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“ATHENS CONFRONTED” (Acts 17:16-34) 

Paul has arrived in the city of Athens. The city was named after Athena, the virgin goddess who 
was enshrined in the beautiful Parthenon of the Acropolis. It was, at this time, 600 years old and 
a shell of its former glory. It had no economic or military importance. Although Corinth was 
now the commercial and political centre of Greece under the Romans, Athens was still seen as 
the cultural capital of Greek philosophy and idolatry. It was a university city. Students had 
historically flocked there from around the world to sit at the feet of the great philosophers, 
Socrates, Plato and Aristotle.  

 
 

Now while Paul waited for them at Athens, his spirit was stirred in him, when he saw the city wholly given to 
idolatry. Therefore disputed he in the synagogue with the Jews, and with the devout persons, and in the market 

daily with them that met with him. (v16-18) 
 

The Apostle is awaiting the arrival of his mission team. Although Athens had masterpieces of 
architecture, art, and sculpture, this did not interest this cultured but driven man of God. In the 
Pantheon, they had a god for almost everything. Paul was indifferent to the magnificence of 
man’s handiwork, but disturbed by their lost condition and that God was not being glorified by 
such pagan idolatry. Even though Paul had grown up an intellectual in the great university city of 
Tarsus, Athens “stirred” his soul when he saw the idolatry, immorality, and spiritual bondage.  

The market was a place of merchandise but also a place where philosophers would 
congregate with their groups of followers. Paul was alone but did not sit there depressed or take 
an opportunity for a well-deserved rest. Paul was so consumed with the gospel that he went 
there “daily” to share the good news. This was now one man against one city. He saw at Athens 
the pride of the world’s intellectualism and saw that it was absolutely empty. Paul hated these 
false misrepresentations of God, “his spirit was stirred in him, when he saw the city wholly given to 
idolatry.”  He knew personally the delusion and pride that come with the sophistication of the 
wisdom of this world. Paul was always provoked by the things that provoke God! 
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Then certain philosophers of the Epicureans, and of the Stoicks, encountered him. And some said, What will this 
babbler say? other some, He seemeth to be a setter forth of strange gods: because he preached unto them Jesus, and 

the resurrection. (v18) 
 

The Greeks used the term “babbler” (spermologos) to dismiss someone as talking nonsense. The 
word means a “seedpicker” describing, metaphorically, someone who hangs around philosophers 
like a bird picking up maxims without understanding the deeper meaning and then repeating 
them as knowledge. Their contempt implied that Paul was not a true philosopher like them.  
Barnes explains they used the term, 
 

“to denote those who were talkative, garrulous, and opinionated those who collected the 
opinions of others, or scraps of knowledge, and retailed them fluently, without order or 
method. It was a word, therefore, expressive of their contempt for an unknown foreigner 
who should pretend to instruct the learned men and philosophers of Greece.” 

 
This derision is a typical reaction to preachers of the Gospel today by the philosophers of this 
world. Greek philosophy was at its lowest point at this time since it had reached its apex under 
Socrates. The Epicureans were the disciples of Epicureas (who lived 3 centuries before) and they 
had totally abandoned the search for truth by reason. They though that virtue was to be 
practiced only as it contributed to pleasure and the only way to obtain knowledge was in 
pleasure. Ritchie explains,  
 

“The Epicureans are the spiritual fathers of all our modern self-help, self-realization 
groups. The Epicurean philosophy was to seek a path of tranquillity. They didn’t even 
want to think about a God who would judge them for their evil ways, so they crossed all 
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thought of that out of their minds. For them, truth came through experience. Today’s 
Epicureans agree with that. “If it feels good, do it,” they say “All truth is within me.”  

 
By contrast, the Stoicks were disciples of Zeno and Crisipus who were men who lived 300 years 
previously. They were fatalists, who believed that life is random and you must accept the fate 
that the universe dishes out to you. Whatever will be will be is their attitude. You must grin and 
bear it! (Hence the term “stoical” today in English). Zeisler explains about them, 
 

“Stoics also believed that life had no meaning. Rather than considering life to be random 
and unpredictable, they believed in an unchangeable fate set in motion by distant powers. 
What will happen to you will happen; it can't be changed. Therefore, the wise person is 
strong, able to be dealt terrible blows and suffer significant pain, able to bear up under 
good and bad and never raise an eyebrow, able to steel themselves against every 
contingency.” 

