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Acts 17 

Pastor Phil Ward 
 

Against the Culture: For the 
Culture 

 
Hi, everyone. My name is Larry Adams, and I wanted to take just a moment to thank you for 
downloading the podcast of this message. At Golden Hills we are committed to exalting Jesus 
and preaching the word. Your downloading of this message is a great encouragement to us as 
we know that our ministry is going out to spread God’s word all over the world. 

We want you to know too that in no way do we intend these messages to be a replacement for 
your involvement in a good local church where, sitting under the authority of pastors and other 
teachers, you can learn to worship, grow, and serve and be engaged with a body of believers 
where you can grow in the grace and knowledge of Jesus Christ. 

We realize also that some of you may be in areas of the world where there is no local church. 
Therefore, we’re hoping that these messages you’re using, as you gather with your family or 
other believers or people from the community, that it will be a great encouragement to you as 
you hear God speak into your life and help you to become disciples who are true reproducing 
followers of Jesus Christ. 

 

Phil Ward:  I’m Phil. I know that much, and I’m one of the pastors here. I pastor a ministry called 
Kairos. It’s the young adult ministry here at Golden Hills. I’ve been doing that for some time 
now. Many of you know that I've been going through a miniseries of sermons that are really 
about Christ and the culture and how we as Christians engage with the culture. We’re gonna 
continue that and actually end up with this one. Many of you who have been here before will 
remember some of the lingo I’ve been using. Those of you who are hearing me for the first time, 
I apologize ahead of time, but the other sermons are online. You can go get those.  

Thanks to the people who built this whole stage just for me today. I’m really encouraged by that 
(laughter). You may think it’s kinda weird that Larry would start a series and then I'm like this 
second speaker on a totally different topic, but I hope that you see this morning that what he has 
done and what he will is actually gonna really merge and coincide with what I’m gonna give this 
morning from Acts Chapter 17. You’re really gonna see the overlap and see how they 
complement one another. I hope and I pray that God will use this series that Larry’s gonna do to 
really further our impact in our culture, and you'll see why. 

He's gonna be addressing a lot of things which are false about who Jesus is as he did last 
week. He’s going to be advocating an orthodox, historical view of who Jesus is which is Biblical 
and profound and has been true of the church for thousands of years. As a matter of fact, one of 
the leading advocates of the historical orthodox view of who Jesus is was a man named 
Athanasius. Athanasius was from Alexandria, Egypt. He went toe to toe with a lot of very 
important, powerful people. The Emperor of Rome he went toe to toe with on theological issues. 
A man named Arius he also did theological battle with. 

Arius was a heretic. He is the father of the Arian controversy, and the Arian heresy which 
basically for us we would know it better as Jehovah's Witness theology. So Jehovah's Witness 
theology has been around a long time, and it’s been proven wrong for a long time. Athanasius 
was against very powerful people, and Arius was very influential in the early church. He was 
definitely was opposed to him. He was against many people. In fact, his nickname became 
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known as “Athanasius against the world.” What a nickname. Somebody asked him, “Athanasius, 
why are you so against the world?” 

His reply was reported to be this: “I’m ‘Athanasius against the world’ for the world.” What he 
means is simply this: “The whole reason why I'm against the world is because I'm profoundly for 
the world.” Meaning that “The world is lost. The world is in darkness. The world is in bondage, 
and I'm for them being reconciled to God and to one another. Because of my being for them, 
there are certain things in the culture which I am in direct opposition of. I’m against that because 
I am for them been reconciled to God.” 

I look at that I just go, “Man, that is beautiful.” That’s exactly what I hope that through these 
sermon series and hopefully through this morning that you will come to understand that we as 
Christians are called to be against the culture because we are for the culture. We want to see 
people, men and women from all nations and all tribes and all languages, to be reconciled to 
God and for us to be reconciled to one another in the person of Christ. That is our hope; 
therefore, certain things in our culture must be stood up again because we are for the culture. 
So for being for the culture we must be against the culture. 

I love what Russell Moore says. He's the president of the Ethics and Religious Liberty 
Commission for the Southern Baptist convention. He writes this in his book Onward, which has 
really been encouraging to me over the last couple weeks. He writes this: 

Our call as Christians is to an engaged alienation with the culture, a Christianity that 
preserves the distinctiveness of our gospel while not retreating from our callings as 
being good neighbors and friends and citizens. We ought to engage our culture not with 
the end goal of winning, but the end goal of reconciliation. We witness to a gospel that 
seeks to reconcile people to one another and to God by doing away with sin and guilt. 
This comes about not by voter blocks or policy papers but by a bloody cross and an 
empty tomb. 

What he is saying is, “The gospel is what is going to transform culture, not politics, not policies, 
the gospel. It’s being us against the culture because we are for the culture. We want to see 
culture transformed and reconciled to God through the person of Christ.  

