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Acts 17: 16-34

Paul in Athens

16 While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, he was deeply distressed to see that the city was full of
(dols. 17 So he argued in the synagogue with the Jews and the devout persons and also in the
marketplace every day with those who happened to be there. 18 Also some Epicurean and Stoic
philosophers debated with him. Some said, “What does this pretentious babbler want to say?” Others said,
“He seems to be a proclaimer of foreign divinities.” (This was because he was telling the good news about
Jesus and the resurrection.) 19 So they took him and brought him to the Areopagus and asked him, “May
we know what this new teaching is that you are presenting? 20 It sounds rather strange to us, so we would
like to know what it means.” 21 Now all the Athenians and the foreigners living there would spend their
time (n nothing but telling or hearing something new.

22 Then Paul stood in front of the Areopagus and said, "Athenians, | see how extremely spiritual you are
in every way. 23 For as | went through the city and looked carefully at the objects of your worship, | found
among them an altar with the inscription, 'To an unknown god.” What therefore you worship as unknown,
this | proclaim to you. 24 The God who made the world and everything in it, he who is Lord of heaven and
earth, does not live in shrines made by human hands, 25 nor is he served by human hands, as though he
needed anything, since he himself gives to all mortals life and breath and all things. 26 From one
ancestor he made all peoples to inhabit the whole earth, and he allotted the times of their existence and
the boundaries of the places where they would live, 27 so that they would search for God and perhaps
fumble about for him and find him—though indeed he is 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, too, are his offspring.’

29 “Since we are God'’s offspring, we ought not to think that the deity is like gold or silver or stone, an
image formed by the art and imagination of mortals. 30 While God has overlooked the times of human
ignorance, now he commands all people everywhere to repent, 31 because he has fixed a day on which
he will have the world judged 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 When they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some scoffed, but others said, "We will hear you again
about this.” 33 At that point Paul left them. 34 But some of them joined him and became believers,
including Dionysius the Areopagite and a woman named Damaris and others with them.
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A Gospel for the Altar of the Unknown God

Leader: The word of the Lord.
People: Thanks be to God.

There is something wonderfully revealing about walking the streets of an old city. Here in Charleston,
for example, when we learn that Meeting Street was first known as Great Street, and then Church Street,
and that it was later named for the White Meeting House which was the second sanctuary of the present
Circular Congregational Church. When we learn that, we gain a better understanding of how faith was
operative in the life of our community. Of course, as communities go, ours is really quite young; but
whether we are walking down Meeting Street in Charleston or along remnants of the Via Egnatia in
Greece, cities have a way of revealing their souls through their streets, their monuments and their
memorials.

And these historical markers, they can tell us what a people valued, what they feared, what they
loved, and also what they worshiped. While every culture has its altars, in few places in the Scriptures is
this more evident that in Acts 17.

As Paul walks through the agora — Athen’s bustling marketplace of ideas, politics, commerce, and
religion — he picks up on some things. He learns that the people of Athens are deeply religious, but they
are also profoundly lost.

Among the things that Paul sees while standing in front of the Areopagus — in that area of Mars Hill
— was an abundance of temples. Everywhere Paul looked, he would have seen statues and shrines and
altars. In fact, what distressed Paul was not a lack of religion but the abundance of it. The Athenians
were clearly looking for meaning and purpose but, sadly, they were looking in all the wrong places. So,
that is what Paul sees. What is truly remarkable about this story is how Paul responds.

To begin, Paul does not stand at a distance and condemn the Athenians. He engages them. He
listens to them. He walks their streets and studies their customs and beliefs. In other words, Paul takes
time to understand the people to whom he has been sent. “Athenians,” he says, “I see how extremely
religious you are in every way.”

In saying this, Paul recognizes that for all their misguided worship, there remains in them something
profoundly human that hunger for life and life abundant! As Agustine famously prayed, "Our hearts are
restless until they rest in Thee.”

