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As I begin to write this, I actually have a picture in front of me.  It is taken on the hill in Athens, 

Greece, known as the Areopagus. It’s from a 57 year-old Bible Dictionary so it is in black and 

white.  I have a newer picture from a National Geographic book that is in beautiful color.  I think 

I prefer the older one, because is the view of Athens that St. Paul would have seen, as he preached 

the sermon that makes up our snapshot today.  Granted the buildings in the picture weren’t there 

at the time and there were no cars on the Athenian streets, but it is fun to pretend that I am 

looking at what St. Paul saw as he spoke so profoundly. 

In our snapshot from Acts today, Paul is in the city of Athens.  He had some time to spend there 

as he waited for his companions to catch up with him.  Athens was an important city.  Although it 

Acts 17:16-31 
 

16 Now while Paul was waiting for them at Athens, his spirit was provoked within him as he 

saw that the city was full of idols. 17 So he reasoned in the synagogue with the Jews and the 
devout persons, and in the marketplace every day with those who happened to be 
there. 18 Some of the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers also conversed with him. And some 

said, “What does this babbler wish to say?” Others said, “He seems to be a preacher of 
foreign divinities”—because he was preaching Jesus and the resurrection. 19 And they took 

him and brought him to the Areopagus, saying, “May we know what this new teaching is 
that you are presenting? 20 For you bring some strange things to our ears. We wish to know 
therefore what these things mean.” 21 Now all the Athenians and the foreigners who lived 

there would spend their time in nothing except telling or hearing something new. 
22 

 So Paul, standing in the midst of the Areopagus, said: “Men of Athens, I perceive that in 
every way you are very religious. 23 For as I passed along and observed the objects of your 
worship, I found also an altar with this inscription: ‘To the unknown god.’ What therefore 

you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you. 24 The God who made the world and 
everything in it, being Lord of heaven and earth, does not live in temples made by man, 
25 nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since he himself gives 
to all mankind life and breath and everything. 26 And he made from one man every nation of 
mankind to live on all the face of the earth, having determined allotted periods and the 

boundaries of their dwelling place, 27 that they should seek God, and perhaps feel their way 
toward him and find him. Yet he is actually 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 are indeed his offspring.’ 

29 Being then God's offspring, we ought not to think that the divine being is like gold or 
silver or stone, an image formed by the art and imagination of man. 30 The times of 

ignorance God overlooked, but now he commands all people everywhere to 
repent, 31 because he has fixed a day on which he will judge the world in righteousness by a 
man whom he has appointed; and of this he has given assurance to all by raising him from 

the dead.” 
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was a little past its historical prime, Athens was known for Greek culture and for two major 

contributions to world culture—Greek religion and Greek philosophy.  The Romans, who were 

masters of the known world at the time, had absorbed both.   

Paul was upset as he looked at example after example of pagan temples, altars, statues and 

monuments.  His heart must have burned within him, longing that the Athenians come to know 

the truth that Paul now knew.   

Then he saw something that caught his attention: an altar.  It might have been pretty plain 

compared to the others but it was there and it said, “To the unknown god.”  You see, a hallmark 

of Greek philosophy at its best was an understanding of human limitations.  The great philosopher 

Socrates set out to discover what made human wisdom.  He interviewed the wisest men of his day 

and they told him what they knew.  They were satisfied in their wisdom because they knew so 

much.  But Socrates was always left with questions unanswered.  Finally, Socrates concluded that 

he was wiser than they.  They only knew what they knew.  He knew what he didn’t know.  To the 

Greek mind at its best, the question of what is left unknown was always there.  They developed a 

high understanding about their pagan gods, but there was always a suspicion that they were 

missing something.  That is what Paul picked up on. 

He showed any one who would listen that it was their “unknown god” that was the only real one 

they had.  He told them:  “The God who made the world and everything in it, being Lord of heaven 
and earth, does not live in temples made by man, nor is he served by human hands, as though he 
needed anything, since he himself gives to all mankind life and breath and everything…… Being 

then God's offspring, we ought not to think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone, an 
image formed by the art and imagination of man.  The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now 

he commands all people everywhere to repent, 31 because he has fixed a day on which he will 
judge the world in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed; and of this he has given 
assurance to all by raising him from the dead.” 

Our snapshot today is of Paul standing on the hill of the Areopagus, looking out over the pagan 

temples and the city of Athens below, proclaiming to them God’s true nature, God’s call to 

repentance and God’s wonderful promise of forgiveness and redemption.   Now, I’ve already 

written more than you have probably wanted to read in a short meditation, but I just want to 

make one important point.  Our culture in contemporary America (and Europe) is much like Greek 

culture was back then.  Many, if not most, of our systems of thought were built upon their systems 

of thought.   

Paul named two in particular:  Epicureans and Stoics.  As much as I would love to give you a long 

exposition on these philosophies, I will refrain.  Let me just say that Epicureans were roughly 

equivalent to today’s materialists. Drawn to its logical conclusion, Epicureanism ruled out an 

imminent, existing God, as so many do in our culture.  Stoics were the fatalists of the day focusing 

not on God’s promise, plan and providence, but on human capability and endurance.  Like them, 

our current culture needs a good dose of biblical truth.  What is that truth?  Well a handy dosage 

of it is both the Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds.  They are not something only to be used in worship, 
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but Martin Luther reminds us that we should use them in prayer at least every day.  Because, like 

the Greeks, we need to remind ourselves constantly that what we know about God isn’t just what 

we can figure out about Him, but what God reveals to us in His holy Word.   

So in our snapshot today, Paul isn’t just looking out over the ancient city of Athens.  He’s looking 

at you and me. 

In Christ’s service, 

Pastor Brian Shirey 
 

Post Scripts: 

† Our lessons for Sunday, May 24 are: 

First Lesson: Acts 1:12-26 

Psalm: Psalm 68:1-10 

Second Lesson: 1 Peter 4:12-19; 5:6-11 

John 17:1-11  

† The Church recognizes the ASCENSION OF OUR LORD on 

May 21.  This will fall on Thursday of next week.  Even 

without the Corona Virus, we have largely gotten out of 

the habit of holding special weekday services on many 

holy days like the Ascension.  But perhaps your life would 

be enriched if you would look over the lessons for 

Ascension on Thursday.  Actually, I’m sure it would.  The 

lessons for Thursday, May 21 are: 

First Lesson: Acts 1:1-11  

Psalm: Psalm 47 

Second Lesson: Ephesians 1:15-23 

Luke 24:44-53  

† Thanks to all who have been tuning into the live-streaming of Sunday Worship at 10:10 am.  I am 

preaching on May 17, and Pastor Shawn Smith is preaching on May 24.   It is great to know people 

have been tuning in.  And thanks to Pastor Shawn Smith and the good folks of St. Paul’s for 

sharing their service time and their expertise with us. The service is also available for viewing later. 

† They have switched to a YouTube format which I understand is accessible directly from their 

website. www.stpaulssarver.com.   

† With our area moving into the yellow phase we will be starting to plan for holding worship at St. 

Luke’s again soon.  Watch for emerging details. 

† Keep praying for one another and pray for our President, Governor and other leaders especially as 

we begin to reopen our economy and our lives.  Pray for health care workers and others on the 

front line of this contagion.  And pray for our farmers and food processors who keep us fed. 

 

http://www.stpaulssarver.com/

