Acts Lesson 20 – Acts 17:1-34
Date –about 51 to 52 AD

In lesson 19 we followed Paul on his missionary journey with Silas and Timothy. It is commonly called Paul’s Second Missionary Journey. Paul and Silas took the overland route to revisit the churches he and Barnabas had founded earlier. After strengthening them, they continued west, but not on the route Paul intended. First, he tried to enter the province of Asia (where Ephesus was) but was prevented. Then they tried to enter Bithynia (along the Black Sea), but were also prevented. Finally, they wound up in Troas, where the LORD gave Paul a vision directing him to Macedonia. After crossing the Aegean Sea, they began their Macedonian ministry in Philippi. We saw how Paul stayed with his first convert, Lydia, who he found worshipping with the small Jewish community at the river. Then we studied his encounter with the demon possessed slave girl who was a fortune teller. She followed him around proclaiming that Paul was a “servant of the Most High God, telling the way to be saved.” After “many days” Paul cast the demon out of the girl. When the owners of the girl realized that meant that she could no longer tell fortunes, they had Paul and Silas arrested and brought before the magistrates. They were stripped, beaten and thrown in jail without a trial, or even a hearing. That night, while they were in jail, an earthquake struck. As a result, they were able to save the jailer from suicide, and then convert him and his whole family. The next morning, the magistrates decided to release them, but only then discovered that both Paul and Silas were Roman citizens, and they could be in serious trouble for violating their rights. They asked that Paul and Silas leave the city, which they did, after saying goodbye to their new believers. The last lesson concluded with: Acts 16:40 “After Paul and Silas came out of the prison, they went to Lydia’s house, where they met with the brothers and encouraged them. Then they left.”
Acts 17:1 When they had passed through Amphipolis and Apollonia, they came to Thessalonica, where there was a Jewish synagogue. 
Amphipolis was about 25 miles west of Philippi, Apollonia was about 25 miles west of Amphipolis, and Thessalonica (modern Salonica) was about 25 miles west of Amphipolis. It would thus seem that  that Amphipolis and Appolonia were merely rest stops on their journey to Thessalonica, which was about  75 miles west of Philippi. It was situated on the Aegean coast at the junction of the main road from Rome to the East (the Via Ignatia) and the main road from the Aegean to the Danube. It was also the capital of that Roman district of Macedonia. As a center of commerce, it had a large enough Jewish population to support a synagogue. Evidently, that had been Paul’s set destination when he left Philippi.
Acts 17:2-3 As his custom was, Paul went into the synagogue,
 and on three Sabbath days he reasoned with them from the Scriptures, explaining and proving that the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead. “This Jesus I am proclaiming to you is the Christ,” he said.
As we have seen, Paul always took his message to the Jews first. After all, they had the Old Testament. As Paul said in Romans: 

Romans 3:1-2 “What advantage, then, is there in being a Jew -- ? Much in every way! First of all, they have been entrusted with the very words of God.”

Romans 9:4b-5 “Theirs is the adoption as sons; theirs the divine glory, the covenants, the receiving of the law, the temple worship and the promises. Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ, who is God over all, forever praised!”
It is no accident that God had dispersed the Jews throughout the world to be a launching pad for the Gospel (although sometimes unwillingly).
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Acts 17:4 Some of the Jews were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, as did a large number of God-fearing Greeks and not a few prominent women.
 
It is noteworthy that they were allowed to teach three Sabbath days in succession. In Pisidian Antioch, they were only allowed two. As had happened on his first missionary journey, the response was greatest among those Gentiles who sat at in the back of the synagogue with the women. To be there at all, they had to be seeking God, whereas many of the Jews were just born into the synagogue. The success of Paul’s work indicates that he had a prolonged ministry after he left the synagogue. So do his words in 1 Thessalonians, written not long after: 
1 Thessalonians 1:3-5 “We continually remember before our God and Father your work of  faith, your labor of  love, and your endurance of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ. For we know, brothers loved by God, that he has chosen you, because our gospel came to you not simply with words, but also with power, with the Holy Spirit and with deep conviction.