How do we do that? I think we best do that by looking at Paul's ministry in Thessalonica, Berea, 
and Athens in Acts Chapter 17 coming to an understanding of what's happening here, watching 
the story unfold before our very eyes, and in drawing out the implications that might be true for 
us today. Let’s do that. Acts Chapter 17. If you have a Bible I’m reading out of the ESV. So if 
you have a Bible on a phone or ipad or something like that, make sure you’re in the ESV. 
Acts 17. Here’s what I want us to learn this morning: that proclaiming the excellencies of God – 
which is what I preached about a couple times ago – proclaiming the excellencies of God as an 
exile – which is also what I preached about – means that we must translate the unchanging 
truth of the gospel into the vernacular of the culture. What I’m saying is this: There are eternal, 
unchanging truths of the gospel, but those truths must be communicated to the culture in 
intelligible words. Therefore, it needs to be translated into the vernacular of the culture. 
Vernacular is the word for the common language of a particular people group. We need to take 
the gospel, translate it into the culturally intelligible vernacular if we are to be effective in gospel 
ministry in engaging the culture. We’re gonna see this from the life of Paul in Acts Chapter 17.  

As you guys know, I love the Bible, man. It’s fun to teach and all kinds of stuff. I like to teach it 
verse by verse but we don’t have enough time, so I kinda piece it all together for you. So here 
we go, verse 1, and we’ll kinda skip around. We’re gonna read 1-4 and then 10-11. This is 
Paul’s ministry in Thessalonica and Berea. He says this: 

Now when they had passed through Amphipolis  
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“They” being Silas, Timothy, and Paul. 

Now when they had passed through Amphipolis and Apollonia, they came to 
Thessalonica, where there was a synagogue of the Jews. 2 And Paul went in, as was his 
custom, and on three Sabbath days he reasoned with them from the Scriptures, 
3 explaining and proving that it was necessary for the Christ to suffer and to rise from the 
dead, and saying, “This Jesus, whom I proclaim to you, is the Christ.” 4 And some of 
them were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, as did a great many of the devout 
Greeks and not a few of the leading women.  

Verse 10: 

The brothers immediately sent Paul and Silas away by night to Berea,  

Why did they send them away? Because by preaching the gospel he incited a riot. They wanted 
to kill Paul, so they sent him off to Berea so he wouldn’t get his head chopped off. 

and when they arrived they went into the Jewish synagogue. 11 Now these Jews were 
more noble than those in Thessalonica; they received the word with all eagerness, 
examining the Scriptures daily to see if these things were so. 12 Many of them therefore 
believed, with not a few Greek women of high standing as well as men.  

What I want to do is just point out to us a couple things in this text about Paul's ministry in these 
two great cities. I want to show us how Paul’s method actually was carried out. He had a 
method to his ministry. He had a content of his ministry as well. Lastly, he established a 
common ground between he and his audience. We’re gonna look at these three things just from 
these verses, okay?  

The first thing is, What is Paul's method? We look at verse 2. He went in as was his custom to a 
Jewish synagogue. It says, “for three Sabbath days” which is on Saturday, so he was there for 
about three weeks he was reasoning from the Scriptures and explaining and proving something. 
We’ll get to it in a minute. 

So that’s Paul’s method when it comes to proclaiming the excellencies of God is to do so by 
way of reason. Reason is the use of logic. It’s putting together premises and coming to a 
conclusion by inference. It’s supporting your premise with facts. It’s coming to a conclusion that 
is designed to persuade the hearers. It’s done so by explanation and by proof. That’s Paul’s 
method of how he went about proclaiming the gospel.  

So now the question is, What did he proclaim? I already said it’s the gospel, but look at the 
content of it.  He went in and was reasoning with them, verse 3: 

explaining and proving  

What? 

 that it was necessary for the Christ to suffer and to rise from the dead 

So right from the beginning we know that there is this person called the Christ, and He was 
dead, but not anymore. He's risen. Then he goes on and says, “This Jesus, whom I proclaim to 
you, He’s the Christ.” So the content of Paul's message is simply this: “There is a Messiah. His 
name is Jesus of Nazareth who was spiked to a Roman cross and rose from the dead and now 
sits at the right hand of the Father interceding for us on our behalf at this very moment.” That’s 
the content of Paul's message in 1 Corinthians 15 where Paul says that is the gospel. So we 
have the method: he reasons by way of explanation and proof for the claims of the gospel. 

Now, we’ll look at the common ground. Look at this in verse 2 again. Paul goes into a Jewish 
synagogue. He reasons with them explaining, proving the content of the gospel, but he says he 
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reasons with them in verse 2 “from the Scriptures.” That’s important. It's important because in 
synagogue worship the central part of the worship was the Scriptures. It's kinda like our local 
churches. In synagogue worship they sing hymns and they had Scripture that was being 
preached. They had prayers, and they gave alms which is like an offering or whatever. In the 
synagogue when Paul goes there he knows what to expect is that centrally in the synagogue 
worship is the esteeming highly of the Scriptures. So when Paul goes in, it’s kind of one of these 
things. He comes in and he goes, “Oh, you guys are centered on the Scriptures are you?” 

