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Greeting & Self-intro 
 In 1983 I completed a M.Div. at Westminster Theological Seminary (WTS) in 
Philadelphia.  I have had the great privilege of serving Christ and his church as a 
missionary to Japan from the OPC since 1985.  After 2 years of language school, I 
worked in two different locations as an evangelist doing church planting in Sendai, 
the largest city in the Tohoku or north-eastern region of Honshu Island, that is the 
area ravaged by a massive earthquake and tsunami this past March 11.   
 Toward the end of my second four-year term on the field, I was asked to teach 
biblical studies at the Kobe Reformed Theological Seminary (KRTS), a school owned 
and operated by the Reformed Church in Japan (RCJ).  In preparation, I spent 
nearly 4 years in doctoral study at my alma mater, WTS.  There, I completed the 
PhD course work and comprehensive exams in biblical hermeneutics, but could not 
come to terms with the NT department of WTS about a dissertation topic.  Last year 
I defended a dissertation on one of the disallowed topics at the University of Wales, 
Trinity Saint David, formerly known as the University of Wales, Lampeter.  
 In the meantime, I taught Hebrew, OT and NT for nine years at KRTS.  
Three years ago, I returned to full time evangelism in the city of Numazu, about 120 
kms. down the coast from Tokyo, in the shadow of Mt. Fuji.  I have been working 
there as the evangelist in a RCJ chapel for the last 3.5 years.  I also teach part-time 
at KRTS and at the Kobe Theological Hall, a school owned and operated by the 
Japan Presbytery of the Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America.   
 Having focused heavily on biblical studies for the last 17 years, please be 
tolerant as my approach to the topic assigned is essentially biblical theological.  
Along with the practice of evangelism in Japan, biblical theology has been central to 
my ministry for many years. 

Introduction – defining the assignment 
 

Having received the assignment to present a roughly one-hour paper on the 
topic, “Strategies of Reformed Witness in a Pluralist Society,” at a conference to be 
focused on, “Reformed Witness in a Religiously Pluralist Society,” but knowing 
nothing more about what is expected, I found myself trying to pin down and define 
the assignment.  Please bear with me as I retrace a bit of my thinking.  I had to 
make several decisions about the precise force some of the terms in the assignment. 

1. ‘Reformed’ 
 This term may be the only easy one.  I will assume that it refers to “a 
commitment to that which is biblical and only that which is biblical in the life of the 
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church.”  Further, the Bible is its only infallible interpreter.  WCF chapter 1, 
paragraphs 6 and 9 succinctly express this central Reformation doctrine. 

2. ‘Witness’ 
In context, this term probably does not correspond precisely to any definition 

I could find in the Oxford English Dictionary (OED); rather it seems to be a derived 
usage peculiar to Christendom.  The OED does give this possible definition (8a) for a 
witness: “One who testifies for Christ or the Christian faith,” referring to the person 
who solemnly tells others about Christ and his faith.  However, I am fairly certain 
that in my assigned topic, the term ‘witness’ is referring to what such a Christian 
does in articulating and perhaps also living out his faith, not to the testifying 
Christian himself.  While the OED does not recognize such a definition, that is how I 
take the term, hereafter. 

Since in NT parlance, the notion of ‘witness’, or ‘testimony for Christ’, 
normally, if not consistently, refers to firsthand testimony to our Lord’s life, death or 
resurrection, as a biblical studies teacher, I recoil at this looser modern use of the 
term ‘witness’, despite its ubiquitousness within evangelical circles.  I think such 
usage tends to numb Christians to the vital eyewitness connotation of the notion of 
‘witness for Christ’ when they encounter it in the NT.  ‘Witness for Christ’ in the NT 
is always firsthand testimony by those with immediate knowledge of Christ. 

As such, to assuage this scruple of mine with evangelicalism, I will replace 
the term “witness” with “Communication of the Gospel of Christ.”  Thusly, my 
assignment becomes, “strategies for Reformed Communication of the Gospel of 
Christ in a Pluralist Society. 
 

3. ‘Pluralist’  
The term, pluralist, is perhaps the most difficult.  As adjectives, the OED 

makes virtually no distinction between pluralist and pluralistic.  Both can describe 
people or societies somehow characterized by pluralism.  In turn, Merriam-Webster  
offers two potentially applicable definitions for pluralism, 4a and 4b:  

4a: a state or condition of society in which members of diverse ethnic, racial, 
religious, or social groups maintain an autonomous participation in and 
development of their traditional culture or special interest within the confines 
of a common civilization.  
4b: a concept, doctrine, or policy proposing or advocating this state. 
(Unabridged Dictionary Online) 

