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Speaking of and listening to God in contemporary culture  
 

 

 

 

 

What is apologetics? 

1 Peter 3:15                                         Acts 22:1, 24:10, 26:1-2 

 

Richardson ‘apologetics is the study of the ways and means of defending Christian truth….a study undertaken by 

Christians for Christians’1 

McGrath ‘The chief goal of Christian apologetics is to create an intellectual and imaginative climate conducive to 

the birth and nurture of faith’2. 

 

Hugh Montefiore ‘the reception of the Christian faith within a country is bound up with the root paradigms of that 

country’s culture’ 

 

 

History of Apologetics 

A.Dulles, A History of Apologetics, (Philadelphia, Westminster Press, 1971); F.F. Bruce, The Apologetic Defence of 

the Gospel (Wheaton, IL, IVP, 1959); B.Ramm, Varieties of Christian Apologetics, (Grand Rapids, MI:  Baker, 

1965); ‘Apologists’ in T. Hart (ed.) The Dictionary of Historical Theology (Eerdmans/Paternoster, 2000); S.G. Hall, 

Doctrine and Practice in the Early Church (London, 1991). 

 

The Tools of Apologetics 

D. Wilkinson, ‘The Art of Apologetics in the 21st Century’, Anvil, Volume 19 No 1, 2002. 

 

 

Acts 17:16-33 
 

Was Paul a failure? 

 

Acts 18:1-17 and 1 Cor 2:1-5? 

 

-difficult for the gospel  

 

  

v24  ‘God does not live in shrines built by human hands’ 

 

1.  An awareness of the need 

Acts 17 

- see in light of Acts 15-17 

 

‘greatly distressed to see that the city was full of idols’ (v 16).   
-the city being ‘smothered’ or ‘swamped’ with idols or as one translation puts it the city was a ‘veritable 

forest of idols’ 

-Roman satirist had written that it was ‘easier to find a god there than a man’ and Xenophon had 

characterised Athens as ‘one great altar, one great sacrifice’.   

 
- J.B. Phillips, ‘His whole soul was revolted at the sight of a city given over to idolatry’. 

 

                                                           
1 A. Richardson, Christian Apologetics, (London, SCM, 1948) 
2 A. McGrath, Bridge Building,  IVP, Leicester 1994, p. 9. 
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2.   Time in the market place 

-compare Athens with Thessalonica (Acts 17:1-9) and Beroea (Acts 17:10-15) 

 

 ‘ reason in the synagogue’ (v17)  

‘in the market place day by day’ (v17) 

-observed their worship (v23),  

-studied their poets (v28)  

- understood very well both Epicurean and Stoic philosophy 

 

 
 

3.   Valuing who you are 

 

 

 

 

 
George Hunter ‘Secular people…are reached more effectively through the people, language, liturgy, music, 

architecture, needs, struggles, issues, leaders, and leadership style that are indigenous to their culture. ….Typically 

when secular people experience “church” as culturally alien to them, they assume that the christian God is not for 

people like them; they believe they have to learn to dress, talk, tote Bibles and genuflect like the Christians do, 

before God will accept them.’3 

Alan Walker ‘we need the contextualisation of the gospel everywhere….where Christianity’s forms are 

contextualised it is indigenized and growing much more.’4 

CS Lewis ‘it is absolutely disgraceful that we expect our missionaries to the Bantus to learn Bantu, but never ask 

whether our missionaries to the Americans or the English can speak American or English.  Any fool can write 

learned language.  The vernacular is the real test.  If you can’t turn your faith into the vernacular, then either you 

don’t understand it or you don’t believe it’.5 

 

 

 

4.   The power of vulnerability 

v18  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
3 G. Hunter, How to reach secular people, (Nashville, Abingdon, 1992) 
4 A. Walker, The Whole Gospel for the Whole World, (Nashville, Abingdon, 1957) 
5 Quoted in B. Larson, Ask me to dance,  (Waco:  Word Books, 1972) p. 10-11. 
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Ronald Sider ‘The values of our affluent culture slowly seep in.  The only way to resist them is to immerse 

ourselves in fellowship’ 

Donald Soper ‘The decay of faith is the direct outcome of the decay of fellowship.  Private atheism is only rarely 

the result of private study; in most instances it is the outcome of moral disillusionment with public worship and 

corporate Christianity.  Only in vital Christian fellowship will God become real to most people’6 

 

 

 

 

5.  A relevant message  

 

-begins gently 

 -respect v22   

-sharing common ground by referring to the inscription he has seen, ‘To an unknown 

God’ (v23).   

  -point of contact - altar - unknown God 

 

-boldness - ‘I am going to proclaim to you’ that God can be known.   

-God as creator of the Universe (v24),  

-sustainer of life (v25),  

-ruler of all nations (v26)  

-one who is close to us (v27)  

-challenges the Epicureans’ belief that God was remote  

-Stoics’ belief that God was part of the Universe 

 

-uses their pictures  

-live and move and have our being - Epimendes of Cnossos 

 -offspring - Arathus, Stoic poet 

 

-reason 

 

-call to repentance 

 

-the reaction is mixed   (v32-34).   

 

a.  We need to take pop culture seriously 

Charles Finney ‘I cannot believe that a person who has ever known the love of God can relish a secular novel…Let 

me visit your chamber, your parlor, or whereveer you keep your books.  What is here?  Byron, Scott, Shakespeare 

and a host of triflers and blasphemers of God’ 

 

 
Roger Enrico, the boss of Pepsi signed a $2 billion deal in 1996 to market products tied in to The Phantom Menace   

he said, ‘This will allow us to connect with virtually every consumer in the world’7. 

 

 

b.  Understanding Pop Culture 

‘I would hesitate to call the Force God’, says Lucas,  “It’s designed primarily to make young people think about 

mystery.  Not to say, ‘here’s the answer’.  It’s to say ‘Think about this for a second.  Is there a God?  What does 

God look like?  What does God sound like?  What does God feel like?  How do we relate to God?’”  

                                                           
6 D. Soper, Question Time on Tower Hill, (London, Hodder, 1935) 
7 Quoted in T. Rayment, The Sunday Times ,16 May 1999. 
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Michael Dyson ‘ethical patience’8  

 

 

c.  We need to learn from pop culture 

 

-story 

 

-sound bites 

 

-visual 

 

- engaging the  imagination 

-entertainment 

 

 

d.  Speaking to the people of pop culture 

Martin Robinson9 quotes Loren Mead:   ‘the most important factor in the drop-out (in church attendance) is not 

something that the churches are doing or not doing; it is the character of the culture surrounding the congregations’ 

 

 

 

6.  Theological confidence 

  

-God is creator of all 

 

v24  maker of all heaven and earth 

-sustainer of the Universe 

   v25 gives all men and women life and breath 

-ruler of history  v26 

-Father of all human beings  v28 we are his offspring 

  v27 -he is not far from each one of us 

 

- Jesus is the key to all things  v31 

 

 

 

                                                           
8 Dyson, M. Holler If You Hear Me:  Searching for Tupac Shakur. London: Plexus, 2001. 
9 M. Robinson, The Bible in Transmission, Summer 2001, (Swindon, Bible Society, 2001) 


