
Notes on Acts 17 : 16 – 34  ‘When stock answers no longer work – where do you turn?’ 
 

  The Rev’d Studdert Kennedy was a World War 1 chaplain, who you might know 
by his nickname of ‘Woodbine Willlie’. He was called this because of his habit of 
giving cigarettes to soldiers as he prayed with and encouraged them when they 
were in the trenches. My hunch is, is that you won’t know the nickname of the 
Rev’d Harold Davidson; it was the ‘Prostitutes’ Padre’. He was called this 
because every Monday morning he would travel down to Soho from his church 
in Stiffkey in Norfolk, to befriend and help young, pretty women who he feared 
were being drawn into prostitution. Though they both sought to help and 
console the wounded, one was awarded the Military Cross for bravery for 
bringing back the wounded from No-Man’s land, whereas the other was 
defrocked for immoral behaviour and then killed by a lion in a circus act!! Their 
different nicknames remind us that our stock answers, which we do so love 
because of the security they give us, are inadequate when we are dealing with 
the complexity and the wonder of not just people but their lives too. The danger 
of relying on and using stock answers is that we turn evangelism into a duelling 
match where the winner takes all, whereas a better model of evangelism is for it 
to be like a companiable journey where Jesus touches not only their hearts, 
minds and souls but ours too.  
 
  This week saw the summer solstice on Tuesday and the start of the Glastonbury 
Festival. At Stonehenge 6,000 people came to witness the rising of the sun with 
a further 170,000 watching it online and at Glastonbury they’re expecting 
record crowds as the last two Festivals had been cancelled. Both demonstrate a 
resurgence in the rise of people claiming to be pagans and for all who share 
Jesus in this setting they’ve learned that stock answers just do not work because 
they are dated and irrelevant. This does not mean they don’t tell the story of 
Jesus, it’s just that they do in very different ways to connect with people, such 
as using Tarot cards and the Jewish and Christian imagery on the cards. Simon 
Russell at last week’s Café Church encouraged us not to take refuge in better 
answers but to instead dare to ask people better questions. Instead of working 
from the assumption that we have all the answers, we need to learn that truth is 
now something which is learned together in dialogue because people no longer 
trust the experts or those who think they know it all. For us as Christians, it is 
about learning humility, because we do not have all the answers. It is about 
learning to respect those with whom we are talking with by being as much a 
listener and asking what can this person teach me about Jesus? It is to realise 
we are called not to conquer them by argument but to win them by love. Some 
of the questions Simon asked us to consider was “Where are you in your spiritual 
journey or pilgrimage?” and “What truths do you live by, or which give you 
consolation, hope or purpose?” These are great questions as they invite us to 
listen, to share and to learn from. 
 



  These questions echo Paul and his speaking in Athens in Acts 17 verses 22 and 
30 and 31. Paul here is walking on eggshells because Socrates the Greek 
philosopher was famously killed in Athens for the very reason why they asked 
Paul to speak, that is about foreign gods. Paul knew that his words would be 
found to be both provocative and inflammatory, but he wanted his conversation 
partners to follow and to respond to him. When we think about ‘stock answers’ 
we must realise that these answers are unconcerned by the questions we may be 
asked or the conversations we are participating in, as these answers are only 
about ourselves and our own agenda not of those before us. Paul fell into neither 
of these traps. When he speaks about an altar to an ‘Unknown God’ in verse 23 
we need to remind ourselves that everyone has such an altar within their lives. 
This means that we are to be both sympathetic and knowledgeable about what 
these altars are if we are to engage in genuine conversation. This is why we are 
to ask better questions because, in all honesty, we probably know very little 
about what these altars mean to people and it is your chance to ask your 
questions, honestly enquire, learn & reflect on. When we have done this, like 
Paul, we need to respond by speaking the truth not as a series of statements to 
challenge and confront but the story of God’s desire for this world to be a 
different place and our lives made whole within it. This is the story Paul tells in 
verses 30 and 31 as he tells the story of Abraham, Israel, Daniel and Jesus but 
perhaps in a way we don’t recognise. 
 
  Next weekend I am going to be the Feast of Flowers Clown and in the different 
assemblies I have taken this last week I’ve encouraged the children to peer 
intently at what they see, but to also shout my name if they see me!! What are 
you though? Are you a Feast of Flowers fans? It is a fantastic opportunity for 
you to ask lots of questions and see where that takes you. It is an opportunity 
for you to say the incredible to our visitors – please would you like, post and 
share. It is above all an opportunity for you to see God at work, so please sign 
up and see what happens next. When Paul was in Athens, he was grieved by all 
the altars he saw, but this led him to action, to dare to speak the name of Jesus 
and to ask lots of questions too. May we also be so grieved that we may so speak. 
 

Acts 17 : 16 – 34  ‘When stock answers no longer work – where do you turn?’ 
 

1. Why are stock answers so unhelpful? Do you know any of them? 
 

2. Why in evangelism is it better to ask questions, then to give just answers?  
 

3. What does it mean to not conquer by argument but win by love?  
 

4. What do like about Simon’s questions and can you think of others? 
 
5. How does Paul use the idea of the altar to an unknown god? How can we? 


