
A Practical Guide For Gospel Proclamation

I. Paul’s Example in Athens

Acts 17:17–34 – [17] So he reasoned in the synagogue with the Jews and the 
devout persons, and in the marketplace every day with those who happened to 
be there. 

Notice first that Paul enters both a religious context as well the marketplace. He has 
entered multiple spheres of society to speak with people about Jesus. The word for 
‘reason’ here is διαλέγομαι (dialegomai). It is where we get our English word dialogue. 
Paul conversed with them. He didn’t shout at them through a megaphone. He 
discussed with them. He asked them questions and allowed them to speak, and they 
asked him questions and allowed him to speak. It was fairly diplomatic, though some 
certainly thought Paul was a fool.

[18] Some of the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers also conversed with him. And 
some said, “What does this babbler wish to say?” Others said, “He seems to be a 
preacher of foreign divinities”—because he was preaching Jesus and the 
resurrection.” [19] And they took him and brought him to the Areopagus, saying, 
“May we know what this new teaching is that you are presenting? [20] For you 
bring some strange things to our ears. We wish to know therefore what these 
things mean.” [21] Now all the Athenians and the foreigners who lived there 
would spend their time in nothing except telling or hearing something new.

There are 3 groups of people in Paul’s audience: religious jews, street-level pagans, 
and intellectual-philosopher types (Stoics and Epicureans). Paul gives the same 
message to all 3. Regardless of class, all people have one thing in common, their 
gods.

Athens was full of various gods. Kent Hughes says this in his commentary:

“Pausanius, who visited Athens fifty years later, said it was easier to meet a god or 
goddess on the main street of Athens than to meet a man.” – Kent Hughes

It may seem difficult for us to draw an immediate parallel. There isn’t really a public 
square for religion in San Francisco where people graciously give one another the floor 
to express their various beliefs. And, our gods/idols are less obvious. We are living in a 
sophisticated, post-enlightenment western world where idolatry is thought to be 
antiquated and primitive. People don’t bow to statues. How do we draw from Paul’s 
example here? Consider each of the following:



1. Whether people in our workplaces know it or not, they are operating inside of 
some kind of belief system – They most likely will not want to call it a religion, but I’ll 
bet they would be willing to identify it as a “worldview”. A worldview is simply a 
paradigm or lens they look through to see all of life. What is their definition of the good 
life for themselves and others? Whatever their answer is their worldview. It is their god. 
It represents their picture of human flourishing, of heaven on earth. Ask them about it, 
Instead of saying ‘do you have any religious beliefs?’, ask them, ‘what is your 
worldview. What is the primary lens you look through to give meaning to your life?’

2. Whether people in our workplaces know it or not, they have idols – Idols are 
simply the things or people we look to in life to give us a sense of value or worth, or 
that we look to for approval, or make us feel in control, or provide us comfort. The way 
to help our friends name their idols is to simply ask them why the things they talk about 
so much are so important to them. If they talk a lot about their job, ‘It sounds like work 
is a big part of who you are. Has that always been the case? Where does that drive to 
be the best come from?’ If they talk a lot about partying, ‘It sounds like going out, 
having fun and escaping the demands of your life is really comforting to you. Has that 
always been the case? Have you found that doing that has been helpful for you?’ If 
they talk a lot about a relationship, ‘What are some of the needs that you have that you 
find are met in this relationship? How do you feel cared for and loved by them?’ These 
are not interrogation questions. They are questions of curiosity that help draw out what 
the people or things our friends have given their lives to are providing for them.

[22] So Paul, standing in the midst of the Areopagus, said: “Men of Athens, I 
perceive that in every way you are very religious. 

Where is Paul? Standing in their midst. Are they in the synagogue? No. Are they in 
Paul’s home? No. He has come to them on their turf. 

[23] For as I passed along and observed the objects of your worship, I found also 
an altar with this inscription: ‘To the unknown god.’ What therefore you worship 
as unknown, this I proclaim to you. 

