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Introduction 
Wheaton College is situated in a west suburb of Chicago and has been called the 
Harvard College of Christian schools.  Some of its alumni include Billy Graham, John 
Piper, Josh McDowell, the famous missionaries Jim and Elisabeth Eliot, the philosopher 
William Lane Craig, John Ortberg, Todd Beamer, Rob Bell, and a certain pastor named 
Jon Wiest.  (joking) No seriously, you don’t need to stand and applause.  Sit down.  Stop 
it!  And whenever someone asks me what college I graduated from and I tell them 
Wheaton College, the reply is often, “Wheaton?  Really?” as though they are surprised 
that this center for higher learning actually accepted my application.  “Really?  Did you 
doctor up your resume, did you falsify any information, maybe had someone go do the 
interview for you? What happened? Down year at the admissions office?”  Any other 
Wheaties in the crowd? No?  
 
Seriously though, every year, a list called the “Shanghai Ranking” is published where the 
top 100 most prestigious universities are ranked based on academic prestige, scholarly 
excellence and intellectual horsepower.  These are schools with the highest-level faculty 
and most intelligent students around the world and here they are in reverse order.   
 
10. University of Chicago 
9.  California Institute of Technology 
8.  Columbia University 
7.  University of Oxford 
6.  Princeton University 
5.  University of California, Berkeley 
4.  Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
3.  University of Cambridge 
2.  Stanford University 
 
And the number one most prestigious university in the world is…? Any thoughts? 
Harvard University.  Yes, Harvard is the gold standard by which every other research 
university around the world is measured.  No school has ever challenged its position as 
the world’s premier academic institution.  Harvard is the oldest school in the world’s 
richest nation and today possesses an endowment fund of over 36 billion dollars and 
growing.  The school has produced 47 Nobel Laureates, 32 Heads of State and 48 
Pulitzer Prize winners.  It has the largest academic library in the world and is positioned 
in the city of Boston, MA, a modern-day Athens.  Boston is home to 250,000 college 
students attending over 100 colleges including other prestigious universities like Boston 
U, Tufts, Boston College, Wellesly and MIT. People in Boston are typically judged by 
their grade point average, the institution they attend, the intellectual power they possess 
and if there was ever an idol in the city of Boston and certainly among the Academy it 
would be the goddess of knowledge.  
 



Today we continue a series on the six primary cities of Paul’s second missionary journey 
and I have been equating each city with an idol.  In Philippi it was the idol of success, 
Thessalonica was work, Corinth was pleasure and today we will learn that the people of 
Athens, like the people of Boston bowed before the goddess of knowledge.  
 
The City of Athens 
Turn with me to Acts 17:15 and let’s dive in.  Do you remember our map from a few 
weeks ago?  Paul and his companions have traveled throughout Philippi, Thessalonica 
and Berea and as Mike shared last week, due to an increasingly violent situation, Paul is 
shuttled off to Athens. We read, “15Those who escorted Paul brought him to Athens 
and then left with instructions for Silas and Timothy to join him as soon as possible.”  
This wasn’t necessarily an intentional stop on their journey but rather a layover.  And 
the Bible says that Paul was “waiting for them” in Athens, this incredibly safe, tolerant, 
and intellectually stimulating city where philosophers roam the streets, there’s a library 
on every corner, and a place where people discuss advanced calculus for fun over 
Starbucks.  OK?  Luke says in Acts 17:21, “the Athenians and the foreigners who lived 
there spent their time doing nothing but talking about and listening to the latest ideas.”  
 
The people of Athens were intellectually proud people and for good reason I suppose.  
The city has a remarkable history.  It’s one of the oldest cities in the world, continuously 
inhabited for over 5,000 years, located on water, and fortified by natural rock 
formations like the Acropolis. By 500 BC, Athens had grown into a significant naval 
power with a large fleet and the Athenians with the help of the Spartans fought back the 
Persians in the Greco-Persian Wars.  Maybe you have heard of King Leonidas and the 
Battle of Thermopylae (“lie”) in the movie 300?  Boom!  There you go!  The decades that 
followed became known as the Golden Age of Athens and you all know the main 
characters…guys like Socrates, Plato and Aristotle.  During this time, Athens became 
one of the most important cities in the world with its cultural achievements literally 
laying the foundation for western civilization and yes, even the United States.  During 
this era, the Athenians determined to construct the Parthenon, a gigantic monument, 
high on the Acropolis that would be dedicated to Athena, the patron goddess of wisdom 
and knowledge, the one thing they held in highest regard and because the Athenians 
worshipped knowledge above all else, they were marked by a certain pride. In Athens, 
they wouldn’t flog you or put you in prison for sharing the gospel.  No, that would be too 
unrefined and barbaric.  Instead, they would simply laugh at you and ridicule you, 
choosing not to associate with someone that believes in a God-man like Jesus that died 
on a cross and rose again. Hmph! How ridiculous!  
 
