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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
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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.”
32 Now

when they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some mocked.

But others said, “We will hear you again about this.” 33 So Paul went out
from their midst. 34 But some men joined him and believed, among whom
also were Dionysius the Areopagite and a woman named Damaris and
others with them.
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I want to get into our passage quickly this morning. It is an amazing and
profound passage of scripture. Today we are going to be in Athens with
Paul as he reasons with the Athenian intellectuals and preaches the gospel
to the Greek philosophers. Let’s get our bearings this morning by looking
at the maps. [Slide]
First, here is the journey we are on. Paul and Silas started in Antioch, went
up to Tarsus, then through central Asia Minor and finally into Europe.
Along the way they picked up Timothy and Luke. Last week we were in
Thessalonica and Berea, where Timothy and Silas still remain. [Slide2] This
map shows us Greece. Paul has gone on to Athens, where he is waiting for
the rest of the party to catch up. But he is not idle… we will see that in a
minute. When Paul arrived in Athens here is some of what he saw.
[Slide 3] This is the Agora, the marketplace where we find Paul engaging
anyone who will listen. This is a restored version and likely looked very
much like this, except a lot busier, when Paul was there. [slide 4] This is
the Areopagus, a rocky hilltop also known as Mars Hill. It isn’t the highest
spot in Athens, but it commands a great view of the city. So, that is our
background as we jump into our passage. Here is the outline and main
point for today’s message:
v. 16‐21
Athens – Waiting, Provoked, Engaged
v. 22‐31
Know the Unknown God
v. 32‐34
Three Distinct Responses
Know the True God
He is Near – He is Knowable
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I have a question for you. Who likes riddles? Raise your hand if you think it
is fun to try and reason through a mind bender. Sometime I like them…
but sometime they just seem like more work than they are worth. I love to
learn, but I am not one who likes to just cram my mind with knowledge I
don’t think I will use. In other words, don’t try to engage me in a game of
Trivial Pursuit. Most of my answers will be, “Who cares?”
That said however, I have a riddle for you this morning. It is an ancient
riddle developed by the Greek philosophers. It is a riddle that is intended
to discredit the idea of an all‐powerful, sovereign God. The Greeks did not
believe there was such a god and one or more of their incredibly bright
philosophers developed this riddle to demonstrate how it is not possible to
believe in a sovereign, all powerful and benevolent God, in light of the evil
that exists in the world. In other words, this riddle is designed to debunk
the core beliefs of Judaism and Christianity.
Here is the riddle of Epicurus: this is a mind bender. How would you
answer it? [Slide]
God either wants to eliminate bad things and cannot, or can but does not
want to, or neither wishes to nor can, or both wants to and can. If he wants
to and cannot, then he is weak – and this does not apply to god. If he can
but does not want to, then he is spiteful – which is equally foreign to god's
nature. If he neither wants to nor can, he is both weak and spiteful, and so
not a god. If he wants to and can, which is the only thing fitting for a god,
where then do bad things come from? Or why does he not eliminate them?
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[Discussion] We will come back to this riddle after we look at the passage.
Watch and listen carefully, because this morning, Paul is going to deliver
the ultimate answer to this very difficult riddle. Let’s start with Acts 17:15.
Athens – Waiting, Provoked and Engaged
Paul was waiting for Timothy and Silas in Athens. But he wasn't just
sightseeing, he was studying the culture. It provoked him that there were
so many idols… the Athenians were a religious people but very self‐
absorbed and self‐sufficient. We can still see the ruins of the amazing
buildings that were standing when Paul arrived and they are works of art.
But in Paul’s day, these buildings were not just art, they were temples of
idolatry, dedicated to pagan gods and goddesses. It provoked Paul, it
made him angry and irritated. You can almost feel it in Luke’s narrative.
Paul was cranked up, his rhetoric was sharp and to the point, he was taking
no prisoners. The environment in Athens was cold and unreceptive to the
gospel. He went to the synagogue and reasoned with the Jews and devout
people. Daily he was in the marketplace, talking to whoever would listen.
But what don’t we see? There are NO reports of anyone believing. This
had not happened in any city the team had visited, but Athenians were a
tough audience. Then Luke tells us that some philosophers talked to Paul.
There were Epicureans and Stoics. Some of them made fun of him. They
called him a “babbler”, or literally a “seed picker”. This was a term of
derision, a term that indicated he nothing new to say, nothing that was
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unique to him. He was just picking up random thoughts from various
sources and repeating them… trying to sound wise but actually being
foolish and trivial. Others thought he was preaching foreign divinities. So,
these philosophers brought him to the Areopagus, the place where the city
leaders met to decide issues of moral and ethical law. Luke makes sure to
let us know, in verse 21, that they weren’t necessarily interested in the
deep meaning of Paul’s message, that wasn’t the reason they invited him
to come. These were people who trafficked in new, and novel ideas… they
were sophisticated, self‐important gossips who spent all their time in
“nothing except telling and hearing something new.” It didn’t matter if it
was true or even important… they just liked hearing themselves talk! Paul
would later write this in 1 Corinthians 1:21, in the wisdom of God, the
world did not know God through wisdom. Paul may have been thinking of
this group of Greek philosophers when he wrote that.
Know the Unknown God
Look at verse 22. Paul isn’t intimidated by these Ivy League professors.
Remember, Luke told us that when Paul had arrived in Athens, he had
spent time walking around and assessing their culture. And now he begins
one of the most amazing presentations of the gospel in all of scripture.
Paul is not only articulate, but he shapes his message to address the
culture, without bending or compromising the gospel. To see the genius of
Paul’s logic here, it is helpful to understand a little about the Epicurean and
Stoic belief systems. They are not the same, if fact the Stoics were
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opponents of the Epicureans. They only agreed on one thing… there was
no absolute, sovereign God.
Epicurean Beliefs: They are “atomic materialists”. In short, they believe
that “science” can explain everything. They are materialists who believe
that everything can be explained by the movement and nature of the
atoms that comprise all material, even the soul. They believed that
pleasure was the greatest good, the ultimate goal of life, and that the way
to attain pleasure is to live modestly, gain knowledge of the workings of
the world, and limit one’s desires. They believed these three pursuits
would lead a person to a state of tranquility; freedom from fear,
particularly the fear of death; and freedom from pain. They believed in
gods, but that the gods were neutral and did not interfere with human
lives. Epicureans were fundamentally hedonists, but hedonists who
believed in limiting their appetites. Our opening riddle is attributed to the
founder of the Epicurean movement.
Stoics: The Stoics are basically pantheists. They regarded god to be the
world‐soul, indwelling all things and creating a kind of world‐state where
all things hold equal value and equal rights. Consequently, they did not
believe in national and class distinctions. Moral earnestness and a high
sense of duty were their central values. They believed in suicide as an
honorable means of escape from a life that could no longer be sustained in
dignity. Marcus Aurelius was one of the most famous Stoic philosophers
and most of the Roman upper class considered themselves Stoics.
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These are two groups Paul is addressing at the Areopagus. Given these
basic beliefs, it is not hard to understand why Paul’s teaching was such a
mystery to these intellectuals. Neither of these groups believed in a
personal, intimate, loving God who could be known or who would even
care to know us. They had no concept of absolute truth or final, eternal
judgment. It sounds a lot like today, doesn’t it? Many of these ideas
permeate our culture today… Solomon was right, there is nothing new
under the sun. We are modern day Epicureans, in that we have bought
into the Buddhist way of thinking about reality. And we are also Stoics,
believing that God is in all… pantheists who believe that logic and reason
are the way to truth. How much of this has slipped into the church?
So, Paul starts his explanation of the gospel with a complement, verse 22.
“I perceive that you are very religious.” (Your whole city is filled with
idolatry!) “I even found an altar that was dedicated to an unknown god”.
Man, you guys really have your bases covered! Well, since you have a god
you don’t know, let me explain who he is, if you don’t mind. And from
verse 24 through 31, Paul launches into a profound explanation of Biblical
truth.


