
Apologetics Acts – Sermon 1

Good morning. Pastor Nick is away in the North Island and so I will be bringing the word to 
you this morning and this afternoon, and we will be taking a break for Pastors Nicks exposition
through the book of Luke and Ephesians. And just like the last time I preached, I will be 
preaching this morning on the topic of my current course this morning, and when I tell you 
what it is, some of you will probably inwardly sigh. And the course I am taking is about 
apologetics. And if you aren't already jumping out of your seat in excitement already, then we 
are going to be looking at apologetics by analyzing two sermons. Even though it sounds like 
you're in for a long and dry morning, do not worry. I am not here at all to give you a lecture, 
and bore you with a methodology about the four things to say to an unbeliever or the five steps 
to take to get someone saved. No, I am here to open the Word of God and explain it to you, so 
rest assured, even though the term apologetics sounds cold and dry and technical, I will do my 
best to prove it otherwise. 

Apologetics, if you are unaware of the term is giving a defense for the Christian faith. You have
probably noticed that it sounds like the word apology, and no, apologetics is not apologizing to 
someone and saying sorry, but rather explaining what we believe and why we believe it. There 
are hundreds and hundreds of different apologetics out there today, because we live in a society
that has hundreds and hundreds of different belief systems. You can go on google, and find how
a Christian should best answer a muslim, a mormon, a monk, a Mennonite, a magician or even 
a mainline Protestant. And there are very different answers that can be offered to the very 
different people who have such very different backgrounds, worldviews, and hangups with 
Christianity and with the God of the Bible. And maybe you have been totally overwhelmed at 
the thought that there are so many people who seem to have good and bad arguments against 
the truth of Christianity, that you just don't know where to start, and what to say and how to 
reply. And do not worry, that is symptom of technology and the multi-cultural nature of the 
world we live in, we are exposed to so so many different schools of thought. 

Just think about the first century Christian layman. He had the Jewish people, and the pagan 
world of Greeks and Romans, only two main worldviews to deal with. Then, think of the 
medieval Christian peasant in a village in England, he probably didn't move more than 5km 
from where he was born, and really did not have anyone to give an apologetic to, as everyone 
around him assumed that Christianity was true. It wasn't really until the Reformation, only 500 
years ago where the church that suddenly the average christian was forced to think a little 
deeper about what he believed, and how it would be best defended. The modern missionary 
movement, the rise of pluralism in the west, the growth of secularism over the last 200 hundred
years saw suddenly the church being bombarded with arguments from all sectors as the faith 
spread throughout the world. And this is where we are today, and doesn't it feel totally 
overwhelming? *PAUSE* Where do you start? Your father may be a lapsed roman catholic 
who now wants nothing to do with any religion, and your son may be into zen Buddhism and 
mindfulness. Your auntie maybe a purple haired new age physic, and your workmate may be 
devout Sikh. 



But, for the purpose of the sermon this morning, I am going to be grouping all the people of the
world, everyone who you encounter at school, in your family and at your work into two main 
groups. This may or may not be the best way of doing things, but it is the way we are going to 
think about them. These two groups I am going to call the “churched” and the “un-churched.” 
Those who know the Bible, or at least know a little bit about the Bible, and those who have 
absolutely no clue what the books that they find in hotel room with the word 'Gideons' on it are.
We undoubted live in the cross roads of two very different civilizations, so we have to deal with
both. And I'm not necessarily giving a value judgment about whether the past or the future will 
be better for the health of God's people, but I am going to highlight that 50 years from now will
look vastly, vastly different to 50 years in the past. But right here, right now, we live in a mix. I 
would have confidence in saying half, if not more, of the people of this town have grown up 
with some kind of religious background in some kind of Christianity. When, if you focus that 
statistic down to only those 25 years and younger, you're looking at well over half of people 
who will have absolutely no introduction to any concepts about Christianity at all. They are 
nones, N-O-N-E-S, those who think they don't believe in any organized religion. And we live 
this mixed life at the moment, especially in the quite semi-rural town of Timaru. Not 
overwhelmingly religious like the 1950s, nor overwhelmingly secular like what is soon to 
come.

