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Preaching Good News in a City Full of Idols 

Acts 17:16-34 

 

 Back in May 2011, while we were living and serving in Sanford, North Carolina, a young 

man named Scotty McCreery from Garner won that season’s “American Idol” show competition. 

The Wednesday night that he won, the 10:00 news came on about 10:15, right after the 

announcement was made and the celebration started. With tornadoes ravaging the Midwest for 

the third time that week, with rescuers still searching for survivors in Joplin, Missouri from the 

previous Sunday’s tornadoes, with several countries in the Middle East on the brink of civil war, 

and the state legislature and the governor still unable to agree on a budget, almost the entire news 

segment was about Scotty. A reporter even showed an advance copy of that Thursday’s 

newspaper that had a full-color picture of Scotty covering most of the front page with the huge 

headline: “SCOTTY WINS!” 

 Now everything about Scotty pointed to his being a fine young man with a wonderful rich 

voice. He was upfront but not overbearing about his faith in Christ, was an active member of a 

Baptist church. He seemed not to have forgotten his Garner roots, and to have kept a level head. 

He was certainly to be commended for all that. 

 But despite all the excitement over Scotty in central North Carolina at that time, as a 

Christian, I had and still have some problems with “American Idol.” I could point out a host of 

issues, but for the purposes of this sermon, one is obvious—the whole concept of “American 

Idol.”  

Idol, mind you. As Christians, we owe absolute allegiance to Jesus Christ as Lord. We are to 

worship and serve God alone—this God who exists and has revealed Himself to us as Father, 

Son, and Holy Spirit. The Bible has a word for worshiping someone or something besides Him: 

idolatry! Do you see why I have a problem with it? 

 I think that if the Apostle Paul were here today, he’d have a problem with it too. After all, the 

text we just read tells us that while he was waiting for his missionary associates in the Greek city 

of Athens, he was greatly distressed to see that the city was full of idols (17:16).1 

 That’s a good description of Athens. 

 

The city of Athens 

 Now Athens had once been the most important city in Greece. While that was no longer true 

from a political or economic standpoint, it was still the religious, cultural, and intellectual center 

of Greece. There were idols and shrines everywhere. Art was all around; it was usually 

associated with pagan deities. Athens had a university, and the marketplace wasn’t just a place to 

buy food and other items. It was truly a marketplace of ideas. 
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 You see, as Luke tells us in verse 21, All the Athenians and the foreigners who lived there spent 

their time doing nothing but talking about and listening to the latest ideas. In the marketplace, 

philosophers carried on discussions and debates, teachers taught those who gathered to listen, 

and preachers proclaimed whatever religious ideas they subscribed to, striving to convert people 

to their beliefs. 

 Two groups of philosophers were the most prominent—the Epicureans and the Stoics. 

The Epicureans thought the gods had little to do with human origins or existence. Everything 

was made up of material eternal atoms that constantly combined in new forms. When a person 

died, that was it. Their body and soul simply reverted to impersonal atoms to be formed into 

something else. There was no life beyond this life. No wonder their motto was “Eat, drink, and 

be merry”! Their ultimate goal in life was pleasure and happiness. 

 The Stoics were also materialists, but they thought the gods were very involved with human 

affairs. In fact, they were pantheists, believing that through reason all things had the divine 

principle, the spark of divinity, in them. So their goal in life was to live according to nature and 

reason, thus living above circumstances in complete self-sufficiency, learning how to get along 

whatever one’s circumstances might be. They had a relatively high ethical standard, but were 

generally very self-centered. 

 Folks in Athens listened to these two groups. And any new teacher in town was likely to be 

challenged by them. That’s what happened with Paul. 

 

Paul in Athens 

 Paul was in Athens waiting for Silas and Timothy there after he had to leave Berea when 

some Jews from Thessalonica had gone there to stir up trouble for him. Apparently, Athens 

wasn’t part of his original travel plans. But there he was, by himself. While there, he did what he 

always did—he preached and taught about Jesus!  

Now just as he usually did, he started in the Jewish synagogue on the Sabbath. Ordinarily, 

he’d preach and teach in the synagogue until they threw him out; then he’d find somewhere else 

to preach and teach the gospel to the Gentiles who would listen. But here in Athens, as well as 

reasoning with those in the synagogue, from the start he also went daily to the marketplace and 

reasoned about Jesus with whoever happened to be there (17:17). When he debated with some 

Epicurean and Stoic philosophers, they brought him to a meeting of the Areopagus. They didn’t 

understand what he was talking about. They called him a babbler— literally a “seed-picker,” a 

word describing a sparrow flitting around picking up seeds, used figuratively to describe 

someone who picked up scraps of ideas and knowledge here and there and passed them on 

without really understanding them. It was certainly no compliment! 

Now the Areopagus was the Athenian Council, sort of like the Sanhedrin, the Jewish Council 

in Jerusalem. The Areopagus apparently took its name from the “Hill of Ares” or “Mars’ Hill” 

(the Roman name) where they originally met. The Council’s power wasn’t nearly so great as it 

once had been, but it still considered issues related to religion and philosophy. They decided 

which philosophers were and were not allowed to teach in Athens. So they brought Paul to this 

Council, because they thought he was proclaiming foreign gods to them, just as Socrates had been 

accused of and executed for 450 years earlier. Because they were used to their deities often 

coming in couples (a god and goddess), they thought Jesus was the god and the resurrection 

(anastasis, a feminine word in Greek) was the goddess. 

