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Session

11
The Culture:  
Idolatrous but Intrigued

THEOLOGICAL THEME: The gospel must be presented in a way that is 
comprehensible to people in different cultures.

Years ago a small and relatively unknown worship band from Belfast, Ireland, sensed 
God calling them to go to a city in Thailand that receives over 10 million visitors 
per year—Pattaya, known as the sex tourism capital in the world. 1 This city is full 
of women and men living in captivity and in the grips of the evil one. 

Given the providential opportunity to sing in one of the brothels, they began singing 
praise and worship songs over the people in the bar, as well as prophetically into the city. 
As the night went on and as they continued to worship God in such a dark place, God’s 
light broke through and He birthed a new song in their hearts. You might have heard it 
before—it’s called “God of this City”—and that night, they began proclaiming this 
song over Pattaya as a prayer. 

What happens to your heart when you see the 
brokenness in our world? When you see the 
idolatry in our culture, how do you react? Do 
you have a posture of judgment? An attitude of 
indifference? A desire to run away? Or an urge 
to act and do something? 

According to Acts 17, we are not to separate 
ourselves from our culture but to distinguish 
ourselves from it with a biblical worldview that we 
maintain and the gospel message we proclaim. We 
are to be in the world but not of it (see John 17:14,16). 

 Voices from  
the Church
“What if I told you that 
every sin you are struggling 
with, every discouragement 
you are dealing with, even 
the lack of purpose you’re 
living with are because 
of idolatry?” 2 

–Kyle Idleman  
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What are some songs that have become the prayers of your heart? 
Why have they become so?

What will it look like for us today to live in the world but not be of it?

We should pay careful attention to how Paul interacted with the men and women 
of Athens since this has many parallels for us today. Paul understood that the gospel 
must be presented in a way that is comprehensible to people in different cultures. As 
a≈result, when Paul reasoned with those in Athens, he found points of contact between 
the biblical view of the world and that of Greek culture. Then he proclaimed that all 
nations came from the first Adam and that the second Adam, Jesus Christ, will judge 
all nations. Paul’s message focused on the risen Jesus and included a fervent call to 
repentance. Like Paul, we need to allow ourselves to be provoked by the idolatry of 
our culture so that we can boldly and sensitively proclaim the gospel into it. 

1.  Know the culture and grieve over its idolatry (Acts 17:16).

In the preceding verses, Paul was preaching and proclaiming the gospel in a Jewish 
synagogue at Thessalonica. Some Jews were convinced, but it was the God-fearing Greeks 
and the leading women in the city that experienced much of the transformation (Acts 17:4). 
As a result, many Jews in the city “were jealous, and taking some wicked men of the 
rabble, they formed a mob, set the city in an uproar” (v. 5). 

This led the disciples to send Paul and Silas off to Berea, where they were able to 
continue to share the gospel in the Jewish synagogue. In Berea, many more people 
heard and accepted the gospel, “with not a few Greek women of high standing as well 
as men” (v. 12). However, once the troublemaking Jews from Thessalonica heard that 
the gospel was being proclaimed in Berea, they also went there and stirred up the 
crowds. This is how Paul made it to Athens. 
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16 Now while Paul was waiting for them at Athens, his spirit was provoked within him 
as he saw that the city was full of idols.

It is amazing how God prepares us for our next steps. In and through Paul’s ministry 
in Thessalonica and Berea, God was preparing him to minister to the Greeks in Athens. 
After all, though he was preaching in the synagogues to the Jews, the God-fearing 
Greeks were the main ones with softened hearts who experienced transformation 
through the gospel.

When has God used your past circumstances to prepare you for your 
next steps or to have a conversation with another person about the 
gospel? What were the results?

When Paul arrived in Athens, things were quite 
a bit different from the previous cities. Paul had 
experience in cities where people worshiped idols, 
but Athens was on another level. This is why we 
read that Paul’s “spirit was provoked within him 
as he saw that the city was full of idols” (v. 16). 
Paul was not troubled in the way that a teenager 
is troubled when they realize that they forgot to 
study for an exam. Paul was not fearful of the 
idols nor the quantity of them in the city. Rather, 
Paul was grieved that there were so many idols in 
the city. This provoked him to stop waiting for 
Silas and the others to join him and instead to go 
out and begin sharing the gospel in the synagogue 
and in the marketplace. 