And you can probably guess from listening to these two sermons read earlier by the Apostle 
Paul in the book of Acts, which sermon falls into talking to which group of people. No doubt 
the sermon to the Jewish people in the synagogue at Pisidian Antioch a town in modern day 
Turkey, these people who already have their Bible as their authority, already believe the God of
the Bible or at least have some knowledge of him - this is the first group that I introduced 
earlier. Today, these may include your nominal Christian workmate, or your friend from school 
whose parents drag him off to church every Sunday. They could also include groups like our 
friendly door knockers, the Jehovah's Witness or the Mormons, and others who have based 
their religion of a mis-interpretation of the Bible. 

And the second group, yes, this is encapsulated by the second sermon from the Apostle Paul in 
Acts 17, to the pagan philosophers on Mars Hill in Athens. This group fits...well...everyone 
else. Here are folks who have never been introduced to a Christian worldview or have any prior
knowledge of the truth of the Scriptures. The people who heard Paul speak likely had never 
even really encountered Jewish thought, let alone the ideas of this new Jewish sect called 
Christianity. 

So that forms the introduction, the two main groups that you can interact with in your day-to-
day lives. And I'm going to go through these two sermons and outline some principles in which 
Paul uses to masterfully interacts with his audience to best be heard to the different groups of 
people he encounters. They are essentially principles to help you communicate your argument, 
your defense of the faith, in a faithful manner.

But before I start, I have a side thought that have struck me as important to begin a two part 
look at apologetics, I don't want you to guilt trip you into evangelising and sharing your faith. 
That is the poorest ways to encourage someone to do something. No I want you to Lord 



Willing, grasp these simple principles to encourage you that the task of apologetics, the task of 
explaining what we believe and why we believe it, is ultimately the task of you. The layman. 
The farmer, the mother, the teacher, the brother, the manager, the tradie, the housewife. I think 
we can be tempted to professionalize our Christianity. You know, “I tithe to the church, so my 
pastor can evangelise for me, I don't need to think about this apologetics stuff.” Undoubtedly, 
there are many who the Holy Spirit has given gifts to who do have strengths in these areas. 
Those people who have a sharp mind and a great memory, who can anticipate the next question
and already have the answer ready to go. Try debating Pastor Nick and you will quickly 
recognize that God distributes his apologetic gifts in different measures.

But we read in the book of Acts of these great Apostles, don't we. Like Peter who healed the 
leper, and preached mighty open air sermons that saved 1000s in one day, or like Stephen who 
was valiantly martyred for his faith after testifying to those who would soon stone him. Yes, 
they were great men, and worthy to be recorded by the Holy Spirit for the edification of 
millions of saints in the thousands of years to come, and we often think these great men of old 
are the way God uses to save people. But these men did little compared to the testimony of the 
house wife and the slave. Yes, the Apostles may have kicked off the movement, but why it went
from a band of 12 Apostles in 30 AD to the religion of the Roman Emperor Constantine in 
300AD is largely because of the conversations and the lifestyles of the ordinary Christians. 
Michel Green, in his book, 'Evangelism in the Early Church' writes this, that “[the informal lay-
missionaries] went about everywhere sharing the good news which had bought joy, release and 
new life to themselves. This must often have been not formal preaching, but the informal 
chattering to friends and chance acquaintances, in homes and wine shops, on walks, around 
market stalls. They went everywhere gossiping the gospel; they did it naturally, 
enthusiastically, and with the conviction of  those who are not paid to say that sort of thing. 
Consequently, they were taken more seriously, especially among the lower classes.” So, if you 
are an ordinary Christian here this morning, I am preaching to you. PAUSE

So, with these things fresh in our mind, let us turn to the Scriptures this morning. I would 
encourage you to have one finger in Acts 13, and another in Acts 17. If you are a note taker, 
then this will be helpful. I will go through these principles point by point. And these principles I
have in a modified form un-ashamedly plagiarized them from my apologetics professor, Jerram
Barrs. 

The first of these principles is showing respect. Showing respect. Seems like a basic human 
truth doesn't it. But you will be surprised how quickly we can put such a normal part of our 
lives on hold when someone might challenge our faith, and speaks falsely of what we most 
hold dear.

Look at our first group of people, in Acts 13. Paul addresses them as brothers. Look at verse 26 
as he introduces his second part of the sermon.
 
Brethren, sons of Abraham's family, and those among you who fear God, to us the message of 
salvation had been sent. Again in verse 38, Therefore, let it be known to you brethren, that 
through Him forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you.