They’re like, “Yeah!” 

“You think it’s authoritative.” 

“Yeah!” 

“It’s the word of God.” 

“Yeah!” 

“It’s true.” 

“Yeah!” 

“Well, let me bring it out and then show you in your own authoritative truth that Jesus is the 
Christ and Messiah and the gospel is true.”  

Because at that moment these people have said, “Whatever that book says is true.” 

Paul says, “Well, the book says Jesus is the Messiah.” 

They go, “Uh-oh, um, oops.” 

So they’re in a dilemma, either reject the truth of the Scriptures or bend the knee to Jesus. 
Those are your options. These Jewish people who are so in love with the Scriptures would 
never deny them; therefore, their only option is bend the knee. He builds common ground with 
them, reasoning with them about the truth of the gospel from their own source of authority and 
truth. Powerful isn’t it? 

Now, let’s go to verse 10. Because of the preaching of the gospel, Paul incites a riot. Some 
people believe, other people go, “Oh, let’s cut his head off,” so he leaves. He goes to Berea and 
what does he do? He arrives at a Jewish synagogue. Why? Because that’s his custom. Paul 
was so predictable. It’s like, come on, dude, be spontaneous. No, he goes to a Jewish 
synagogue, verse 11, “Now these Jews were more noble than those in Thessalonica; they 
received the word with all eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see if these things were 
so.”  

Paul obviously goes to a Jewish synagogue because that is his custom. The text never says 
anything about what he does, but seeing that Paul had a certain custom, what do you think he 
did there? He reasoned with them. What did he reason with them about? The gospel. How did 
he do it? By building common ground. How do we know he did that? Look at verse 11, “They 
received the word.” “The word” throughout the book of Acts is always in reference to the gospel. 
“They received the gospel with all eagerness and they were examining” what? The Scriptures. 
Why? Because the Bereans held the Scriptures to be authoritative and true and the very words 
of God. So Paul comes in as his custom and says, “Hey, you guys believe that?” 

They go, “Yeah!” 

He goes, “Jesus is the Messiah. Here’s the gospel. It’s evident in your own Scriptures.” 
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They go, “Uh-oh. All right, we’re gonna go to Joe’s house and have a Bible study and see if this 
is true because this might actually change our world.” 

Paul’s like, “Yep, that’s why they’re more noble.” 

What do we learn from this? We learn that reason is not evil, it’s useful. Thinking well matters.  
Also, the gospel is always central. It is always the content, never diminished, never watered 
down, robust and full and powerful. Whenever you proclaim the gospel reasonably you have to 
build common ground. 

What’s interesting about that is some people would reject that and go, “No, you don’t have to 
build common ground.” 

I go, “Oh, no, no, no. Stop, stop, stop.” Let’s think about what Larry preached about last week. 
Remember when he met that Jewish man in the laundry room or whatever and he was reading 
the Torah. Do you remember what Larry did? Proclaimed what? Jesus is Messiah. From what? 
The Torah. His own source of truth. 

Do you remember when Larry shared the time where he spoke to the Jehovah’s witness and he 
proclaimed to him that Jesus is the second person of the trinity, the only God begotten? From 
what source of truth did Larry describe that? From their own source of truth. Larry is building 
common ground with these people, and these people are going to have to make a decision, 
“Either my source of truth is false or else what Larry has to say about what my source of truth 
says is true.” So either bend the knee to Jesus or reject your culture. That’s why it’s powerful 
when you engage the culture and find common ground. It’s powerful because the people to 
whom you share already believe these certain thoughts are true. So you go, “You think that’s 
true?” 

They go, “Yeah, I think it’s true.” 

And you go, “Bam, gospel.” 

And they go, “Uh-oh.” 

It’s powerful. That’s the way Paul did ministry. 

Now, let’s go to Athens and let’s watch him actually do this explicitly. Man, this guy’s a genius. 
Acts Chapter 17 starting in verse 16: 

Now while Paul was waiting for them at Athens,  

Who was he waiting for? Silas and Timothy. Why? Because he incited another riot. They were 
trying to kill him again, so they sent him onto Athens. His best friends, Silas and Timothy, stayed 
behind. Then he says, “Timothy, Silas, come back to me, man. I want to do ministry with you 
again.” So he’s waiting for them. He’s waiting for them at Athens. Notice he’s not wasting his 
waiting. He is effective in his waiting. He doesn’t just sit around and go, “Well, I can’t do ministry 
until other people come.” No, no, no, he’s engaging immediately. So he goes around Athens 
and it says in verse 16: 

his spirit was provoked within him as he saw that the city was full of idols. 

