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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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