 
These were two extremes of belief. Paul preached Jesus and the resurrection to them. This 
seemed strange to the wisdom of this world. Paul did not change the message to accommodate 
himself to the local culture or prevailing thought. 
 

 
 

And they took him, and brought him unto Areopagus, saying, May we know what this new doctrine, whereof 
thou speakest, is?  For thou bringest certain strange things to our ears: we would know therefore what these things 
mean. (For all the Athenians and strangers which were there spent their time in nothing else, but either to tell, or 

to hear some new thing.) (v19-21) 
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Areopagus, or the Hill of Ares or the god Mars was also called Mars Hill. It is in the middle of 
the city of Athens where the Areopagites, the judges of the supreme court of Athens assembled. 
The Areopagus was the same court that had tried and condemned Socrates centuries before. 
They put Paul on trial, “And they took him, and brought him unto Areopagus, saying, May we know what 
this new doctrine, whereof thou speakest, is?  For thou bringest certain strange things to our ears: we would know 
therefore what these things mean.” This forum was before the supposed elite minds of Athens. But 
Paul would not be intimidated. To the apostle, this was a greater opportunity to reach more 
people with the good news of the Gospel.  

There are always people in this world to whom intellectualism is a god and revel in new 
beliefs, as supposed freethinkers. The Athenians reveled in chasing their proverbial tails, “For all 
the Athenians and strangers which were there spent their time in nothing else, but either to tell, or to hear some 
new thing.” Thucydides says of the Athenians, “You excel in suffering yourselves to be deceived 
with novelty of speech.” Their lives are spent chasing the latest fad or idea but never settling on 
anything objective. 
 

 
  

Then Paul stood in the midst of Mars' hill, and said, Ye men of Athens, I perceive that in all things ye are too 
superstitious. For as I passed by, and beheld your devotions, I found an altar with this inscription, To The 

Unknown God. Whom therefore ye ignorantly worship, him declare I unto you. God that made the world and all 
things therein, seeing that he is Lord of heaven and earth, dwelleth not in temples made with hands; Neither is 
worshipped with men's hands, as though he needed any thing, seeing he giveth to all life, and breath, and all 

things; (v22-25) 
 
It is easy to be intimidated by an intellectual audience. Paul does not miss an opportunity like this 
but directly confronts their superstition. Athens was a capital of idolatry. Much of its buildings 
were destroyed by the Romans in 86 BC and as a consequence the population had dwindled to 
around 10,000 people. It was said to have 30,000 idols still. Paul uses an altar there that was 
dedicated “To The Unknown God” as a starting point for his message. Barnes explains its presence 
there, 

“There was a remarkable altar raised in Athens in a time of pestilence, in honor of the 
unknown god which had granted them deliverance…..This took place about 600 years 
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before Christ, and it is not improbable that one or more of those altars remained until 
the time of Paul. It should be added that the natural inscription on those altars would be, 
“To the unknown God.” None of the gods to whom they usually sacrificed could deliver 
them from the pestilence. They therefore reared them to some unknown Being who had 
the power to free them from the plague.” 

 
The Greeks were afraid to offend any god – known or unknown. But sincerity doesn’t make you 
a Christian. You can be sincere but sincerely wrong.  

Paul begins by simply stating as a fact the reality of this One True God, “God that made the 
world and all things therein, seeing that he is Lord of heaven and earth, dwelleth not in temples made with hands; 
Neither is worshipped with men's hands, as though he needed any thing, seeing he giveth to all life, and breath, 
and all things.” Paul does not debate this point but state it as a self-evident fact. Although Paul 
begins by revealing God as the Creator, the apostle does not end there. He then shows how an 
infinite God cannot be limited by the boundaries of time and space, “seeing that he is Lord of heaven 
and earth, dwelleth not in temples made with hands.” As such, there is nothing that man can craft that 
represents such a God, “Neither is worshipped with men's hands, as though he needed any thing, seeing he 
giveth to all life, and breath, and all things.” The Greeks believed the gods were dependent on them to 
feed and nourish them but Paul declared that the Living God is self-sufficient and the giver of 
life. By taking this approach, Paul laid the foundation to understand the gospel. 
 