The writer of Ecclesiastes understood this restlessness as well. This morning we heard those familiar
words: “For everything there is a season.” Ecclesiastes reminds us that life moves through countless
changes: birth and death, planting and uprooting, mourning and dancing. Yet beneath all those
changing seasons, there remains a longing for something permanent. The Athenians were, in a word,
restless. And if truth be known, so are we! For we too are quick, like every culture, to build altars. And
the question is not, "Whether we will worship,” the question is “Whom or what will we worship?”




As Paul walks through Athens, one altar in particular captures his attention and it bears the
inscription: “To an Unknown God.” Apparently, the Athenians didn’t want to leave any deity out. They
had temples and altars dedicated to all manner of gods and goddesses. We can imagine those stoic
philosopher types sitting around somewhere saying, “Now wait a minute. Have we remembered
everybody? Zeus? Athena? Poseidon? What if there is another god out there that we've accidentally
omitted?” So, to be safe, they erected an altar “To an Unknown God.”

Of course, Paul does not mock them as | just did. In fact, he treats them with dignity. Rather than
ridiculing their ignorance, Paul uses it as a bridge to proclaim the God they have been seeking all along.
He says, “What therefore you worship as unknown, this | proclaim to you.”

Now, what follows is a masterclass in evangelism! We notice first what Paul doesn’t do. He doesn't
affirm their idolatry, but neither does he ridicule it. Instead, Paul identifies a point of contact and uses
it to proclaim the truth of the Gospel. Paul meets them where they are. He enters the marketplace, as it
were, but he does not become the marketplace. Though he speaks the language of his hearers, his
message remains distinctly Christian. And his goal was not simply to understand Athens, but rather, by
God's grace, for the Athenians to understand God.

Consider how carefully Paul builds his argument. He begins not with Abraham or Moses or the
prophets, but with creation itself. “The God who made the world and everything in it.”

So, why does he begin there, we may ask. Well, partly, | suspect, because his audience is largely
Gentile. They don't share Israel’s story. The covenants, the exodus, the law, the prophets — that's not
part of their common vocabulary. But they do know the world around them. They know about wonder
and beauty.

Paul tells them that, “[God] himself gives to all mortals life and breath and all things.” Upon hearing
that, many of the Athenians probably nodded in agreement, because that sounds reasonable. But Paul
doesn't stop there. He goes on to quote their own poets — “as even some of your own poets have said,
'For we too are his offspring.”

Now, before we mistakenly presume that Paul has abandoned the Gospel, we need to keep in mind
that never once does Paul validate their religion. No! What he does is to take the fragments of truth
that are within their culture, and he uses them as bridges to the Gospel. Only after Paul establishes
some common ground does he begin to expose the fatal flaw at the center of their worship. “If we are
God's offspring,” he says, “we ought not to think that the deity is like gold or silver or stone.”

In other words, God cannot be reduced to an object that we create and | suspect that is one of the
chief reasons why idols are so attractive. They never challenge us. They never correct us. They never
demand our obedience. They never call us to repent. Only the living God does that. And so Paul presses
the issue. "God,” he says, "has overlooked the times of human ignorance, but now commands all people
everywhere to repent.”

We notice that repentance is not a suggestion. It is not one spiritual option among many. It is a
command from God that we would abandon our idols and reorient our lives around God.




And why repent? Well it is "because,” as Paul goes on to say, "God has fixed a day on which he will
judge the world in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed.”

And this is where Paul arrives at the very heart of his proclamation which is that, “Of this...[God] has
given assurance to all by raising him from the dead.” We see that everything that Paul has said before
now has led to this moment. Creation has pointed here. Repentance has pointed here. Judgement has
pointed here. Everything has pointed to the announcement of God's redemptive work through His Son,
our Savior.

Not surprisingly, this is where the mood begins to change. Some of Paul’s listeners mock him. They
could perhaps imagine an immortal soul, but a bodily resurrection? That was absurd to many of them.
Others say, “We will hear you again about this.” But there are a few who believe him. "A few.”