Had the Apostle's encountered animosity from the Jews at this point? Yes, remember they had 
stoned Stephen in Jerusalem in Acts 4, when Paul was present. When Paul got converted and 
began preaching Christ in Acts 9, we read in verse 23 that after he began preaching the truth of 
the gospel, that 'the Jews plotted together to do away with him.' That is, they wanted to kill 
him. There was a death threat against him. What would you or I likely do in this situation? If 
for some reason the elders at Covenant Grace Baptist threatened to kill me, I wouldn't go near 
another Reformed Baptist church at all!

Can you call your local heretics, friends? Do you recognise the dignity of the Mormon or the 
Jehovah's Witness at your door, or do you say that you're a Christian then show them the love 
of Christ by slamming the door in their face. I'm not asking you to embrace them in some kind 
of ecumenical, everyone-is-on-their-own-unique-path-to-heaven kind of sense, but as one 
recognising their God-given humanity and their dignity. And for the most part, sometimes 
people within these sub-Christian groups often have a screwed up sense of what love and 
respect are. They have seen it modeled so poorly in their own group, so perhaps a little respect 
for their concerns and their arguments could go a long way. 

As a side note, don't expect the same respect in return. After this sermon, the book of Acts 
recalls that Paul went to preach the following week at the same synagogue, and the Jews were 
filled with jealously. Look at verse 50,

'The Jews incited the the devout women of prominence, and the leading men of the city, and 
instigated a persecution against Paul and Barnabas, and drove them out of the district.'

Turn over to Acts 17, and we will see how Paul respects the pagans on Mars Hill in Athens. 
Paul opens his sermon with these words.

Men of Athens, I see that you are very religious in all respects. 

I don't think he is being sarcastic here. He is not mocking them. It is a bit unclear in the Greek, 
as the word only occurs once in the New Testament and is used by other authors to be both 
describing a sincere and earnest practice of religion, or the word could be used to say that 
someone is being fearful about silly superstitions. If you have a KJV, it uses the word 
'superstitious', which suggests a rather negative view, that these highly intelligent philosophers 
are scared of something childish and superstitious like an idol. But I think Paul is attributing a 
good virtue of piety and sincerity to their religion. He is commending them. A sign of respect.

Secondly, I want you to note how Paul includes himself in his description of the universality of 
mankind. Read verses 17:26 and 27. 

“and God made from one man every nation of mankind to live on all the face of the earth, 
having determined their appointed times, and the boundaries of their habitation, that they would
seek for God, if perhaps they might grope for him and find him, though he is not for from each 
one of   us.  '



Us. Paul condescends to see himself rubbing shoulder to shoulder with the pagans. He no 
longer holds the views so common to his Jewish countryman and Pharisees of the time, that 
they are God's chosen race and elect people, and thus a better, higher level of human. How did 
Jews in the 1st Century commonly interact with Gentile pagans? They were called dogs. The 
hatred of the 1st century Jewish folks towards the Gentiles was such that we read in the 
literature that even an Israelite midwife could not assist in the childbirth of a Gentile, for that 
would be “assisting to bring an idolater into the world.'

Is this an attitude in your life that you need to redeem? Do you harbor a hatred towards a 
particular subgroup of people, that you could not imagine putting yourself on the same level as 
them like Paul does. Are there groups of people that you struggle to respect as human beings, 
equal in God's site to be worthy of honor and dignity? Because I can assure you that no matter 
what truths may come from your mouth about God, salvation or the Bible, if you do not show 
someone the appropriate level of respect that one is due by them being made in God's image, 
then they will undoubted close their minds to the truth.

Kevin Williams, a pastor from the UK, tells a story of street preaching on the streets of 
Manchester. After concluding a bout of preaching in the street, he would leave his plastic stool 
up while he had a break or continued with some 1-to-1 conversations. One day, another man 
saw the stool and stood upon it, and began to preach what sounded like a faithful gospel 
message. As he continued, someone in the crowd started heckling him, and the man stopped 
preaching, jumped off the stool and chased him down the street and tackled him to the ground. 
The man preaching turned out to be a Seventh Day Adventist, and I can assure you that the man
he tackled to the ground probably did not convert and become a Seventh Day Adventist that 
day. This story highlights that respect must be shown, even if they disagree and disrespect you. 