Paul’s Speech 
So here we have Paul on the streets of Athens and we read, “While Paul was waiting for 
them in Athens, he was greatly distressed to see that the city was full of idols” vs 16.  
He decides to head into the marketplace where he gets into a debate with some of the 
Epicureans and Stoics, two of the most popular groups of philosophers at the time and 
Paul fires back with a defense of Jesus and the resurrection.  Their response reveals 
their arrogance.  They look at each other and then exclaim, “What is this babbler trying 
to say”?  They decide to bring him to the Areopagus to share his crazy ideas in front of 
the leading intellectuals of the day.  Ares hill, named for the Greek God Ares was 



renamed Mars Hill when the Roman pantheon replaced the Greeks and was originally a 
primitive courtroom where murderers were tried.  Over time it evolved into a place to 
debate ideas and here we have Paul standing before all of these PhD’s, these leading 
intellectuals and big wigs of the day and he dives in with his defense.  
 
“22 People of Athens! I see that in every way you are very religious. 23For as I walked 
around and looked carefully at your objects of worship, I even found an altar with this 
inscription: TO AN UNKNOWN GOD.”  Paul starts well, trying to connect with his 
audience and acting interested in their culture but then I imagine he pauses at the irony 
of the fact that the most educated people in the world with all their philosophies and 
degrees are still clueless when it comes to the most important being in the 
universe…God!  He calls them out. “23So you are ignorant of the very thing you 
worship—and this is what I am going to proclaim to you.” You are ignorant.  You 
worship something you don’t know.  God revealed himself to you through Jesus, but you 
missed it.  You thought philosophy and knowledge would get you there, but it hasn’t. 
You decided to worship knowledge rather than Christ and look at you.  Paul then 
gestures toward the Parthenon and their patron goddess of wisdom and says, 24“The 
God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and does 
not live in temples built by human hands. 25 And he is not served by human hands, as 
if he needed anything. Rather, he himself gives everyone life and breath and 
everything else.” He then moves from creation in Genesis to the new creation through 
Jesus and gets his preaching voice going,  
 
“From one man, he made all the nations, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and 
he marked out their appointed times in history and the boundaries of their 
lands.  27God did this so that they would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and 
find him, though he is not far from any one of us. 28For in him we live and move and 
have our being.’ As some of your own poets have said, ‘We are his offspring.’ 
29“Therefore since we are God’s offspring, we should not think that the divine being is 
like gold or silver or stone—an image made by human design and skill.”  
 
Athenians!!  It is good that you are searching for God, but in the process somehow you 
have deceived yourself into thinking that just because you have amassed a lot of 
knowledge and are smarter than the rest of us.  Somehow in trying to come to God 
through knowledge you began to think that you are superior, that somehow you are less 
sinful and that’s simply not true. God made all the nations from one man. You aren’t of a 
superior race or a superior group because you are from Athens or because you graduated 
from Harvard or you have a 4.0.  None of that matters.  The point I’m trying to make is 
that you have made knowledge an idol.  But the pursuit of knowledge can only take you 
so far. Like other idols in our life, things like pleasure, success, work or money, 
knowledge alone will always lead to an emptiness and longing for something more.  It 
might lead you to an Unknown god, but knowledge alone is never enough.  See we don’t 
put God on trial and we don’t make an image of God by human design and skill and we 
don’t make judgments on God.  You have it backwards.  Instead, the only way to 
understand this unknown God is through Jesus and you come to him with humility and 
repentance. He continues,  
 



30In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people 
everywhere to repent. 31For he has set a day when he will judge the world with justice 
by the man he has appointed. He has given proof of this to everyone by raising him 
from the dead.” The command is clear.  Paul has done his best to meet the people where 
they are and lead them to the gospel.  He has concluded his presentation with a call to 
humility and repentance.  Let’s see how they respond.  32When they heard about the 
resurrection of the dead, some of them sneered, but others said, “We want to hear you 
again on this subject.” 33At that, Paul left the Council.” You say, wait a minute Jon, 
keep reading.  OK, “Some of the people became followers of Paul and believed.”  But a 
large majority sneered at him out of pride or kept him at arm’s length and at the end of 
the day, we aren’t quite sure what happened in Athens.   
 
We aren’t sure if a church was planted, we never hear of a letter back to the Athenians 
and I happen to think Paul left Athens feeling a bit disturbed.  He learned that 
intellectual pride is very difficult to come against. In the same way Jesus said, “it is hard 
for the rich to enter the kingdom of heaven”, he could also have said, “it is also hard for 
the intellectually elite to enter as well”.  Because people get locked in their ways of 
thinking or allow well -meaning questions to keep them stuck spiritually.  Later in his 
ministry, perhaps with Athens in mind, he writes back to the Corinthian church only 50 
miles from Athens and says, you know…“22Jews demand signs and Greeks look for 
wisdom, 23but we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness 
to Gentiles, 24but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the 
power of God and the wisdom of God.”1 Cor. 1:22-24.  
 
