
Postcards from Europe: Athens 

Acts 17:16-34 

 

I’m sure at some point in your life you will have heard someone say something like this.  

 

It doesn’t matter what you believe as long as you believe it sincerely. 

 

That is, the important thing is not the kind of God you believe in, but that you are true to your 

belief, whatever that is.  

 

It’s a very popular viewpoint in our culture. Many people like it because it allows for a whole 

variety of different religious beliefs, and hopefully it will result in quite a bit of harmony in a 

society of many differences.  

 

However, it doesn’t take much thinking to realise that sincerity or conviction or passion in 

many areas isn’t the most important thing of all. 

 

For example, 

 

How would you respond if you were on a coach holiday to Scotland, and as the coach 

reached the A1 near York, the driver turns south. Eventually people protest but the driver 

holds his ground and says, “I sincerely believe that if we head south we will get to 

Edinburgh.” You would conclude that although he was sincere, he was sincerely wrong.  

 

I could give you countless more examples of when sincerity isn’t enough.  

 

Consider a student, for example, who protests to the teacher that they really believed their 

wrong answer in the exam was the right answer. Well, so what? Sincerity isn’t enough.  

 

What about in the religious world? When it comes to talking about God, what really 

matters? Should we allow people to have whatever preference they want, as long as they 

are sincere? Or can we and should we make pronouncements about God that must be true 

for everyone? 

 

These are types of questions that are answered in our section of the Bible this morning.  

 

In order to help us navigate through these verses I want to highlight four things. 

 

 What Paul saw (Vs 16) 

 What Paul did (Vs 17) 

 What Paul said (Vs 18-31) 

 How people responded (Vs 32-34)  

 

First, what Paul saw (Vs 16) 

 

Look at verse 16. Read verse 16. 

 

There are many impressive sights that will capture your attention if you visit Athens today. 

Acropolis, Parthenon and the agora (the market-place). 

 

In Paul’s day it would have been even more amazing to because these buildings were not in 

a state of ruin.  

 



However, what caught Paul’s attention, according to verse 16, was not the beautiful 

architecture but the massive number of idols that he saw everywhere.  

 

An idol is anything we worship instead of the true God revealed in the Bible.  

 

Of course this includes physical objects like statues. But idols can come in many shapes and 

sizes. 

 

They can be careers or children or houses or hobbies or…basically whatever we sacrifice 

for, daydream of and trust in. 

 

When Paul walked round Athens he saw loads of idols. Countless statues that presented the 

false gods that drew people’s worship away from the true God of the Bible. 

 

According to one ancient writer called Pausanias, who was a sort of Bill Bryson of the 

ancient world, and who produced his own Rough Guide to the Mediterranean, Athens had 

30,000 statues of gods and goddesses in its midst. This is an extraordinary fact given that 

there were only between 10,000 and 20,000 people living in the city. No wonder we’re told 

that the city was full of idols. 

 

This may come as a new idea to you but there is such a thing as false worship. Sincerity 

is not enough. We need to worship the true God. And we need to worship him in the way he 

has said. Anything else is false, regardless of whether those practicing their beliefs are very 

sincere.  

 

How did Paul feel when we saw all these idols? When he saw people transferring their 

devotion and love to other things. Look again at verse 16. Read verse16.  

 

He was greatly distressed. 

 

This caused him great distress. This is the same word used in the Old Testament for God’s 

reaction to false worship. 

 

A personal challenge: Why don’t we respond like Paul to the idols around us? 

 

 Sometimes it’s because we don’t see them  

 

We have gradually become so culturally assimilated that we don’t see the idols.  

 

We don’t recognise the idolatry at the heart of people’s lives 

 

Instead, we simply see lots of good things being chosen in the hectic normality of modern 

life. 

 

 Sometimes it’s because we don’t care about God’s glory 

 

Imagine you have a best friend called Sally. Sally is married to Simon. You hear that Simon 

has withdrawn his love for Sally and is cheating on her with someone else. How would you 

feel? Outraged. This is wrong. 

 

Why do we not respond in the same way when God is robbed of his glory through idol 

worship? Sometimes it’s because we don’t care about God as much as we should.  

 



Paul is a great example for us because he did notice the idol worship and he did care about 

God’s glory. This moved him to action.  

 

Let me show you what he did. 