Isn't that interesting that, by worldly standards, Paul’'s sermon in Athens does not appear
overwhelmingly successful. Just a few believers, and yet Luke records the story anyway. Why? Well,
partly because faithfulness cannot always be measured by visible results. The Kingdom of God often
advances quietly — one conversation, one witness, one changed heart at a time.

In this way, Paul was not called to manufacture outcomes. He was called to bear witness to the
ultimate expression of God's love in Jesus Christ our Lord. And so are we!

In fact, we have already seen a tangible expression of our calling this morning when we
commissioned members and friends of our church family to serve in Banner Elk. To be certain, we do
not send them because we can guarantee results. We send them for the same reason Paul entered the
marketplace of Athens. To bear witness to Jesus in thought, word, and deed.

Let us be clear about something. None of us go because we imagine that we are Saviors. In the
Reformed tradition, we confess that salvation belongs to the Lord. Only God can open blind eyes and
only God can soften human hearts. Ours is not the task to save anyone, ours is the task of being faithful.
And yet, here’s the miracle, often, in God’s economy of grace, He chooses to work in and through
ordinary people to do this. Sometimes, by a helping hand or a listening ear. Sometimes, it is a shared
meal or a gentle word that is spoken. To be clear, we cannot control the outcome. But we can bear
witness to the One who does.

Very little remains of Athen’s ancient idols. Temples are broken, their statues are weathered, their
altars are clearly in ruins. Think about that! Entire empires have risen and fallen since Paul stood in that
marketplace. Philosophies have come and gone. Yet Jesus Christ is still gathering His Church.

Perhaps that is one of the greatest lessons of Acts 17. That idols fade but Christ endures. Success,
wealth, politics, approval — none of these things will last! As Ecclesiastes would remind us, there is a
time for all these things, but none of them can bear the weight of eternity.

| wonder, when future generations look back to read our culture, what will they conclude? | dare say,
what they may not conclude is that ours is a culture filled with altars to an unknown god. The reason |
say that is because many people know far more about Christianity than they are willing to admit. Many
in our culture still know the stories and they recognize the symbols.




We have inherited certain moral assumptions shaped by four and a half centuries of biblical influence
preceded by centuries more and so our problem may not be that God is unknown. The problem for us
may be that God is unwanted. Nevertheless, God refuses to be a decorative part of our history. God
speaks and commands and saves.

If people were to one day look back upon our lives, what would our monuments reveal? What would
our calendars reveal? What would our spending reveal? Or maybe the question is what would our public
conversations reveal? We live in a time when nearly everything is interpreted through political lenses.
But the Gospel calls us not first to take sides, but to seek the truth, to practice charity, to remember that
every person bears the image of God.

Make no mistake about it. People assemble beliefs from a thousand different sources. And there's
no way to know how many people are searching out there. How many people are standing, perhaps
without even realizing it, before an altar to an unknown god.

If Paul has taught us anything, it is that we cannot withdraw from the marketplace, nor can we
surrender to it. No! Ours is a calling to enter the marketplace of our culture faithfully. For, like Paul, we
are called to listen carefully, speak graciously, and strive to understand the people around us. We are
called to build bridges where we can. But none of that amounts to anything, dear friends, if we do not
eventually point beyond every idol and beyond every false hope to the One true hope of the world!

This is the truth of the Gospel: that we do not have to grope about in the darkness to find God,,
because God has already made Himself known. The Creator has spoken, the Word has become flesh,
and the Holy Spirit has been given to us.

This is an important message for the church on any given Sunday, but it is especially good for us to
hear on what has been dubbed “Trinity Sunday.” To hear again that God, whom no human wisdom could
ever discern, has chosen to make Himself known to the world as Father and Son and Holy Spirit!

And the gift of God’s Holy Spirit is to open our eyes that we may see clearly that the Holy God, of
all creation, has drawn near to sinners, that the crucified and risen Christ has borne our sin, and that He
calls all people everywhere to repent and to believe. That was Paul’'s message in Athens and it remains
the Church’s message today.

The marketplace is still there, the altars are still there, the restlessness of the human heart is still
there. But thanks be to God, the Gospel is still there as well.




