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 Surveys of religiosity in America show an increasing number of what have 
been called the “nones.”  The “nones” are those who identify no religious 
affiliation on their census data.  This is the fastest growing “religious” group in 
America.  Nationwide, the “nones” grew from just under 45% of the population in 
1990 to over 51% in 2010.  In St. Louis, the “nones” grew from nearly 42% in 
1990 to almost 54% in 2010.  During this same time span, those claiming to be 
Evangelicals in St. Louis decreased from 23% in 1990 to 10.5% in 2010 (“St. 
Louis City County, MO Religion Statistics”).  Most of our students at MBU were 
born in the late 1990s, and so they grew up in the middle of this religious decline.  
Much less scientific, in my discussions with others around MBU, most of us agree 
that probably close to 70% of our students are not followers of Jesus.  If 70% 
sounds too high to you, I think it is safe to say that at least half of our students 
would not appear to be actively following Jesus.  Our school reflects the 
community around us. 
 At the same time, our mission as a university is to be an “evangelical 
Christian, liberal arts institution” that offers degrees “in an environment where 
academic excellence is emphasized and a Biblically based Christian perspective is 
maintained.”  We list as our first purpose: “To develop a personal philosophy of 
life and an ethical and spiritual commitment which is based upon an awareness of 
alternatives and which is examined in the light of Biblical revelation.”  Our fifth 
purpose hopes for our students “to become contributors to society in a manner 
consistent with Christian principles.”  Here at MBU, “we are serious and 
intentional about our Christian faith,” as our core values state (“MBU Mission 
and Values”).  Insofar as we fail to integrate our teaching with our faith, therefore, 
we fail to live out the mission of the university.    
 We can perceive the high number of unbelieving students as a threat or as 
an opportunity to our mission.  The approximately 70% of unbelieving students at 
our school will indeed be a threat to our mission if we expect them to lead the 
charge.  If we expect our students to champion our Christian mission, purposes, 
and values without our intervening direction, then the high number of unbelieving 
students is indeed a threat to our mission.  Here’s the truth: there is no such thing 
as a seeker.  No one is seeking God on their own accord.  The Apostle Paul – who 
is quoting from the Psalms—says as much in Romans 3:10-11: “None is 
righteous, no, not one; no one understands; no one seeks for God.”  This claim 
matched Paul’s own faith story.  Paul writes in Philippians 3:4-6: “If anyone else 
thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the 
eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of 
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Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to 
righteousness under the law, blameless.”  Notice that Paul is not burdened with a 
guilty conscience.  Prior to the revelation of Christ in his life, Paul was not 
seeking God.  In fact, Paul was quite happy with himself.  After all, he calls 
himself “blameless.”  This, I think, is where many of our students are.  They are 
living unreflecting lives, generally content with themselves.  They are certainly 
not seeking God.  And we should not expect them to be.  As Paul says elsewhere, 
apart from the regenerating work of the Spirit, we are “dead in the trespasses and 
sins” (Eph 2:1).  Dead people don’t seek God.  Those who are “dead in the 
trespasses and sins” most certainly do not seek to create “an environment where 
academic excellence is emphasized and a Biblically based Christian perspective is 
maintained.”  We cannot expect our students to live out our Christian mission 
without the preemptive work of the Spirit invading their lives, as Christ did for 
Paul on the road to Damascus.  If we expect otherwise, then our unbelieving 
students are indeed a threat to our university’s mission. 

If, however, we as faculty commit to be the leaders—if we as faculty 
commit to integrate our teaching with our faith—then the high number of 
unbelieving students is in fact an opportunity.  Indeed, the mission for every 
follower of Jesus is to “go and make disciples of all nations” (Matt 28:19), and 
God has brought the nations to our campus!  God has given each of us an 
opportunity to live out our God-given mission with a captive audience of students 
who are (hopefully) with us for four years.  These four years of potential Gospel-
discipling contact with a student can have eternity-altering implications.  God has 
called you as individuals to make disciples, and he has placed us here together in 
this place to live out our university’s purpose of helping students “become 
contributors to society in a manner consistent with Christian principles.”  

For the rest of my time, I’d like to explore with you what it looks like to 
integrate faith and learning.  With the Apostle Paul as our guide, we can see six 
models for faith and learning.  To be sure, Paul was not a university professor, but 
he understood himself as a teacher in his churches (1 Cor 4:17; Col 1:28; 1 Tim 
2:7; 2 Tim 1:11; 3:10).   
 
