
  

Sermon Title: “What’s New?”        

May 17th, 2020 – Sixth Sunday of Easter 

Text: Acts 17:16-31 
   
Theme:  Jesus meets us where we’re at, we must do the same for others when sharing the 
Gospel with them. 

What’s in it for me?   

Sermon Text:   

Grace and Peace to you from our Lord, Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

Christ is Risen! He is risen, indeed.  Hallelujah!  The Easter season is one of the few times 
during the year when we spend time diving into Luke’s sequel, Acts of the Apostles.  There is so 
much information contained in it on how we apply the Bible to our daily lives, I don’t think only 
spending a few weeks in Easter really does it justice.  If you want to learn how to apply 
Scripture, this is it.  If you want to learn how to share your faith with others, our text for today is 
the primary text we look at.   

If you remember back to last week, Saul also known as Paul, as an accessory to the 
murder of St. Stephen, has by this time converted to Christianity and has become the new 
faith’s most vocal advocate.  As a Roman Citizen, he is able to travel far and wide freely, and is 
afforded many rights and privileges that 75% of the population doesn’t have.  As the star 
student of the star Rabbi of his time, Gamaliel, Paul has the resume to open many doors and get 
people to listen to him.  He commands an audience.   

As some time has transpired, Paul, now on one of his famous missionary journeys has 
brought the Gospel to Europe, and not just anywhere, but Athens, Greece, the educational 
center for the Roman Empire.  It was here that the Roman Elite would send their sons for a top-
notch education.  It was also the place to interact and form alliances with the elite of society.  
Athens is dominated by two opposing philosophies, Stoicism and Epicureanism.  Think of Mr. 



  

Spock vs. Hugh Heffner if you want a modern-day equivalent.  By Paul’s day, the old pagan 
religion, while still around, was waning.  These two philosophies carried the day. 

Now when Paul entered a town, he would usually head to the synagogue first.  His 
Rabbi’s reputation usually opened the door for him and Paul would be granted an audience.  As 
Paul’s Rabbi was one of about 5 Rabbis certified to issue his own interpretations of Scripture, 
Paul’s voice was a welcome one as they were seeking those new interpretations of Scripture, at 
least at first.  Paul would then share the Gospel with them, usually dividing the synagogue.  
Some would follow him, and the others would throw him out.  This was especially difficult for 
those who followed Paul out of the synagogue as they were cut off from the only community 
they knew.   

Paul would then head to the marketplace with his local followers and engage the larger 
Gentile audience.  It was the local marketplace where ideas were exchanged in the Greco-
Roman world.  Some of the people who heard Paul there, invited Paul to address the 
educational elite at the Areopagus, the most prestigious place to engage in academic 
discussions in Athens.   

Instead of taking on these two philosophies head on, Paul takes a more diplomatic trac 
when sharing the Gospel with them.  He stops and assesses his audience.  These are the 
educational elite and an intellectual approach is more appropriate than a purely emotional one 
or strictly how Jesus fulfills the Old Testament approach.  Few of them likely even knew the Old 
Testament and wouldn’t have been that meaningful.  Paul takes notice of all of the idols around 
the city, including the Areopagus, also known as Mars Hill.  Paul’s audience is familiar with the 
old pagan religion, but not likely too drawn to it, so if Paul is critical of it, or gives them 
information that supersedes it, they’re probably not going to be too offended by it.  So Paul 
mentions a small alter, “to the unknown god,” and this gives Paul an opening.   Paul tailors his 
message, praising the Athenians for their desire to properly worship, but tells them that they 
were worshiping in ignorance.  Paul is making the unknown, known.  He tells them that God 
does not dwell in temples made by man (Athens has a lot of them), but God is still close by.  
God does not need anything from us, but He joyfully provides everything to us.  It’s a free gift.  
Paul also tells them that God would forgive their actions done in ignorance, but calls them to 
repentance and faith in Jesus.  The proof he gives for abandoning their old religion and 
philosophies and clinging to Jesus is that God raised him from the dead.  Paul also tells the 



  

crowd that this offer of forgiveness is a limited time offer.  Jesus will return and judge the world.  
It is important to respond in faith before that occurs. 

When preparing for a sermon I always try to look for, and try to answer the question, 
“How can I apply this text?”  I think we have a couple of lessons we can take from Paul’s 
interaction with the Athenians.  The first is the Church is not our building, it’s our people.  
Whether we meet physically or gather online, we are still the Church, still called by God, and we 
are still His people.  No government or pandemic can ever take that away from you.  Jesus is still 
returning to bring you home.   

The second lesson is how to engage with the outside world.  The world Paul 
encountered is not so different than our own.  Our educational system is placing greater 
emphasis on STEM classes (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math) and so people tend to 
be more intellectual than ever before.  There are many people who claim to be “spiritual” but 
shun organized religious institutions.  While we have a few stoics in the world, we seem to have 
a lot of Epicureans, people who seek pleasure and try to minimize pain.  So how do we engage 
this world?  I think Paul sets out a good example.   

1. Assess your audience.   

a. Who is your audience?  Would they respond better to an intellectual 
tract, emotional tract, or a prophecy-fulfillment tract?  As fewer people 
are familiar with the Bible, they may be unable to relate.  Jesus met us 
where we were at, so we need to meet others where they are at too.  

2. Be diplomatic about criticizing the past life. 

a. Be careful how you criticize a “sacred cow.”  As the old pagan religion was 
not very important to Paul’s audience, it was relatively safe, but if not, 
instead find common ground.  For example, Paul’s reference, “To the 
unknown god.”  Notice how Paul doesn’t hit the Epicurean and Stoic 
philosophies head on, because that’s what is more important to them.  



  

Doing so would only put them on the defensive and they likely would stop 
listening to Paul. 

3. Don’t change or misrepresent Christian Doctrine. 

a. While Paul finds common ground, he doesn’t change or misrepresent 
Christian doctrine.  He still preaches Christ crucified, calls sinners to 
repentance, and tells them that Jesus will return. 

b. Altering or spinning Christian doctrine will only backfire in the end. 

4. Avoid using insider language.   

a. We use a lot of insider language that makes a lot of sense to us, but does 
not mean much of anything to an outsider.  Use simpler terms, if you can.  
If not, define the term.  There is a time and place for using those terms, 
but this is not it. 

Paul, like us, encountered many challenges in sharing the Gospel with others, but he 
stepped out of his comfort zone.  He engaged a culture that was totally foreign to him.  We need 
to do the same.  Our current situation presents many opportunities for ministry to reach people 
who would not be comfortable entering our church building and sitting in a pew.  Joining us 
online is "safer” for many people.  Even with social distancing, there are still opportunities to 
engage the outside world.  We are all suffering together due to this pandemic and we can all 
related to the concern because of it.  People are worried and they are looking for answers.  
Don’t be afraid to invited them to join us.  The link to the services is available on the Church 
website under the “Sermons” tab.  People can also review the recordings if they so wish.  The 
software can accommodate up to 250 people, not including myself, so there is plenty of room 
for everyone.   

In our Life Groups, we talk a lot about only doing our part.  God will do His, and we can’t 
do the other person’s part.  We must accept this fact, but we can show love to them and meet 



  

them where they are at.  Listen to them.  Love them.  Then respond.  Know that God will do His 
part and Jesus will return.  He is coming soon. 

 In Jesus name, 

 Amen. 

Timothy Quindt,  
Licensed Lay Deacon 
(503) 358-0770 
tquindt@hotmail.com 

Quotations from Scripture come from: 

Various Authors. The Lutheran Study Bible. Concordia Publishing House. Kindle Edition. 
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