Paul gets angry. Why is he angry? Because the culture is putting on display their rebellion 
against God. If that as a Christian doesn’t incite some sort of provocation inside of you that 
people hate God then maybe you’re not a Christian. Paul is like, “No, I will not have that.” So 
what does Paul do? It says in verse 17: 

So (therefore) he acts 
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How does he act? In our culture maybe we would write an open letter and post it on our blog or 
we would, I don’t know, tweet out some snarky comment on Twitter, or maybe we will make it 
mean like, “Eww, non-Christians are ugly” or whatever. Paul doesn’t do that. Instead, look what 
he does, he goes and he engages people face to face. Why? Because they are people and 
have dignity. He says: 

So he reasoned in the synagogue with the Jews and the devout persons, and in the 
marketplace every day with those who happened to be there. 

What did Paul do? He reasoned. He reasoned. That’s what Paul does. That’s his method. So he 
goes into the synagogue which is his custom and he does what he always does using his 
methodology of reasoning. What did he reason about? It doesn’t say that he reasoned about the 
gospel, but it’s implied obviously. Paul is a creature of habit. He is engaging the Jews and the 
devout persons. Devout persons are non-Jews who are following Judaism. He reasons with 
them about the gospel and then it says the second thing, “And also in the marketplace he was 
reasoning with them about the gospel every day with those who happened to be there.” 

So there is Paul engaging the Jews, engaging the Greeks, engaging them reasonably about the 
gospel, but then he goes out from there to the marketplace. Who might be in the marketplace? 
Men, women, sellers, buyers, rich, poor, anybody is at the market. What Paul does is he goes to 
the market to reason with people about the gospel which tells me that the gospel is not 
distinguished based on any way that we differentiate humanity. It isn’t racially based. It isn’t 
social economically based. The gospel is for everyone without distinction. But if we decide in our 
own minds that some people are worthy of the gospel and others aren’t, we are a bigoting fool. 
Instead Paul says, “No, no, no, whoever happens to be there. I don’t give a rip who they are or 
where they’re from or how much money they have or don’t have. They’re going to hear the 
gospel.” Then all of a sudden his audience expands. Verse 18, it says: 

18 Some of the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers also conversed with him.  

“Also” is pointing us back to the fact that he’s in the marketplace and also some Stoic and 
epicurean philosophers were there. Okay, this is important: The Epicurean and Stoic 
philosophers were the cultural icons of the day. They are the equivalent of our celebrities, 
political, athletic, movie stars. They hold sway in culture. When they walked by, everyone was 
trying to get a selfie with them. They’re important people. So these Epicurean and Stoic 
philosophers who hold huge weight in the culture, are conversing with Paul and some of them 
said this: 

“What does this babbler wish to say?”  

Now, “babbler” is like just “bla, bla, bla,” but it’s more than that. A babbler in Greek is the word 
for a bird who comes behind somebody who drops something on the ground and it pecks. It 
doesn’t originate anything. It’s just getting the leftovers. What they’re saying is this guy, Paul, 
he’s thinking in terms of leftovers. He has no original thoughts of his own. He’s an idiot, the 
equivalent of like somebody today who thinks they know about, you know, social issues just 
because they read the headline on Yahoo News. You don’t know what’s going on, you just read 
the title. Or people who get on youtube and they watch a two minute video about this particular 
topic, now they’re an expert. What? So that’s what they’re equating Paul with. They’re like, “No, 
no, no, you don’t have any original thoughts. You are a buffoon. But he seems to be preaching a 
foreign divinity.” They say that because he was preaching Jesus and the resurrection. Now 
remember, he was in the marketplace reasoning with them about what? Well, obviously it was 
about Jesus and the resurrection because that was what incited in these people, or intrigued 
them, about his message. Here’s Paul everywhere using reason everywhere about the gospel 
and, as we’re gonna see, everywhere establishing common ground.   
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Who are these Epicureans and Stoics? Let me give you a brief little synopsis of them. They 
believed in the eternal existence of matter which means there’s no creation. Nothing was 
created. There is no Creator. Everything just is. They also believed that the universe is simply a 
force and it emanates some sort of pulsating vibe that determines people’s moods and 
circumstances. That sound familiar in our culture at all? You know what I’m talking about? There 
are people saying this junk all the time. “I’m just becoming one with the universe.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“I’m feeling the vibe.” 

“What are you saying?” 

Or you hear it on the news all the time. A tragedy happens, “Our thoughts and are prayers are 
with you.” I don’t need your thoughts, I need your prayer. What does your thought do? You’re 
not even good at thinking. Don’t send me those.  

What we really want is a personal God who actually we can pray to who actually can do 
something. Also, these Stoics and Epicureans they didn’t believe life after the death. There was 
no heaven, no hell, no resurrection, no God. That sounds a lot like our culture, doesn’t it? Okay, 
so now that we know this is very similar to our culture. Look at what they say in verse 20: 

For you bring some strange things to our ears.  