 
Assuming our concern here is with religion, if definition 4a is in view, the term 
would be purely descriptive.  Thus, a (religiously) pluralist society, would refer 
simply to a society in which various religions with their cultural accoutrements are 
fully tolerated as subgroups within the wider cultural milieu.  American society, 
today, would probably be a fair example.  Even post-war Japan would probably fit, 
though there are certainly non-governmental pressures for mainstream cultural 
conformity that bear upon Japanese Christians.  On the other hand France, with its 
recent ban on the public donning of certain Muslim female attire, can probably no 
longer be considered truly pluralist according to definition 4a.  
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What of the other possible definition, 4b? If 4b were in view, we would then 
need to consider societies that, as a matter of conviction or principle advocate 
pluralism as an ideology.  One can certainly encounter such ideologues in the ranks 
of the American intelligentsia today—especially among atheists and agnostics, who 
are silently delighted that a plethora of religions pretending to the truth reinforces 
their a priori conviction that all religions are ultimately subjective.  While in theory 
definition 4b might fit, I judge that the committee setting up this conference 
probably has 4a in view – not an ideologically pluralist society, but one where 
various religions with their cultural trappings are fully tolerated.   

As such, I am going to seek to answer, primarily from the Bible (hence, 
Reformed) the question: what is the right or best strategy (or strategies) to 
communicate the gospel of Christ in a society characterized by full toleration of a 
variety of religions?   

4. ‘Strategies’ 
A strategy is "careful plan or method" (Merriam-Webster) for dealing with a 

problem or achieving a goal.  While originally the word was used for approaches to 
defeating an enemy at war, it is here used figuratively.  Synonyms for strategy 
include ‘tactic’ and ‘line of attack’.  Taking the latter, ‘line of attack’, in the figurative 
sense, we would then want to seek to learn from Scripture the best line or lines of 
attack for communicating Christ to a society characterized by the full toleration of 
variety of religions, both Christian and non-Christian.   

 

Types of Pluralist Societies 
One more preliminary matter remains.  Without attempting to be 

comprehensive, it may, nevertheless, be helpful to distinguish three different types 
of societies, two of which could be described as ‘pluralist’.  While they certainly do 
not exist as pure forms, at least certainly not today, nevertheless, identifying and 
distinguishing three sorts of societies, even in the abstract, should prove helpful.   

I shall call the first a Christian society, the second, a post-Christian pluralist 
society, and the third a pagan pluralist society.  From the middle ages through the 
Reformation, most, perhaps all, European countries could have received the first 
label, i.e., a Christian society. What eventually became the United States probably 
could, in the 17-18th centuries, also have been placed in that category.  The USA and 
many European countries today seem best placed in the 2nd group, i.e., post-
Christian pluralist societies.  I think Japan would epitomize the final category, that 
is, a pagan pluralistic society.  Throughout recorded history, it has always been 
dominated by heathen religions.  Yet while from time to time it has persecuted 
Christians, Japan is, at present, fully tolerant of Christianity, too.  In short, it is 
almost universally pagan, yet pluralistic.    

Approaching the 3 Types of Societies 

 The Christian Society 
 

Now if we hypothesize an idealized category 1 society, most persons would 
already be committed to the Christian faith in some form; all would accept the Bible 
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as the very Word of God.  In such a society, a Reformed missionary’s task would be 
to promote the Reformed faith as the only confession truly faithful that divine 
standard, the Bible.   

The Post-Christian Pluralistic Society 
 

Approaching a post-Christian pluralistic society – assuming it has not lost 
memory of the faith of its fathers and grandfathers and has not reverted in large 
part to rank paganism – is still to some degree possible on the basis of the Bible and 
exhorting the secularized or neo-pagan generation to repent and return to the 
covenant of their fathers.  In such a society, the average man’s most recent formal 
relationship to the God of the Bible was a generation, or perhaps a couple of 
generations, earlier.  Like the OT prophets calling the sons of Israel back to the God 
of Israel after Manasseh and his son Amon, who did “wickedly more than all the 
Amorites,” when Israel seemed to have lost the Law of God, preachers in a post-
Christian pluralistic society must surely call the apostates back to the covenant of 
their forebearers. 

The Pagan Pluralistic Society 
 
 We are left then with the 3rd type of society, one like Japan, where paganism 
still dominates, yet Christianity, too, is permitted to be a part of the broader society 
and culture.  I will contend the Reformed, i.e., the biblical strategy for approaching 
such societies is quite different than for approaching a post-Christian or Christian 
one.    In any event, I have taken, “strategies for communicating the gospel of Christ 
to pagan pluralistic societies,” to be the intended focus of my assigned topic.  
 

The Apostolic Line of Attack for Communicating the Gospel of 
Christ to Pagan Pluralist Societies and the Noahic Covenant 
 

Overview 
Having established that we are here concerned to find Reformed strategies to 

communicate the gospel of Christ to a pagan pluralistic society, we now turn to the 
Bible to seek to determine how the apostolic missionaries sought to reach such 
societies.   

