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It is the season of great expectations as a new class graduates stand at 

the finish and consider what’s next. It is a month filled with memories and 

good wishes and speeches…LOTS of speeches.  But it’s Sunday morning 

and the church (I’m speaking here about people and not a building) the 

church wants to know how these amazing young people will live out the 

instructions in 1 Peter 3:15: 

Always be ready to make your defense to anyone who asks about 
the hope that is in you.  

 
This isn’t the finish line for your life and your witness as a follower 

of Jesus.  That journey is just beginning.  Our world is waiting to hear 

your voice, your authentic witness as your faith continues to grow and 

deepen like a tree planted by the water in the words of the psalmist. 

For inspiration, we have in front of us one of the great adventures of 

the Apostle Paul who was always ready to make his defense to anyone 

who asks about the hope that was in him.  You remember Paul, the 

persecutor of Christians, the one who stood and held the cloaks of those 

who executed Stephen.  Paul reminds that God can use the most unlikely 

men and women for his purpose.  Our scripture for today finds Paul on the 

second of three missionary journeys, and if you measure the success of a 

missionary tour by the number of angry mobs that gather, then Paul at this 
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point is a rock star.  Paul’s accusers claimed that these Christian 

missionaries are turning the world upside down, that they “are acting 

contrary to the decrees of the emperor, saying there is another king named 

Jesus.” 

Serious charges.  Angry threats.  But no worries.  When preaching 

the gospel of Jesus Christ causes Paul to get chased out of one city, he 

moves on down the road.  At each new town, he follows the same routine.  

His first stop is the local synagogue.  It’s not surprising that the synagogue 

tugs at Paul’s heart and soul--he was after all a Pharisee before his 

conversion.  Paul goes to the synagogue first because his preference 

always is conversation that is grounded in Scripture.   

From the first century to the twenty first century, followers of Jesus 

have been fed by the Word of God.  There’s no shortcut, there’s no 

alternate path.  We rely on the Bible to teach us about God’s love and 

mercy; the gospels help us understand the saving grace of Jesus Christ; 

God’s Word is the ultimate source of wisdom and power for the life we 

want to lead, we know that more time in the Bible is the cure for a 

lackluster prayer life.  The psalmist says we hide God’s word in our hearts 

in order to stay on the right path.  And when we come to unexpected 

intersections that threaten to undo us, we go back to God’s word to get our 

bearings. 

Paul continues to make the synagogue his first stop in each city he 

visits because that’s where he will engage those who know the Scriptures.  
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As his missionary work continues, Paul has rehearsed and perfected an 

authentic witness showing those who know the Scriptures how the God 

revealed through Moses and the prophets has now made himself known 

fully and completely in Jesus Christ.  Paul is persuasive and passionate, he 

is a brilliant biblical scholar, and without fail there will be some in the 

local synagogue who will come to faith in Jesus Christ as a result of these 

synagogue conversations. 

And just as surely there will be others who reject Paul’s teaching.  

They will reject Jesus is the promised Messiah.  And they will brand Paul 

as a troublemaker who threatens their peaceful coexistence with the 

Roman Empire.  Out of that concern, these leaders will arrange for a 

protest group at Paul’s next appearance, fear of a Roman backlash will 

turn the peaceful protest into a riot, and Paul is either arrested or he makes 

a quick escape with the help of his friends.   

The sequence continues with angry mobs pushing Paul from one 

town to the next all the way to Athens, without question the most 

sophisticated, intellectual city on his tour.   

Before we look at how Paul finds his voice and delivers his authentic 

witness in Athens, we need to back up a few verses before our reading for 

today to allow Luke to set the scene.  Let me invite you to open your Bible 

again to Acts chapter 17 and let’s begin with verse 14 so that we enter the 

city just as Paul did.  
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Those with Paul brought him as far as Athens, and after receiving 
instructions to have Silas and Timothy join him as soon as possible, they 
left him.  While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, he was deeply 
distressed to see that the city was full of idols.  So he argued in the 
synagogue with the Jews and the devout persons, and also in the 
marketplace every day with those who happened to be there.  Some 
Epicurean and Stoic philosophers debated with him.  Some said, “What 
does this babbler want to say?” and others said, “He seems to be a 
proclaimer of foreign divinities.” (This was because he was telling the 
good news about Jesus and the resurrection.) So they took Paul and 
brought him to the Areopagus and asked him, “May we know what this 
new teaching is that you are presenting?  It sounds rather strange to us, so 
we would like to know what it means.” Now all the Athenians and the 
foreigners living there would spend their time in nothing but telling or 
hearing something new. 
 