You are right, there is a God you don't know. That altar is profoundly
true. And, there are some things about that God you need to know.



He made the world and everything in it, the creation proves his
existence.
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This God is Lord of all he has made, heaven and earth ‐ Kurios, master,
ruler, owner. There is nothing outside his control.



Being the maker, owner and controller of all things, God doesn't live or
dwell in temples, (like the ones that are littered all over this city).



God does not need anything from men, like your dwelling places or
noble deeds or self‐sacrificing lifestyle. None of these impress him.



Yet, He is intimately involved in the lives of those he has created, in
contrast to your impersonal and unknowable gods.



Even to those who don’t know him, he is the giver of all life, every
breath you take and everything thing you own. All of it is from God.



Even the nations are his creation, designed to seek Him… intuitively
you know that and you blindly feel around for Him… but you are blind.



He is not far away, He is knowable… even your own poets knew this,
they thought they were writing about Zeus, but they were actually
writing about the “unknown God” when they said:



o

In him we live and move and have our being

o

For we are indeed his offspring

Know this Greek intellectuals, God is not an image made by man. He is
not something created through your wisdom, in your image, by your
imagination.



This unknown God is the one true God. He is in charge and He is
calling you to account.
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I may be a babbler, but you are ignorant. God has overlooked your
ignorance, but those days are over.



You are commanded to repent, to turn away from your man‐made
gods, your man‐centered beliefs, your man‐worshipping life.



Know the unknown God, and know this God alone. You have been
issued a summons.



Respond in repentance or face judgment.