In choosing pertinent biblical passages we are, of course, not interested in the 
apostolic examples of evangelizing Jews, nor even of their evangelizing those 
denoted 'God-fearing' Gentiles – such as Peter instructing Cornelius.  Such 
preaching would be more like addressing Christian, or perhaps post-Christian 
societies.  “There is a great deal of difference between making known the gospel to 
people who have never heard of Christ and preaching that same gospel to those 
whose parents or grandparents were true members of the church.”1

                                                 
1 J.H. Bavinck, who distinguishes “missions” as preaching to pagans from “evangelization,” as preaching to 
peoples at least nominally Christian already, notes, “certain parallels to our concept of evangelistic work 
are also to be found in the preaching of Jesus to the Jews of his day.  Jesus’ preaching also contained an 

  It is rather the 
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apostolic missionaries’ approach to rank pagans, those who — along with their 
recent forefathers — have never heard the gospel, that here interests us. 

There are relatively few cases where the NT records the specific strategy 
pursued by apostolic missionaries in preaching Christ to such pagan societies.   
However, while there are only a few, the number is not zero.  I think in every 
instance recorded, it is the Apostle Paul who is doing (or helping to do) the gospel-
presenting.  This should be no surprise to us, for the NT names Paul, “the apostle to 
the Gentiles” (Rom 11:13, NIV; cf. Gal 2:9, 1 Tim 2:7). 

As to the approach pursued by the Gentiles' Apostle, I would submit to you 
that in every case of Paul preaching to pagan — as opposed to God-fearing — 
Gentiles, at least in every case, that is, where the content his message is recorded, 
arguably we find the Apostle implicitly appealing back to the Noahic covenant.  Let’s 
look at a couple of instances.   

Examples of Paul’s Approach to Rank Pagans2

Example (1) Paul and Barnabas in Lystra: Acts 14 

 

 
As we move from Acts 13 to Acts 14, the record of Paul and Barnabas’s 

strategy for preaching to the synagogue  audience recorded in the former chapter 
(13:14) stands in contrast to their approach to a pagan Gentile audience in the 
latter.   

Let us contrast the two approaches.  First, please consider a representative 
sample of Paul’s preaching to a group of Jews and God-fearers.  That proclamation 
begins in Acts 13:16b-17. 

“Men of Israel, and you who fear God, listen:  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 arm He led them out from it.”   (NASB) 

 
Addressing these Jews and God-fearers (13:43), Paul and Barnabas, like Peter in 
Acts 2, go on to present Christ as the fulfillment of the OT promises.  They 
presuppose both their hearers' knowledge of and respect for the OT Scriptures.   

On the other hand, their approach to reaching pagan Gentiles is very 
different.  In Acts 14, the audience at Lystra is indisputably pagan, as is clear from 
the incident leading up to their preaching.  Please turn with me first to that 
incident, to 14:11-13.  

 11 When the crowds saw what Paul had done, they raised their voice, saying in 
the Lycaonian language, "The gods have become like men and have come down 
to us." 

                                                                                                                                                 
element of calling back to the covenant and to a new and obedient hearing of the word of the Lord … A 
further similarity and point of difference with what we [Dutchmen] call evangelization can also be found in 
the preaching of the gospel to the Jews of their day by the apostles” (1960, 75).   
2 "Luke gives … two examples … in Acts of the preaching of the gospel to purely pagan audiences," 14:15-
17 and "the other, and fuller, example is is the speech delivered by Paul before the Athenian Areopagus 
(Ch. 17:22ff.)" (Bruce, 1986, 292).  
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 12 And they began calling Barnabas, Zeus, and Paul, Hermes, because he was 
the chief speaker. 
 13 The priest of Zeus, whose temple was just outside the city, brought oxen and 
garlands to the gates, and wanted to offer sacrifice with the crowds. (NASB) 
 

In their response to this blaspheme, we can discern these apostolic missionaries’ line 
of attack – so to speak – for dealing with such pagans.  It begins in v 15; though I 
read from v 14. 

