
Acts of the Apostles: The Story of the Early Church 
 
Chapter 17: Paul and Silas in Thessalonica, Beroea and Athens 
 
In Chapter 16, Paul and Silas travel by land from Antioch in Syria to Lystra after parting from 
Barnabas and John Mark. There they meet a disciple named Timothy, whose mother is Jewish 
and father is a Greek Gentile. Timothy, a Gentile, “was well spoken of by the believers,” but he 
is circumcised because of apparent judgment by “the Jews who were in those places.” Paul, 
Silas and Timothy travel through towns, sharing the decision of the Jerusalem Council, which 
stipulated that Gentiles didn’t have to follow all the laws of Moses to follow Jesus. (See 15:19-
29). When they reach Troas—after being prevented by “the Spirit of Jesus” to go deeper into 
Asia Minor—Paul in a vision sees a man of Macedonia (present-day northern Greece) asking for 
them to come and help. They do, and at that point (16:10) the narrative changes from third-
person to first-person (“they” to “we”), implying Luke is a character in the story. In Philippi they 
meet a wealthy God-fearing woman named Lydia, who decides to be baptized and welcomes 
them into her home. One day while preaching, they are arrested and thrown in prison. At 
midnight, an earthquake shakes the doors open and everyone’s chains are unfastened. A jailer 
fears their escape—and therefore his punishment—but Paul preaches to him and his entire 
family is baptized, and the family invites them to their home. The magistrates want Paul and his 
friends released, but Paul says they’ve been mistreated as Roman citizens. The magistrates 
apologize. On their way from jail, Paul and company stop briefly at Lydia’s home, encourage 
them, and then leave Phillipi.   
 
 
Notes For Chapter 17 
 

• 17:1: Thessalonica – Major port city, capital of Roman province of Macedonia, along a 
major military highway called Via Egnatia, linking Rome with eastern Mediterranean. 
Home to cults of Dionysus (god of winemaking and fertility) and Orpheus (musician and 
poet), who traveled to Hades and back. 

• 17:10: Beroea – 60 miles west of Thessalonica 
• 17:18: Epicurean – A philosophy founded by Epicurus grounded in the belief that 

everything—including physical and mental states—is the result of matter and 
interactions of matter. For epicureans, gods exist but they are removed from the world, 
and there is no resurrection or afterlife. The greatest good is to maximize modest 
pleasures by limiting desire and practicing virtue, which will bring about tranquility. 

• 17:18: Stoic: Founded by Zeno, stoicism argued that the pursuit of virtuous living—
cultivating wisdom, courage, justice, and temperance—is the greatest good. Therefore, 
how a person acts, not what is said, is paramount. Stoics accept that bad things will 
happen, and thus plan for them by reducing emotion. God is immanent, influencing the 
world, and everything is fated. So, there isn’t hope, so to speak.  

• 17:19: Areopagus – Literally “martial peak,” or Mars Hill—a place where a court met to 
hear cases dealing with public morals. It would often question philosophers and 
traveling lecturers like Paul. 



• 17:23: There were several altars to unknown gods in Athens. This could refer to an event 
that happened 600 year earlier, during a plague. Black and white sheep were released 
from the Areopagus, and wherever each laid down it was sacrificed to the nearest 
shrine. If there was no god’s shrine nearby, one was created as to “an unknown god.” 

• 17:34: Dionysius  - literally, “devoted to Bacchus” (Dionysus in Greek)  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


