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Session 2 

 
 

When You Feel Too Small to Make a Difference: 
Dionysius and Damaris: Belief is No Small Thing 

 
VIDEO LINK 
To watch the video session, click here: https://youtu.be/BGk_Zm6lQJY. 

  
INTRODUCTION 
 
When You Feel Too Small to Make a Difference: Dionysius and Damaris: Belief is No Small Thing 
 
In this Easter season, we hear a great many stories from the book of Acts (the early church, established by Paul). 
We are always enthralled by this revolutionary new community, the jaw-dropping rearranging of power 
dynamics, the freeing Gospel of Christ, and so much more! And somehow, in this moment, it seems to be the 
“small” characters that keep jumping out with something moving to tell us; reminding us that it’s not always the 
flashy roles and events that pave the way and enact the love of God in meaningful ways among us. Having 
endured a long season of time apart, many of us have wrestled with our sense of purpose and passion for living, 
serving, and being of good use to God and neighbor through love. Right now, we are especially intrigued by the 
more underplayed characters of Acts that nonetheless play roles of great, though often quiet, 
 significance because we also need assurance and eye-opening to see God’s great works among and within even 
“small” us! We look to the examples of important (though, lesser-known) members in the first century church to 
rekindle within us a sense of our own vocation, and an outward-focused, active love!  Through Acts, we seek to 
discover anew, how and where God is already working through and leading, precisely us! We recognize that our 
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lives have all the significance God gives them (whether we see obvious greatness or only simple gifts). In Gods 
guiding hands, and filled with God’s love, we become exactly what is most needed - right where we are!   
 
 

SCRIPTURE REFERENCES 
 
As we noted above, we’re focusing on little-known, and seldom-mentioned characters. However, God speaks 
profoundly through their lives and through the bits of them we know!   
 
Acts 17:16-34 
Paul finds himself in Athens, the seat of Greek intellectualism. He meets a group of followers at the Areopagus, 
where he preaches/teaches the good news of Jesus Christ and the resurrection. Some mock, some wonder, and 
some believe. Among them, are Dionysius and Damaris, Acts 17:34 (only a single verse), who follow Paul, and 
likely become foundational leaders in the Christian Church of Athens.   

John 20:28-31 
“Thomas answered Jesus, ‘My Lord and my God!’ Jesus said to him, ‘Have you believed because you have seen 
me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.’ Now Jesus did many other signs in the 
presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book. But these are written so that you may come to 
believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and through believing in him you may have life in his name.”  

 
 

OVERVIEW  
 
Though Athens was a much smaller town than Rome, and in most other ways less significant, it still boasted an 
unrivaled intellectual and artistic reputation, inherited from Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle and glorified by its 
great acropolis, with its commanding Parthenon, visible from great distances and magnificent in its marble 
splendor. Athens was proud of the fact that it remained the empire’s intellectual metropolis. No doubt Paul had 
heard about Athens all his life, as would have any educated citizen of the Roman Empire. Now he found himself 
there with some time on his hands. And as any visitor would, he strolled through the town. I’m sure, like any 
other tourist, Paul would have appreciated the architecture and the many sculptures he saw as he walked the 
streets of Athens and toured the acropolis. But as a Jew and all the more as a Christian, what Paul noticed more 
than anything else was the idolatry. Athens was full of idols. Xenophon, the Greek historian, writing several 
centuries earlier, described Athens as “one great altar, one great sacrifice.” In the Parthenon itself was a gold 
and ivory statue of Athena, whose gleaming spear-point was said to be visible forty miles away. But she was not 
alone. Images of Apollo, Jupiter, Venus, Mercury, Bacchus, Neptune and all the rest were there. Everywhere you 
turned there was an idol. Athens, indeed, was very religious! 

It was easy to get a conversation going in Athens. People there were always up for a discussion about philosophy 
and religion. And the newer the ideas the better! So, when a man with such obvious rhetorical powers as Paul 
began speaking of Jesus – someone they had never heard of before – there was keen interest. 

So, Paul began to explain his message. What he said demonstrated not only his learning and his intellectual 
power, but his determination to win his audience. Unlike in his other sermons or speeches in the book of Acts, 
here we find no citations from the Old Testament, but we do find citations of Greek poets and philosophers. He 
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was using their own intellectual tradition to pave the way for the Christian gospel. He found where he could 
agree with their beliefs – those places where “they still had a grip on the hem of the robe of truth”– all truth 
being God’s truth and any part of it, if consistently followed, leading to all the rest, and built his case on that. He 
credited them with a desire to know and worship God and with their knowing that God is greater than man, that 
he doesn’t live in temples built by human hands. He challenged their belief system, but only after gaining 
sympathy and understanding. 

Paul understood what we must always remember still today. When we explain the gospel, the message of Jesus 
Christ and salvation to people in our time, when we seek to introduce the living God to people, we have allies in 
their hearts. There are unseen convictions, understandings, and instincts deep within them that reinforce our 
words. 

 
 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
 
1.  Consider this question again, in the light of the week you have just experienced. If God is truly with us in daily 

life, then something must’ve happened, someone must have been encountered, whereby your response to 
this question in newly informed...For you, is it easier for you to perform one great/impressive act of serving 
others, or to consistently work toward practicing love and deeper integrity in daily life? Both can be a means 
of witness! Do you see one as more meaningful than the other? How so/Why?  

2.  Why do you think that we are so inclined to believing that what we do is never enough for God? How might 
this thought hinder God’s ability to use us for God’s will? 

3.  From the week just passed, consider something that someone did for you, or said to you, that made a “good 
news,” life giving difference for you. Share that and then prayerfully wait for God to bring someone before 
you, who needs you to be/do the same.  

 
 

FOLLOW THROUGH 
1. Write down your “belief story,” meaning the process, events, people, who drew you into the good of Jesus 

Christ, and the power of the resurrection. Perhaps some were close by and well-known to you, but I suspect 
some who influenced your faith were less prominent characters in the story of your life.  
 

2. Look around the world, the news, and pick out small characters who are making a big difference. Learn their 
names and give thanks to God for them. Pray for the empowering of people to activate into their witness, 
that God is our maker, giver, and the power to change the world. 
 

3. When you sit in worship, you give witness. When you pray alone, you give witness. You walk out into the 
neighborhood, you give witness. You are a bearer of the Christ, a member of the body, and you are 
magnificently created for God’s purposes in the world. Let that thought sink deep into your soul, bringing you 
meaning and faith in that part of you that can only be filled by the love of God in Jesus Christ. Quietly 
meditate on this…  
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PRAYER  
 
For all your saints, Faithful God — especially those whose small acts and consistent faith have meant so much —
we give you thanks. We praise you for being at work through every one of us to build up the body of Christ. We 
offer ourselves for your work, as well – that in the belief you give, we, too, may bear witness to grace, freedom, 
and joy in you. Give us ears to truly hear where and how you are calling us to daily forms of witness and service. 
Assure us of your faithful work in us - alive, important, and purposeful, no matter how small we might sometimes 
feel! Make us bold in our believing and courageous in our witness of your love...We rarely see clearly how 
important our lives (in your hands) can be! May we trust your great power and wisdom to use our every little 
thing for your glory, through Jesus Christ, our risen Savior. Amen.   

 

AUTHOR 
Paul Pettersen is Lead Pastor serving Normandale Lutheran Church in Edina, MN. 

 
AUTHOR CONTACT 
Email: paul@normluth.org 
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