ACTS CHAPTER #17

Chapter Key:  The church at Thessalonica, Berea and Athens.

Verse 1  They  We know this included Paul and Silas because they are specifically mentioned in verse 4.  We can also tell that it did not include Luke because he is the author and he said “they” traveled instead of “we” traveled. We do not know if Timothy left with Paul and Silas or stayed in Philippi for a while with Luke and caught up with them later. We do know that by verse 14 he was with Paul and Silas in Berea.

Thessalonica  The city was founded in 315 B.C. by Cassander, one of the generals under Alexander the Great. He named the city after his wife Thessalonica, who was the daughter of Philip II of Macedonia and sister to Alexander. Being on the Egnatian Way and a seaport, it, and the city of Corinth, became the two most important commercial centers in Greece. Thessalonica, in contrast to Philippi, was a free city and had no Roman garrisons within its walls. 

Verse 2  Paul’s custom  Note Luke’s choice of words in describing Paul’s practice of going to synagogues on the Sabbath to preach the gospel when he came into a new town. He has already recorded how Paul rejected binding part or all of the old law on Christians, so Paul no longer viewed the Sabbath the same way he did when he was practicing the Law of Moses. Now, he chose to go to Synagogues on the Sabbath as a matter of expediency in his efforts to reach as many Jews as quickly as possible with the word of Christ. 

Verse 3  Explaining and giving evidence that:

1.) The Christ would die and rise again – The Jews thought the Messiah would be an earthly ruler like King David, who would come and physically destroy all their enemies, and then lead the nation into a time of glory, honor and prosperity greater than any they had ever known. The idea that he would suffer and die was absurd. So, the first thing that Paul or any other preacher of the gospel had to do was to show the Jews that their own Scriptures, like Isaiah 53, taught that the Messiah would suffer and die and then that He would rise again (see Ps 16:7-11; Lk 24:26-27, 44-47; Acts 3:18; 4:11; Ps 118:22).

2.) Jesus is the Christ – Since Jesus of Nazareth was the one who fulfilled the prophecies concerning the Messiah, that meant that He, indeed, was the Messiah. This was confirmed by miracles performed in His name (1 Thes 1:5).

Verse 3  Some were persuaded  This is a good example of an appropriate use of persuasion. Manipulation and pressuring someone to act under duress are unacceptable methods in sharing the message of salvation. However, properly trying to convince people of the necessity of obeying the gospel is an essential ingredient of teaching the lost.
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Verse 4 Continued  A great multitude of God-fearing Greeks  The results of the preaching of Paul and Silas in the synagogue was converting only some of the Jews, but a large number of God-fearing Greeks, which we would understand to be proselytes. Among the proselytes were a lot of the leading women of the city.

Verse 5  The Jews, becoming jealous  The impact that the Jews had had on Thessaloncia was evident by the great number of proselytes they had made. As the Jews that rejected the gospel saw how many of their Gentile followers were turning to Christ because of the Paul and Silas, they were filled with jealousy and responded with violence.

Wicked men from the market place  We were introduced to the market place or agora in Acts 16:19. It was comparable to our town square, where a variety of things take place. All sorts of goods could be purchased, town meetings held, and people, both good and bad would congregate there. 

Jason  This was evidently a Christian in whose home Paul and Silas had been staying.

Verse 6  City authorities  Luke uses the Greek word here politarchas, from which we get politarch. It meant city rulers. At one point some scholars questioned the authenticity of Acts because this word was not found in other Greek writings. However, a Roman arch was discovered at the end of an ancient street in Thessalonica named Vardar Street with an inscription, dated before A.D. 100, which included the following: “In the time of the Politarchs.” Several other inscriptions have now been discovered which also verify that this word was indeed part of the vocabulary of Luke’s time.

Verse 7  Another king, Jesus  The Jews are misrepresenting the kingdom of Christ as if it was in physical competition with the Caesar and Rome. This was probably part of what Paul and Silas were charged with in Acts 16:21 (Jn 18:33-37; 19:12-15).

Verse 9  Bond  This was a bond paid for by Jason and his friends to insure that there would be no more commotions caused by them. Of course the Jews were the ones responsible for the mob and the uproar but the Christians got the blame. Any further disturbances would cause them to lose their bond. This could have been part of what Paul referred to as Satan thwarting his plans to come to them in 1 Thes 2:18. 

Verse 10  Berea  A city of Macedonia about 45 miles west of Thessalonica. The name meant a place of many waters.
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Verse 11  These were more noble minded  The Jews in the synagogue at Berea had a higher moral character than most of the Jews in the synagogue at Thessalonica. 

1.) They received the word with great eagerness.

2.) They searched the Scriptures daily.

3.) They were looking for truth (“to see whether these things were so”).

Verse 12  Many of them therefore believed  The Old Testament Scriptures played a big part in their being willing to listen to Paul and Silas. (See also Rom 15:4 and 2 Tim 3:14-17.)

Verse 13  Jews from Thessalonica  With a zeal like the Jews of Antioch and Iconium (Acts 14:19), Jews made the journey from Thessalonica to Berea to continue their persecution against Christians. 

Verse 14  Silas and Timothy remained there  The presence of Paul was evidently deemed to be too likely to generate suffering for the church, so he leaves, but Silas and Timothy remain to continue teaching and encouraging the brethren. 

