
At the Aereopagus Sep. 19, 2021 
Acts 17:16-34 
 
SERMON FOCUS:  We are called to proclaim Jesus in a world 
overrun by idolatry. 
 
SERMON FUNCTION:  The hearer will recognize his responsibility 
to share Christ in a world racked by idolatry. 
 
BACKGROUND:  
  Remember that last week, we learned about the 
Thessalonians and the Bereans. After being run out of town, Paul 
leaves Silas and Timothy behind to work with the church startups 
and finds himself in Athens.  This is where we pick up today. 
   
SCRIPTURE READING: Acts 17:16-34, CSB 
While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, he was deeply 
distressed when he saw that the city was full of idols. 17So he 
reasoned in the synagogue with the Jews and with those who 
worshiped God, as well as in the marketplace every day with 
those who happened to be there. 18Some of the Epicurean and 
Stoic philosophers also debated with him. Some said, “What is 
this ignorant show-off trying to say?” 
Others replied, “He seems to be a preacher of foreign deities” —
 because he was telling the good news about Jesus and the 
resurrection.  
19They took him and brought him to the Areopagus, and said, 
“May we learn about this new teaching you are presenting? 
20Because what you say sounds strange to us, and we want to 
know what these things mean.” 21Now all the Athenians and the 
foreigners residing there spent their time on nothing else but 
telling or hearing something new. 
22Paul stood in the middle of the Areopagus and said, “People of 
Athens! I see that you are extremely religious in every respect. 
23For as I was passing through and observing the objects of your 
worship, I even found an altar on which was inscribed, ‘To an 
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Unknown God.’ Therefore, what you worship in ignorance, this I 
proclaim to you. 24The God who made the world and everything 
in it — he is Lord of heaven and earth — does not live in shrines 
made by hands. 25Neither is he served by human hands, as 
though he needed anything, since he himself gives everyone life 
and breath and all things. 26From one man he has made every 
nationality to live over the whole earth and has determined their 
appointed times and the boundaries of where they live. 27He did 
this so that they might seek God, and perhaps they might reach 
out and find him, though he is not far from each one of us. 28For 
in him we live and move and have our being, as even some of 
your own poets have said, ‘For we are also his offspring.’ 29Since, 
then, we are God’s offspring, we shouldn’t think that the divine 
nature is like gold or silver or stone, an image fashioned by human 
art and imagination.  
30“Therefore, having overlooked the times of ignorance, God now 
commands all people everywhere to repent, 31because he has set 
a day when he is going to judge the world in righteousness by the 
man he has appointed. He has provided proof of this to everyone 
by raising him from the dead.”  
32When they heard about the resurrection of the dead, some 
began to ridicule him, but others said, “We’d like to hear from you 
again about this.” 33So Paul left their presence. 34However, some 
people joined him and believed, including Dionysius the 
Areopagite, a woman named Damaris, and others with them. 
 
INTRODUCTION: 
  Matthew records the words of Jesus in 9:36-38, “When he 
saw the crowds, he felt compassion for them, because they were 
distressed and dejected, like sheep without a shepherd. Then he 
said to his disciples, “The harvest is abundant, but the workers are 
few. Therefore, pray to the Lord of the harvest to send out 
workers into his harvest.” Paul seems to be taking a cue from the 
compassion of Jesus when he is overwhelmed by the lostness at 
Athens. Everywhere he looks, he sees their idols. He knows that 
they need Christ. 
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 How do we look at those around us who are lost? Do we 
see them as people needing Jesus? Or do we see them as less 
than us? Do we see them as enemies? It’s easy to see them as 
enemies because then we don’t have to do the hard work of 
engaging them and introducing them to Christ. Let’s take a cue 
from Paul and see what our reaction should be. 
 
MESSAGE: 

1. I SHOULD BE DISTRESSED BY THE IDOLATRY AROUND ME 
a. (17:16) While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, 

he was deeply distressed when he saw that the city 
was full of idols. 

b. Even secular historians agree that Athens at that 
time was a city full of idols. There were statues of 
them literally everywhere. It was impossible to 
miss. 

c. There were also many statues to the unknown god, 
because they were afraid they would offend one 
they didn’t know about. 

d. Along with the dozen gods and goddesses they 
worshiped, the Greeks create gods to represent 
ideas such as honesty, cheer, mirth. 

e. Think about the gods that are worshipped in 
America today. 

i. Freedom 
ii. Security 

iii. Power 
iv. Equality 
v. Individuality 

f. Paul encountered two prominent schools of though 
in Athens. The Epicureans loved food, drink, and 
luxurious living, because they believed that this life 
was all there is. “Your Best Life Now” 

g. The Stoics thought of nature as divine and sought 
to live accordingly. They were highly moral. 



h. In talking to these two different groups, they 
looked at Paul’s teaching through the lens of what 
they believed and misunderstood him a bit. I 
should also expect to be misunderstood. 

 
2. I SHOULD EXPECT TO BE MISUNDERSTOOD 

a. (17:18) Others replied, “He seems to be a preacher 

of foreign deities” — because he was telling the 

good news about Jesus and the resurrection.  

b. Because of the way the Greeks liked to make gods 
out of ideas, they heard resurrection (Anastasis) as 
the name of a deity. 

c. This is tame compared to what many thought of 
early Christians. 

i. Some outsiders thought that the Eucharist 
was cannibalism. 

ii. Some understood Christians to be 
practicing incest. 

d. Misunderstandings about Christians persist now. 
i. Ignorant? 

ii. Outdated morals? 
iii. Hateful? 

e. In spite of how we are misunderstood, living in this 
world, we have a responsibility to share Jesus. 

 
3. I SHOULD TELL PEOPLE WHERE TO FIND THE GOD THEY 

ARE LOOKING FOR 
a. The Greeks were a people who were looking to 

worship something, even if they didn’t know what 
that something was. 

b. We were created to worship God. In the absence of 
knowing God, we will find someone or something 
to worship. 

c. While the Greeks had their unknown God, which 
Paul used as a springboard to make Jesus known to 



them, Americans seek after things that are only 
found in Christ. 

i. Freedom—From sin, not freedom to sin. 
ii. Security—Eternal security of the believer. 

iii. Equality—Whoever calls on the name of the 
Lord will be saved. 

d. People are looking for something to hold onto that 
can only be found in Christ. 

 
4. I SHOULD EXPECT THAT MOST PEOPLE WILL REJECT 

CHRIST, BUT NOT EVERYONE WILL 
a. Paul meets with these intellectuals and talks to 

them, but very few believe. 
b. That number is not zero, however. 
c. Dionysius, Damaris, and a few others. 
d. We are never told about a church being started in 

Athens. So, was Paul’s time there wasted? 
 
CONCLUSION:  
 This episode of scripture is the first time that Paul 
addresses those outside of the synagogues. He sees their lostness 
and feels compassion for them. Do we feel compassion for those 
around us who are lost?  
 
FOUR QUESTIONS: 

1. What do you hear God saying to you? 
2. What keeps you from doing that? 
3. If you were to do that, what might be a good first step? 
4. Who are you going to tell? 

  