 
Model 1: Intentionally Sharing Your Faith (Acts 26; Romans 10:14) 
 

The first model of faith and learning is that of intentionally sharing your 
faith.  Paul shares his faith with King Agrippa in Acts 26, and insists in Romans 
10:14, “How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed? And 
how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they 
to hear without someone preaching?”  Paul was convinced that apart from the 
spoken word of God, no one will come to know God.  Paul does not expect people 
to understand his faith through osmosis. 

This speaks directly against the oft-quoted statement attributed to Saint 
Francis of Assisi: “Preach the Gospel at all times.  Use words if necessary.”  It 
turns out that Francis never said this.  No biography of Francis written within the 
first 200 years of his death mentions this saying (Galli).  Francis never said to 



  Intégrité: A Faith and Learning Journal 

 

30 

preach the Gospel with words if necessary.  On the contrary, Francis was known 
for preaching the Gospel with words as much as possible.  He started his ministry 
preaching in local churches, and later preached in up to five villages a day, often 
outdoors.  He preached atop bales of straw or boxes to whoever passed by.  His 
preaching was both kind and severe.  One early biographer wrote of Francis: “He 
denounced evil whenever he found it and made no effort to palliate it; from him a 
life of sin met with outspoken rebuke, not support.  He spoke with equal candor to 
great and small” (Galli).   
 Both Paul and St. Francis appear convinced, then, that integrating faith 
and learning starts with intentionally sharing our faith with words.  Indeed, I 
believe one of the biggest threats to fulfilling our mission as a Christian university 
is the false expectation that our faith will be caught without it being taught.  We 
do not expect organic chemistry, the history of the French Revolution, or calculus 
to be caught without being taught.  Neither should you expect your faith in Christ 
to be caught without being taught.  If the Apostle Paul and Francis of Assisi are 
right (and I think they are), we should indeed preach the Gospel at all times, using 
words as much as possible.  As professors, we should not be afraid to share the 
Gospel in the classroom.  For the sake of clarity, here is what I mean by “the 
Gospel”:  
 

The Holy God created us in his image to love us and have a 
relationship with him forever.  Humans sinned and were separated 
from God.  The gospel is God’s mission to restore that 
relationship.  God accomplishes this restoration through the life, 
death, and resurrection of his son, Jesus, where he took our sin and 
conquered death.  We respond to God’s call when we repent of our 
sins, trust in Christ alone, and follow him in the fellowship of his 
church, which results in forgiveness, joy, and a new and eternal 
life, realized ultimately in resurrection with Christ.  God’s mission 
will be fulfilled as Spirit-filled men and women from every 
ethnicity follow Jesus together as his disciples: living and loving 
like Jesus and pleading with others to come and do the same.2  

 
I understand that we are not preachers in the classroom (nor should we be), but we 
are explicitly fulfilling the mission of the university every time we share Jesus 
with students.   
 
 
Model 2: Critiquing Socially-Accepted Norms from a Christian Perspective 
(Romans 1:18-32; 1 Corinthians 2:6-16; Philippians 2:9-11; 3:20-21) 
 
