
CGYG & LIFE Bible Study - Acts 
Acts 17:16 – 17:34 

 
“Athens had been the foremost Greek city-state since the fifth century BC.  Even after its incorporation into the Roman Empire, it retained a 
proud intellectual independence and became a free city.  It boasted of its rich philosophical tradition inherited from Socrates, Plato and 
Aristotle, of its literature and art, and of its notable achievements in the cause of human liberty.  Even if in Paul’s day it ‘lived on its great 
past’… it still had an unrivalled reputation as the empire’s intellectual metropolis. (Stott, The Message of Acts, p.276) 
  
Read Acts 17:16-21 
-What was Paul’s reaction to the city of Athens, and why would he react as he did? (v.16) Do you think you 
would have reacted as he did? (see also Exodus 20:4-6; Deuteronomy 32:21; Isaiah 42:8; Psalm 31:6) 
 -was not impressed by the culture, architecture, etc.; rather, was “distressed” by the rampant idolatry 
 
 -God hates idolatry – it takes the glory that is rightly His alone and gives it to another that is no god at all 
  -Paul thinks as God thinks, feels as God feels – righteous indignation that God being robbed of His glory (cf. Ps. 21:6) 
 
  -Greek word for ‘distressed’ = paroxyno (from which we get paroxysm – i.e. spasm, epileptic fit) 
   -same word used many times in Septuagint to translate idea that God was provoked by idolatry 
 
 
 
-What did Paul do in response to what he saw and felt?  What applications for today can we glean from his 
example? 

-reasoned with Jews & God-fearers in the synagogue, and with people in the market place – including common passers-by and 
cultured philosophers 
 -i.e. shared the Gospel – trying to turn people to the worship of the true God 
 
-possible lessons: 

-we should have the same jealousy and passion for God’s glory and praise, that we are distressed when the glory that is 
due Him is not given – righteous indignation 
 -e.g. as tourist e.g. in SE Asia (or even here at home) – what is our response to the pagan temples? 
 -e.g. how do we respond to blasphemous books, movies, or teachings? 
-we should not just be distressed, but act by proclaiming the Gospel 
 -God’s glory as the supreme motivation for mission & evangelism 
-we should strive develop the same facility in sharing the Gospel with diverse groups of people, including religious the 
irreligious, commoners & intelligentsia 

 
 
The Epicureans were followers of Epicurus (341-270 BC).  They believed that gods did not exist, or if they did, were so far removed from 
the world as to exercise no influence on the world and its affairs.  To them, the world was due to chance, a random course of atoms.  There 
was therefore no such thing as life after death, and no final judgment.  They therefore emphasized the pursuit of pleasure and serenity, and 
a life detached from pain, passion, and fear. 
 
The Stoics were founded by Zeno (340-265 BC).  They acknowledged a ‘supreme god’ but saw this ‘god’ not as a personal being, but as a 
divine principle inherent in all things (i.e. they were pantheistic in outlook).  They saw Reason as this divine principle (or ‘logos’) by which the 
universe was structured and by which men should live.  They therefore were somewhat fatalistic in outlook, and emphasized obedience to 
duty and self-sufficiency. 
 
How did the philosophers react to Paul and his teaching?  What similarities are there between Paul’s situation 
and ours today? 
 -a little confused; didn’t seem to understand it well 
 -looked down on Paul; called him a ‘babbler’ – a derogatory term 
  -Greek word denoted birds that went around picking seeds 
  -was applied to someone who went around picking up scraps of knowledge (as beggars pick up scraps of food) 
 -took him to the Areopagus to hear more completely what he had to say 
  -not so much out of desire to learn the truth, but as a novelty – i.e. hearing the latest ideas (v.21) 
 
 -materialistic and pantheistic worldviews still alive and well today (e.g. in secular humanism, Darwinism, New Age movement) 
  -these worldviews opposed to each other in many respects, but united in their opposition to the truth of God’s truth 
 
 -‘intellectuals’ still look down on Christianity as ‘babblers’ today – witness attacks on Christianity (& Christians!) at universities 
 
 -many still dabble in /argue about ‘religion’, not out of any desire for truth, but just for intellectual stimulation 
 
 
Read Acts 17:22-34 
‘Areopagus’ means ‘hill of Ares’ (Ares [or Mars], being the Greek [or Roman] god of thunder and war).  Located west of the acropolis, it was 
the site of the meeting of the Council of the Areopagus, which in earlier times had ruled the city-state, but which by Paul’s time only had 
jurisdiction over matters of religion and morals.  Paul’s presentation to this council seemed to be more an informal information-gathering 
session, rather than a formal trial, as some have suggested. 
 