Some have estimated his ministry in Thessalonica at up to six months and I concur.
Acts 17:5 But the Jews were jealous; so they rounded up some bad characters from the marketplace, formed a mob and started a riot in the city. They rushed to Jason’s house in search of Paul and Silas in order to bring them out to the crowd.

If this is the same Jason mentioned in Romans 16:21, he was a relative of Paul,
 and may have been one of the reasons Paul had set his sights on Thessalonica when he left Philippi. 

Acts 17:6-7a But when they did not find them, they dragged Jason and some other brothers before the city officials, shouting: “These men who have caused trouble all over the world have now come here, and Jason has welcomed them into his house. 
The Christian Gospel is described here as causing trouble “all over the world.” Although Acts does not give us the account, it seems like the rest of Lord’s other eight original disciples (as well as others) had been busy in the rest of the world in the 15 years since they had been driven out of Jerusalem.

Acts 17:7b They are all defying Caesar’s decrees, saying that there is another king, one called Jesus.” 
Of course, they were distorting what was being taught. Jesus himself had told Pilate in John 18:36 “My kingdom is not of this world.” 

Acts 17:8-9 When they heard this, the crowd and the city officials were thrown into turmoil. Then they made Jason and the others post bond and let them go.
 
In Thessalonica, in contrast to Philippi, the court followed accepted Roman trial procedure. Jason was a well-known resident, and he was allowed to post bond to await an orderly investigation into the charges. At this time, the Christians had no reason to fear a Roman trial. The Romans were not interested in religious disputes that did not affect the interests of the Empire. Just a few years later Paul described his experience with Roman authority: 
Romans 13:3-4 “For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong.  Do you want to be free from fear of the one in authority? Then do what is right and he will commend you.  For he is God’s servant to do you good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing. He is God’s servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer.”
Christianity was not specifically targeted by Roman authority until the time of Domitian, about 40 years later.
Acts 17:10 As soon as it was night, the brothers sent Paul and Silas away to Berea. On arriving there, they went to the Jewish synagogue.
However, because of the violent nature of the thugs the Jews had hired to terrorize the Christians, the brothers sent Paul and Silas away. They evidently steered them toward Berea. Berea (modern day Veria or Veroia) was the next major city to the east on the Via Egnatia and lay just to the west of the mountains that formed the border of Macedonia.
Acts 17:11 Now the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true. 
Again, this was a city which had a large enough Jewish population to support a synagogue. In contrast to Thessalonica, the Jews there drank in the Gospel and its Old Testament proofs eagerly.
Acts 17:12 Many of the Jews believed, as did also a number of prominent Greek women and many Greek men. 
In Berea, it was both many Jews and many Greeks. There was little opposition.

Acts 17:13 When the Jews in Thessalonica learned that Paul was preaching the word of God at Berea, they went there too, agitating the crowds and stirring them up. 
However, before long word filtered back to the synagogue in Thessalonica, and they sent agents to create the same troubles they had stirred up before. 1 Thessalonians records how at this time, Paul desperately wanted to go back to Thessalonica: 
1 Thessalonians 2:17-18 “But, brothers, when we were torn away from you for a short time (in person, not in thought), out of our intense longing we made every effort to see you. For we wanted to come to you—certainly I, Paul, did, again and again—but Satan stopped us.”
These persistent efforts of Paul to return to Thessalonica are not recorded in Acts. However, Acts 17:13-15 does record the fact that the brothers felt that it was necessary to escort Paul for his safety. This would imply that there was a known conspiracy to have Paul killed by the thugs the Jews had hired. Under such circumstances Paul would be safer in Athens 200 miles away from Thessalonica.
Acts 17:14 The brothers immediately sent Paul to the coast, but Silas and Timothy stayed at Berea. 
Evidently, they found that Paul was the main target. Paul was used to this. He had been a target for assassination by the Jews since his days in Damascus fifteen years before. They got off of the east-west Via Egnatia, and took what had to have been a side road south to meet the coastal road that ran from Thessalonica to Athens. Most Bible map makers seem to have surmised that Paul then took ship from to Athens. I personally doubt that theory because Luke seems to delight in describing ship journeys in detail and he doesn’t describe one here. In the wrong season (winter) ship journeys could be very dangerous.
Acts 17:15 The men who escorted 
 Paul brought him to Athens and then left with instructions for Silas and Timothy to join him as soon as possible. 
Paul speaks about this period in 1 Thessalonians:
1 Thessalonians 3:1-2 “So when we could stand it no longer, we thought it best to be left by ourselves in Athens. We sent Timothy, who is our brother and God’s fellow worker in spreading the gospel of Christ, to strengthen and encourage you in your faith.”
It seems clear from Paul’s use of the plural “we” and “ourselves” in 1 Thessalonians 3:1, that Paul had other companions with him in Athens. He never used “we” to speak of himself. These would probably have included Luke and Titus. This certainly does not mean that Paul was left alone in Athens, only that he had left Silas and Timothy behind in Macedonia to teach the Bereans.
1 Thessalonians 3:1-2 seems to indicate that when Paul reached Athens, he sent instructions to Timothy in Berea to go back to Thessalonica and “strengthen and encourage them.” Then, as soon as possible, Timothy was to rejoin Paul. If all we had was 1 Thessalonians, it would sound like Timothy was with Paul in Athens. However, Acts 17:14 makes it clear that Timothy wasn’t with Paul. As it turned out, Timothy wasn’t able to rejoin Paul until Paul was well settled in Corinth possibly four to six months later.
Acts 17:16-17 While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, he was greatly distressed to see that the city was full of idols. 
Athens was a city long renowned for Temples and schools of philosophy.