 Second, Paul models faith and learning by critiquing socially-accepted 
norms from the perspective of the Gospel.  In Romans 1:18-32, Paul critiques the 
idolatry and sexual misconduct of the culture.  Paul questions the world’s wisdom 
in 1 Corinthians 2:6-16, where he lays bare the “wisdom of this age” that is 
“doomed to pass away” (2:6).  Those without the illumination of the Spirit cannot 
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understand spiritual things (2:14), but Paul encourages his hearers to rest in the 
confidence that they “have the mind of Christ” (2:16).  Paul speaks in political 
terms in Philippians 3:20-21, where he writes, “But our citizenship is in heaven, 
and from it we await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform our 
lowly body to be like his glorious body, by the power that enables him even to 
subject all things to himself.”  Paul is engaging here in a polemic against the 
Roman imperial cult (Trebilco 5).  The Philippians’ citizenship is not Rome, but 
heaven.  Julius Caesar called himself “the common savior of human life.” 
Augustus was described as “a savior who put an end to war and established all 
good things.”  Claudius was “savior of the world” and a “god who is savior and 
benefactor.”  Nero minted coins declaring him “Lord of all the world” with “every 
knee on earth bowing to him” (Trebilco 5).  Paul refuses to let the Roman 
emperors have this distinction, and insists instead that Jesus Christ is savior and 
Lord.  Paul models a Christian confidence to speak out against the moral, 
philosophical, and political systems of the world, helping his churches identify the 
weaknesses of a world without the Gospel. 
 Critiquing socially-accepted norms fits our purposes of helping students 
“develop a personal philosophy of life and an ethical and spiritual commitment 
which is based upon an awareness of alternatives and which is examined in the 
light of Biblical revelation” and helping them “become contributors to society in a 
manner consistent with Christian principles.”  In class and in our private 
discussions with students, it is our job to help them think critically about how 
Jesus expects his followers to live differently from the rest of the world.  We 
should also prepare them to expect resistance.  As the fifteenth-century Bohemian 
reformer Petr Chelčický reminds us, true Christians will always be despised by 
those seeking an earthly kingdom.  The world operates by its own set of rules, but 
the church should understand itself as a fellowship of believers who gather to live 
a communal life of discipleship.  
 
 
Model 3: Sharing God’s Heart for the Poor (Romans 15:25-27; 1 Corinthians 
16:1-4; 2 Corinthians 8-9; Galatians 2:10) 
 
 Third, Paul models faith and learning by helping his churches see God’s 
heart for the poor.  Often overlooked is Paul’s driving mission to raise funds for 
the Jerusalem church.  He directed his churches to set aside a certain amount each 
week to give to the church in Jerusalem (1 Cor 16:1-4).  In 2 Corinthians 8-9, he 
spends two full chapters urging the Corinthians to give, and shames them by 
noting how the poor Macedonians gave generously despite their poverty.  Paul 
helps the Roman church grasp the spiritual dimension behind their care for the 
poor in Jerusalem: “For Macedonia and Achaia have been pleased to make some 
contribution for the poor among the saints at Jerusalem.  For they were pleased to 
do it, and indeed they owe it to them. For if the Gentiles have come to share in 
their spiritual blessings, they ought also to be of service to them in material 
blessings” (Rom 15:26-27).  The poor church in Jerusalem gave spiritual 
blessings, so it is incumbent on the wealthy church in Rome to reciprocate with 
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material blessings.  Paul wants to keep God’s heart for the poor in front of his 
churches. 
 Similarly, part of our role as teachers in a Christian university is to 
introduce our students to the heart of God.  God’s heart is with the poor.  This is 
evident throughout the Old Testament prophets, and we see this modeled in Paul.  
God is calling us to speak out for the helpless, the poor, and the oppressed.  Our 
millennial students are already attuned to the cries of social justice.  This interest 
in social justice is, indeed, one of the characteristics of the millennial generation, 
even if it is only “hashtag activism.”  As followers of Jesus in this university 
setting, we integrate our faith and learning by showing a Christ-centered approach 
to social justice, helping students see God’s own desire for justice and how they 
can participate in this vital activity as ambassadors of Christ. 
 
 
Model 4: Loving the Church (Romans 16:1-23; Philippians 1:1; Colossians 
4:7-17; 1 Thessalonians 1:1; 2 Thessalonians 1:1; Philemon 1) 
 