 Voices from  
the Church
“Across all our many religions 
and philosophies, people 
display a great zeal to find 
what is true. We should 
be ready to dialogue with 
those who believe differently 
than we do and present a 
reasoned and thoughtful 
defence of the truth.” 3 

–Africa Study Bible
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What idols would you say are present 
in your city?

How are these idols destructive 
to those enslaved by them?

2.  Affirm the good, rebuke the bad, and proclaim the truth 
(Acts 17:17-31). 

17 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. 18 Some of the 
Epicurean and Stoic philosophers also conversed with him. And some said, “What 
does this babbler wish to say?” Others said, “He seems to be a preacher of foreign 
divinities”—because he was preaching Jesus and the resurrection. 19 And they took 
him and brought him to the Areopagus, saying, “May we know what this new 
teaching is that you are presenting? 20 For you bring some strange things to our ears. 
We wish to know therefore what these things mean.” 21 Now all the Athenians and the 
foreigners who lived there would spend their time in nothing except telling or hearing 
something new.

22 So Paul, standing in the midst of the Areopagus, said: “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.

When Paul reasoned with the Athenians, he did not expect them to come to faith the 
way he did—by first becoming a devout Jew and then a Christian. Instead, he started 
with their worldview and with what they knew. Then he laid a foundation for sharing 
the gospel with them.



After Paul was brought into the Areopagus to explain his message to them, he started 
his speech by affirming the good that he saw. He applauded the Athenians for wanting 
to explore and seek the truth since they gave him the opportunity to talk about the 
gospel to a large group of them. They even gave him center stage in their meeting hall 
to hear his teaching, which was very new to their ears. He commended them for being 
religious and for understanding that life was more than just the here and now. 

Instead of introducing the one God that they had never heard about, he pointed out the 
fact that they already knew something was missing in their belief system. After all, why 
would they have an altar with the inscription “To the unknown god”? 

What are some ways we can affirm the good we see in our culture as 
preparation for sharing the gospel? 

24 The God who made the world and 
everything in it, 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. 26 And 
he made from one man every nation of 
mankind to live on all the face of the 
earth, having determined allotted periods 
and the boundaries of their dwelling 
place, 27 that they should seek God, and 
perhaps feel their way toward him and 

find him. Yet he is actually not far from each one of us, 28 for
“ ‘In him we live and move and have our being’;

as even some of your own poets have said,
“ ‘For we are indeed his offspring.’

29 Being then God’s offspring, 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.
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Here Paul builds further toward sharing the gospel 
with the Athenians. Notice the way that he does it. 
He starts by sharing how manmade idols are not 
necessary. After all, why would anyone want to 
worship a god that they could make? The true 
God, on the other hand, cannot be contained, 
nor does He need human beings to provide for 
Him. He is self-existent and independent of all 
of creation, but all of creation, including human 
beings, is dependent upon Him. In other words, 
Paul proclaimed the existence and self-sufficiency 
of the God of Scripture. The real divine nature is 
both holy and above us, all-knowing and 
all-powerful, personal and intimate. This is the 
type of God the Athenians were made to worship 
and adore. 

The same is true for us today in the twenty-first 
century. As cliché as it might sound, there is a 
hole in each of our hearts that only God can 
satisfy and fill. The world tries to convince us that 
filling it with idols of our own making—such as sex, 
fame, money, possessions, drugs, and alcohol—will satisfy, but it never works. These 
are our modern-day shrines. The only thing that will truly satisfy is the true and living 
God who created and sustains the world, not the idols of the human imagination.

30 The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now he commands all people 
everywhere to repent, 31 because he has fixed a day on which he will judge the world in 
righteousness by a man whom he has appointed; and of this he has given assurance to all 
by raising him from the dead.”

