two of the believers are mentioned: Dionysius, a member of the Areopagus, and a 
woman named Damaris. 