Acts 17:17a So he reasoned in the synagogue with the Jews and the God-fearing Greeks, 
As usual he started his teaching at the local synagogue.
Acts 17:17b as well as in the marketplace day by day with those who happened to be there. 
Athens was famous as being heavily populated with students and philosophers who loved to discuss new ideas. Thus, the marketplace was a location where Paul could find people who would be happy to discuss his “new idea.”
17:18a A group of Epicurean and Stoic philosophers began to dispute with him. 
EPICUREANISM was a system of philosophy based chiefly on the teachings of the Greek philosopher Epicurus, who was a Greek philosopher who lived from 341-270 B.C., born on the island of Samos of an Athenian family. The essential doctrine of Epicureanism is that pleasure is the supreme good and main goal of life. Intellectual pleasures are preferred to sensual ones, which tend to disturb peace of mind. True happiness, Epicurus taught, was the serenity resulting from the conquest of fear of the gods, of death, and of the afterlife. The ultimate aim of all Epicurean speculation about nature was to rid people of such fears. Epicurean psychology was thoroughly materialistic. All sensations were believed to be absolutely reliable; error arose only when sensation is improperly interpreted. The soul was regarded as being composed of fine particles distributed throughout the body. The dissolution of the body in death, Epicurus taught, led to the dissolution of the soul, which could not exist apart from the body; and thus no afterlife was possible. Since death meant total extinction, it had no meaning either to the living or to the dead. Epicurus said that: “when we are, death is not; and when death is, we are not.” Epicurus did not deny the existence of gods, but he emphatically maintained that as “happy and imperishable beings” of supernatural power they could have nothing to do with human affairs, although they might take pleasure in contemplating the lives of good mortals. It is still regarded as one of the leading schools of moral philosophy of all time.

STOICISM was a school of philosophy, founded in ancient Greece, opposed to Epicureanism in its views of life and duty. The Stoic philosophy was developed from that of the Cynics, whose Greek founder, Antisthenes, had been a disciple of Socrates. The Stoic school was established at Athens about 300 BC by Zeno of Citium in Cyprus. Stoicism was the most influential philosophy in the Roman Empire during the period preceding the rise of Christianity. The Stoics, like the Epicureans, emphasized ethics as the main field of knowledge, but they also developed theories of logic and natural science to support their ethical doctrines. Their most important contribution to logic was the discovery of the hypothetical syllogism.
 They held that all reality is material, but that matter proper, which is passive, is to be distinguished from the animating or active principle, Logos (q.v.), which they conceived as both the divine reason and as simply a finer kind of material entity, an all-pervading breath or fire, such as the Greek philosopher Heraclitus had supposed the cosmic principle to be. According to them the human soul is a manifestation of the Logos. Living according to nature or reason, they held, is living in conformity with the divine order of the universe. This stoic view was fundamental to the theory of natural law that powerfully affected Roman jurisprudence. The foundation of Stoic ethics is the principle, proclaimed earlier by the Cynics, that good lies not in external objects, but in the state of the soul itself, in the wisdom and restraint by which a person is delivered from the passions and desires that perturb the ordinary life. The four cardinal virtues of the Stoic philosophy are wisdom, courage, justice, and temperance, a classification derived from the teachings of Plato. A distinctive feature of Stoicism is its cosmopolitanism. All people are manifestations of the one universal spirit and should live in brotherly love and readily help one another. They held that differences such as rank and wealth are of no importance in social relationships. Thus, before Christianity, Stoics recognized and advocated the brotherhood of humanity and the natural equality of all human beings.