 Fourth, Paul shows us that faith and learning must happen in the context of 
the church.  Paul reminded his churches that they are not alone in their mission.  
A number of Paul’s letters are co-written with Timothy or Silvanus, and he often 
closes his letters with words of greeting to or from other believers.  Paul used his 
friends to teach and encourage the churches, as he does with Tychicus in Colosse: 
“Tychicus will tell you all about my activities. He is a beloved brother and 
faithful minister and fellow servant in the Lord.  I have sent him to you for this 
very purpose, that you may know how we are and that he may encourage your 
hearts” (Col 4:7-8).  By using these fellow believers, Paul is helping his churches 
see their place in the larger movement of God. 
 A commitment to the gathered body of believers is one of the marks of 
being a Baptist.  Our spiritual cousins, the Anabaptists, could not conceive of faith 
apart from the community of believers.  This instinct is shared by Baptists.  For 
example, the early Anabaptist Dirk Philips numbered “shared communal love” 
among his seven ordinances of the church.  For Philips, “pure brotherly love is a 
sure sign of genuine faith and true Christianity.”  This brotherly love involves 
rebuking sinners for their own good, as well as bearing one another’s spiritual and 
physical burdens.  Philips insists that this is a clear mark delineating the true 
church from false Christianity.  If we neglect the church, then we are neglecting 
our very faith in Christ (Freeman et al., 61-67). 
 Many Christian students disconnect from church in college.  Those 
moving to the area may never find a new church home, while the local students 
may find themselves cast into the nebulous “college and career” Sunday School 
class filled with a couple of students with a few other awkward 20- and 30-
somethings.  One of the best ways for us to integrate our faith with our teaching is 
to encourage our students to get plugged into a local church.  I still remember a 
professor telling me, “Find a church when you are in school and start serving.  It 
doesn’t matter if you are working with 4-year-olds—just find a place to serve.”  
We can be that same voice to our students.  If they try following Jesus alone—
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even at an “evangelical Christian, liberal arts institution” such as MBU—they will 
inevitably fail.  Likewise, if we as professors are trying to integrate our faith and 
learning without being connected to our own local churches, we also will 
inevitably fail. 
 
 
Model 5: Bridging the Cultural Gap (1 Corinthians 9:19-23; Galatians 2:8-
10) 
 Fifth, Paul models the integration of faith and learning by bridging the 
cultural gap.  Paul considered himself an apostle to the Gentiles (Gal 2:8-10) and 
claimed to become all things to all people in hopes of saving some (1 Cor 9:22).  
As a Jew, Paul crossed both ethnic and religious barriers to reach out to the 
Gentiles (1 Cor 9:21), yet he maintained his distinct Jewishness to minister to 
Jews (1 Cor 9:20).    
 Probably the most famous Baptist hero who bridged the cultural gap is 
Lottie Moon.  Lottie Moon was born into a wealthy family in 1840.  She was 
raised in a Christian home and benefited from a fine education.  A few years after 
graduating from college, Lottie moved to Tengchow, China, to minister.  She 
labored for thirty-nine years, chiefly in Tengchow and Pingtu, China.  She broke 
the mold of a typical missionary of her time.  Many missionaries tried to convert 
others to Americanism as much as to Christ.  Instead, Lottie Moon adopted 
traditional Chinese dress and learned China’s language and customs.  Lottie didn’t 
just serve the people of China; she identified with them.  Many eventually 
accepted her, and some accepted her Savior.  She spent her entire life working 
with Chinese people.  Many missionaries came and went, but Lottie kept working 
until her death.  In 1912, during a time of war and famine, Lottie gave all of her 
food to the starving Chinese as she silently starved herself to death (McBeth 416-
19).  Lottie Moon bridged the cultural gap and gave her life for the sake of the 
Gospel. 
 Missouri Baptist University is blessed with diversity.  MBU has provided 
you and me with plenty of opportunities to cross cultural barriers to love students 
who are different from ourselves.  If we are not reaching out to all students of all 
races and cultural backgrounds, we are not adequately integrating our faith with 
our teaching.  As we reach out to those different from ourselves, we also should 
encourage our students to do the same.  The Bible’s vision of the heavenly realm 
is one in which, as John the Revelator says, “a great multitude that no one could 
number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, [is] 
standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm 
branches in their hands, and crying out with a loud voice, ‘Salvation belongs to 
our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!’” (Rev 7:9-10)  Heaven is 
populated by people of every ethnicity, and God is calling us as professors to live 
this out on earth by bridging the cultural gap, reaching out to students of every 
background.  It is also our job to share with students opposed to this ethnic 
diversity in heaven that they probably are not going there anyway. 
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Model 6: Leading by Example (1 Corinthians 4:16; 11:1; Philippians 3:17; 2 
Thessalonians 3:7-9) 
 