And, judgment is sure because of the resurrection of man who he
appointed king, Jesus Christ.

Three Distinct Responses
There are three distinct responses from this audience of intellectuals. Look
at verse 32. When they heard Paul talk about resurrection from the dead,
some mocked (scoffed, joked about, made fun of). They wouldn’t believe
in resurrection… the world is material, not spiritual. God is a force, an
essence and a presence… how could an impersonal, unfeeling god die for
me and be raised from the dead. That made no sense to a materialist, or
to a pantheist. That was one response. Yet, some thought what Paul said
was interesting from an intellectual perspective and invited him back so
they could hear him again. He was new and novel. A little crazy, but that
wasn’t important. It was the thought, the pursuit of truth in investigation
that was important. Why not hear him again. Maybe he will be
interesting, maybe thought provoking, maybe even enlightening. That was
the second response.
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However, some believed. Some, not many… but a few. Verse 34 says that
these joined Paul, they joined him in believing, they joined him in
repenting, they joined him in turning away from their former beliefs and
assumptions. Luke specifically names Dionysius and Damaris, but then tells
us that there were others.
Three distinct responses, but only one that leads to salvation. You see,
intellectual assent to the gospel is not believing. Satan has intellectual
assent. He knows and believes every word of the Bible. And he hates
every single word of the Bible. Satan knows God and he knows all about his
power, beauty and wisdom. He knows far better than any of us. Yet, he
despises the very existence of God and hates all who worship his name.
Belief involves a whole lot more than assent to the truth. It requires a
change of heart. A denial of self and denial of a self‐constructed
worldview. Few in Athens had that kind of response. Only a handful.
Application:
[Go back to slides] The Athenians had convinced themselves that there
could be no sovereign God. They reached that conclusion through their
superior intellect, their scientific approach and their amazing insights into
the nature of man and the nature of their self‐constructed gods. They had
logically concluded that since there is evil in the world, there is no way that
any god could be benevolent and loving while still being absolutely
sovereign. Humanly speaking, it is a powerful argument, seemingly built
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on water tight logic. If God exists and evil also exists, God is either not
good or he is not all powerful. He can’t be both, or evil wouldn’t exist.
This line of reason gives us fits today, frankly. This same basic argument is
used today by the world to ridicule our faith, to call us babblers. We are
not prepared to answer. But Paul delivered God’s ultimate answer to the
riddle of Epicurus, a riddle that attempts to force us into one of four
choices. But Paul shows us that there is a fifth choice and in that fifth
choice we find truth and the true God. Here is how God can be loving,
benevolent and sovereign in an evil world.
[SLIDE] Here is the fifth choice, this is the answer to the riddle of Epicurus.
First, review the four choices of Epicurean Riddle: God wants to eliminate
bad things but cannot; or, he can but does not want to; or, he neither
wishes to nor can; or, he both wants to and can… but hasn’t. Therefore,
the conclusion is that there is no sovereign, benevolent God.
Paul delivers a fifth choice. Paul tells us what God is doing about evil and
he answers the world’s most confounding question… if God is good, why is
there evil in the world? Here is the answer, “God both wants to eliminate
evil, He can eliminate evil and HAS ALREADY done so!” God is not evil. Evil
exists through the fall of man. God has been patient with evil, but that
time of overlooking evil is now over. Judgment is coming through the God
appointed man, who has risen from the dead, victorious over sin and
death. Evil has been dealt with on the cross. God is reconciling a lost
world to himself, through the work of Jesus Christ on the cross.
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Does this make sense to you? Do you see Paul’s argument and logic? Do
you struggle with why bad things happen in this world if God is in control?
Does that make him weak or spiteful or not trustworthy? The answer is no
to all of these. Evil came into the world through sin… the result of Satan’s
lies and the fall of man. We don’t understand all of this, but we do know
why there is sin in the world. Paul also makes it plain to us why it persists…
why hasn’t God just wiped it out, why didn’t he do it a long time ago? He
has been patient. He has been calling lost people into eternity. He has
given many undeserved eternal joy, in his grace and mercy. Totally
undeserved, totally unearned. But Paul is also making it clear to the
Athenians, and to us… the time of God’s patience with our ignorance is
over. We are no longer ignorant of God’s grace, through Christ’s sacrifice.
As Romans says, we are now without excuse. Judgment is coming. The
one who saves will also be the one who judges. Romans 10:9‐10 tells us
that if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your
heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For with the
heart one believes and is justified, and with the mouth one confesses and is
saved.
If you have never declared Jesus as Lord, and if your heart knows for sure
that Jesus was raised from the dead to destroy your sin and release you
from the curse of death… then I pray that you will make that confession
today. Paul tells us that God has commanded us to repent and turn to him.
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If God is working in your heart and mind and declaring this truth… today is
the day of your salvation!
Would you pray with me.

Endnotes:
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