And so Luke sets the stage.  Just a review…what does Paul do first 

when he arrives in Athens?  That’s right, he goes to the synagogue.  Luke 

says Paul argues in the Athens synagogue with the devout.  That’s some 

series Bible study.  So he spends more time focused on the scriptures, and 

only then does he go to the marketplace where day after day he seems to 

be gathering quite a crowd.  Luke offers his own editorial comment when 

he says all Athenians do is talk. (Do you think they were drinking ouzo 

back then?) 

It is remarkable to watch Paul at work in a secular setting because it 

is exactly what the church (people, not a building) is called to do today.  

He is open, he is approachable, he’s hanging out at Starbuck’s always 
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looking for an opportunity to talk about his faith.  When he gets that 

opportunity, what Paul articulates is not a watered-down gospel. 

Paul’s popularity in the marketplace leads to the invitation Paul has 

been hoping for--to speak at the Areopagus before the best and the 

brightest.  Leave it to Luke, the master storyteller, to set the scene with all 

the tension of a classic courtroom drama…think Gregory Peck as Atticus 

Finch in To Kill A Mockingbird…or maybe Tom Cruise as Lt. Kaffee in A 

Few Good Men.   

“You want answers?”  

“I want the truth!”  

“You can’t handle the truth!” 

But the courtroom scene that Luke is invoking as he tells the story of 

Paul in Athens is much older than the movies I just mentioned.  It is the 

Trial of Socrates in 399 BC.  At the age of 70, Socrates was brought to 

trial for failing to believe in the gods of Athens, inventing new divinities, 

and corrupting his students, all of which made him an enemy of the state.  

It was the trial of the century with 500 men on the jury.  It took two votes 

to convict Socrates.  He refused the help of friends who could have used 

their wealth and influence to help him escape.  A month after his trial, 

Socrates dies in prison by drinking hemlock.   

Scholars describe Socrates as the restless searcher for understanding, 

and centuries later Paul notes that same sense of restless searching alive 

and well in the city that Socrates loved.   
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As Paul takes his place before the Areopagus, I want you to notice 

how he structures his witness, what he does to reach out and connect with 

his listeners, and what he says about Jesus and the resurrection: 

“Men of Athens, I notice that you are very religious in every way, 23 for as 
I was walking along I saw your many shrines. And one of your altars had 
this inscription on it: ‘To an Unknown God.’ This God, whom you worship 
without knowing, is the one I’m telling you about. 
24 “He is the God who made the world and everything in it. Since he is 
Lord of heaven and earth, he doesn’t live in man-made temples, 25 and 
human hands can’t serve his needs—for he has no needs. He himself gives 
life and breath to everything, and he satisfies every need. 26 From one 
man[b] he created all the nations throughout the whole earth. He decided 
beforehand when they should rise and fall, and he determined their 
boundaries. 
27 “His purpose was for the nations to seek after God and perhaps feel 
their way toward him and find him—though he is not far from any one of 
us. 28 For in him we live and move and have our being. As some of your] 
own poets have said, ‘We are his offspring.’ 29 And since this is true, we 
shouldn’t think of God as an idol designed by craftsmen from gold or 
silver or stone. 
30 “God overlooked people’s ignorance about these things in earlier times, 
but now he commands everyone everywhere to repent of their sins and 
turn to him. 31 For he has set a day for judging the world with justice by 
the man he has appointed, and he proved to everyone who this is by 
raising him from the dead.” 
 

It is a brilliant, authentic witness. Paul meets the Athenians halfway, 

he demonstrates that he’s been listening, that he gets them.  And I bet 

you’re wondering what happens next.  Did Paul get chased out of Athens 

by an angry mob?  Not at all.  Let’s keep reading: 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+17%3A22-31&version=NLT#fen-NLT-27513b
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When they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some scoffed; but 
others said, “We will hear you again about this.”  At that point Paul left 
them.  But some of them joined him and became believers, including 
Dionysius, a woman named Damaris, and others with them.  

 
Just like Paul, our seniors are going out into an increasingly secular 

world where they will need to find their own voice on matters of faith.   

The times are difference, but our assignment as followers of Jesus never 

changes: 

Always be ready to make your defense to anyone who asks about 
the hope that is in you.  

 
There’s two things I love about that verse: 

1. Always be ready to make your defense—we’re in the courtroom 
presenting our best argument for the life, death and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ.  “Here’s what Jesus means to me.”  It’s OK if you are 
still working on your elevator speech as a follower of Jesus.  But it 
can’t be watered down.  What you believe matters. 

2. It assumes that we will live in a hopeful way and that people will 
notice something is different about us.  Let me tell you, HOPE stands 
out in our world today.  People will notice.  If you aren’t feeling very 
hopeful, spend more time reading the Bible.  That’s where the hope 
comes from. 

 
May God bless you, graduates, and strengthen you to be authentic 

witnesses to the saving grace of Jesus Christ. 


