
 1 

“Refresh: The Spirit-Driven Witness” 
Acts 17:22-34 

A Sermon by Rev. Bob Kells 
 
This week, we continue our sermon series on the work of the Holy Spirit as 
God’s refreshing and renewing agent in the world.   
That’s the main theme of this series: that God has begun to refresh and 
renew God’s Creation by raising Jesus of Nazareth from the grave.  
God did this to restore the image of God in us—an image that was 
marred and disfigured by sin.  God is using the Holy Spirit to restore 
that image so that we can be the Body of Christ in and for the world. 
Over the past few weeks, we’ve looked at several different ways the Holy 
Spirit is at work in God’s Creation: 

- We looked at the Spirit-driven church on the days after Pentecost, and 
the tremendous community spirit generated by the Holy Spirit that 
bound together people from diverse cultures. 

- We looked at Stephen, whose Spirit-driven life gave him the faith and 
grace to serve God’s people in the dangerous job of waiting tables; a 
job that brought him into direct conflict with leaders of a local 
synagogue and led to his death. 

This week, we take a look at the Spirit-Driven Witness in the story of Paul in 
Athens. 
As the story opens, Paul had been traveling through Greece and had arrived 
in Athens where he was waiting for two of his companions, Silas and 
Timothy.  While he waited for them, Paul did what he always did when he 
arrive in a city: he looked for the nearest synagogue to share the Gospel of 
Jesus Christ.   
And as always, Paul’s discussion with the local synagogue leaders became 
an argument, one that usually resulted in Paul being forced to leave town.  
But not before persuading a few people to follow the Jesus Way. 
Athens was a bit different from some of the other cities Paul had visited.  It 
was the cultural capital of the ancient world.  Rome’s military might had 
conquered the Greeks (and many others) but Greece had won the culture 
wars. 
Greek language, arts, philosophies and religions were the cultural standards 
of the day. 
So Paul is in Athens, the cultural capital of the ancient world.  And as he 
walks around the city, he sees many idols to the Greek gods.   
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Not only that, but he meets some of the local philosophers and engages them 
in a discussion too.  When they say they want to hear about Paul’s “new 
teaching, Paul naturally obliges them. 
That brings us to today’s scripture lesson, Paul’s speech at the Areopagus. 
SHOW SLIDES: 

- The Areopagus is a hill in Athens, next door to the more famous 
Acropolis.  At the time of Paul’s visit to Athens, the Areopagus was 
the site of a judicial council, a high court of appeal for civil and 
criminal cases.1 

- The Acropolis is the site of the Parthenon, a temple dedicated to the 
goddess Athena. 

- View of Athens from the Areopagus. 
- There is a plague dedicated to Paul’s speech to the Athenians at the 

base of the Areopagus. 
So it’s here that Paul gives a speech to the Athenian audience that is unlike 
many of his speeches to date.   
When we read Paul’s letters and read what he has to say about Jesus in the 
rest of Acts, we expect to get a plate full of Hebrew Scripture.  We expect to 
hear him refer to Moses and the prophets and Jesus. 
But we don’t get that here. 
We get a different speech because Paul is taking into account his audience.  
They don’t know the Hebrew Scriptures. 
They’ve never heard of Moses and they couldn’t name a Hebrew prophet if 
their life depended on it. 
So Paul has to start with something they can understand. 
He has to preach to them in their context, their particular cultural situation. 
Understanding your context is key.  If you don’t understand your audience, 
you are setting yourself up for failure. 
I’ve been here nearly 11 months now so I can tell this story.  This is a story 
one of my professors in seminary shared with us to drive home the 
importance of understanding your cultural context: 

A young pastor, fresh out of seminary, was appointed to a small 
country church in the South.  He drove to the church a couple of days 
before his appointment began to check it out.  When he got there, he 
found a small country church, one of those typical white wooden 
chapels with a steeple.  It was a very historic church—over 200 years 
old.  But it looked like it wasn’t kept up very well.  The young pastor 

                                                
1 “Areopagus,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia, article online, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Areopagus, 
accessed 22 May 2014. 
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walked around the building and noticed a side door where a tree had 
grown up right next to it and was partially blocking the doorway.  
Well this didn’t look very good; it looked like the church trustees 
weren’t doing their job.  The pastor wanted to make a good first 
impression, so he returned the next day with a saw and he cut down 
the tree.  Before he knew it, he got a call from the District 
Superintendent asking what was going on.  You see, the church was in 
Georgia, site of John and Charles Wesley’s missionary work in the 
1730s.  The tree the pastor had cut down was a historic tree, planted at 
the time of the Wesleys mission.  The pastor never set foot inside that 
church.  His was the shortest appointment in American Methodism. 

So Paul gives a speech that begins by addressing the cultural context of his 
Athenian audience. 
He does this by finding common ground: 

- You Athenians are a religious people—after all, look at all the idols 
and temples you have. 

- Your so religious, you’ve got one here to an unknown god. 
- Since you don’t know about this unknown god, I’m going to tell you 

about Him: God is the creator of everything. 
- And since God created human kind, God put it into human beings to 

search for God. 
- God is not far off.  You know this already because of the things your 

own poets have said: “In him we live and move and have our being” 
and “For we too are his offspring.” 

This is where the Holy Spirit comes in.   
The Spirit is not named in this scripture passage today.  Instead, Paul uses 
the religious symbols he saw around him and the words of a Greek poet to 
point them toward the one true God of the universe. 
Paul is saying that even before 
   Paul is saying that  
Paul found common ground by using the religious symbols he saw around 
him and the words of Greek philosophers.  By doing this, Paul gave them 
something they could understand, a starting point to point them toward God. 
This is also where the Holy Spirit was at work  
Spirit Driven witness, HS inspires Paul to speak to the Athenians. 
Aspects of preaching to the culture. 
 Paul found common ground with them: their own philosophers.  
Realm of the Spirit, speaking into people’s lives even before they hear the 
name Jesus.  Danger of syncretism, going too far as to say all paths lead to 
God, when they don’t. 
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 He stood his ground and proclaimed the truth of God: that there is a 
man, a Resurrected man, who has been appointed judge over all Creation.  
This man is the one who gives meaning to life and hope for the future. 
Dangers of going too far to one extreme: condemning or being subverted by 
the culture. 
This story is relevant for us today  
The isms we witness to today.  Even atheism is taking on religious 
undertones as the non-believers gather regularly to hear talks about how 
much they don’t believe in God. 
 
 
 
 