And hath made of one blood all nations of men for to dwell on all the face of the earth, and hath determined the 

times before appointed, and the bounds of their habitation; That they should seek the Lord, if haply they might feel 
after him, and find him, though he be not far from every one of us: For in him we live, and move, and have our 

being; as certain also of your own poets have said, For we are also his offspring. (v26-28) 
 
The Apostle set forth the origin of all nations and ethnic groups, “And hath made of one blood all 
nations of men for to dwell on all the face of the earth, and hath determined the times before appointed, and the 
bounds of their habitation.” This truth that a Sovereign God determined the boundaries of nations 
punctured the pride of the Athenians who saw themselves as a self-made people generated from 
the soil of their native Attica. Paul then shows that God’s creation and Providential control is 
part of His revelation of Himself. There is no excuse for the sin of atheism or idolatry, “That they 
should seek the Lord, if haply they might feel after him, and find him, though he be not far from every one of us.” 
The evidence is there externally and internally through creation, conscience, and in providence. 
Man does not have to go far to see this. The God who was, to them “unknown”, is a God who 
has made Himself known. The universe is not independent of God but simply exists at the 
pleasure of God. “For in him we live, and move, and have our being.” 
 

Forasmuch then as we are the offspring of God, we ought not to think that the Godhead is like unto gold, or 
silver, or stone, graven by art and man's device. And the times of this ignorance God winked at; but now 

commandeth all men every where to repent: Because he hath appointed a day, in the which he will judge the world 
in righteousness by that man whom he hath ordained; whereof he hath given assurance unto all men, in that he 

hath raised him from the dead. (v29-31) 
 
Having established the truth that the Monotheistic God is their Creator and Sustainer (even from 
their own writings), Paul then concludes the fallacious nature of idolatry, “Forasmuch then as we are 
the offspring of God, we ought not to think that the Godhead is like unto gold, or silver, or stone, graven by art 
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and man's device.” Having established that God is known to all, Paul tells them that God has 
spoken with a commandment of repentance, “And the times of this ignorance God winked at; but now 
commandeth all men every where to repent.” This period that God “winked” refers to the period of the 
Gentiles, when as John Gill points out, 
 

“Not that he approved of, or encouraged such blindness and folly, as appeared among 
the Gentiles, when they worshipped idols of gold, silver, and stone, taking them for 
deities; but rather the sense is, he despised this, and them for it, and was displeased and 
angry with them; and as an evidence of such contempt and indignation, he overlooked 
them, and took no notice of them, and gave them no revelation to direct them, nor 
prophets to instruct them, and left them to their stupidity and ignorance.” 

 
God had not destroyed them like the Flood generation that was 2500 years before this event in 
Athens. He did not judge them for their sin with special judgment. Even today, God is 
longsuffering in not destroying the world for its gross sins. 

Paul then directly cuts to the chase by setting forth the implications for continuing to 
reject God’s truth by the Athenians, “Because he hath appointed a day, in the which he will judge the world 
in righteousness by that man whom he hath ordained; whereof he hath given assurance unto all men, in that he 
hath raised him from the dead.” The resurrection of Jesus Christ has profound implications, such as 
the fact that “that man” now will return to be your Judge. They were giving glory to false gods 
and for this they must repent.  Throughout time, people waste their lives hunting for God in all 
the wrong places.  
 

And when they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some mocked: and others said, We will hear thee again of 
this matter. So Paul departed from among them. Howbeit certain men clave unto him, and believed: among the 

which was Dionysius the Areopagite, and a woman named Damaris, and others with them. (v32-34) 
 
It must have been a deeply humiliating experience for these Athenians to be confronted with the 
emptiness of their philosophical musings and the worthlessness of their works of righteousness. 
This mention of the resurrection particularly upset them. For although some of them believed 
philosophically in a life hereafter, they had no concept of a resurrection. 

This suggests that Paul never returned here. We should note that he does not spend 
months building “relationships” or drinking coffee with them but quickly preaches Christ. 
However, certain men “clave” or “glued” in Greek to the Apostle. These people had to come to 
Paul after he had preached to grasp the full gospel truths. It is going to be rare that an intellectual 
is saved but we have one of the 12 of the college of the Aeropagate here. The early church 
Father, Eusebius reveals in his writings that Dionysius later became a bishop. However, it is just 
as important to note the fact that a commoner by the name of Damaris was saved. The gospel 
has no limits.  
 