14 But when the apostles Barnabas and Paul heard of it, they tore their robes 
and rushed out into the crowd, crying out 
 15 and saying, "Men, why are you doing these things? We are also men of the 
same nature as you, and preach the gospel to you that you should turn from 
these vain things to a living God, WHO MADE THE HEAVEN AND THE 
EARTH AND THE SEA AND ALL THAT IS IN THEM. 
 16 "In the generations gone by He permitted all the nations to go their own 
ways; 
 17 and yet He did not leave Himself without witness, in that He did good and 
gave you rains from heaven and fruitful seasons, satisfying your hearts with 
food and gladness." (NASB) 

 
First, these apostolic missionaries identify the God of the Bible as the God who is 
real – who is "living" and who created "the heaven and the earth ... and all that is in 
them."  That identification undoubtedly gained credibility from the miracle their 
audience had just witnessed (cf. Mark 16:17-18, Heb 2:4).  Second, they refer back in 
history to the fact that the true and living God has long been forbearing toward the 
nations’ heathen ways, that is, to the Gentiles' continued apostasy from Himself to 
“these vain things,” i.e. to false gods.  In other words, the living God has, heretofore, 
put up with their idolatry and worship of other gods.  In Athens, Paul will call the 
period of time extending from the Gentiles' fall into idolatry and polytheism down to 
the start of Gentile missions, τοὺς … χρόνους τῆς ἀγνοίας, "the long period of 
ignorance [with respect to the true and living God]" (Acts 17:30).3 However, Paul, in 
both passages, refers to that period of toleration in language indicating the Gentiles' 
clock has run out: that time of tolerance has now come to an end, though here, 
unlike 17:30-31, that point is not made explicitly.4

 Finally, Paul asserts that even after their ancestors’ falling away (apostasy) 
from the living God, the true God “did not leave Himself without witness” to those 
heathen nations.  The only true God, the God of all nations’ ancestors had continued 
to provide the apostasized nations with a witness to Himself, even after those 
nations had long lost all reliable memory of the one true and living God.   

   

                                                 
3 "Pl. χρόνοι of a rather long period of time composed of several shorter ones" (BDAG, s.v. χρόνος, def. 1; 
similarly: Friberg, def. 1, "plural χρόνοι times, as one long period …").  F.F. Bruce (on 14:15-17), too, 
recognizes the two expressions denote the same time period of divine toleration: "That God in former days 
permitted the nations to 'walk in their own ways' is parallel to the statement in Ch. 17:30 that He 
'overlooked' the times of ignorance" (1986, 293).   
4 "The same topic is likewise treated in the Areopagus speech in ch. xvii, and in both speeches it is pointed 
out that God had certainly allowed the Gentiles to follow their own ways … While the speech here has 
parallels to the first part of the Areopagus speech (xvii 23-29), nothing corresponds to xvii 30-31.  
According to that passage, the earlier period is over" (Munck, 1973, 132).   
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 At this point it is common to attribute the apostolic appeal, "He did not leave 
Himself without witness, …" to something akin to the light of nature.  For example, 
I. H. Marshall explicates v 17's “witness” naturalistically, “The world of nature 
should thus have led men to recognize the existence, power and goodness of the 
Creator.”    Similarly, Calvin sees Paul appealing, "to the order of nature [where] 
there is a certain and evident manifestation of God." 5  From the higher critical side 
of the theological aisle, C.K. Barrett agrees: "In the bounty of nature there was 
testimony to both the being and the nature of God" (2004I, 682).6  So Paul is 
generally understood as appealing to theology based upon the natural order, i.e., to 
some sort of natural theology.7

 I contend this witness should be understood as fundamentally rooted in God's 
covenant with the nations, rather than in some sort of natural theology.  That is to 
say, without naming it, since few of their listeners, if any, would have known what 
they were talking about, Paul and Barnabas are adducing as God's self-witness, the 
Lord's ongoing, several thousand-year old faithfulness to his promises in the Noahic 
Covenant.  In other words, I suggest that Paul has implicitly interpreted what 
Reformed theologians have often labeled God’s common graces to be the fruits of 
God’s promises uttered directly to those Gentiles’ ancestors — not only Noah, but 
also Shem, Ham and Japheth — in Genesis 8—9.  So, without explicitly stating it, 
Paul and Barnabas are referring back to the permanently promised covenantal 
mercies of God bestowed upon the nations formed in Genesis 10, those that is, that 
had — according to Genesis 11 — rebelled at Babel and were thus scattered about 
the earth so as (ultimately) to form the Gentile nations (Gen 10:31-32, cf. Gen 11:9).   
As they were dispersed worldwide, they carried with them only imperfect knowledge 
of the God of their forefathers, that is, of Noah and of his sons (this is surely a 
reasonable inference from the covenantal rebellion manifested by the Babel 
generation; Gen 11:4b; cf. 9:1).   

  However, as reasonable as this seems, I wish to 
propose a different source for Paul’s assertion that, even long after most of Noah’s 
descendants — the nations of Genesis 10 had apostasized from the living God, He 
had continued to provide them with a witness to Himself.   