 Finally, the sixth model of faith and learning in Paul is that of leading by 
example.  Paul urges the believers in Corinth, Philippi, and Thessalonica to 
imitate him.  Paul felt confident leading by example, because he was following 
the example of Jesus, as he says in 1 Corinthians 11:1, “Be imitators of me, as I 
am of Christ.” 
 NBA star Charles Barkley famously said, “I’m not paid to be a role 
model.”  Fellow NBA star Karl Malone’s response to Barkley is one we should 
hear again: “We don’t choose to be role models, we are chosen.  Our only choice 
is whether to be a good role model or a bad one” (“I’m Not a Role Model”).  Like 
it or not, Malone is right.  As faculty, we are role models.  Our students may 
never admit that to you, but be assured that they are watching you.  Our only 
choice is indeed whether to be a good role model or a bad one.  Let us be like the 
Apostle Paul, who imitated Christ.  Practically speaking, what does this look like?  
It looks like wearing our Christian faith on our sleeves.  Do not keep your faith 
private.  Talk about the church you attend (and if you don’t attend one, start this 
Sunday).  Talk about what you are reading in Scripture (and if you don’t read the 
Bible, start tonight).  Talk about the mission experiences you are having.  In other 
words, be the follower of Jesus you would want your students to be, and help 
them see those qualities in yourself. 
 
 
Conclusion: Faith and Learning Is about Living a Christ-centered Life 
(Galatians 2:19-20; Colossians 3:3) 
 

My task today was to explore the integration of faith and learning.  
Looking at the Apostle Paul, we find six models: (1) Intentionally sharing your 
faith; (2) Critiquing socially-accepted norms from a Christian perspective; (3) 
Sharing God’s heart for the poor; (4) Loving the church; (5) Bridging the cultural 
gap; and (6) Leading by example.   

The truth is, though, if the Apostle Paul were here today and I shared this 
list with him, he would probably be confused.  Why would I give six models?  
Why not just one?  I say this because, for Paul, all six of these models would fall 
under one big reality: Paul understood himself as a dead man.  Paul could not 
conceive of his life as being his own any longer.  For Paul, history has changed in 
Christ.  God in Christ has broken into our world, and the things of this world no 
longer matter.  As Paul says in Galatians 2:20, “I have been crucified with Christ, 
and it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me. So the life I now live in the 
body, I live because of the faithfulness of the Son of God, who loved me and gave 
himself for me.”  For Paul, every aspect of our life must only be understood in 
light of our identity as a follower of Jesus.  We are dead people, as he tells the 
church in Colossae, “for you have died and your life is hidden with Christ in God” 
(Col 3:3). 
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So, the entire concept of integrating my faith into my teaching is flawed 
from the start.  My faith is not integrated into anything.  Instead, everything is 
viewed in light of my faith.  My identity in Christ comes first—I am crucified 
with Christ; I’m a dead person—and everything else in life should be lived out as 
an expression of Christ living in me.  Faith and learning should not need to be 
integrated.  If we are truly living cruciform lives, then our faith and our roles as 
professors should be integrated already.  If our faith and our teaching are not 
integrated, we should not start with trying our hand at one of the six models I’ve 
given you.  Integrating faith and learning does not mean we devote one week to 
sharing God’s heart for the poor, one week for intentionally sharing our faith, one 
week for leading by example, etc.  No, if we want to integrate our faith and 
learning, we should start at the foot of the cross, and recognize that we have died 
with Jesus on that cross, and “[our] life is hidden with Christ in God.”  Once we 
get this life-altering reality in place—that we are crucified with Christ, and the 
lives we live we live by the faithfulness of the Son of God—then faith and 
learning should fall into place.  We no longer teach with hopes of integrating our 
faith.  Instead, we cannot conceive of anything in life apart from our faith.  As 
crucified disciples, we are dead to ourselves and live as Christ’s faithful presence 
on earth, inviting our students to follow King Jesus with us. 
 
 
Notes 
 
1 This essay was originally delivered as a presentation to the Missouri Baptist 
University faculty on 17 August 2017.  The tone reflects this original context.  My 
thanks to MBU Provost, Dr. Arlen Dykstra, for the invitation to speak. 
 
2 This description of the Gospel is a modified version of a definition created by 
the pastoral staff at Canaan Baptist Church in St. Louis, MO.   
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THOUGHTS AND REFLECTIONS 
 
 

How to Engage Students of Different Perspectives:  
Lessons from Acts 17:16-341 

 
Matthew C. Easter 

 
 

Our students at Missouri Baptist University come from all facets of our 
community.  Just as our community is filled with people who do not yet know 
God, so also God has brought students into our offices, onto our teams, and into 
our classrooms who do not yet have a relationship with God.  Whenever we teach, 
coach, or counsel students, we cannot assume that everyone already agrees with 
our Christian worldview.  I think this is great!  Each of these students is a gift 
from God, and God is entrusting us to shepherd them academically, 
professionally, and spiritually.  I believe God is watching us as a university to see 
if we will be good stewards of these gifts – these students – that God is giving us.  
How shall we approach a unique community such as MBU with students of such 
different perspectives?  The Apostle Paul shows us a way forward in how he deals 
with the Athenians in Acts 17:16-34.   