Verse 15  Athens  The origins of this ancient city were before 3000 B.C.. It was the capital of Attica, a district of east central Greece. During the golden age of Greece it was a center for Greek art, culture, politics and religion. At the time of Paul’s first visit, idolatry and philosophy were still extremely important ingredients in the make up of this city. Today its well known ruins give us a tremendously valuable window through which to view ancient history.

They departed  Some of the brethren from Berea brought Paul to Athens and after Paul told them to tell Silas and Timothy to come to him as soon as possible, they returned home leaving Paul in Athens alone.

Verse 16  His spirit was being provoked  As Paul looked around at all the idols in the city of Athens he was motivated to preach concerning the one true and real God. 

Verse 17  Reasoning  Christianity is not a better felt than told religion. It involves heart-felt emotions but is also based on reason, reality and truth.

Synagogue  The best place to find Jews and proselytes to teach.

The market place  The best place to find Gentiles that might be interested in the gospel.
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Verse 18  Epicurean and Stoic philosophers
1.) Epicurean – This philosophy was established by Epicurus, who was born around 341 B.C on the Greek island of Samos and died about 272 B.C.. By 300 B.C. he was teaching his ideas in Athens and promoted pleasure as a primary goal of life. Therefore, anything that would bring physical or mental pain or suffering should be avoided. Happiness could only be achieved through a tranquil and peaceful life of contemplation. His followers were very materialistic in their view of life and felt the gods were either non-existent or powerless in affecting the lives of men.

2.) Stoic – Zeno was the founder of this philosophy and he lived from 336 to 260 B.C.. The name of his group was derived from the “stoa” or painted porch where he lectured in Athens. The Stoics were pantheists. They believed that God was not a personal being but all laws, forces, manifestations, etc., of the self-existing universe are God. This is the belief that God is everything and everything is God. The most important concept in life to the Stoic was reason. They cautioned against becoming overly emotional about anything, whether it involved pleasure or pain. He who followed reason was perfect and sufficient in himself. When reason saw no need for life to continue then suicide was the logical action. Many of the Romans were attracted to this way of life.

Verse 19  Areopagus  A limestone hill about 370 feet high, located between the Acropolis and the Agora (market place) in Athens. The word meant hill of Ares. Ares was the god of war and was also known to the Romans as Mars. That is where we get the name Mar’s Hill. At one point a temple to this god had stood on this hill, but at this time it was an open court cut out of the hillside where judicial matters could be determined, or other subjects of interest to the community could be considered. Areopagus was also used to refer to the council or court that met at that place. On this occasion Paul was given the opportunity to preach what would become his famous sermon on Mar’s Hill. 

Verse 21  Unfortunately for Paul, the typical Athenian’s interest in spiritual things was more out of curiosity than a love for the truth.

Verse 22  Very religious  This Greek word used here meant that they were very reverent to deities, gods or demons. The translation in the King James Version of “very superstitious” is probably not the message Paul was wanting to send. He appears to be paying them a compliment that at least they are very religious, very committed in their spiritual efforts, judging from the number of idols that they have made. He commends their zeal but not their idolatry. 
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Verse 23  TO AN UNKNOWN GOD  Paul is going to use the inscription on one of their altars to talk to them about the one and only true and living God. Obviously, this God is unknown to them.

Verse 24  He is the creator, the Lord of heaven and earth. They believed in many gods so one God for all of heaven and earth would be unusual to them.

Verse 25  God does not need men to fulfill His needs, instead He fulfills theirs.

Verse 26  He made from one  All of mankind came from the one man Adam, so all nations descended from him as well.

Appointed times, and the boundaries  Man is continually learning more about his times and boundaries which God has set. Whatever those times and boundaries are, God is the One that determined them.

Verse 27  That they should seek God  God has always wanted man to seek Him and believe in Him (Heb 11:6).

Verse 28 Your own poets have said  Here Paul does not identify what poet of theirs he is quoting but shows that what that man said, apart from inspiration, agreed with what God had revealed through inspiration. The quote was “For we also are His offspring.”

Verse 29  Divine Nature  This is the word from which we get Godhead. It is that which composes the one true God or Deity.

Verse 30  Having overlooked the times of ignorance  When we take this statement with what we have in other passages on this same subject, it cannot mean that up until this time God was not going to hold idolaters accountable. Rom 1:18-25, shows that from the very beginning Gentiles had no excuse for idolatry and they were condemned by God for it. That was the case with many nations in the Old Testament. God finally destroyed them, not because they were not following the Law of Moses, but because they were idolaters and should have known better even without the Law of Moses. All of mankind had law by which 
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Verse 30  Continued  God would judge them. The Jews however, had law to a more specific degree. They had been told some things which others had not and therefore had some responsibilities that others did not.  Concerning particular laws of which Gentiles were ignorant, because God had not given those commandments to them, they were not required to keep those laws. 

Verse 31  Judge the world in righteousness through a Man He has appointed  Once the new covenant was established, all of mankind was under the same law, the law of Christ, and that is what they all would be judged by.

Verse 32  Paul’s audience was divided. Some sneered and some wanted to hear more. 

Verse 33  Some …believed  There is no mention of a great multitude accepting the message of salvation. The indication is only a few believed. Two are specified, a man named Dionysius and a woman named Damaris.

Areopagite  Dionysius was one of the council members of the Areopagus, which we understand to be the same as a judge in the court of Athens.