 Calvin, commenting on our very passage (Acts 14:16) by means of a rhetorical 
question, notes that at that time (of Noah — Genesis 9) “the church [= Noah + sons + 
wives]” (which was to degenerate into the pagan Gentile nations) was still pure in its 
devotion to the true God:  “whence, I pray you, came the Gentiles but from the ark of 
Noah, when there was a certain singular purity of the Church?”  The biblical record 
portrays history such that by Abraham's day most of the descendants of that once 
"singularly pur[e] church" had apostasized into idolatrous polytheism.  They broke 
covenant with God, first at Babel, then by false religion, but God remained faithful 
to his covenantal promises that he had sealed by adding rainbows to the creation. 
                                                 
5More fully, I. H. Marshall writes, “It should have been possible for men to realize that he existed, since he 
had given testimony to himself in the world of nature by providing good things for men. The sending of 
rain and the cycle of the seasons which cause crops to ripen meant that men were able to feed themselves 
and so have hearts filled with joy. The world of nature should thus have led men to recognize the existence, 
power and goodness of the Creator” (1980, 253).  On 14:17, Calvin comments, “in the order of nature there 
is a certain and evident manifestation of God, in that the earth is watered with rain; in that the heat of the 
sun doth comfort it.” 
6 R. I. Pervo (2009, 356) calls v 17, a "brief pitch for 'natual theology' [that] confuses modern readers."  
7 "Theology deriving its knowledge of God from the study of nature independent of special revelation" 
(Merriam-Webster, s.v. 'natural theology').   
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 At first thought, this thesis may seem to outstrip the evidence. Is Lauer not 
guilty of over-interpreting, so to speak?  Why would these apostolic missionaries 
make such an appeal when their biblically uninformed pagan audience could not 
possibly grasp the history? I submit the following as a likely reason: the often 
labeled ‘Noahic Covenant’, on its face in the text of Genesis, as Paul would surely 
have read it, was sovereignly decreed by God, was binding upon Noah and his sons, 
but it was also binding all their descendants, right down to Paul’s day, even if — 
unlike the faithful line tracing down from Shem to Abraham (and ultimately to 
Jesus)  in Genesis 11— they had long since forgotten that covenant’s duties and 
promises: Gen 9:8-9 read, “God spoke to Noah and to his sons with him, saying, ‘Now 
behold, I Myself do establish My covenant with you, and with your descendants after 
you’” (NASB).  While the covenantal ignorance of these Apostles' Gentile audience 
regarding their own history explains the lack of any explicit reference back to 
Genesis 8-11, ignorance notwithstanding, they remained in covenantal relationship 
with God, that based upon a covenant sealed not only before Moses, but even prior to 
Abraham.     
 The Noahic arrangement was a covenant, the covenant still in force with 
those nations since the last point in biblical history when the ancestors of his 
Gentile hearers all– more or less – still knew the God of the Bible.  Taken at face 
value, in Genesis 8—9 God unilaterally bound all mankind to that covenant, when 
He sovereignly decreed its terms in the ears of the Gentiles' first post-diluvian 
ancestors.  Thus, from Paul's perspective, those promises and duties still bound his 
Gentile hearers, even though most of them had probably never heard of them.  
Perhaps more importantly, Paul knew that in Genesis 8 God had bound himself to a 
certain abiding provision for all mankind.  In other words, I submit that Paul’s 
strategy when seeking to reach pagan Gentiles with little or no knowledge of the OT 
was, nevertheless, to deal with them as those still governed by the covenant God had 
made with them through their forefathers, Noah, along with Shem, Ham or Japheth.   
 Furthermore, the content of the divine self-witness Paul describes in Acts 
14:17, "He did good and gave you rains from heaven and fruitful seasons, satisfying 
your hearts with food and gladness," while assuredly not quoting the promises of the 
Noahic covenant, fits well as an implicit reference — for Luke's readers, even if not 
for Paul's hearers — to the wording of Genesis 8:22: "While the earth remains, 
Seedtime and harvest, And cold and heat, And summer and winter, And day and 
night Shall not cease."8

                                                 
8 Obviously, "he did good [to you]" and "gave you … seasons" could be rooted in the Noahic, "seedtime 
and harvest … summer and winter … shall not cease", but what of Paul's "He … gave you rains"? 
Arguably, a promise of more than a nominal seedtime and harvest (i.e. famine) requires suitable seasonal 
rains:  

  Thusly, God promises that despite the inborn wickedness of 
mankind, rather than an accursed, unfruitful ground (8:21; cf. 3:17, 4:12), the earth 
will have regular, fruitful seasons, thereafter (8:22).  "However irregular the human 
heart may be (8:21b), there will be regularity in God's world and its cycles" 