Acts 17:18b Some of them asked, “What is this babbler trying to say?” Others remarked, “He seems to be advocating foreign gods.” They said this because Paul was preaching the good news about Jesus and the resurrection. 
Because most of these Greeks had no background in the Old Testament, all they could get out of what Paul was teaching was that he was advocating foreign gods. Paul needed to take a different approach from the one he took in the synagogues.
Acts 17:19 Then they took him and brought him to a meeting of the Areopagus, where they said to him, “May we know what this new teaching is that you are presenting? 
The Areopagus was a prestigious auditorium in Athens which was evidently the site of an ongoing philosophical seminar. Paul had to have been invited to speak by one of its members.
Acts 17:20-21 You are bringing some strange ideas to our ears, and we want to know what they mean.” (All the Athenians and the foreigners who lived congregated there 
 spent their time doing nothing but talking about and listening to the latest ideas.) 
The Greek word translated by the NIV here as “lived” is ἐπιδημέω {e-pē-dā-me'-ō}, which is used to refer to a group of people who meet together. This clearly is not speaking of all the people who lived in Athens, and the people who met there clearly did not live in the Areopagus, but only met there.

Acts 17:22 Paul then stood up in the meeting of the Areopagus and said: “Men of Athens! I see that in every way you are very religious. 
Paul now decided to try to come at these Greeks with a different approach. He used their philosophy instead of the Old Testament. Besides knowing Jewish culture, as an educated child who grew up in a Greek culture (Tarsus) he also knew Greek philosophy.
Acts 17:23 For as I walked around and looked carefully at your objects of worship, I even found an altar with this inscription: TO AN UNKNOWN GOD. Now what you worship as something unknown I am going to proclaim to you. 
The Greeks worshipped so many gods of which they knew so little, that just to make sure they hadn’t omitted one who would be offended, they had erected one to an “unknown god.” This gave Paul the opportunity to approach them from their self-confessed ignorance.

Acts 17:24 “The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and does not live in temples built by hands. 
In this statement Paul might have offended the Jews who proclaimed that the Temple in Jerusalem was the only Temple. Of course the Temple had been significant. However, even Solomon, when the Jerusalem temple was dedicated acknowledged what Paul was saying in 1 Kings:
1 Kings 8:27 “But will God really dwell on earth? The heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot contain you. How much less this temple I have built!” 
Also Stephen testified the same truth at his trial: 
Acts 7:48-49 “However, the Most High does not live in houses made by men. As the prophet says: “‘Heaven is my throne, and the earth is my footstool. What kind of house will you build for me? says the Lord. Or where will my resting place be?” 
By this statement Paul defused an irrelevant argument that might have been raised. Both the Stoics and the Epicureans would have had no argument with what Paul said here, as they believed in the ascendancy of the spiritual over the material.
Acts 17:25 And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything, because he himself gives all men life and breath and everything else. 
He made a logical argument. If God was God, then He didn’t need material things.

Acts 17:26a From one man he made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth;
Again, Paul made a point with which the Greeks would not disagree. They had a multitude of diverse creation stories, but they would not have disagreed with Paul’s statement here. The Genesis story of the creation of mankind from one man, Adam, is the Biblical account.