Before Paul preaches the gospel these men and women, he identifies with them. He 
demonstrates a listening posture. He ‘perceived’, he ‘observed’, he ‘looked’ at each of 
their altars to see who the gods they worshipped were. He is inquisitive, interested. He 
is also strategic. He is looking for an angle, a way to express the gospel. He doesn’t 
shame them for having an unknown god. He doesn’t tear the unknown god’s alter 
down. Instead, he celebrates it, and seeks to say, ‘I know who this God is, and I want 
to tell you all about Him.’



[24] The God who made the world and everything in it, being Lord of heaven and 
earth, does not live in temples made by man, [25] nor is he served by human 
hands, as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all mankind life 
and breath and everything. [26] And he made from one man every nation of 
mankind to live on all the face of the earth, having determined allotted periods 
and the boundaries of their dwelling place, [27] that they should seek God, and 
perhaps feel their way toward him and find him. Yet he is actually not far from 
each one of us, [28] for

“‘In him we live and move and have our being’; as even some of your own poets 
have said, “‘For we are indeed his offspring.’

[29] Being then God's offspring, we ought not to think that the divine being is like 
gold or silver or stone, an image formed by the art and imagination of man. [30] 
The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now he commands all people 
everywhere to repent, [31] because he has fixed a day on which he will judge the 
world in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed; and of this he has 
given assurance to all by raising him from the dead.”

A few observations from this brilliant discourse by Paul:

1. Paul’s gospel begins at creation – Don’t just give the John 3:16 gospel. Start at 
the beginning to the story and tell the whole thing in brief. God is creator and sustainer.

2. He expresses both the transcendence and the immanence of God – We need to 
convey to our friends that God is big and Holy and set apart and more beautiful and 
powerful than we could possibly imagine, but also that He is present, available and 
close enough to touch.

3. Paul quotes their own poetry – We need to appeal to the literature, films, music 
and art of our friends’ imagination. They need to connect what they already love and 
are moved by to God Himself. All things we enjoy have been given to us by God as a 
picture of His own nature and character.

[32] Now when they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some mocked. But 
others said, “We will hear you again about this.” [33] So Paul went out from their 
midst. [34] But some men joined him and believed, among whom also were 
Dionysius the Areopagite and a woman named Damaris and others with them.



How many people out of all those present responded? Only 2. I wonder how 
discouraged Paul felt. I wonder if he thought his idea about using their unknown god 
was far more clever than that. Maybe he thought to himself ‘oh yeah, this one is going 
to land so well.’ Instead, some mocked him. They called him a babbler. Others were 
interested, but treated his ideas like they were optional. They could just wait until 
another day to think about it. ‘We will hear you again about this’, they said. But they 
didn’t. Paul left for Corinth. His job was done. Jesus had to draw these people to 
Himself. He is the Lord of the harvest. Paul could only share what He knew. He could 
only witness what He had seen, the resurrected Christ. I am sure his heart broke for 
them.

We cannot convince people to follow Jesus. All we can do is deliver the news. This is 
our job. To put the ball in their court. The question is whether or not we will take on this 
task. It will cost us something. But it will not cost us more than it cost Jesus to make 
sure we got to hear it for ourselves. May that motivate us to share with those The Lord 
has placed in our path.



II. Strategies for Gospel Proclamation
A. Relational (From Bad News to Good News) 
• What non yet believing friend, co-worker, neighbor, etc… has Jesus placed in your life 
who is a “Person of Peace”? 

• What is a regular struggle this person has? It could be a sin or a pattern of destructive 
behaviors or a commitment they regularly fail to uphold, set of bad circumstances. 

• Where is there recurring “bad news” in their life? 

• Which of the 4 primary idols is their struggle connected to? (Performance, Approval, 
Control, Comfort) 

• How does the “good news” of the gospel speak directly to the “bad news” of their 
circumstances? 

• What is your prayer to God for them? 

• What is this persons’ primary religion? What god do they go to for help when they are 
in their struggle? (work, sex, relationships, achievement, leisure, drugs, alcohol…) 

• Does this god help them? 

• Is the help temporary or does it last? 

• What do they owe this god for help? What price do they pay? 

• How is their “religion” law/shame oriented instead of grace oriented? 