The resurrection of Jesus marks a new level of accountability that God extends to the 
nations as He sends missionaries like Paul to enjoin them to believe the gospel message. 
Just as Paul preached in the first century, so it is today—true satisfaction in God 
begins with repentance and faith in Jesus Christ, the One who will judge the world 
in righteousness. 

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
87. Evangelism

It is the duty and privilege of 
every Christian and of every 
church of the Lord Jesus 
Christ to make disciples of 
all nations. The new birth of 
man’s spirit by God’s Holy 
Spirit means the birth of 
love for others. Missionary 
effort on the part of all 
thus rests upon a spiritual 
necessity of the regenerate 
life and is expressly and 
repeatedly commanded 
in the teachings of Christ. 
The Lord Jesus Christ has 
commanded the preaching 
of the gospel to all nations. 
It is the duty of every child 
of God to seek constantly 
to win the lost to Christ by 
verbal witness undergirded 
by a Christian lifestyle.
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What attitudes and actions should repentance involve? 

How does a repentant life display the work of the gospel to a lost world? 

3.  Expect some to laugh, some to ask questions, 
and others to believe (Acts 17:32-34).

32 Now when they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some mocked. But others 
said, “We will hear you again about this.” 33 So Paul went out from their midst. 34 But 
some men joined him and believed, among whom also were Dionysius the Areopagite 
and a woman named Damaris and others with them. 

The Athenians’ responses to Paul’s gospel message varied, just as responses to our 
gospel message will vary. So, how should we respond? 

To those that reject, ridicule, or laugh, your best response to them is to end the 
conversation and begin interceding for them. Pray that God would soften their 
hearts to the truth of the gospel and that He would bring them to their knees 
circumstantially. Pray that He would open their hearts and change them. Pray 
also that He would bring other followers of Christ into their lives so that they 
can experience the love of Christ from many in the body of Christ. 

When you share the gospel with others, you will encounter some who will want 
to continue the discussion and ask more questions, just as some of the Athenians 
responded. In situations like these, don’t allow yourself to go on a “preach off” or a 
monologue. Let them ask questions and do your best to answer them. If you do not 
know an answer, then find it together with them. Let the process be a part of the 
journey, but always start and end with a study of the Scriptures. God’s truth will 
guide your way and the conversation. 
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Last, if you faithfully and consistently share the 
gospel with others, you will possibly see God 
transform many individuals. When this happens, 
make sure that they are a part of a local church 
that can disciple them from the get-go. Invite them 
into your Bible study, get them involved in the life 
of the church, and meet with them one-on-one. 

When have you seen these various 
responses yourself (perhaps even 
from yourself)? How did you respond?

What biblical truths regarding human nature must we keep in mind to 
respond appropriately to various kinds of responses to the gospel?

Conclusion 

Sadly, many Christians in our churches know what the gospel is but fail to share it with 
others. The gospel is not only for knowing but also for sharing. So pray for the lost in 
your neighborhood. Engage with them, develop friendships with them, and look for 
opportunities to share the gospel with them through both word and deed. Like Paul, 
meet non-Christians where they are, but don’t leave them there. Present the gospel in 
a compelling manner so that some might believe. 

CHRIST CONNECTION: When Paul reasoned with the men in Athens, he 
found points in common between the biblical view of the world and that 
of Greek culture. Then he proclaimed that all nations came from the first 
Adam and that all nations will be judged by the second Adam—Jesus 
Christ. His message focused on the risen Jesus and included a fervent 
call to repentance.

 Voices from 
Church History
“It is wounding work…this 
breaking of the hearts, but 
without wounding there is 
no saving…Conversion is 
not the smooth, easy-going 
process some men seem to 
think it.” 4 

–John Bunyan (1628-1688) 
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1.  What attitudes of your heart prevent you from grieving over the idolatry and 
enslavement around you? Write a prayer of confession and repentance.

2.  How can your group/church minister to people enslaved by the idols present 
in your community?

3.  What aspects of the gospel might incite ridicule from the world, and how 
could you respond to people’s objections?

HIS MISSION, YOUR MISSION

MISSIONAL APPLICATION: God calls us to be provoked by 
the idolatry of our culture and to proclaim with boldness 
and sensitivity the gospel of His Son.
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