The Evolution of Harvard 
Let’s go back to Harvard for a minute.  This is the Harvard shield, a common emblem 
for the university and you can see the Latin inscription, “Veritas” which means truth.  
However, what most people don’t realize is that Harvard, the oldest educational 
institution in the United States was originally founded in 1636 and the Crimson shield 
and inscription was slightly longer.  The original was, “Veritas pro Christo et Ecclesia”, 
Truth for Christ and the Church.  The Puritans of Massachusetts founded the university 
and in the beginning the college had only one business—training people for the ministry. 
In fact, Harvard’s “Rules and Precepts” of 1646 held that the “main end of a student’s 
life and studies is to know God and Jesus Christ which is eternal life…the only 
foundation of all sound knowledge and learning”. Jesus Christ was the only foundation.  
But in the 19th century, Harvard began to think more broadly about knowledge, more 
openly about Christ and the Unitarians who had come to control Harvard put a greater 
emphasis on reason, morality, humanism, and a lesser emphasis on Christ. The biggest 
change came in 1869 with the inauguration of University President Charles W. Eliot, 
who laid out a revolutionary treatise of higher education that stated, “The worthy fruit of 
the academic culture is an open mind trained to careful thinking, instructed in the 
methods of philosophic investigation, acquainted in a general way with the accumulated 
thought of past generations.”  
 
The purpose of Harvard was no longer to anchor someone in theology or Christ, but 
rather to open minds and broaden knowledge.  At the turn of the 20th century, The 
Crimson student publication reported a remark about the “Veritas” seal by saying, “The 



Harvard College of today wants no narrower, or more exclusive motto than truth—truth 
which embraces all that is highest and purest in the precepts of all teachers, human or 
divine.” And so “Veritas pro Christo et Ecclesia” was replaced by “Veritas”.  But when 
you divorce Christ from truth you are left with something far different.  The pursuit of 
truth apart from Christ can only lead you so far. There will always be a step of faith.  
There will always be a moment of humility where you will simply have to say, “I believe, 
help my unbelief”.   Jesus said, “I am the way and I am the truth and I am the life”.  You 
can’t come to know the Unknown God except through Jesus.   
 
Conclusion  
I’m afraid that there are some in the room today that have intellectual hang-ups or have 
made knowledge an idol.  Like the Athenians you are the ones that keep Christianity at 
arm’s length and say, “we want to hear you again on the subject”.  It’s a delay tactic.  
Maybe your parents make you come to church or you go along with your spouse so you 
don’t rock the boat and ever Sunday or every time you tune in online or on the radio you 
give that condescending intellectual answer, “I’ll make a judgment on the matter 
another time”.  This is the Harvard notion that somehow you are outside of the system 
and examining it from a detached state as though, everyone else, even God is subject to 
you.  And you keep delaying what needs to take place because you have made knowledge 
an idol rather than God.  
 
Sure, there will always be the hard-hearted and those that sneer, those that look down 
on Christianity and mock it.  Paul says, “Christ crucified is foolishness to the Gentiles”.  
But you are different.  You aren’t sneering.  Instead, you are forever investigating and 
always delaying a commitment.  Let me ask you a question.  When will you ever take the 
leap of faith, humble yourself and repent? You think you are in some neutral position 
but you are worshipping the idol of knowledge. I understand you might have intellectual 
hang-ups with your faith.  Things you can’t reconcile.  It might be the problem of pain in 
a world with a good and powerful God.  It might be how to reconcile the geological 
record with the Bible. It might be the eternal nature of heaven and hell or the nature of 
God.  Listen, I would love to talk about each of those at another time but today, it’s time 
to stop hiding behind the idol of knowledge and commit to Christ.  The Athenians 
wanted to put God on trial and if you want to do the same and make a judgment about 
him based on your intellectual capacities you are wrong. It doesn’t work that way.  Paul 
says to the Athenians for as smart as you say you are your altar belies your ignorance.  
You don’t even know the God you claim to serve because you are so intellectually 
arrogant.  You need to first repent and humble yourself and surrender to God. “God 
created YOU, God gave YOU life, God is the one that allows YOU to live and move and 
even exist.”  He sustains you and yet you want to sit in the driver’s seat?  Let me tell you 
something…knowledge is good.  But it can’t be an idol and don’t let some intellectual 
hang up keep you from a relationship with God.  Humble yourself and repent and 
surrender those questions to him.  Receive the Spirit and then things will become clear.  
Listen now, “24but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ (is) the 
power of God and the wisdom of God.” Today is the day to make take that step of faith, 
to lay down the idol of knowledge and place it under the feet of Jesus.   
 



Let me tell you something, I have questions about God.  There are times I scratch my 
head in wonder.  There are times I can get arrogant and think I know better than He 
does. My mind can’t comprehend a lot of things but I have realized over the years that 
God isn’t on trial.  I am.  He created me.  He made me.  The ball is not in his court to 
answer my objections.  The ball is in my court to repent. Paul says, 31For he has set a 
day when he will judge the world with justice by Jesus whom he has appointed.”   
 
I wonder if you would write the following words on your next steps cards in front of you.  
We won’t have every question answered all the time but when it comes to Jesus, his love 
for you, his death and resurrection, would you be willing to surrender that idol of 
knowledge to him and simply say, “I believe, help my unbelief”.    
 
 