• In what ways do you identify with your friend? 

• How are your struggles similar to theirs? 

• In what ways do you tend to go to the same gods they turn to when you are 
struggling? 

• What is your prayer of repentance to Jesus in light of what you have reflected on in 
your own life? How does the good news of the gospel help you? 

• How can you identify with your friend the next time they share their struggle? 

• How can you articulate the “good news” of the gospel for yourself to them so that they 
can experience how the grace of God works in the life of a Christian? 
 

*The goal is to demonstrate the gospel as good news to those who are suffering, 
hurting, angry, sinning, destroying relationships and experiencing difficult 
circumstances without being anecdotal, shaming or self-righteous, but also 
boldly, with a true proclamation that in your experience, only Jesus has been 
enough to change the bad news of your life to good news. 



B. Apologetic (Getting to the Gospel)  

•  Decide to proclaim the gospel to a not yet believing friend. 

• Pray expectantly for opportunities. 

• Try to “out” yourself as a Christian. 

• Try using the term “follow Jesus” instead of “Christian”. 

• “Well in order for me to explain my answer to that question I have to tell you this…” 

• “I follow Jesus, which means I believe that Jesus is God; He came to earth, lived a 
perfect life, died to atone for my sin and rose from the dead; so that believing in and 
following Him means that I am in right standing with God because of Jesus’s sacrifice 
on the cross.” 

• Regularly think about what barriers your friend has to the gospel (relational, from 
experience, intellectual, etc…) 

• Create space for them to work our their struggles and be a listening ear. 

• Convince them that they can’t offend you with their questions or pushback. 

• Convince them that there is nothing in it for you if they become a Christian. God will 
not love you more if you convince them to follow Him. You don’t get accolade. You 
don’t feel better about yourself if they become a Christian. 

• Tell them that you don’t believe you can convince them to become a Christian. It is 
their decision. You have no power. The only power is in the gospel itself. In the 
person of Jesus Himself. They should pray to Him and ask Him to reveal Himself. He 
will. 

• Retell the story of the gospel, the bible, and Christianity through your own 
experience. 

• Demonstrate to your friend that a lot of what they care about is actually from the 
Bible. (desire for justice, love for the earth, human equality) 

• Ask them if they have ever tried reading the Bible, specifically Jesus’s own words in 
the gospel for themselves. 



C. Communal (Involving Others)
 
Tim Keller – “People become Christians through dozens of mini-decisions” 

• Encounter a Christian.
• Expect the Christian to be legalistic, judgmental, weird, non-inclusive, etc…
• Become open to befriending this Christian.
• Increasingly find yourself surprised by how loving this person is. (Fruit of the Spirit)
• Have your categories for a Christian disrupted/shattered.
• Begin to see this Christian as trustworthy and one of your favorite people.
• Meet the Christian’s other Christian friends.
• Be even more surprised that there are more than one of these types of Christians.
• Begin to open up to your Christian friend about struggles in your life.
• Wrestle with your doubts and questions about faith with this Christian friend.
• Get scared and distance yourself from this Christian friend.
• Be surprised when they give you space and don’t seem to try and manipulate you.
• Ease back into friendship.
• Test the waters of the Christian community again.
• Become more willing to participate in the spiritual life of the community.
• Become a friend of the Christian Community and treated as an insider.
• Learn core teachings of Christianity in Missional Family and Corporate gatherings. 
• Spend time thinking about the difference between your beliefs and theirs.
• Bring skepticism to Christianity expecting that Jesus can’t answer your questions.
• Realize there are decent answers to your questions.
• Bring your thoughts and findings to your trusted Christian Community.
• Ask if you are allowed to both believe and doubt at the same time.
• Be the most surprised yet that this is possible.
• Have a meaningful encounter with The Spirit.
• Begin to see all of the puzzle pieces of how He has been speaking the whole time.
• Say yes to The Spirit.
• Cry out to The Spirit “I want to believe, help me believe”.
• Realize that you do believe in Jesus and accept the truths of The Gospel.
• Ask “what must I do to follow Jesus”.