Paul is speaking to a group of people who have radically different 
presuppositions from his own.  Luke (the author of Acts) describes Athens as “full 
of idols” (Acts 17:16), which correlates with ancient accounts describing the 
Athenian marketplace lined with idols (Bock 560-61).  Paul’s discussion partners 
in Acts 17 are the Epicurean and the Stoic philosophers.  Neither group 
understood Paul’s preaching about Jesus and the resurrection (17:18).  The 
Epicureans were thoroughgoing materialists.  They denied the existence of a soul 
or an afterlife.  The gods have no control over the world and no concern for 
humans, so the wise person lives without fear of a god or fear of death.  For the 
Epicureans, life’s goal is to live as free from pain as possible (Bartholomew and 
Goheen 56-57).  The Stoics, on the other hand, had a high view of divine 
providence, believing that everything is predestined.  Wisdom is resigning oneself 
to the predetermined fate of the world, living emotionless, especially when faced 
with hardship.  The wise person is free of guilt, fear, desire, or pleasure, because 
he knows that his feelings will not change fate anyway (Bartholomew and Goheen 
55-56).   

Paul’s context is not much different from ours.  Our students may not 
identify as an Epicurean or a Stoic, but each time a student says YOLO (“You 
Only Live Once”) or “It is what it is,” they reveal their Epicureanism or Stoicism 
respectively.  While, unlike in Athens, traditional idols do not decorate the halls 
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of our local shopping malls, an outsider could be excused for mistaking the fast 
fashion, sparkling jewelry, and handheld gadgets as physical representations of 
our gods.  Athens was not a Christian city, but neither is our city.  Here in St. 
Louis County, only 10.54% of people identified as “evangelical” in the 2010 
census, while 53.85% identified “no religious affiliation” (“St. Louis City County, 
MO Religion Statistics”).  The vast majority of our neighbors are not followers of 
Jesus.  This means that you and I are missionaries in a dark land.  We must have 
“missionary eyes” when we look at our student body (cf. Searcy and Easter 23-
24).  Paul’s encounter at the Areopagus in Acts 17 offers three principles for how 
to engage with those of differing perspectives. 
 
 
Principle 1: Start Soft 
 

Paul is speaking to a hostile crowd.  Paul was angry, having been 
“provoked” by the rampant idolatry of the city (17:16).  The philosophers called 
Paul “a babbler” (17:18), which in the ancient context connoted “a person who 
picks up bits of information and passes them off as if he knows what he is talking 
about” (Bock 561-562).  Paul’s audience fashioned themselves intellectual elites, 
who already know everything they need to know.  They consider Paul a foolish 
“preacher of foreign divinities” (17:18), but in fact they are the ones who “spend 
their time in nothing except telling or hearing something new” (17:21).  Despite 
the acrimonious setting, Paul starts soft.  Paul does not start on the attack, but 
opens his address by noting, “I perceive that in every way you are very religious” 
(17:22).  When speaking to a group Paul knows are Christians, he takes a much 
harsher tone against pagan religion (cf. Romans 1:20-23), but when speaking to a 
group of pagans he starts soft. 

Similarly, we as faculty and staff at MBU cannot assume that every 
student agrees with our university’s mission.  Sure, most of our students are far 
too polite to call us a “babbler” or a “preacher of foreign divinities,” but to many 
students this is precisely what we are.  Like Paul, we do well to start soft with the 
students, rather than attacking straightaway their perceptions of the world.  For 
example, if teaching, do not go into the classroom guns-blazing, throwing out 
unchecked truisms.  If we do, this reckless behavior can lead to at least two 
problems.  On the one hand, this teaches our students who agree with us to speak 
and act the same way.  On the other hand, it marginalizes and closes off possible 
discussion with those students who disagree with us.  In the effort to start soft, I 
imagine that someone sitting in the crowd completely disagrees with me and has 
very different presuppositions than I do.  Then, I pretend that I am speaking to 
that person face-to-face.  If I would not use a certain tone of voice, metaphor, or 
line of argumentation face-to-face with that person, then I do not use it when I am 
teaching.  Instead, I ask myself: “How would I, in the love of Christ, have a 
discussion with this person?  What presuppositions or reasons might this person 
have informing their position?  How can I engage with this person in a generous 
way to win them over?” 
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Principle 2: Acknowledge the Truth in Their Position, Meeting Them Where 
They Are 
 

