Jesus Among Other Gods: Engaging Pluralism and Polarisation

In the context of mission, church planting, and pioneering, this session delves into the complexities of making Jesus known in communities marked by intense pluralism and social polarisation. Drawing from Acts 17:16-17, we will explore how to navigate the myriad of ideologies and cultural shifts that challenge the church's mission today. The session will encourage leaders to consider appropriate apologetic strategies for engaging their urban context, while also emphasising the need for healthy biblical supply lines and accountability structures to sustain missional efforts. The focus will be on ensuring that leaders remain resilient and effective in representing the Gospel amidst the diverse spiritual and ideological landscape they are labouring within. 

Stef Liston has been married to Davina for 27 years and they have three adult children. He lives in London where he serves Revelation Church London as an elder, and he helps to lead the Relational Mission family of churches with a particular emphasis on teaching and training. 
 

Introduction  

Acts 17:16-17 (ESV) – “Now while Paul was waiting for them at Athens, his spirit was provoked within him as he saw that the city was full of idols. 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.” How do we make Jesus known in a world like this? 

 
Making sense of pluralism and polarisation 

A. Pluralism – More than ever before, people live alongside a multitude of worldviews, religious and secular. 
The challenge: How do we speak about Jesus in a world where truth is seen as relative? 

B. Polarisation – Society is deeply divided, often along political, ideological, and ethical lines.  

C. The challenge: How do we embody Jesus in a culture of outrage and division? 


D. 1 Chronicles 12:32 (ESV) – “Of Issachar, men who had understanding of the times, to know what Israel ought to do.” 

E. Like the sons of Issachar, we need wisdom and discernment to know how to respond in our time. 


Paul’s approach: A model for us 

A. Paul’s response in Athens (Acts 17:16-34) 

He was provoked  

He reasoned daily 

He built bridges  

He preached the resurrection and judgment even though they scoffed  

B. Lessons from Paul’s approach: Understand the culture  

Engage with wisdom 

Stay rooted in Jesus 

C. Apologetics in a pluralistic world 

D. 1 Peter 3:15 (ESV) – “But in your hearts honour Christ the Lord as holy, always being prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and respect.” 


Staying strong in a tribal world 

A. Spiritual formation is key to resilience. 

Spiritually anchored. 

Need to influence culture not be shaped by it.  

Fully present  

B. Practical ways to stay strong: 

Prioritise prayer, fasting, and time with Jesus. 

Build a community that welcomes discussion but is deeply centred on Christ. 

Learn to grapple, discuss and, where appropriate, disagree, without losing grace. 
 

Conclusion 

A. Acts 17:16-17 – Paul engaged both religious and secular people with wisdom and conviction. 

B. Final challenge: 
Are we reacting or responding to the cultural pressures around us? How can we engage thoughtfully, communicate courageously, and stay spiritually strong? 
 
Suggested Reading: 

(Please note the suggested readings here are to support the whole network, and are not just for session 7) 
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