 

Second, what Paul did (Vs 17) 

 

Look at verse 17. Read verse 17. 

 

In short, he went and found people to tell about Jesus.  

 

He went to the synagogue.  

 

He also went to the market-place every day to talk with those who ‘happened to be there’. I 

love that phrase. Paul had such a trust in God’s sovereignty that he put himself in the way of 

people.  

 

Why should we tell people about Jesus? Many people will respond because they love 

people. Yes, we don’t want people to experience judgement and we don’t want them to miss 

out on what Jesus offers. But what about love for God? We are so consumed with God 

getting the honour and love he deserves that we can’t stand it when people don’t honour 

Jesus.  

 

This is what drove Paul’s behaviour in Athens. He could not stand to see Jesus dishonoured.  

 

And so he told them all about Jesus. Why? The gospel message can turn an idol 

worshipper into true worshipper.  

 

We need this motivation. It will keep us going even when it seems our friends are 

comfortable and sorted, which by the way they are not below the surface. 

 

What did Paul actually say to people? We discover in verses 18-31. 

 

Third, what Paul said (Vs 18-31) 

 

Look at verse 18. Read verse 18. 

 

Paul met a group of Epicurean and Stoic philosophers. 

 

Epicurean philosophers. God was distant and disinterested. No judgement. Life was about 

pleasure. 

 

Stoic philosophers. All about living in harmony with the world. Duty to do this even if it was 

painful.  

 

I love what Paul told these philosophers. The good news about Jesus and the 

resurrection. That’s what they needed.  

 

Does this encourage you? Do you ever feel overwhelmed? Fearful that you don’t have what 

people need?  

 

Nonsense! We all need to hear the good news about Jesus and his resurrection! 

 



It doesn’t mean people will instantly understand it. Some who heard Paul thought he was a 

babbling buffoon. But the gospel is what people need! 

 

In verse 19, we’re told that Paul is taken to a meeting of the Areopagus. 

 

The Areopagus was originally a criminal court capable of handing out the death sentence to 

Athenian citizens and they used to meet on the Hill of Ares, which is literally what the word 

Areopagus means. But all this had changed by the time Paul visited the city. The Areopagus 

was no longer a criminal court, it had become much more like a council. With its legal 

powers diminished, its members concentrated on defending the city’s religion, morals and 

education. And, instead of meeting on the Hill of Ares, they normally met together in the 

market-place where Paul was already speaking. 

 

What did Paul say to them? A summary of his speech is recorded for us in vs 22 to 31. 

 

Let me highlight four things. 

 

First, Paul says sincerity is not enough.  

 

Listen to what he says in verse 22. Read verses 22 and 23. 

 

They are very religious but they are ignorant.  

 

They need to know the truth. 

 

Second, Paul says that God is the Creator 

 

Look at verse 24. Read verse 24. 

 

We don’t make a place for God to live. He has made a place for us to live. 

 

We abandon the doctrine of God as Creator at our peril.  

 

if God is not Creator then there is no sin. 

 

Third, Paul says God is the great Giver  

 

Listen to what he says in verse 25. Read verse 25.  

 

Our great problem is that we take the gifts but ignore the Giver. 

 

How does this go down when we do this with humans who give us presents? 

 

Fourth, Paul says God is merciful 

 

Look at verse 30. Read verses 30-31. 

 

We need to be clear what is an act of mercy and what is an act of judgement. 

 

There is a future day of judgement. Jesus is the judge. 

 



In the past God overlooked the ignorance. This was not an act of mercy. It was an act of 

judgement. Like a Sovereign overlooking a place in their itinerary because of their hatred of 

the Ruler.  

 

But now he commands all people everywhere to repent. This is the act of mercy. 

 

The gospel can be heard. It is to be responded to with repentance.  

How did people respond? 

 

Fourth, how people responded (Vs 32-34) 

 

Look at verse 32. Read verses 32 and 34.  

 

Some thought he was an idiot. Some wanted to hear more. Some became believers. 

 

The same message gets different responses. It was the case then and it will be the case 

today.  

 

In Conclusion 

 

How should we respond to what we’ve heard today?  

 

Find out more 

 

Believe in Jesus 

 

For those of us who have, let’s be so compelled by love for God and love for people, and so 

convicted that sincerity is not enough, that we keep going in our task of sharing the gospel 

with as many people as we can. 

 

Let’s pray. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


