
“The God Who May Be Known” 

(Acts 17:16-34) 

 

 

 

I.  Introduction.   

A.  Orientation.   

1.  We’ve been learning about God’s plan of salvation as it unfolds in the Bible, from the 

OT to the NT, and it’s basically divided into three parts:   

a.  The period of preparation:  from the time man fell away from God to the coming of 

Christ into the world.   

b.  The period of fulfillment:  from the time Christ became a man (at His incarnation) to 

His rising from the dead and being crowned as King over all Creation.   

c.  And the period of application:  from His rising from the dead and being crowned to 

His coming again to judge the world:  the time in which He gathers together all of 

His sheep.   

 

2.  We’re currently looking at the third period:  that of application.   

a.  Last week, we saw Jesus’ commission to His apostles to continue His work of 

preaching the Gospel (Matt. 28:19), beginning from where they were and continuing 

until they reached the furthest most parts of the earth (v. 19; Acts 1:8).   

b.  We also saw that the work – since it was much greater than they would ever have 

been able to complete on their own – was to be entrusted to each successive 

generation until it was done.   

c.  And we saw how each of us – each one of us in the body of Christ – has our part to 

play.   

 

B.  Preview.   

1.  This morning, we’re going to look at how to reach others through the example of the 

apostle Paul.   

a.  It’s true that we don’t have Paul’s gifts, nor his calling.   

b.  But that doesn’t mean we can’t learn from his approach.   

(i)  Paul wrote to the church at Philippi, “Brethren, join in following my example, 

and observe those who walk according to the pattern you have in us” (Phil. 3:17).   

(ii)  This applies as much to his evangelism as it does to every other area in which he 

followed Jesus Christ.   

 

2.  Let’s consider three things:   

a.  Paul’s motive:  the love he had for God and the desire for His glory.   

b.  Paul’s strategy:  he reached those closest to the truth and then those further away.   

c.  And finally, Paul’s method of communicating the Gospel:  he found a point of 

contact from which to move them towards the Gospel.   

d.  Let’s be encouraged this morning that God is a God who may be known and He 

wants us to make Him known to others.   

 

II.  Sermon.   
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A.  First, let’s consider Paul’s motive:  his love for God and desire for His glory.   

1.  Love for our neighbor should be enough of a motive for us to reach them.   

a.  The realization that if they don’t turn from their sins to faith in Christ, that they will 

suffer forever in the furnace of God’s wrath.   

b.  But often this love isn’t strong enough, especially as the gap continues to widen 

between their morality and ours.   

 

2.  When love for our neighbor fails, our love for God must prevail.   

a.  Our love for God has to be first:   

(i)  We’ll never love our neighbor – especially our enemies – and be willing to face 

their anger for trying to communicate the Gospel to them, unless we love God as 

we should.   

(ii)  We’ll never be able to lay aside our own comforts – die to ourselves – and 

enjoin the battle the Lord calls us to fight, unless we love Him more than our own 

lives.   

(iii)  This is what Jesus called us to do before we ever began to follow Him.   

(a)  “If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, and take up his 

cross and follow Me.  For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it; but 

whoever loses his life for My sake will find it” (Matt. 16:24-25).   

(b)  That’s why the greatest commandment in Scripture is to love God with all our 

heart, mind, soul and strength (Mark 12:30).   

(c)  We must do this more than from a sense of duty; it must be from love.   

 

b.  This is what motivated Paul:  while he was waiting for his companions at Athens, 

“his spirit was being provoked within him as he was observing the city full of idols” 

(17:16).   

(i)  He was provoked because of his love for God and His honor.   

(ii)  Idol worship robs God of His glory.   

(iii)  And love dictated that he do something about it.   

 

c.  If we don’t love God enough, we’ll never put our own pleasure aside to honor Him.   

(i)  If your love has grown weak this morning, confess your failing love to God, and 

ask Him to fill your heart with His Spirit (His fruit is love).   

(ii)  If you don’t love Him this morning, if you’ve never trusted Jesus Christ to save 

you, then turn from your sins and trust Him now; He will give you eternal life and 

the love you need to lay yourself aside to serve Him.   

(iii)  The only way you or I will find the strength to stand up for God’s glory and 

make Him known to others, is if we love Him.   

 

B.  Second, let’s consider Paul’s strategy:  he began with those closest to the truth and then 

moved to those further away.   

1.  He began with those who were most closely tied to the Old Covenant church.   

a.  He went to the synagogue to reason with the Jews and God-fearing Gentiles (v. 17).   

(i)  The Jews were God’s Old Covenant people:  up until then, they alone had the 

truth about God and the only way of salvation.   
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(ii)  The God-fearing Gentiles were those who had embraced Judaism, but had not 

become full-fledged Jews because they remained uncircumcised.   

 

b.  The reason he went to them first had to do with where he was in God’s plan of 

redemption.   

(i)  The lost sheep of the house of Israel had to be reached first – the promise of the 

Messiah was made to them – before God’s judgment fell on them in 70 AD for 

rejecting their Messiah.   

(ii)  He also preached to the God-fearing Gentiles because of their familiarity with 

the Old Testament Scriptures and the fact that they too needed Christ.   

 

c.  Now this isn’t directly applicable to us since we’re not in that particular phase of 

God’s plan:  we don’t need to go first to the lost sheep of the house of Israel, though 

we know the Lord is still gathering His sheep from ethnic Israel.  But it does apply in 

another way.   

(i)  Sadly, there are many churches today that were once faithful to Christ that are 

moving, or have fallen, away from the truth.   

(ii)  There are many who would call themselves Christians, who are really so in 

name only.   

(iii)  They have some truth; they have some connection to Christianity; but they’re 

still unconverted.   