But, you may ask, surely something like silly pagan idol worship is worth mocking? But is 
there a place for mockery of the foolishness of idolatry? A qualified yes, maybe. Think about 
Jeremiah 10 and Isiah chapter 44.

Some of the most biting and sarcastic portions of our Bibles are found in these. But think again 
the two groups I have distinguished. Who are these Old Testament prophets mocking? The 
covenant people of God. They're not so much as making fun of those who stumble around in 
the darkness, trying to express their innate longing to worship and pray and sacrifice – no he is 
mocking the people of Israel who have traded the true and living God and learning the way of 
the nations with mute idols and dumb statutes. Think of Paul in Galatians. Who does he call 
down curses and anathemas upon. No, not the Roman pagans or the Greek philosophers, no he 
reserves his harshest condemnation for those who have the light of the truth of the Scriptures, 
and yet they knowingly pervert the gospel of grace, deceiving many in their error. 

So even in one of the most extravagant displays of idolatry on Mars Hill, Paul remains 
restrained and respectful. So should we be. Can you remember the drag queen story hour that 
was due to take place in the Timaru Public Libary several months ago? Could you respect an 
outspoken supporter of that in your work place or school? What about someone who thinks that
the increasing bureaucracy around farming is somehow a good idea? Could you recognize the 



image of God within them? I am not going to pretend it is not a hard task. *PAUSE* But recall 
that we too are sinners. At one point, we were spiritually dead and rotting corpses, unable to 
understand or know the truth, odious in the sight of God. And what reason did we offer for him 
to save us, and wash us clean from our idolatry and sin? Nothing. If God has given us such 
blessing by his grace, surely we too can offer *at minimum* grace laden respect and dignity, 
even when we don't think they deserve the oxygen they use up-because guess what? We never 
deserved it either.

The second principle I want you to notice is that of bridge building. Building a bridge is 
making a connection point to what your audience believes, to what you believe. Ideas that were
true and both parties could affirm, some common ground between them. We will have to flick 
our text back to Acts 13. How does Paul build a bridge with his Jewish audience at the 
synagogue.

Verse 17, The God of this people Israel chose our fathers and made the people great during 
their stay in the land of Egypt, and with an uplifted hand he drove them out.'

Paul builds a bridge to Yahweh, the God of the Old Testament is the same God that he serves. 
He goes on from verse 18-22 to give a summary of Israel's history and the expectation of the 
Messiah, and these Jews are looking for a Messiah in the same way that Paul used to look for 
one, in the very same Scriptures. And he then connects the recent story of John the Baptist-who
they have heard was a great prophet. Verse 24, After John proclaimed before His coming a 
baptism of repentance to all the people of Israel. And while John was completing his course he 
kept saying, 'What do you suppose that I am? I am not He! But behold, one is coming after me 
the sandals of whose feet I am not worthy to untie.'

Over and over again, Paul builds a bridge after bridge with these people, The Old Testament, 
the Law, Israel's history, the Scriptures, John the Baptist, the promised Messiah. Does he spend 
time highlighting his differences with them? Does he point out the fact that they no longer had 
to avoid pork? Does he chastise them for missing the messiah when he was here on earth? No, 
he builds this bridge between them so he can walk over into their lives and point them to the 
true Messiah, Jesus Christ the righteous one. 

In my younger days when I was hitch hiking, I was picked up by a a very kind Catholic priest 
who drove me from Ashburton to Timaru. I was newly converted and I couldn't wait for the 
fight to begin.

“Do you know what I have a problem with,” I told him smugly once we got past the small talk. 
“The Catholic church forbids priests to marry, and that's wrong.” I thought I had him cornered. 
Well, did I get an education. He respectfully answered my query and explained at great length 
the reasons behind it. Although I obviously didn't become a catholic priest, my bark was much 
quieter for the rest of the ride home. 

My opportunity to build a bridge was lost. I was bogged down in the weeds of a minor tertiary 
level doctrine that really has little to do with the Christian faith at all. I was trying to accuse 



rather than build, and find differences to start the conversation on rather than similarities and 
points of contact. Jerram Barrs writes, To build a bridge – you must find and focus on what is 
right in the argument, rather than what is wrong.