By the way, brothers and sisters, just stop for a second and think about Christianity for a minute. 
How weird is it? “Hey, there’s a carpenter’s son who really is God’s Son.” 

“Sure there is.” 

“Yeah, and actually He lived a sinless life.” 

“Hmm, I don’t think He did.” 

“Oh, yeah, and by the way He performed miracles.” 

“Miracles don’t happen.” 

“He was spiked to a Roman cross.” 

“What?” 

“Oh, yeah, and He rose from the dead.” 

“Okay, sure He did. Sure.” 

“Oh, and by the way He’s sitting at the right hand of the Father.” 

“Oh, really. Must have a nice throne.” 

“Oh and by the way He’s coming back again riding on a white horse. We’re gonna meet Him in 
the clouds.” 

“Sure.” 

Before I became a Christian I heard this stuff and I’m going, “This is crazy. You fools are crazy.” 
I just envisioned people walking around in Snuggies carrying candles all day, and I’m staring in 
disbelief. Here’s what I want to say about that: Christians, what we believe is weird. The culture 
will think we are weird, but just because it’s weird doesn’t mean it’s not true. The real question 
is, Is it true? The answer is, It is true. Then who cares about how weird it is. Don’t try to make 
the gospel less weird. You can’t do it. In so doing you lose it. Don’t lose the weirdness of the 
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gospel. That’s all I’m trying to say. You guys got that though, right? I feel like we’re doing a Bible 
study right now. This is good.  

21 Now all the Athenians and the foreigners who lived there would spend their time in 
nothing except telling or hearing something new. 

Oh, yet again isn’t that just like our culture? We are addicted to novelty, are we not? Is it new? 

“It’s new I gotta have it.”  

“Why do you gotta have it?” 

“Cuz it’s new.” 

Oh, my goodness. We think old things are bad and new things are good without ever asking 
ourselves the question, Is the thing itself actually good? What does it matter if it is actually 
good? It just matters if it’s new. Do you see what I’m saying? That’s happening in our culture all 
the time. It’s no wonder why people don’t want to read the Bible, it’s an old book; therefore, it’s a 
bad book. What? No, this book is good. Yes, it’s old. It’s older than old. It’s eternal, but it’s 
oldness doesn’t mean it’s bad.  

So Paul is stepping into a culture that is very similar to ours. Do you see the connections? I 
hope so. Verse 22, now let’s jump into what he actually says. Remember, he’s for the culture. 
He wants to see the culture reconciled to God to each other, but he’s also against it. Verse 22: 

So Paul, standing in the midst of the Areopagus,  

Which is the collection of all of these great philosophers who have cultural clout. They’re 
standing on this place called Mars Hill. He stands there in their presence, and I imagine you can 
hear a pin drop. It’s silent. He clears his throat: 

Men of Athens, I perceive that in every way you are very religious. 23 For as I passed 
along and observed the objects of your worship, I found also an altar with this inscription, 
“To the unknown god.” What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you.  

Right from the beginning what Paul does is he acknowledges the culture in which he’s living in. 
What he says is, “Look, I’ve walked around your city. I’ve seen your statues. I’ve been in your 
marketplace. I’ve talked to people. I’ve listened to them. I’ve asked questions. They’ve asked 
questions of me. We’ve had dialogue, and now I have come to the understanding and 
conclusion of what your culture is actually like.” You see how he is building common ground by 
saying that? He’s not going, “Your culture is terrible.” He’s saying, “I’m observing. I’ve learning. 
I’m starting to understand this.” It’s a great principle we as Christians need to learn. 

Pastor Jonathan Dobson, he writes in his book called The Unbelievable Gospel he writes this: 

Good evangelists have to slow down long enough to understand what people hear and 
how they speak in order to communicate the gospel in intelligible ways. This involves 
listening to what people think in order to communicate meaningfully what God thinks. 
This doesn’t require a PhD in Bible or Theology. It requires love, sacrificing our time, 
tweaking our crammed schedules, and putting away our canned responses and actually 
simply conversing with people.   

Do you know how much you can learn about people if you talk to them? In talking to them you 
can learn their hurts. You can learn their places where they are wounded. You can learn what 
they value. You can learn what they love and hate, and you can exploit those things and show 
them the truth of the gospel. “You are wounded. You are begging for a restart. What more 
powerful restart can you have than if you are in Christ you are a new creation?” Or “The new 
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creation, the new heavens and earth is coming. It won’t always be like this.” That’s powerful, but 
you won’t know that until you talk to people. 

So that’s what he does. He lays a foundation. He’s like, “I see where you guys are at” and yet 
he says this: 

What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you. 

