The Book Of Acts: Verse-by-Verse

Study Notes: Acts 17:16-18

After the problems in Berea, Paul was escorted to Athens. Silas and Timothy
stayed behind, planning to join Paul later at Athens.

Paul’s journey to Athens, would have entailed a sea voyage of more than
300 miles — taking days, if not weeks.

e Deeply Disturbed In His Spirit: v. 16

“While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, he was deeply disturbed in his
spirit to see that the city was full of idols.”

John McArthur: “It's the story of a man, and it's the story of a city. Not just
any man, the apostle Paul; and not just any city, Athens. Maybe there was
never a greater man, and maybe there was never a greater city. And here
they meet head on.”

e Athens The Great:

Greek mythology: Athens emerged from the depths of time and was
favored by goddess Athena. Greek tragedy was born and flourished in
ancient Greece. Its most famous authors were Aeschylus, Sophocles, and
Euripides.

8th century BC: Athens saw the first of its city-states, which laid the
foundation for the region's economic and political union. Over time the city
of Athens became emblematic of ancient Greek civilization.

Athens owed much of its growth to its strategic location. It was a vital hub
along trade routes connecting Greek cities with other Mediterranean
civilizations. Athens attracted many top scholars, artists, and philosophers.

e Athen’s “Evolution”:

After the Roman’s conquered Greece, Athens flourished as a center of
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learning and creativity, producing some significant and fimeless works of
art and literature. Its schools of philosophy were promoted by Socrates,
Plato, Aristotle, Epicurus, and Zeno.

Athens is considered the “cradle of democracy”, the philosophical center
of Greece, and the religious center of their world. The Pantheon stood as a
witness to this universal inclusion of the gods.

Nearly every major building in Athens was dedicated to some god. The
Greek version of our hall of records was dedicated to the “*“Mother of gods.”
The council house contained statues of Apollo and Jupiter.

e Paul The Apostle:

Paul was born in first century- Tarsus in Cilicia, a province in the southeastern
corner of modern-day Turkey. His parents were Pharisees (Benjamites) —
fervent Jewish nationalists who adhered strictly to the Law of Moses.

Saul's Jewish community would shun Greek culture. Paul however, could
speak Aramaic, Greek and Latin.

At thirteen, Saul was sent to Judea to be taught by one of the premiere
rabbis his day — Gamaliel. Paul mastered Jewish history, the Psalms, and the
works of the prophets.

Paul was both a Roman and a Roman citizen. He possessed a specifically
Roman knowledge of the empires’ politics, military, and social structure. He
was also exposed to Greek art and Greek philosophy.

e Paul’'s Tour Of Athens:

As Paul is waiting for his friends to rejoin him, he is fraversing the city — taking
in the sites just like any first-century tourist. He is unfavorably impressed by
the city’s overt dedication to pagan gods.

The Parthenon housed a giant gold and ivory statue of Athena. The city
boasted of statues and images of Apollo, Jupiter, Venus, Mercury, Bacchus,
Neptune, Diana and Aesculapius. The Greek pantheon was represented,
including the gods of Olympus.
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As Paul observes one public building after another, clearly dedicated to
some pagan god, “he was deeply disturbed in his spirit to see that the city
was full of idols.”

e InThe Synagogue And The Marketplace: v. 17

“So hereasoned in the synagogue with the Jews and God-fearing Gentiles,
and in the marketplace with those he met each day.”

Following a pattern now very familiar to us, he began by visiting the
synagogue in Athens. The Jews in Athens have their own interesting history.
Let me share a portion of it:

By the time of Paul’s visit to Athens, there were thriving Jewish communities
in Thessaloniki, Berea, Athens, and Corinth. They formed a unique culture
called Romaniotes — seeking to balance their Greek identities with Jewish
practices.

At the synagogue, “Paul reasoned with the Jews and God-fearing
Gentiles.” Greek word used for “reasoning” is "dianoigd," which means to
open thoroughly, as in opening the mind to understand. Paul was engaged
in a methodical exposition of the Jewish Scriptures.

Luke tells us that Paul also took this approach “in the marketplace with
those he met each day.” He has two spheres of evangelization - the
synagogue and the marketplace. Since the Agora (marketplace) was the
center of Athenian life and activity, Paul took whatever opportunities he
could to debate anyone who engaged him on a day-by-day basis.

e The Epicurean And Stoic Philosophers: v. 18

At some point during Paul’s daily visits to the Agora, he is noticed by some
Epicurean and Stoic philosophers. Luke tells us that they “began to debate
with him.”

Who were the Epicureans and what did they believe?

e The Epicureans believed that the highest human state was twofold:

“Ataraxia” — absolute peace and “Aponia” — the complete absence of
mental, emotional, and physical distress or need.
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To Epicurus and his followers, the gods existed in a permanent state of
ataraxia. They were so transcendent, or removed, from humans that they
didn’t interfere with them. In fact, they weren’'t even aware of humans.

The goal of Epicureanism was to find this peace and absence of distress or
need by pursuing fulfllment in life outside of religious rules and
expectations.

e The Stoics were a very different strain of philosophers. Stoicism was first
developed by the Greek philosopher Zeno, sometime around 300 BC.
His feaching emphasized rationalism and logic — the very opposite of
Epicureanism’s promotion of feeling and comfort.

Stoicism primarily teaches that people should intentionally align their lives
with the “logos” — the natural law of the cosmos. This means rejecting the
stresses of life brought about by over-indulgence and pleasure-seeking. As
humans entrust themselves to the laws of the cosmos, they are freed from
worrying about those things that are not in their control.

e “What Is This Babbler Trying To Say?” v. 18
The Greek philosophers asked, “What is this babbler trying to say2” Others
said, “He seems to be advocating foreign gods.” Luke adds, “This is

because Paul was proclaiming the good news of Jesus and the
resurrection.”

There, in the seedbed of every Greek philosophy and the locus of universal
idolatry, they accuse him of babbling and advocating foreign gods.

e Next Time - The Areopagus



