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+++++++++++++++ 
“I wonder if other dogs think poodles are members 

of a weird religious cult” (Rita Rudner). 

+++++++++++++++ 
 
 What would you do if you arrived at a destination early and then had to wait for those you were to 
meet? Paul faced this situation when he arrived to wait for Silas and Timothy in Athens. Of course, there 
were a lot of worse places to wait in the Ancient world. Indeed, Paul had visited many of them. 
Therefore, Paul could have enjoyed Athens for a few days of sightseeing, idling away the hours. He, no 
doubt, had spent time in many in places far less interesting than Athens—the Queen City of ancient 
culture. 
 Yet, Paul, according to the New Testament, was no ordinary accidental tourist. Paul never stopped 
working for God or the church. Accordingly, as he toured Athens, Paul had the church on his mind and 
the sweet love of Jesus burning in his heart. Still, Acts tells us: Paul “was deeply distressed to see that 
the city was full of idols” (Acts 17:16). Now I am not certain what Paul expected to see in the foremost 
pagan city of the ancient world. Paul’s surprise reminds me of those who are surprised when they go to 
Sea World and are shocked that there are so many fish! 
 But Paul, never seemingly discouraged by what he faced, finally arrived at the marketplace—the 
Agora. There Paul debated with some Stoic and Epicurean philosophers. These persons spent their days 
discussing the day’s latest and greatest ideas. After a time, these philosophers decided to give Paul a 
better-quality audience. So “they took him and brought him to the Areopagus and asked him, ‘May we 
know what this new teaching is that you are presenting’ ” (Acts 17:19)? Listen now to what happens next 
according to Luke’s version of the story: 

[22] Then Paul stood in front of the Areopagus and said, “Athenians, I see how extremely 
religious you are in every way.  [23] For as I went through the city and looked carefully at the 
objects of your worship, I found among them an altar with the inscription, ‘To an unknown god.’  
What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you.  
 
[24] The God who made the world and everything in it, he who is Lord of heaven and earth, does 
not live in shrines made by human hands, [25] nor is he served by human hands, as though he 
needed anything, since he himself gives to all mortals life and breath and all things.  [26] From 
one ancestor he made all nations to inhabit the whole earth, and he allotted the times of their 
existence and the boundaries of the places where they would live, [27] so that they would search 
for God and perhaps grope for him and find him—though indeed he is not far from each one of 
us.  [28] For ‘In him we live and move and have our being;’ as even some of your own poets have 
said, ‘For we too are his offspring.’  [29] Since we are God’s offspring, we ought not to think that 
the deity is like gold, or silver, or stone, an image formed by the art and imagination of mortals.  
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[30] While God has overlooked the times of human ignorance, now he commands all people 
everywhere to repent, [31] because he has fixed a day on which he will have the world judged in 
righteousness by a man whom he has appointed, and of this he has given assurance to all by 
raising him from the dead.”  
 
[32] When they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some scoffed; but others said, “We will 
hear you again about this.”  [33] At that point Paul left them.  [34] But some of them joined him 
and became believers, including Dionysius the Areopagite and a woman named Damaris, and 
others with them (Acts 17:22-34). 

 
 Clearly, we could explore much in this text. Something of note and interesting too, is that this 
text/speech of Paul’s, is the only sermon preached to a strictly pagan audience in the entire New 
Testament. But rather than delving into that tantalizing detail, let’s turn to the audience’s responses to 
the mention of Jesus’ resurrection. Paul utters this decisive theological notion, saying: 

While God has overlooked the times of human ignorance, now he commands all people 
everywhere to repent, because he has fixed a day on which he will have the world judged in 
righteousness by a man whom he has appointed, and of this he has given assurance to all by 
raising him from the dead (Acts 17:30-31). 
 
Notice, when Paul speaks of resurrection, the listeners quickly divide into three distinctive 

groups: the scoffers, the somewhat interested, and the new believers. We might also describe 
the responses of these three groups as negative, neutral, and positive. Commonly, too, these 
are the three types of responses by which modern people react to the good news of Jesus 
Christ. 

The first group, those who respond in a negative way, are people who commonly mock life. 
They tend to be cynical about life and the gifts of loving relationships offered to them by other 
people. These are the kind of people about whom Oscar Wilde remarked: “Cynicism is knowing 
the price of everything and the value of nothing.” Paul puts the good news within the grasp of 
these people and all they can do is sneer. Sadly, we all know people like this. 
 The second group, who may be polite enough, but they say in a thousand different ways, 
“We will hear you again about this.” In other words, they fail to make a decision. What do 
people like this look like? 

Mathematician and scientist, Sir Isaac Newton, is an example of such person. He was a 
methodical individual who never made snap decisions. Before taking action, he liked to think 
things through. At one time, as the story goes, Newton was paying court to a young lady who 
apparently had marriage on her mind. Newton, as usual, wanted to give the marriage matter 
more thought. He stopped seeing her so that he could carefully weigh the pros and cons 
without distraction.  
 In due course, he made up his mind to marry her. When he went to inform her of his 
decision, he learned to his astonishment that she had left town ten years previously. The 
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“paralysis of analysis” ensnared Newton. In every life there are times to think long and hard 
about things and times that call for decisive action. I hope our lives have prepared us to know 
one from the other (E.E. Edgar, St. Louis Post-Dispatch). 
 The third group, which Luke represents here by one woman and one man, as Luke often 
did. They knew a good word when they heard it. Do you remember how Luke completes this 
story of Paul’s preaching in Athens? Luke writes, “Paul left them. But some of them joined him 
and became believers, including Dionysius the Areopagite and a woman named Damaris, and 
others with them” (Acts 17:33-34). Dionysius and Damaris made an uncompromising decision. By so 
doing, Dionysius and Damaris became part of the great cloud of witness that we claim as our 
spiritual ancestors.   

Today each of us has made a decision like those in this story from Acts. “No trumpets 
sound when we make the important decisions of our life. Destiny is made known silently” (Agnes 

DeMille). My prayer for all of us is that the Holy Spirit will guide us to God’s truth—for remember: 
“the truth will set you free!” Amen. 
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