In other words, “I see your culture, and now I’m gonna show you why I’m against it. I’m coming 
after you.” But he does so with kindness; you can see it. It says this in verse 24: 

24 The God who made the world and everything in it,  

That’s important. Why? Because these people don’t believe in a God. They don’t believe in a 
world that was created, and they don’t believe that everything in it owes its existence to God. 
The very first words out of Paul’s mouth is, “I’m against you. I’m against you. I’m against you. 
God is real. He created everything. Everything owes its existence to Him.” He says: 

Being Lord of heaven and earth, does not live in temples made by man, 25 nor is he 
served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all 
mankind life and breath and everything. 

In other words, “This is the God who is.” What Paul is doing is paraphrasing Isaiah 66 and 
Psalm 50. I think this is on the screen, so read it with me. Isaiah 66: 1-2: 

Thus says the Lord: 
Heaven is my throne, 
    and the earth is my footstool; 
what is the house that you would build for me, 
    and what is the place of my rest? 
2 All these things my hand has made, 
    and so all these things came to be, 

Or it says in Psalm 50: 

For every beast of the forest is mine, 
    the cattle on a thousand hills. 
11 I know all the birds of the hills, 
    and all that moves in the field because they are mine. 

If I were hungry, I would not tell you, 
    for the world and its fullness are mine. 

Abraham Kuyper, a great theologian, says, “When God looks upon the whole universe, what 
Jesus says is, ‘In every square inch of this universe, there's no place in which God does not 
say, “That’s mine.”’” He owns it all, rules it all.  

Paul knows that, but you know what he doesn't do? He doesn't go, “Now, wait a minute. You're 
not believing the Bible you Greeks.” Of course they're not. They never heard of it before. Then 
he takes what is true about the Bible and he translates it into the vernacular of their culture. Do 
you see what he did there? Oh, brilliant.  

Then he goes on in verse 26 and tells a better origins story.  What I mean by origins is the 
beginning. Paul goes on, he said,  

And he made from one man every nation of mankind  
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Okay, and who is that one man? Adam. He doesn’t say Adam, but we know it’s Adam. From 
Adam came all people. These people who came from Adam are to do two things: to live on the 
face of the earth, and what we know from Genesis 1:2 is that God commanded people -- what’s 
called the cultural mandate – to go, be fruitful and multiply, cultivate, which means “produce 
culture.” Now, if God says “produce culture” God can’t be against culture, but He can be against 
culture which has spoiled. That’s where we live, in a spoiled culture that God has promised “I 
will make fresh again.” So he tells a better origin story, there’s one man from whom all nations 
came. 

Secondly, verse 27, that all mankind should seek God. But guess what? The culture we live in 
has spoiled, and people don’t seek God anymore. Now we’re getting to the crux of it. Then Paul 
does this, he actually reveals his sources. Remember, he’s reasoning. This is all reasoning 
about the content of the gospel. He’s building common ground and now he’s going to reveal his 
source. He says, “Here’s my premises and here’s why my premise is true. Here is why I think 
what I think.” What is his source? Look at this, verse 28: 

 “‘In him we live and move and have our being’; 

Which is a direct quote from who? Jeremiah? Ezekial? Moses? Nope. The source or the ground 
– this is called a grounding cause. It’s the statement which grounds his whole argument is 
founded on a quotation from a man named Epimenides. Epimenides is a cultural icon to the 
Greeks. He has clout. People respect him and they just honor everything that he wrote and said 
and did. So what Paul does is say, “Do you believe Epimenides?” 

They give a hearty, “Yeah, he’s one of us.” 

Paul says simply, “Epimenides knew the gospel. I’m basing my whole argument on Epimenides. 
If that doesn’t work, as even some of your own poets have said, ‘that we are indeed his 
offspring,’” which is a quotation from Aratus who, once again, is a culture icon to the Greeks. So 
what does Paul do? Paul says, “Here’s an authority, Aratus and Epimenidies. Do you guys 
believe them, everyone?” 

“Yeah, we believe them.” 

“Great. He was hinting at the gospel. So what Aratus and Epimenidies could only hint at I’m 
proclaiming to you” because remember every shadow has a solid. The Greek culture had 
shadows but Christ is the solid. So it was a faint whisper, it was a distant echo of the truth of 
Christ. Paul saw it and he capitalized on it. “Your own authorities know that I’m true, so the 
question is, Are you going to believe me or reject your culture?” Do you feel the weight of that? 
That is significant. 

Then in verse 29 Paul gets to his conclusion: 

Being then God's offspring, 

“Being then God’s offspring” is a conclusion that Aratus makes. What Paul is saying is, “Based 
on your own source of truth” he goes on to say: 

we ought not to think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone, an image formed 
by the art and imagination of man. 

In other words, “In conclusion with your own authority of truth, you ought to behave a certain 
way.” It doesn’t say “should,” it says “ought.” “Should” implies suggestion; “ought” implies 
“demand or else.” What Paul says is, “Based on your own conclusions, you ought to behave this 
way. As a matter of fact, where’s what I saw.” Remember when he went through Athens he saw 
all of these statues, right? Crafted by the “art and imagination of man.” What Paul is saying is, 
like, “Look, your own source of truth says you ought not to have idols and yet I just walked by a 
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whole street full of idols, so you are living in contradiction. Your very own poets say don’t do 
what you guys are in fact doing. Your world view doesn’t work.” 

