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Acts 17:16-34 4/21/19 

Easter in Athens Easter 2019 

   It is Easter Sunday and that means I am speaking to some who are not normally in church 

on a Sunday. Maybe you have been in church before and found the people disagreeable. No 

surprise. Churches, like softball leagues, contain some unpleasant personalities. Sometimes they 

even get to preach. Church people especially can be petty, at times. We feel things deeply you see.  

Church fights have occurred over the centuries about all kinds of things – some very important, 

others, not so much. One fight of the latter sort occurred over the proper dating of Easter. The 

Western church celebrated one Sunday, while the Eastern or Greek church celebrated a different 

day. One year I preached Easter services two Sundays in a row – once in Florida and once in 

Romania because Easter was on different dates. Our friends down the road at the Greek Orthodox 

Church near Passavant Hospital are celebrating Palm Sunday today and Easter next week. Which 

makes it rather ironic that in our church this morning we are celebrating Easter in Athens. Athens is 

the big theme for us this year I guess. Our summer Bible school has an Athens theme to it. Soon 

our church will be decorated in Athenian fashion. And so today I want to take you to Athens a bit 

early to read of what happened when Easter, the message of the resurrection of Jesus, came to 

Athens, the center of the Greek world in the first century. The background is that the great apostle 

Paul, the preeminent teacher of Christianity in its infancy, was fleeing persecution and was taken 

by certain friends to the great city of Athens, Greece. Listen to this: Acts 17:16-34 Now while Paul 

was waiting for them at Athens, his spirit was being provoked within him as he was observing the 

city full of idols. 17So he was reasoning in the synagogue with the Jews and the God-fearing 

Gentiles, and in the market place every day with those who happened to be present. 18And also 

some of the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers were conversing with him. Some were saying, “What 

would this idle babbler wish to say?” Others, “He seems to be a proclaimer of strange deities,”—

because he was preaching Jesus and the resurrection. 19And they took him and brought him to the 

Areopagus, saying, “May we know what this new teaching is which you are proclaiming? 20For 

you are bringing some strange things to our ears; so we want to know what these things mean.” 

21(Now all the Athenians and the strangers visiting there used to spend their time in nothing other 

than telling or hearing something new.) 22So Paul stood in the midst of the Areopagus and said, 

“Men of Athens, I observe that you are very religious in all respects. 23For while I was passing 

through and examining the objects of your worship, I also found an altar with this inscription, ‘TO 
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AN UNKNOWN GOD.’ Therefore what you worship in ignorance, this I proclaim to you. 24The 

God who made the world and all things in it, since He is Lord of heaven and earth, does not dwell 

in temples made with hands; 25nor is He served by human hands, as though He needed anything, 

since He Himself gives to all people life and breath and all things; 26and He made from one man 

every nation of mankind to live on all the face of the earth, having determined their appointed times 

and the boundaries of their habitation, 27that they would seek God, if perhaps they might feel their 

way toward Him and find Him, though He is not far from each one of us; 28for in Him we live and 

move and exist, as even some of your own poets have said, ‘For we also are His children.’ 29Being 

then the children of God, we ought not to think that the Divine Nature is like gold or silver or stone, 

an image formed by the art and thought of man. 30Therefore having overlooked the times of 

ignorance, God is now declaring to men that all people everywhere should repent, 31because He 

has fixed a day in which He will judge the world in righteousness through a Man whom He has 

appointed, having furnished proof to all men by raising Him from the dead.” 32Now when they 

heard of the resurrection of the dead, some began to sneer, but others said, “We shall hear you 

again concerning this.” 33So Paul went out of their midst. 34But some men joined him and believed, 

among whom also were Dionysius the Areopagite and a woman named Damaris and others with 

them. 