 



-What point of contact does Paul establish with his listeners? (v.22-23) 
-point of contact is the Athenians’ admission of their own ignorance, shown by an altar ‘to the unknown god’ 
-Paul uses this altar to move on to proclaiming to them what was unknown (i.e. the God who was unknown to them) 
 

 
-Does Paul’s commendation of the Athenians for their religiosity mean, as some have argued, that their worship 
to ‘an unknown god’ was actually authentic, acceptable worship of God?  
 
[For example, are the following statements legitimate? ‘In the footsteps of St Paul, we believe that we may speak not only of the unknown 
God of the Greeks but also of the hidden Christ of Hinduism… the good and bona fide Hindu is saved by Christ and not by Hinduism, but it is 
through the sacraments of Hinduism, through the message of morality and the good life, through the mysterion that comes down to him 
through Hinduism, that Christ saves the Hindu normally.’ (R. Panikkar, The Unknown Christ of Hinduism, cited by Stott, p.284-285) or ‘He 
[God] is calling people out of the world for His name, whether they come from the Muslim world, or the Buddhist world or the non-believing 
world, they are members of the Body of Christ because they have been called by God.  They may not know the name of Jesus but they 
know in their hearts that they need something they do not have, and they turn to the only light they have, and I think that they are saved and 
they are going to be with us in heaven.’ (Billy Graham, quoted in Evangelicalism Divided (2000), by I. Murray, p.73-74)] 
 -most certainly not!!! 

-Paul goes on in v.24-31 to argue that such worship is supreme ignorance that is worthy of judgment and that must be 
repented of 
 

 
 
-What is Paul’s argument against idolatry, and how does he use this to introduce Jesus Christ? 

-an argument rooted in the person and nature of God 
 -God is Creator - created the world and everything in it; He is the Lord of heaven and earth 

-thus, absurd to think that He lives in (or can be contained by) temples built by human hands (as idols are) 
 -God is Sustainer - the giver of life and the sustainer of all things – gives men life & breath & everything else 
  -thus, absurd to think He needs men to serve Him (as idols do) 
 -God is Ruler of the nations – created all nations from one man, set their times and boundaries 
  -but great as He is, He does all these things so that men might seek Him and reach out for Him 

-men unable to find Him because of their sinfulness, though He is not far from anyone, even as their 
own poets said (‘For in him we live and move…’ – quote of Epimenides, a Cretan poet) 

  -God is Father – ‘we are His offspring’ 
   -Father of all in Creation, in the sense that He has given us all life & breath, and we are created in His image 
   -a quote of 2 poets, Aratus & Cleanthes 

-thus, since we are His offspring (are like Him in some ways & derive our being from Him)  absurd to think 
He is like an inanimate object made of gold/silver/stone 

- even from their own poets, they should have known that God is not like an idol 
  -God is judge of the world 
   -overlooked their ignorance in the past, but will no longer – all will be judged with justice 
   -day of judgment already set, and the judge already appointed – therefore repent! 
  
  -introduces Jesus Christ as the judge appointed by God 
   -proof of this given by raising the appointed man from the dead (i.e. Jesus Christ) 
 
 
-What does Paul’s example tell us about how we should go about evangelizing those around us who don’t know 
Christ?  How would you pick up from where he left off (v.31)? 

-establish points of contact, then use those to talk about who God is 
-start by introducing God as Creator, sustainer, ruler, Father – His goodness and power; the fact that we owe all to Him 
-continue with concept of sin and our rebellion against Him – and the certainty of judgment & need for repentance 
-introduce Christ as Savior and Lord, and the need for faith & submission 
 
-contrasts with many current methods, which start with something like ‘God loves you and has a wonderful plan for your life…’ 
 -for people with no understanding of who God is, this is the wrong starting point 
 
 

 
“We learn from Paul that we cannot preach the gospel of Jesus without the doctrine of God, or the cross without the creation, or salvation 
without judgment.  Today’s world needs a bigger gospel, the full gospel of Scripture, what Paul later in Ephesus was to call ‘the whole 
purpose of God’ (20:27, NEB).” (Stott, p.290)  
 
Reflection and Application 
Though he was walking the streets of the cultural metropolis of his day, Paul didn’t spend his time “doing Athens” and taking in the worldly 
splendor of the city.  Instead, because of his passion that God’s Name be glorified in Christ throughout all the earth, he was provoked in 
spirit at the city’s rampant idolatry, which robbed God of the glory He deserved and gave it instead to lifeless images made of gold, silver 
and stone.  His distress caused him to speak, not just to the Jews and God-fearers in the synagogue, but especially to those who lived in 
ignorance of the true and living God, calling on them to repent and return to the One who created and sustained them.  Spend some time 
today evaluating the passions and priorities in your life, in light of Paul’s example.  Do you see the world as a playground or a battleground?  
What excites you?  What provokes or distresses you?  Is God’s glory the driving passion in your life?  