(iv)  As the Lord gives us opportunity, we need to reach these “nominal” Christians 

and try to bring them to Christ.   

(v)  We also need to encourage those who are true believers, but who are suffering 

from weak or bad teaching.   

(vi)  We need to seek the lost within the church and build up the body of Christ by 

making God and His truth known to them.   

 

2.  Paul also engaged those who were clearly outside the church.   

a.  He reasoned with the general populace – whoever happened to be in the market 

place.   

b.  And he reasoned with the intellectually elite:  the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers.   

(i)  Both of these philosophies believed that the material world was evil and only the 

spiritual was good; but they differed in how they applied this belief.   

(a)  They both sought the secret knowledge that would set them free.   

(b)  But where the Epicureans indulged themselves with whatever pleasures they 

could find – much like our society today – the Stoics denied themselves and 

lived an ascetic life.   

 

(ii)  One further thing they shared in common was the fact that neither of them found 

God through their philosophy.   

(iii)  And so Paul – out of his love for all men, and especially for Christ – sought to 

reach them with the Gospel.   

 

c.  We also need to reach those outside the church.   

(i)  We need to reach the uneducated and the educated.   
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(ii)  We need to remember that no matter how outwardly good they may seem to be, 

no matter how intelligent, no matter how religious, if they do not trust in Jesus 

Christ, they will be lost.   

(iii)  Paul writes, “For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did 

not come to know God, God was well-pleased through the foolishness of the 

message preached to save those who believe” (1 Cor. 1:21).   

(iv)  Most we’ll meet are like the Epicureans – self-pleasure is their highest goal in 

life.   

(v)  But unless they seek their highest pleasure in God through Jesus Christ, they will 

be lost.   

(vi)  Only the Gospel can change them.   

(vii)  Our work then is two-fold:  we need to reach those in the church; and we need 

to reach those without with the Gospel.   

(viii)  And we need the love of Christ to give us the strength and courage to do this.   

 

C.  Finally, let’s consider Paul’s method of communicating the Gospel:  he found a point of 

contact from which to move them towards the Gospel.  (With the Jews and God-fearing 

Gentiles, he could rely on the fact they knew a great deal about God; but not as much with 

the Gentiles.).   

1.  With these philosophers, Paul sought to connect with what they already knew about 

God.   

a.  He had piqued their curiosity through his earlier conversations.   

b.  Now he moved to draw them in further.   

(i)  He pointed first to their religious nature (v. 22).   

(a)  It was evident from the objects of their worship:  their idols (v. 23).   

(b)  Man, by nature, is religious – he recognizes his dependence on something else 

for his present and continuing existence.   

 

(ii)  He pointed, second, to their fear (v. 23).   

(a)  They had built an altar to an unknown god because of fear.   

(b)  Just in case they had missed one, they wanted to appease Him.   

 

(iii)  Through this providential opportunity, he pointed them to the true God.   

(a)  To the One who made all things, including them (v. 24).   

(b)  To the One who is the Lord (the King) of heaven and earth (v. 24).   

(c)  To the fact that He doesn’t depend on them for His wellbeing, but they 

depend on Him (v. 25).   

(d)  To the fact that He is the One who brought them into the world through one 

man, Adam (v. 26).   

(e)  That He gave them the country in which they were then living (determined 

their times and boundaries), not Alexander the Great (v. 26).   

(f)  That He provided all these things that they might seek after Him (v. 27), find 

Him, worship and obey Him, thank Him.   

(g)  And that He is not far from them – He doesn’t live on a mountain somewhere 

called Olympus – but being infinite, He is everywhere at once, “In Him we 

love and move and exist” (v. 28).   
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(h)  In short, he pointed to the fact that the true God is the one who made them; 

they did not make Him (He isn’t an idol).   

 

(iv)  Having 1) drawn these points of connection, and 2) having explained to them 

the truth about God, he then moved on to the Gospel:  because it is through the 

Gospel that God converts – it alone is the power of God to salvation (Rom. 1:16).   

(a)  They needed to repent (v. 30), because God had appointed a Day of Judgment 

(v. 31).   

(b)  On that day, He would judge the world by His standard of righteousness (v. 

31; i.e., the Ten Commandments), not theirs.   

(c)  He would do it through the One He had appointed (v. 31):  Jesus Christ.   

(d)  And the proof that He would was the fact that He had raised Him from the 

dead (v. 31).   

 

(v)  Paul would have gone further and explained more, but some began to ridicule 

him – as men often do – because he spoke about the resurrection (v. 32).   

(vi)  Others wanted to hear more – the Spirit was perhaps awakening them to their 

danger (v. 32).   

(vii)  But still others believed – by God’s grace (v. 34).   

 

2.  And here we have Paul’s method:   

a.  We need to find those points of contact that God gives in nature, in culture, in 

reason, to pique their curiosity, to convict and awaken them, and to draw them into a 

discussion about God.  The more we can learn about these points of contact, the 

more effectively we’ll be able to do this.   

b.  We need to explain to them who God is, what He is like, make Him known, 

especially His holiness which is what they need to be afraid of.   

c.  Then we need to explain the Gospel:  that God has appointed a day of judgment, that 

they will be judged for their sins against God, but that God offers them full 

forgiveness if they will turn from their sins now and trust in His Son.   

d.  Some will reject us and the Gospel, some will want to hear more, and others will 

believe.   

e.  Remember, God doesn’t expect us to convert them, but only to tell them:  the results 

of the message are in His hands (Acts 13:48).   

f.  Our passage encourage us this morning to look to Jesus Christ for the love and 

courage to make God known in the church and without.   

g.  If we do, He will give us these things so that we might reach others.  Amen.   

 

 

http://www.graceopcmodesto.org 