       Great, great story! Let’s break it down in three parts – first of all, consider the surprising 

Christian. The surprising Christian. There is a certain view out there of who we Bible-believing, 

born-again evangelicals are. It is not entirely positive. Nor is it entirely accurate. Plenty of folks are 

quick to call us haters. In recent years the points of controversy pertain to sexuality, behavior, 

identity, the nature of marriage and so on. Just recently Chick-fil-A whose owners are known for 

holding traditional, Christian views on these things, was voted out of the San Antonio airport and 

given the label of homophobic. Now, people hear that and thing of hate, but a phobia is not a hate 

but a fear. The word suggests that traditional Christians fear gay persons or trans-persons and so 

forth. Now I can’t speak for all Christians here, but that just strikes me as 97% untrue. Christians 

are not afraid of people whose views differ from us, whether the homosexual activist or the Muslim 

or the atheist. No, no. Not scared of you. Not angry at you. Paul exemplifies the heart of the Jesus 

follower. He is in Athens for the first time and he walked around the city and was provoked in 

spirit, troubled by what? The city was full of idols. Now that is interesting. What you notice about a 

place likely depends on who you are and what you value. An architect in Athens would likely 
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notice the amazing buildings there. An artist would be assessing the sculptures and other works of 

art. A business-man would be checking out the market and the transportation hubs. But Paul, called 

as an apostle, called to proclaim the message of Jesus saw what? The lostness, the false religiosity, 

the unmoored spiritual hungers of the Greek people. And it stirred him emotionally. He was 

touched by it. He saw that the true and living God was not being worshiped in Athens. And he 

knew what that meant about the people. They were living in darkness. They were blind to spiritual 

truth. They didn’t know the living God and when you do know Him it grieves you to observe to 

know so many do not. That is how a visit to Athens impressed Paul. He didn’t care about the great 

market or the great buildings or the wealth or the academies. He longed for them to walk in the 

light of spiritual reality.  

     Does that surprise you? Would you expect that Paul would be an angry Christian? Maybe 

he would call down curses on that heathen city? But no, the reaction to their lostness is not anger. 

Would you expect him to be afraid, to be intimidated? I mean, these Athenians are so educated, so 

sophisticated, while Paul is just a travelling preacher. No. No sign of fear. No sign of envy either. 

He was running away from people trying to kill him for his preaching. Perhaps he would look at the 

cool Athenian upper-class and wish he could be one of them, untethered to moral codes like them, 

esteemed in the Athenian Times like them. But no – he wasn’t envious or scared or angry. Paul was 

compassionate, confident and cogent. 

      Let’s go with that. First, Paul was compassionate. He saw a people living in spiritual 

darkness and rather than despise them for it he was moved to shine a light. At great personal risk, 

he decided to shine a light. I bet his friends were not happy with him. He was sent to Athens for 

safety reasons. He needed a holiday, but his soul would not allow it. He was compelled to preach 

the gospel of Jesus out of love for the souls of lost men and women and the glory of Christ. You 

see, Jesus followers know that whatever we have or have become is purely a gift. We didn’t 

achieve it. We received it. There is no ground there for despising others. No ground for superiority. 

But plenty of ground for compassion, for love. So Paul gave them what he had – the word of life, 

the light of Christ, the way of peace, the good news of grace.  

     So, he was compassionate, but also he was confident. This story takes place in the capital of 

the Greek empire, the philosophical center of the world. Paul is speaking in the very place that 

Socrates used to dialogue and Aristotle would teach. And everyone knows Christians are afraid of 

the intellect right? Oh my! I have been a serious student of worldviews, philosophies, religions for 
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over forty years and far and away the most serious people, the most rigorous thinkers, the most 

insightful teachers have been the Christian ones. Oh, you can find flaky preachers easily enough. 

There are plenty of them to be embarrassed about, but we also have given the world CS Lewis and 

Francis Schaeffer, and GK Chesterton, and Abraham Kuyper, and Wayne Grudem, and Ravi 

Zacharias, and John Lennox, Sproul, Piper, Keller and on and on we could go. Praise God! We 

have every reason to be bold and unashamed, even when some calls us idle babblers like they did 

Paul. We operate in the awareness that the gospel we teach we received from heaven and it has the 

power to transform hard hearts and open closed minds.  

     Thirdly, and related to the last point, Paul was compassionate, confident and cogent. 