You know what else he’s doing here? What’s the second commandment? No graven images, 
right? Why? Because God is God and there is no other. What Paul does in verse 29 is he says, 
“Your own people say that you shouldn’t break the second commandment and yet you are 
breaking the second commandment so you are in sin.” What he does is he eludes to the second 
commandment without actually saying it’s the second commandment. He shows people their 
own sin without having to tell them they’re sinners. They already acknowledged their sinfulness 
by their own culture. You see that? Oh, my goodness. He’s a great evangelist. 

Now what do we do after having concluded that the people are sinners? What do you do with 
that? Because if you just leave people saddened by their sin you have not proclaimed the 
gospel. It’s “You are wretched, but” there’s always a “but.” Then he says this: 

30 The times of ignorance God overlooked 

“Look, I understand that this is the first time you’ve heard this,” Paul would say. “You’ve been 
ignorant, but that time is now done. You’ve heard it now so now you’re accountable.” He says: 

but now he (God) commands all people everywhere to repent, 

What does “repent” mean? Repent means to turn from our own selves to God. Quit trying to 
save yourselves. Quit trying to do it yourself. You have to turn to God and allow him to do it for 
you. You have to repent. He says, “Why should we repent?”: 

31 because he has fixed a day on which he will judge the world in righteousness by a 
man whom he has appointed; 

Who is this man? Good question. 

 and of this he has given assurance to all by raising him from the dead.” 

It’s Jesus. Jesus rose from the dead, and the resurrection of Jesus is the evidence that there is 
coming a judgment. But who will do the judging? Jesus will. What does that mean for us? That 
means our witness to the culture is not for us to be judge and jury of anyone. Instead, we come 
to bear witness that there is a judge. The truth that there is a judge and a judgment coming is 
because there's an empty tomb. 

There’s a rumor going about that the historians themselves know that the tomb is empty. So 
somebody says, “No, there’s no judgment. That's silly.” 

You go, “Then why is there an empty tomb?” 

“Aww, but there's no empty tomb.” 

“Yes, there is. Historians think so. We know more about Jesus’ life than we do about Caesar 
during the time of Jesus. We know where Nazareth is where He grew up. We know where 
Bethlehem is where He was born. We know of Jerusalem and where He was crucified. We 
know that there's some tomb that’s carved in the side of a hill and now it’s vacant.” Those are 
factual things that we know. If the enemies of Christianity wanted to end Christianity, all they 
had to do was to produce a body, and they never did because there is no body to bring out. The 
truth of the resurrection is the evidence that a judgment day is coming. In light of the coming 
judgment, you have an option: bow the knee to Jesus or else.  

If you hate God and don't want God, God is gracious. He’ll give that to you. By the way, why 
would anyone who hates God want to be in His presence for all eternity. I can't think of a more 
terrible thing than that. So Paul says, “In light of all this, you know it's true. Your own culture 
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knows it's true. Repent and believe the gospel and you will be saved.” That's the message; is it 
not? That’s the message.  

What’s amazing about this, I think, is there are so many implications to how we do ministry in 
our own culture. As we look at Paul's example, we understand that what he did was take the 
eternal truths of the gospel. Notice how nothing changed for Paul. Jesus and the resurrection 
which implies the death never changed. Yet he translated that gospel truth into the vernacular of 
the culture, building common ground, and he has a persuasive and forceful argument which 
compelled people to either reject their culture or bend the knee to Jesus. Powerful.  

I think we can do the same thing in our own culture. But what that requires is two basic things: 
One, is that we need to become culturally fluent. What I mean is we need to stop just taking in 
culture, and we are to be thinking as we engage with culture. When you go to the movies, don't 
just be entertained like a dumb farm animal but instead watch the movie and think, What is this 
trying to get across? When you take your kids to watch the movie Frozen and it’s, like, one 
unselfish act of love will thaw a cold heart or whatever, you go “Did they just say that? Did 
Disney just say that?” How about the unselfish act of Christ crucified and risen because of love? 
How about the hardness of the human heart which is cold and wicked and hates God? Oh, my 
goodness, Disney just told my kids that Jesus will give you a new heart. Do you see it that way? 
Or any other movie that we watch? Instead of just blindly just taking in culture, become culturally 
fluent by looking at the culture and begin thinking biblically about what it is saying and why. 