Paul notes that the Athenians are praying to an “unknown god” (17:23).  
Paul uses this “monument to polytheism” (Bock 565) as common ground to tell 
them that the unknown god they are worshipping is in fact the one true God 
(17:23).  He acknowledges the truth in their position, namely, that there is a God 
unknown to them.  He explains that this God who made the world does not live in 
human-made temples, a claim which would have resonated with the Greek 
philosophers who spoke in s similar manner (Bock 565).  After this, he quotes 
their poets, and so meets them on their terms.  The unknown god they are 
worshipping is not far off, for “[i]n him we live and move and have our being.”  
This was a common Greek saying (Polhill 375).  Paul adopts language from the 
Stoic poet Aratus of Soli, who referred humanity’s sharing in Zeus’s divine nature 
by saying, “For we are his offspring” (Polhill 376).  From our perspective, we can 
see how everything Paul is saying is rooted in the Old Testament (Polhill 370).  
Paul is not speaking about our shared life in Zeus, but of the Creator God 
(Yahweh).  Nevertheless, Paul is meeting them on their terms.  He is not backing 
down from what he believes, but setting them up to know the truth, in terms they 
will understand. 

Similarly, we cannot expect the typical student to have the wisdom and 
experience of a middle-aged adult.  Many students are working through what it 
means to be an individual contributing to society.  We should allow them space to 
grow.  They are going to say the wrong things in class.  They are going to miss 
deadlines.  They are going to manage their finances poorly.  None of this is 
acceptable, but we need to meet them where they are first, take them by the hand, 
and guide them to where they need to be.  This is particularly true when 
addressing spiritual issues. 
 
 
Principle 3: Do Not Compromise the Truth, and Call for a Response 
 

Finally, Paul attacks.  He returns to the theme of ignorance from earlier: 
God had previously overlooked their ignorance, but now it is time to repent 
(17:30).  The “babbler” is calling the philosophers to account for their ignorance.  
Paul has gone in soft, he has met them where they are, but now he insists that they 
cannot stay there.  The “unknown god” is no longer “unknown,” so now it is time 
to give up their false worship and follow the true God.  For the first time Paul 
starts using language foreign to Athenian ears by speaking of a “judgment day,” 
“repentance,” and “resurrection” (17:31; Polhill 378).  Paul introduces this 
unfamiliar language and calls for a response.  Luke admits that some mocked 
Paul, but others said, “We will hear you again about this” (17:32). 

In the same manner, we must never back off from the truth.  We are called 
by God to shepherd our students academically, professionally, and spiritually.  No 
good shepherd lets a sheep wander the wilderness without boundaries or direction.  
So also with our students, God is asking us to be patient, but guide them to the 
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truth.  Paul said in 1 Corinthians 9:22 that he had “become all things to all people, 
that by all means I might save some.”  This “becoming all things to all people,” I 
would suggest, is more than trying to look trendy or relevant.  Instead, I would 
argue that in our university context “becoming all things to all people” means 
having the intellectual chops and rhetorical commitment to engage with students 
where they are intellectually and philosophically, recognizing that not every 
student agrees with us already, and then from this basis guiding them to the truth.  
As Bock notes, “Paul knows his own message and the mentality of the people he 
evangelizes.  Too many Christians know their own message but understand far 
too little about how and why others think as they do” (Bock 573). 
I encourage you to join me in this challenge: the next time you interact with 
students, imagine you are speaking to someone in the group who fundamentally 
disagrees with you.  Start soft, acknowledge the truth in their position, meet them 
where they are, and then find a Christ-centered love-driven intellectually-
stimulating way to guide them to the truth.   
 
 
Note 
 
1 This talk was delivered at the in-service training for the faculty and staff of 
Missouri Baptist University, St. Louis, MO, 22 February 2017.  The tone of this 
article reflects the orality and training context of the original presentation.  I thank 
Dr. Arlen Dykstra, Provost of MBU, for the invitation to speak at the training. 
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