Acts 17:26b and he determined the times set for them and the exact places where they should live. 
This was also a point with which the Greek philosophers would not have disagreed. What Paul said here agreed with what the LORD Himself had proclaimed in Isaiah:

Isaiah 41:4 “Who has done this and carried it through, calling forth the generations from the beginning? I, the LORD--with the first of them and with the last--I am he.”
Acts 17:27 God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us.
Here, after having made several points with which these academics and philosophers could agree, Paul got to the revolutionary thought which was and is life changing. The true God was not capricious or cruel, as were the gods of the Greek pantheon. He was loving and merciful. He is waiting for us to seek him. I have always found that the truth Paul set forth here can be profound in dealing with what often seems like the unfairness of life. The goal behind any of the things that happen in any life is not to make us happy with our circumstances, but to drive us to the truth about God and our need for Him.

Acts 17:28a ‘For in him we live and move and have our being.’ 
Here Paul quoted the Cretan poet Epimenides (c. 600 BC). The Old Testament says in Psalms: Psalms 33:13-15,18-19 “From heaven the LORD looks down and sees all mankind; from his dwelling place he watches all who live on earth -- he who forms the hearts of all, who considers everything they do. -- But the eyes of the LORD are on those who fear him, on those whose hope is in his unfailing love, to deliver them from death and keep them alive in famine.

Acts 17:28b As some of your own poets have said, ‘We are his offspring.’ 
This was a quote from the Greek poet Aratus of Cilicia from Paul’s own home province. The Old Testament says in Psalms 103:13-14 “As a father has compassion on his children, so the LORD has compassion on those who fear him; for he knows how we are formed, he remembers that we are dust.”
Acts 17:29 “Therefore since we are God’s offspring, we should not think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone—an image made by man’s design and skill. 
Paul made the argument that if mankind comes from God, how could “gods” come from mankind. He was speaking of the manmade idols which he had seen all over the city.

Acts 17:30 In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent. 
Although, strictly speaking, God had never overlooked idol worship, He had waited for a later day for the perfect revelation of Himself.

Acts 17:31 For he 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 all men by raising him from the dead.” 
At this point, Paul introduced Jesus Christ, the man God had appointed.

Acts 17:32 When they heard about the resurrection of the dead, some of them sneered, but others said, “We want to hear you again on this subject.”

The subject of resurrection would have aroused the opposition of the Epicureans who did not believe in life after death. As with almost all of the recorded speeches in the Bible, this account only summarized the main points of Paul’s talk. You can read Paul’s speech recorded here in well under two minutes. You can be sure that the verbatim address lasted much longer. I would be surprised if it didn’t last at least an hour.
Acts 17:33-34 At that, Paul left the Council. A few men became followers of Paul and believed. Among them was Dionysius, a member of the Areopagus, also a woman named Damaris, and a number of others.

Unfortunately, only a few men from the well-educated assembly followed the truth that could set them free. Undoubtedly they were from among those who had said they wanted to hear more. In the rest of Acts and in all of Paul’s epistles (which were all written subsequently to this) Athens was never mentioned again, although Paul visited the area constantly through the rest of his life.
� Acts 13:16-41 contains the most complete example of what Paul usually said when beginning at a new Jewish synagogue in the Gentile territories.


� Josephus records that Gentile women were particularly susceptible to the Jewish religion particularly in Wars of the Jews, Book II, Chapter 20, Verse 2 by Flavius Josephus. This is also the implication of Acts 16:13 and Acts 13:50.


� The real evidence to the teacher of the Word that his message has been received is not compliments, but changed lives.


� Romans 16:21 “Timothy, my fellow worker, sends his greetings to you, as do Lucius, Jason and Sosipater, my relatives.”


� As far as we know, Jason and the others were later found innocent by the court. Jason was a fairly common name among the Greeks. There is another Jason named in Romans 16:21, but there is no reason to suppose that was the same man.


� The fact that they personally escorted Paul also seems to argue for a land journey. Once he had boarded a ship, Paul would not have needed to be escorted.


� In classical logic, a hypothetical syllogism is a valid argument form, a syllogism with a conditional statement for one or both of its premises. An example in English: If I do not wake up, then I cannot go to work. If I cannot go to work, then I will not get paid.


� This refers only to those in the Areopagus.
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