Like the California lottery, do you know what their tagline is “Believe in something bigger.” The 
people on Madison Avenue know that is gonna strike the human heart, because people want 
something bigger than themselves to live for. Guess what? In the gospel we have it. We have 
the biggest thing you can believe in. We have the greatest hope you can have. One hundred 
seventy-five million to one is the odds for winning a lotto. Those are not good odds. But 1 out of 
1 people will die, and 1 out of 1 people who die who are in Christ will live forever. Those are 
good odds. If we begin to think like this, we can actually have common ground with people who 
play the lotto or watch movies, and we could say, “All this is a faint whisper and a distant echo 
and a mere shadow of the substance which is Christ. Let me show you.” It’s beautiful. So that’s 
one thing we need to do to be culturally fluent. 

The other thing we need to do is this: We need to come to a deep understanding of the gospel. 
Let me give you an example. If somebody came to me and said, “Phil, I need a translator. Can 
you do it for me?” 

What is my first question? “Well, what language are you referring to?” 

“Oh, I need you to translate from ancient Latin to Hebrew.” 

I’m, like, “Nah, ain’t gonna do it. Don’t know how.” 

But if somebody came to me said, “Phil, can you translate for me?” 

“From what to what?” 

“From English to Spanish.” I have a fighting chance because I know English. I know that’s 
debatable, but I have a grasp of English. My understanding of English will help me to translate 
English into Spanish, and I was somewhat fluent in Spanish when I was in high school and early 
in college. I’ve lost it all because it was like 20 years ago, but I could do that because I know a 
lot of English and I probably still know a good amount of Spanish. I could do that. But seeing my 
deficiency in Spanish, what would I do to become a great translator? I would immerse myself in 
Spanish. That way as my English strengthens, my Spanish strengthens, and my translation of 
the gospel’s eternal truths with the cultural vernacular. When I get good at both, what comes 
together is a powerful and persuasive proclamation of the gospel. Do you see that, brothers and 
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sisters? You feeling that, Golden Hills? So we need that, translation power that only comes from 
a deep understanding of the gospel and a deep understanding of our culture.  

The last thing we need is this: In summing up everything, our culture is enslaved in darkness. 
Second Corinthians 4:4 says, “The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers.” In so 
doing, our culture is enslaved, but the question is, Who is enslaving them? Satan is. We have to 
make sure we understand, church, that our enemy is not those who are enslaved but the 
enslavor. Our enemy is not the prey of the serpent, it's the serpent. May we never get confused 
by that because a lot of times we leave here and we start looking at blind people who are 
enslaved to darkness and we start accusing them and just being mad at them all day long when 
in reality they're not our enemy, Satan is our enemy.  

We have to realize that in Genesis 3 when the serpent slithered in there, caused Adam and Eve 
to fall, there was a glimmer of hope that God gave us that one day in the future there will be 
born a man born of a woman under the law to redeem those from the law. His name came to be 
Jesus. We are promised and told that this Jesus would one day conquer Satan and crush that 
serpent’s head. In so doing as we proclaim that good news that all was good but has been 
spoiled but will be made new again through Christ, what we do is offer the gospel. What we’re 
doing is telling people that it will be good again. 

But also as we utter these things, remember, people are enslaved. As we utter the gospel, the 
walls of the prisons will fall and the shackles will be loosed. That means that the captives will go 
free and the captor, he’ll be cut down. But brothers and sisters that’s already happened. The 
cross of Christ and the resurrection of Christ has already liberated people. It is our responsibility 
to go and proclaim the good news. Today is a day of liberation. Today is the day to be set free. 
Today is the day that the walls will fall and the chains will come off. Walk to freedom. (applause) 
Remember our adversary Satan is roaring like a lion looking for somebody to devour, but we 
also must realize that the cross and the resurrection of Jesus has delivered to that lion the fatal 
blow, and he is stammering about trying to take out as many people as he can because he is a 
wounded animal. As we all know, wounded animals are dangerous, but we must remember one 
day he will stumble. One day he will fall. One day he will breathed his last, and one day we will 
stand in Christ's kingdom for ever and ever with him ruling and reigning. That is the gospel. 

I’m out of notes. Let’s pray. (laughter, applause) 

Father, the gospel is so real. Every one of us in this culture has a stabbing longing in our hearts 
for a world that we know is better than the one we experience – everyone - or else we would 
never utter the words “This isn't the way it should be.” God, I pray that the world we know and 
long for, God, that we as Christians will help to articulate to the culture so that way the gospel 
will be intelligible and the words will be understood, and those who are held captive will be set 
free, and those who are in bondage to darkness will come into the kingdom of light. God, we 
need to be good translators deeply rooted in the gospel, deeply understanding of our culture so 
that way we can proclaim freedom. God, that requires help. We need your help. We need 
creativity. We need winsomeness. We need kindness. We need love. We need compassion. We 
need conviction because we are standing against this culture which would enslave people to 
their sin. We’re standing against it because we are for it. I pray for the gospel that you would 
reconcile the world to yourself whether in heaven or on earth making peace by the blood of your 
cross. Do that we pray for your glory and our joy. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 