The cultivation of the land in Palestine is practically dry farming in most of the districts, but even then some 
water is necessary, so that there may be moisture in the soil. In the summer months there is no rain, so that 
the rains of the spring and fall seasons are absolutely essential for starting [seedtime] and maturing [harvest] 
the crops. The lack of this rain in the proper time has often been the cause of complete failure of the harvest. 
A small difference in the amount of these seasonal rains makes a large difference in the possibility of 
growing various crops without irrigation. Ellsworth Huntington has insisted on this point with great care in 
his very important work, Palestine and Its Transformation. The promise of prosperity is given in the 
assurance of "rain in due season (Lev 26:4 ..)" (A.H. Joy, ISBE, s.v. 'rain'; italics added).    
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(Hamilton, 1991I, 310).  It is at least plausible that in the minds of Paul and 
Barnabas, in Acts 14:17 they are describing God's fulfillment of the promises He 
gave to their hearers' ancestors just after the great flood: "Hear O pagans: The one 
true God, your creator, has kept covenant with your peoples for many generations, 
even long after your ancestors rebelled and turned away from him."  Arguably, Paul 
and Barnabas are implicitly appealing back to the Noahic covenant. 
 Perhaps a second example will serve to add credibility to this exegesis.   

Example (2) Paul and Silas in Athens: Acts 17 
 
 Bruce notes "Luke gives … two examples … in Acts of the preaching of the 
gospel to purely pagan audiences"; in addition to 14:15-17, "the other, and fuller, 
example is the speech delivered by Paul before the Athenian Areopagus (Ch. 
17:22ff.)" (1986, 292).  Similarly, Munck recgonizes, "the same topic [as in 14:15ff] is 
likewise treated in the Areopagus speech in ch. xvii" (1973, 132).  Paul's pagan 
(17:16) audience, there, include philosophers (17:18).9

 

  His message to these 
Athenian pagans is as follows. 

 22 Paul stood in the midst of the Areopagus and said, "Men of Athens, I 
observe that you are very religious in all respects. 
 23 "For while I was passing through and examining the objects of your 
worship, I also found an altar with this inscription, 'TO AN UNKNOWN 
GOD.' Therefore what you worship in ignorance, this I proclaim to you. 
 24 "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; 
 25 nor is He served by human hands, as though He needed anything, since 
He Himself gives to all people life and breath and all things; 
 26 and from one man, He made every nation of mankind to live on all the 
face of the earth, having determined their appointed times and the 
boundaries of their habitation,10

 27 that they would seek God, if perhaps they might grope for Him and find 
Him, though He is not far from each one of us; 

 

 28 for in Him we live and move and exist, as even some of your own poets 
have said, 'For we also are His children.' 
 29 "Being then the children of God, we ought not to think that the Divine 
Nature is like gold or silver or stone, an image formed by the art and 
thought of man. 
 30 "Therefore having overlooked the times of ignorance, God is now 
declaring to men that all people everywhere should repent, 

                                                 
9 Though the Areopagus was the city high court (ISBE, s.v. 'Areopagus'), Luke explains that there, "the 
Athenians and the strangers visiting there used to spend their time in nothing other than telling or hearing 
something new" (Acts 17:21; NASB), while it is possible that the magistrates were in session and were 
party to the hearing Paul received, "Paul’s speech does not look like a legal defence and that there is no hint 
of any legal proceedings" (Marshall, 1980, 285). 
10 I follow BDAG (s.v. ποιέω) and the NRSV in construing ἐποίησέν (+ the infinitive, κατοικεῖν) 
causatively, adjusting the NASB accordingly. 
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 31 because He has fixed a day in which He will judge the world in 
righteousness through a Man whom He has appointed, having furnished 
proof to all men by raising Him from the dead."  (NASB—corrected) 

  
Two questions arise: (1) Are Munck and Bruce correct that "the same topic is 
likewise [being] treated," and this is a "fuller" version? (2) Does it seem that again 
Paul is implicitly harking back to the Noahic covenant in his dealings with these 
Athenian pagans? The answer to both questions is, yes.   
 On question (1), the three elements of the Lystra preaching are arguably all 
present at Athens, at least by allusion, albeit appearing in different wording.  As in 
chapter 14, Paul first identifies the true God, the God of the Bible as the Creator: 
"the God who made the world and all things in it." Second, Paul refers, even more 
fully, to God's long period of forbearance toward the Gentile's idolatrous ways: after 
asserting, God is not "served by human hands, as though he needed anything … we 
ought not to think that the Divine Nature is like gold or silver or stone, and image 
formed by the art and thought of man," Paul exhorts, "therefore having overlooked 
the times of ignorance, God is now declaring to men that all people everywhere 
should repent."  Finally, there is (again) a possible allusion to the promise of Genesis 
8:22 in v 25's, " He Himself gives to all people life and breath and all things."  This 
last divine provision, [καὶ] τὰ πάντα ('all things'), is generally taken to refer to, "every 
need of theirs" (Bruce, 1980, 357).  Is this correct, and where does it come from? 
Haenchen (1971, 522) is surely correct that in most of  v 25, as in v 24, Paul is 
alluding to Isaiah 42:5, but the final item, [καὶ] τὰ πάντα, has no basis in that OT text.  
On the other hand, God's promise to the nations in Genesis 8, offers an at least 
plausible basis for it.    For in context with the biologically indispensible terms, "life 
and breath," food provisions to sustain life — come naturally to mind.  Here, too,  
there could be an implicit reference — for Luke's readers, even if not for Paul's 
hearers — to the wording of Genesis 8:22: "While the earth remains, Seedtime and 
harvest, … Shall not cease."  Over all, it does seem fair to say, with Munck, that 
here the same topic is being treated (as in Acts 14:17), and with Bruce, that chapter 
17 provides a fuller treatment.   
 What is more, Paul's allusion to the post-flood narrative goes beyond these 
three points paralleling the preaching at Lystra.  In v 26 he tacks on (τε) another 
reference to Genesis 8-11, "and He made from one man [blood] every nation of 
mankind (ἐξ ἑνὸς [αἵματος11