What bridges can you find with the Bible believer who is not a Christian? Well, that's one isnt 
it?: the Scriptures are God's Word. Jesus is the Messiah, Jesus saves us from our sins. The Bible
tells us how to live pleasing lives before God. One key question that begs to be led to the 
gospel is do they acknowledge a holy God will judge them one day? Depending on the group, 
there are more or less differences, and for a fruitful and open conversation, I would learn from 
Paul here and not from me. 

But how does Paul build a bridge to the Gentiles, those who do have the Bible. He does it in a 
masterful, masterful way. 

First consider, it is very very different to the sermon in the synagogue. In modern speak, he has 
removed his Christian-ese, that jargon laden language that has deep theological meaning for the
Christian, but such words carry little meaning for one without the vocabulary. Look at Acts 
verse 29, he refers to God as the 'Divine Nature.' That's not a Jewish word, but rather a Gentile 
one. Let us keep this in mind as well as some other differences between Acts 13 as read the 
opening few verses.

Acts 17:23, 'For while I was passing through and examining the objects of your worship, I also 
found an altar with the inscription 'To an Unknown God'. Therefore, what you worship in 
ignorance, this I proclaim to you: The God who made the world and all things in it, since He is 
Lord of heaven and earth, does not dwell in temples made with hands; nor is he served with 
human hands, as though he needed anything since he himself gives to all people life and breath 
and all things, and he made from one man every nation of mankind to live on all the face of the 
earth, having determined their appointed times and habitation, that they would seek God, if 
perhaps they might grope for Him and find him, though he is not far from each of us.'

So rather than the Old Testament to build a case for Jesus, Paul connects that primal desire for 
worship found in all humans to guide them back to thinking about the one and only true and 
living God. He sees their desire for a greater power that holds everything together in the 
worship of the unknown God, and notices that even the Greeks believed that gods must be 
greater than us humans, and thus be greater than the temples which are built to house and 
worship them. As mentioned earlier, he doesn't burn his bridges down by lampooning idol 
worship!

But, you're probably thinking, those were wise, respectful philosophers that Paul was debating. 
What about the screaming, frenzied progressive political activist that is calling for the 
destruction of colonialism, the patriarchy, capitalism and that terrible, hateful homophobic 
Christianity? What could you possibly have in common with her? Well, you both know there is 
something wrong with the world. You can both recognize that there are evils, injustices, and 
you can both agree that something can be done about it. But to disregard that innately human 
desire for justice and the righting of wrongs is a missed opportunity to speak the truth and 



respond. 

What about your average young person that you may meet in your high-school. What do you 
have in common with them? Well, are they searching for inner peace? Are they satisfied with 
the materialism that surrounds them? Do they ask why bad things happen to good people? 
Millennials and Gen Z are turning to all forms of spirituality in droves, trying to find something
to make sense of the world around them. Even though they have turned their backs on so-called
organized religion, you cannot stamp out our moral nature, our longing for meaning, our 
curiosity of the afterlife and so on. 

Ask yourself this question, If you are a Christian, when God saved you, did absolutely every 
single thing about you change? Well, probably not, not everything. You probably didn't sudden 
start believing in right and wrong. No doubt, your moral compass was shaken like a snow 
globe, and now God is the law giver, not your own heart, but that moral sense was always 
there. Now your heart dances to a different tune, getting more tune with God's will. I guess 
what I am trying to say is that you still have a lot in common with your unbelieving neighbor or
relative, we go through much of the same difficulties and struggles and disappointments in life, 
and often we ask the same questions. So don't also neglect our own lives and out own stories 
can provide the construction materials to build that bridge and find that touching point to 
connect with your friend or coworker.

Our third principle that we can glean from our text is to understand what others believe. 
Understand what others believe. About four years ago, we passed around a little booklet here in
the church which described the basic beliefs of the major religions and cults of the world. As I 
was handing them out, one person remarked to me that they were really a waste of time, and we
really didn't need to know all this rubbish about other religions. Do really you think this is the 
posture of the Apostle Paul when you read these two sermons? Do you think he stopped 
studying the Old Testament once he became a Christian because that's all useless old stuff, or 
do you think he studied harder? Do you think Paul causally walked into the Aeropagus, 
knowing absolutely nothing about the beliefs of his audience? *PAUSE* I don't think so. I 
don't think he took the advice of the one who I had a conversation with – that learning about 
what others believe is a waste of time. 