Cogent, coherent, compelling if you will. Pick your C. He was not asking people to take a leap of 

faith into the dark but to step toward the light. Look at verse 17 he was reasoning in the synagogue 

with the Jews and the God-fearing Gentiles. The next verse tells us he was engaging the 

philosophers and challenging them. At the end of his message in verse 31 he actually claimed that 

his message was backed by reason because it was supported by a miracle of resurrection. He was 

giving them arguments that could appeal to the mind while convicting the heart. Compassionate, 

confident and cogent. Paul serves as our surprising Christian.  

     Now let’s quickly turn to note the next surprising element in our story – the existence of 

open agnostics. An agnostic is simply someone who says, “I don’t know.” Someone who admits to 

lacking knowledge. The arrogant ones claim that knowledge is unavailable. The more honest ones 

simply admit to not knowing themselves. It appears there were plenty of agnostics in Athens, a city 

with many so-called gods being worshiped and even an altar to an unknown god. You wonder how 

they raised the money for that one. But the reaction to Paul was – well, how would you describe it? 

Compared to his reception in other places it was fairly friends. No one threw things. Oh, he would 

get called names. Idle-babbler! Don’t know how hurtful that would be. But there was clearly a 

natural skepticism. Of course there was! That is perfectly normal. What is wild is that Paul got a 

second hearing. The skepticism is natural, the openness to hear more - not so much. But we read in 

verse 19 that they took him to the Areopagus, which was sort of their court that heard ideas and 

passed judgement on them. They called his teaching “strange” but amazingly wanted to learn more. 

For some it was just the novelty of the thing or the amusement. Some people watch pro wrestling 

and know it is fake. Some people read the Babylon Bee but know it is satire. So, the motives would 

be mixed, but apparently some rare souls in Athens were genuinely wanting to learn.  
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      Maybe you are in this number? You have not bought into the Bible message, but you are 

open to consider it? Maybe? If so, I would love to meet you, talk with you, hear from you. Whether 

religion or politics most people don’t venture out from their safe zones and truly hear what others 

are saying. If you are open to hear us, we are open to hear you. And I applaud your rare openness, 

even if it comes with a healthy dose of skepticism.  

     Okay, let’s get to the main course for today. After looking at the surprising Christian and 

the open agnostics, let’s examine the compelling speech, found in verses 22-31. I expect this is a 

summary of what Paul said, but there is plenty here. Paul begins in 22 by saying, Men of Athens, I 

observe that you are very religious in all respects. Now, that is not really a compliment. I find 

people think that as a pastor I am always in favor of religion. But no, religion is a neutral idea. It 

can be a good thing or a bad thing or neither. Here Paul notes the altar dedicated to the unknown 

god, at the First Agnostic Church of Athens. But the apostle goes on to claim that the true God is 

knowable, that he, Paul, actually knows Him and is prepared to describe him. So, he moves from 

there to lay down this basic theological foundation for his hearers. He says in verse 24-26 that God 

is the Creator of the world, all of it. This is foundational. God made the world. God made you. 

Imagine this – you visit the home of a new friend and you comment on how much you like the 

house. You ask if he built it himself and he says, “Oh no, we bought the property and one day we 

came out and, wallah, this was just here. No one built it at all. But the den is right where we wanted 

it and the fireplace is just what we imagined. It was terrific!” But what if we waited 10 million 

years, then the house might have happened huh? Seriously, we all know better. Hebrews 3:4a Every 

house is built by someone. True enough? Every house is built by someone, but the builder of all 

things is God. What applies to a single house applies to every other thing that displays order. It was 

designed by an orderly mind. I’m convinced we all really know this, no matter what we say under 

pressure. Paul goes on to say that the real God doesn’t dwell in temples. He is not a limited 

physical being, nor is he to be represented that way. Indeed He is a spirit. Every child that learns 

the catechism knows that God is a spirit, infinite, eternal and unchangeable in his being, wisdom, 

power, holiness, justice, goodness and truth. A spirit, not far from us. Indeed, He sustains us. Paul 

says that in him we live and move and have our being. So, that is the Supreme Being. That is the 

short course on God.  