 In the context of v 26, the issue is specifically the making of the nations (πᾶν 
ἔθνος), whose formation is recorded not in Genesis 1—5, but in 10—11, where the one 
man from whom they were formed is Noah.  Genesis 8—10 describe just how the 
offspring of one man, Noah, formed the nations and spread out to cover the face of 
the earth.  According to Genesis 10:32, "of the sons 

] πᾶν ἔθνος ἀνθρώπων) to live on all the face of the earth, 
having determined their appointed times and the boundaries of their habitation."  
While commentators generally take v 26's "made from one man" as referring to the 
human race's origin in Adam, a reference to Noah fits much better with the whole of 
v 26 and, following Haenchen, with taking the last portion as an echo of Psalm 74:17 
(1971, 523).   

of Noah

                                                 
11 MajT specifies the 'one' to be one 'blood'.  The shorter reading implies one 'man' (so NASB italics). 

 … out of these the 
nations were separated on the earth after the flood," a passive construction whose 
agency is identified clearly at the end of the next pericope, "the LORD scattered 
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them [i.e. the nations] abroad over the face of the whole earth" (Gen 11:9b; LXX: ἐπὶ 
πρόσωπον πάσης τῆς γῆς).  Thus, if the "one man" denotes Noah, Paul has a firm basis 
in the post-flood narrative to proclaim, "from one man [blood], He made every nation 
of mankind (ἐξ ἑνὸς [αἵματος] πᾶν ἔθνος ἀνθρώπων) to live on all the face of the earth (ἐπὶ 
παντὸς προσώπου τῆς γῆς)."12

 Furthermore, Haenchen is surely correct: "Behind the whole much discussed 
expression stands Ps. 74 (73).17: 'You have made all the boundaries of the earth; 
summer and winter you have made'" (1971, 523), with Luke (Paul) taking this 
Psalm's "boundaries of the earth" as the borders in which the various nations settled 
after Babel.  This adds support to Barrett's proposal that Acts 17:26's "parallel with 
[Acts] 14.17 suggests that καιροί refers to seasons of the year" (2004II, 843), since 
those, too, are mentioned in Psalm passage ("summer and winter you have made").  
Psalm 74:17 itself, is arguably an intentional allusion to the Noahic narrative, where 
God both established the nations across the face of the earth and decreed, "summer 
and winter … shall not cease."

   

13

 As to question (2), once again the answer is yes.  Here, too, it appears that 
Paul is implicitly alluding back to the Noahic covenant, or at least to the extended 
post-flood account of the formation and rebellion of the nations in Genesis 8—11.  
Not only does Paul again describe God formerly (but no longer) "having overlooked 
the times of ignorance," (idolatry) which must have begun sometime between Noah 
and Abraham, but in his speech, immediately after mention of God's provision of  
"all things" needed by the Gentiles for life, Paul recalls God's having "from one man 
made every nation of mankind to live on all the face of the earth, having determined 
their appointed times and the boundaries of their habitation," alluding, with the 
help of Psalm 74:17, to Genesis 10—11.     

 In summary, the answer to question (1) is 
affirmative, Munck and Bruce are correct, "the same topic is likewise [being] 
treated" here in Acts 17 as in Acts 14 and this is indeed a "fuller" version of it.   