Lets stay in Acts 17, because this is a great example of Paul knowing what his audience 
believed in the utmost detail. I'm sorry if you already know the background of Acts 17, but I 
find this to be utterly, utterly fascinating. 

500 years before this conversation occurred, the city of Athens, where Paul is now, was under 
the scourge of a plague. So the elders of the city sent for one of the wisest philosophers of the 
time to tell them who to purify the city, as the the sacrifices to the ordinary Greek gods were 
obviously not working. That man was named Epimenides. He told the people of the city to let a
hungry sheep out into the countryside, and everywhere the sheep lay down, they were to call 
that place sacred and erect an altar and sacrifice to the unknown god that the hungry sheep 
recognised was sacred. The plague was reportedly stopped, and even hundreds of years on Paul
was encountering these altars to unknown Gods as he walked around the city. 



Why do I tell you this story? Well, because he quotes in Acts 17:28 the words of this man 
Epimenides. Some bibles put quotes in a different font, see if you can find it.

Acts 17:28, 'for in Him we live and move and exist, as even some of your poets have said, 'For 
we also are his children.' 

The first statement, 'in Him we live and move and exist' come from Epimeides, the ancient 
philosopher who cleansed the town, while the second come from another Greek poet. 

Paul did not do a 5 minute browse on Wikipedia before getting up to speak here. He knew the 
history of their religion, he knew their traditions, he knew their heroes, and he crafted this 
knowledge in such a way that he could speak and be heard. This unknown God who you have 
come to worship, who cannot be captured in a mere temple or image or idol, he has made 
himself known through the person of Jesus, who God has raised from the dead in verse 31. So 
let us learn from Paul here, don't let an opportunity for the gospel pass because of our 
ignorance. Don't hear what I am not saying, you don't have to suddenly become the 
encyclopedia of world religions, no, but do you see the wisdom of taking the time to learn more
about what others believe. Christians in the Western world, often have the stigma of being 
ignorant-know-it-alls, don't we? Whether that's a true accusation or not, I'd encourage you to 
learn and ask questions and find out the deepest questions and foundational beliefs of those 
who we converse with. I can assure you, that you will end up giving the wrong answer if you 
are unwilling to learn the right questions.

Contrast this to Acts 13. Its almost like Paul is speaking a totally different message! 
Do you think that Paul has understood his audience well here? Do you think faithful Jews in a 
synagogue would be open to hearing about pagan myths and legends? No, Paul understands his
hearers, they want to see the proof and evidence from his claim in the Bible, they want to see if 
Jesus is really the Messiah from their prophets and prophesies of old. I this sermon I counted 7 
allusions to Old Testament events, and 6 direct quotes from the Old Testament Scriptures. Paul 
understands his audience.

My wife will confirm this story is true. We both sat down in a church service in Australia 
before we were married, and the youth pastor stood up and before his sermon said, 'I was 
asking the Holy Spirit this morning what He wants me to say to you...' Did this preacher 
understand his hearers? Did he take the time to talk and learn and ask what were the 
foundational errors or truths that formed his audiences understanding, what needed to be 
addressed and what needed to be commended? Was he somehow glorifying God by not letting 
too much 'human wisdom' get in the way of the 'Spirit working?' I would argue no. No, the 
Spirit can use, or even use more fully, a well considered, well researched intelligent 
presentation of the gospel. The Spirit of God works through the proclamation of truth, and as 
we learn in Paul's case, this is not lessened by taking time to best craft it to be best heard and 
understood by his audience.



So, those are the three principles of communicating the truth that I want to share this morning, 
and I will cover the next three this afternoon. I hope they have provided a new, or at least a 
fresh reminder of some of the ways Paul speaks in order to be heard. And God uses the 
conversations of ordinary men and women to fulfill his purposes, whether at your lunch time at 
work, at school, at Christmas dinner, and its not wrong to find ways to more faithfully 
communicate the truth of the gospel, to polish your lamps and allow them to shine a little 
brighter. You don't ever have to give up your day job to become a fulltime apologist in order to 
talk to your friends and family about the gospel, and I hope we can learn some methods from 
the Apostle Paul that can encourage and empower you to take opportunities to explain or 
defend Christianity in an increasingly hostile world. 