      Paul then is ready to move from preaching theism to preaching Jesus. And yet he never uses 

the name. He says so very little. It is kind of like a first century form of click-bait. Don’t you love 
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that stuff? They show you a picture with something like this: You won’t believe what these former 

child stars look like now! #4 will blow your mind and leave you writhing on the floor with 

hysterics. They just want you to read on. Paul is sort of doing that here – It seems like he was 

preaching on the Gong Show. He didn’t know how long he would have before he got yanked, so he 

puts out a tease. Verse 30 he says everybody needs to repent because this Spirit-being, Creator God 

had plans to judge the world. 95% of us grew up believing something like that – in an invisible 

creator God who plans to judge. Jewish people believe that. Catholics believe that. Mormons 

believe that. Muslims believe that. Bible-based Baptists and Presbyterians believe that too. But here 

is where things get dicey and many demur. Paul says the Judge is a Friend of his who got elected to 

His office by God alone and we know this because when He died, God raised him from the dead, 

thus undercutting all opposition to His authority and installing Him as Lord and Judge. Click here if 

you want to know more.  

     Now, apparently Paul’s time before the court was up. He never mentioned the cross or the 

name of Jesus. To learn that you had to go to the follow-up meeting. So where are we? Paul lays a 

theological foundation. Then he declares the gospel – sort of. Just a tease, but enough to create a 

stir. So now we look at the diverse reactions to the speech. 32 Now when they heard of the 

resurrection of the dead, some began to sneer, but others said, “We shall hear you again 

concerning this.” 33So Paul went out of their midst. 34But some men joined him and believed. 

Mention is then made of a member of the court and a certain woman. You can read between the 

lines here and understand that show who said they would hear Paul again, heard plenty more. They 

would have learned something of the Old Testament promises of a Messiah. They would have 

learned how Jesus fulfilled the prophecies. They would have learned about his atoning death and 

his convincing resurrection. And some of them actually believed this amazing report. Not all. The 

reactions were diverse. They always are. We see three. Contempt. Curiosity. Conversion. Some 

responded with sneering. Most of these cultural elites in Athens just laughed and dismissed the 

gospel as silly and ridiculous. These was normal. Normal. If you read the book of Acts you see this 

reaction time and again. 2,000 years ago when people heard about the resurrection the scoffed. 

Impossible! They, like most of us now, were anti-supernaturalists. It is so funny to me when I hear 

people suggest that mankind has outgrown the gospel. Back then, I am told, people believed in all 

kinds of nonsense, they were so gullible, but today we are sophisticated and scientific. There is an 

incredible amount of chronological snobbery, thinking we are smarter than previous generations. 
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But listen, Jesus encountered it. Peter encountered it. They all encountered the skepticism we see so 

rampant still. But when we read this now – I hope we can read it in the awareness that although in 

50 AD when Paul preached Jesus for the first time in Athens he was met with sneering, within the 

next two centuries Christianity swept thru that society, completely changing the culture and almost 

every intelligent person would believe that Jesus Christ did indeed rise from the dead. That is 

fantastic! 

     So, many reacted with contempt. Then some with curiosity. Some said, “We will hear 

more” and within that group there were serious seekers of truth and there were the simply curious 

who would grow tired of it or who would not like the implications of the gospel. But some – Hmm! 

Some not only listened, these serious souls actually experienced conviction. They found their hearts 

strangely warmed. They were convinced about Christ. They realized that if the Jesus story was 

false it meant nothing, but if it was true it meant everything and so they gave up whatever they 

were living for to make the risen Jesus, the Center, the Focus, the Reason for living. And right there 

in the intellectual capital of the world, God began building His church and things have never been 

the same. 

    Some of you are ready to hit the gong and get this babbler off the stage so I will end with 

this. Contempt. Curiosity or Conversion. Some there were who sneered. Others said we will hear 

more. Where are you this Easter in Athens?  

 