Learning from Paul's Approach to Pagan Gentiles 
 
 I submit that Paul’s strategy when seeking to reach pagan Gentiles with 
little or no knowledge of the OT was to deal with them as those still governed by the 
covenant God had made with them through their forefathers, Noah, along with 
Shem, Ham or Japheth.  Further, this approach should be instructive, if not 
normative as the missionary seeks to preach Christ in a pagan pluralist society, 
such as Japan, a society where knowledge of the Bible is nil, and few have ever 
heard the Gospel.  However, in saying this, I do not mean that our preaching should 
simply replicate one of these two speeches from Acts.  In this last section, we will 
explore how Paul's approach to pagans in his day might inform our approach to 
them today.  
 One of the questions that Japanese have when confronted by the kind of 
generic gospel presentation that asserts the God of the Bible to be the one true God 
and Christ his Son to be the only way of salvation runs along these lines:  if that is 

                                                 
12 Barrett explains the variant reading, ἑνὸς στόματος (Ψ) as follows, "if this is not simply a negligent error 
(homoeoteleuton) it must refer to mankind before the confusion of languages at Babel (Gen. 11.2-9; note 
ἐπὶ πρόσωπον πάσης τῆς γῆς in 11.9, and the words later in the present verse)" (2004II, 842).    
13 Psalm 74:17 and Gen 8:22 are the only two places in the Hebrew OT that the expression, ֶרף ֹח֗ ִיץ ָו֜  , ַק֥
appears. 
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really true, why don't we Japanese, too, know about that God.  How can He really be 
God of the whole world?  
 In the light of the above understanding of Barnabas and Paul's approach at 
Lystra, and Paul's very similar strategy at Athens, I would suggest the following 
steps be developed for both oral presentation and for written tracts.  

1. A brief introduction to the Bible as the record of  God's self-revelation  
2. Trace the history of  redemption from the creation through Babel, primarily 

Genesis 1 to 12. Including — 
a. Creation 

i. Ex-nihilo, Man as Image of God; Goodness of Creation 
ii. Creation Mandate 

iii. Covenant of Life/Works 
iv. Eschatological goal of the Creation 

1. proper (good; 1:31) role of tree of life 
2. proper (good; 1:31) role of tree of knowledge 

b. Fall 
i. origin and role of serpent 

ii. results of the fall 
c. Curses and promises (3:14-19) 

i. Enmity between godly and wicked men (seed of woman/seed of 
serpent) 

ii. protoevangelium 
d. Death of the godly seed  (Gen 4:1-15) 
e. Degeneration of the wicked seed (Gen 4:16-24) 
f. Replacement of the godly seed (Gen 4:25-26) 
g. Defilement of the godly seed, threat to the line of promise (Gen 6:1ff) 
h. Preservation of the godly seed through Noah, type of the Savior to 

come, new beginning for world and man (Gen 6:8ff) 
i. Fall into sin of the 2nd Adam (Noah; Gen 9:20ff) 
j. Revelation of new lines of curse and promise (Gen 9:24-27) 
k. Threat to the line of promise (11:1ff, birth of idolatry, cf. Joshua 24) 
l. Preservation of the godly seed through Abraham (Gen 12:1ff, 18:17-19) 
m. Promise to deliver the nations through Abraham's Seed (Gen 22:15-18) 

   
 Item k, in particular, may require further explanation.  For pagans such as 
most Japanese to appreciate that biblical history, is truly their own history, they 
must see how (a) their ancestors really did know and worship the God of the Bible, 
and (b) how that knowledge was lost and the false religions of Buddhism and 
Shintoism came to fill the void that arose.  Taking the historical record in the Bible 
at face value (as Paul certainly would have done), the following portrait emerges of 
the origins of polytheism and idolatry. 
 

• There is not a shred of evidence of such false religion before the flood.  
• The first evidence of such false religion is in the period of Abraham; by that 

time it appears to be widespread, perhaps nearly universal. 
• Abraham stands at the end of the Genesis 11 genealogy much like Noah at 

the end of that of Genesis 5, but the sin that has enveloped the rest of the 
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world in the former case was violence; in the latter case it is implicitly 
polytheistic idolatry.   

• The only event in the record available to explain the loss of the knowledge of 
the true God and the evolution of false worship is the Babel incident, which is 
portrayed as rebellion against the Noahic Covenantal command (9:1-2).   

• Whether by willful disobedience or negligent loss of covenantal knowledge 
several generations down from Noah, by the time of the great dispersion, 
those dispersed apparently scattered carrying with them in their heads only 
vague knowledge of the true God.  They were thus vulnerable to the Satanic 
inspired idolatry that seems to have overcome the nations fairly quickly after 
Babel. 

 For pagans to see that Biblical history, at least up to Babel, is their history, 
and that, despite their ignorance, they are in fact the continuing beneficiaries of 
Noahic Covenantal grace, provides a biblical point of contact with pagan societies 
that otherwise see the Biblical religion as utterly foreign.  The final step, of course, 
is to show that Christ is the fulfillment of the promise to Abraham of a seed to bring 
the blessings of the one true God back to the nations so that they are not only fed by 
Him with nourishment for their bellies, but also that they may again know and 
worship the God who made them.   
 My experience in Japan has been that this approach, when I have time to 
carry it out, is very effective in both getting the attention of Japanese nonbelievers 
and also in helping them truly to understand and appreciate the message of the 
Bible. 

--------------------------------------------- 
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