Paul took the opportunity. Speaking in terms and concepts that would build a bridge for the 

gospel, even if they didn’t agree with him, he recognized their religious concerns. They even had 
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an altar with the inscription “TO AN UNKNOWN GOD” (17:23). That was Paul’s starting point: “Now 

what you worship as something unknown I am going to proclaim to you” (17:23, NIV, 1984 edition). 

Paul went on to declare that God is the Creator and sovereign Lord of the universe who does 

not live in human temples nor depend on humans to sustain Him. Rather, He sustains us, giving 

everyone life and breath and everything else. God made all nations descend from a common 

ancestor, so that they might inhabit the world according to His providential purpose and seek 

after Him and find Him. Paul quoted from two Greek writers (Epimenides and Aratus) to 

establish this point: “In him we live and move and have our being,” and “We are his offspring” 

(17:28). 

Because God is the Creator and sustainer of His universe, idolatry is wrong. The Creator 

can’t be captured in an image made by the design and skill of His creature. What God had 

revealed in nature, and humans didn’t get, He has now revealed, and more, in Jesus. So 

ignorance can no longer be overlooked. In fact, Paul says, God now “commands all people 
everywhere to repent. For 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” (17:30-31). 

When Paul began to talk about the resurrection of the dead, some of them sneered and 

mocked. It was outside the realm of possibility in their thinking. Some politely put him off, 

saying, “We want to hear you again on this subject” (17:32). So Paul left. But some followed him 

and believed, including Dionysius, who was a member of the Areopagus, a woman named 

Damaris, and some others.2 

 

Learning from Paul 

Paul preached the good news about Jesus in a city full of idols. Some say he tried to use 

worldly methods and was a failure. But there were a number of converts out of a relatively small 

audience! Is that failure? 

No, I think Paul was preaching the gospel in a clear and uncompromising way in terms and 

concepts that his audience could relate to. There’s a huge difference. And there’s a lot we can 

learn from him here. 

 Even though there are few golden statues and silver shrines around us, we live in a culture 

full of idols. After all, isn’t idolatry worshiping something or someone the Creator made, rather 

than the Creator? If we’re honest, there are all kinds of idols in our culture.  

 We talk about “celebrity worship,” whether they’re musicians, actors, TV or radio 

personalities, sports figures, or even pastors. Television, movies, all kinds of entertainment—

while when decent and kept in proper perspective there’s nothing wrong with them, when they 

come between us and God, they become our idols. 

And what about sports? Try getting anywhere from 25,000 to 100,000 people together in one 

place to worship God week after week! But they’ll go for sports events, and pay dearly to do it! 

Not all those who go worship sports or their team or its players, but many do to the point of 

ordering their lives around those things! 

 Many people worship wealth. There’s nothing wrong with wealth in and of itself. But when 

materialism is our god, when we live for things and depend on them and find our meaning in 

them, it has become our idol. 

 Some worship science, convinced that it has all the answers and can save us from the ills of 

this world. Ignoring the fact that science and faith were long partners in our understanding the 

universe, with science reading the book of God’s revelation in nature while faith read the book of 

God’s revelation in Christ, some look to science alone, thinking it can provide the only real 
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answers. For them, science has become their idol. 

 And the same is true of technology. It can be good and helpful. But when we depend on 

technology rather than on God, when computers, the internet, and video games rule our lives, or 

we look to technology to save us rather than to God, we are worshiping technology just as much 

as if it were a golden idol we bowed down to. 

 And what about the cult of youth? It’s hard to watch a TV program without a commercial 

about some product that will make you look and feel younger! Look how much people spend to 

try to stay young! It’s like trying to defy the law of gravity! Yet people worship youth! 

 These are just some of the idols around us. 

 

 And like Paul, we have to preach the good news about Jesus to a city filled with idols. We 

have to build bridges to people, speaking in terms and concepts they can relate to, being in the 

world but not of it, clearly proclaiming the gospel. We have to declare the good news that in 

Jesus His Son, the Messiah King He promised, God has done for us what we couldn’t do for 

ourselves, and this gift to us through His grace as we trust in Him. We must proclaim that 

following Jesus makes a difference in the way we live. We ourselves must be committed to Jesus 

as His followers, and be absolutely loyal to Him as our Lord. We must proclaim that He is the 

living Lord who died for us but rose from the dead, ascended to the Father, and promised to 

return in glory to raise the dead, judge the world in righteousness, and set all things right in new 

heavens and a new earth. So “now he commands all people everywhere to repent” (17:30). 

 Some will mock us. Some will put us off. But some will believe. 

And so my brothers and sisters, let’s preach good news in a city full of idols!   

 

MEG 
                                                 

1 Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version® 

(2011 edition). 
2 These commentaries were helpful in my interpretation of this text: John B. Polhill, “Acts” in The New 

American Commentary 26 (Nashville: Broadman, 1992); T. C. Smith, “Acts” in The Broadman Bible Commentary 

10 (Nashville: Broadman, 1970); Frank Stagg, The Book of Acts: The Early Struggle for an Unhindered Gospel 

(Nashville: Broadman, 1955); Charles H. Talbert, Acts in the Knox Preaching Guides series (Atlanta: John Knox 

Press, 1984) and Reading Acts: A Literary and Theological Commentary on the Acts of the Apostles (New York: 

Crossroad, 1997).  


