
Noon Bible Study: Acts 17 (Part 2) 
Acts 17:16-21 - Paul in Athens 

v. 18, 21 - Why Paul was invited to speak 

Epicureanism - A philosophy advanced by 
Epicurus that considered happiness, or the 
avoidance of pain and emotional disturbance, 
to be the highest good and that advocated 
the pursuit of pleasures that can be enjoyed 
in moderation.  Believed that if the gods did 
exist, they were very far away from us. 

Stoicism - an ancient Greek school of philosophy founded at Athens by Zeno of Citium. The school taught 
that virtue, the highest good, is based on knowledge, and that the wise live in harmony with the divine 
Reason (also identified with Fate and Providence) that governs nature, and are indifferent to the changing 
emotions of fortune and to pleasure and pain. 
 
v. 18 - “Proclaiming Jesus & resurrection” would have been an odd concept for the leading thinkers of 
Greece/Athens.  Greek thought was rooted in “dualism”, something Plato & Aristotle would develop.  
“Matter” (creation, body, etc) is bad, “Spirit” (life, “soul”, etc) is good. 

Charge: “proclaiming strange deities” - cp. Socrates: "Socrates is guilty of crime in refusing to recognize the 
gods acknowledged by the state, and importing strange divinities of his own; he is further guilty of corrupting the 
young." - As recorded by Xenophon, student of Socrates who recorded details of his trial 
 
Greek View of Death: 

“The ancient Greek conception of the afterlife and the ceremonies associated with burial were already well 
established by the sixth century B.C. In the Odyssey, Homer describes the Underworld, deep beneath the earth, where 
Hades, the brother of Zeus and Poseidon, and his wife, Persephone, reigned over countless drifting crowds of 
shadowy figures—the "shades" of all those who had died. It was not a happy place. Indeed, the ghost of the great 
hero Achilles told Odysseus that he would rather be a poor serf on earth than lord of all the dead in the 
Underworld (Odyssey, 11.489–91). 
 
The Greeks believed that at the moment of death the psyche, or spirit of the dead, left the body as a little breath 
or puff of wind. The deceased was then prepared for burial according to the time-honored rituals. Ancient literary 
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sources emphasize the necessity of a proper burial and refer to the omission of burial rites as an insult to human 
dignity (Iliad, 23.71). (SOURCE: Department of Greek and Roman Art. "Death, Burial, and the Afterlife in Ancient 
Greece". In Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History. New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art) 
 
“Plato’s most far-reaching observations in terms of their religious implications are the following declarations. (1) 
The soul is a divine creation. (2) The soul is immortal (3) The body and the soul are separate entities. (4) All souls 
pre-existed in other bodies. (5) The soul is perfect but that perfection is contaminated by having to be encased in 
the body. 

Put bluntly, Plato, more than any other historical figure prior to his time, introduced the world to full-fledged, 
mind/body dualism.  Two entities: the body and the soul.  Bodies come and go.  They are born and then they die.  But 
souls are immortal.  Souls fall into bodies at birth and move into other bodies when the body encasement dies.   
According to some of Plato’s musings (e.g. Phaedo), the relationship between a soul and the body it occupies is 
frequently strained.  In general, souls do not like being in bodies, in part because they are contaminated by them, 
and in part because they would much rather be free. – (Source: “A Partial History of Afterlife Beliefs”, Dr. Daniel 
M. Ogilvie, Social Psychology Program at Rutgers University) 

 

Biblical View: Resurrection (foundational belief of Christian faith)  

Daniel 12:2 - "Many of those who sleep in the dust of the 
ground will awake, these to everlasting life, but the others 
to disgrace and everlasting contempt. 
 
John 5:25-29 - Jesus’ teaching on death and resurrection 

 Luke 24:36-44 - Jesus’ resurrection appearance 

1 Corinthians 15:3-8, 12-23 - Paul’s view of resurrection 

“Resurrection” 11x in Acts 

 

Acts 17:22-31 - Paul’s message to Areopagus 

UNKNOWN GOD - in addition to the twelve main gods and the innumerable lesser deities, ancient Greeks 
worshipped a deity they called "Agnostos Theos", that is: "Unknown God". In Athens, there was a temple 
specifically dedicated to that god and very often Athenians would swear "in the name of the Unknown God" 
A number of greek historians mention this as well (ex: Apollodorus, Philostratus and Pausanias).  The 
Unknown God was not so much a specific deity, but a placeholder, for whatever god or gods actually 
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existed but whose name and nature were not revealed to the Athenians or the Hellenized world at large. 
 

- In Paul’s discourse at Areopagus, he never once quotes Scripture.  Doing so would have been irrelevant and 
counter-productive because of his audience.  However, all that he says could be backed up with Scripture if 
need be.  This is an important example for us.  Our culture is becoming more like the Areopagus than the 
Jewish synagogue. We need to know the message and be able to speak it in language of common people. 

 

Acts 17:32-34 - Response 

v. 32 - Sneering at resurrection because that would have been foreign, even foolish concept, to Greek 
thinker. 

 

Response to gospel:  

1 - Rejection (v. 32)   2 - Consideration/follow up (v. 32)  3 - Acceptance & belief (v. 34) 

 

1st Part of Acts 17 - Paul able to “reason from Scriptures” 

2nd Part of Acts 17  

- Paul speaking without Scriptures. 

 

To Consider 

1 - Would you say that your personal beliefs are based on what you have read and learned in the Bible (like the 
Bereans) or is primarily based on what you have read elsewhere or learned in church?  Do you recognize that our 
society, culture, and tradition can influence our thinking? 

 

2 - Can you articulate the gospel both in “plain speaking” to people without Bible knowledge and also by using the 
Scriptures for those who might be familiar with the Bible?  If not, what are some of the steps you can take to get 
better? 

  

3 - What are the implications of Acts 17:30-31 on your life?  What about the people around you? 
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