
All Scripture is from the NKJV unless otherwise noted. 1 

Text: Acts 17:16 
Title: Full of Idols 
Truth: We should be troubled by idolatry. 
Date/Location: Wednesday 10/2/2013 and 10/2/2024 at FBC 
 

Introduction 

Luke continues to write under the superintendence of God’s Spirit about 
Paul, Silas, and Timothy on the second missionary tour. At the moment, 
Paul was in Athens, because he had been quickly escorted out of Berea 
due to an attempted assault against him both there and in the previous 
city on their tour, Thessalonica. Silas and Timothy stayed back in Berea 
but were summoned to come quickly assist the apostle in Athens. While 
awaiting their arrival, Paul was observing the city’s inhabitants. 

The passage helps us to see how we can address the rampant idolatry of our 
own day. 

I. The Spiritual Condition of the City: Full of Idols, v. 16 

A. Paul observed that the city was “given over to idols” or “full of idols.” This 
showed their very unhealthy spiritual condition. 

B. Idols and Idolatry.  

1. An idol is anything that replaces the true God as the object of your 
highest affection and priority. Idolatry is strictly forbidden by God in 
the 10 commandments (Exodus 20:3-5). A false God could be a 
wood/metal/stone false god, or it could be a person, a thing, an 
activity, money, or the desire for more. Paul said that covetousness 
(greed, jealousy) is idolatry (Colossians 3:5). 

2. Jesus said that you must choose a master. You cannot pretend to have 
two masters (Matthew 6:24, Luke 16:13) or pretend to serve one 
when in fact you serve the other, just to deflect the charge of idolatry. 

3. Idolatry is a work of the flesh (refer to Galatians 5:20 and my sermon 
on Romans 8:5-11). Christians must flee from idolatry (1 Cor. 10:14). 

C. Application: Idolatry in our day is rampant. To our world many things are 
more important than God: 

• American Idol, Dancing with the Stars, reality TV in general is more 
important than God. 

• Work is more important than God. 
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• Education is more important than God. 

• Health and personal comfort are more important than God. 

• Watching sports and famous players are more important than God. 

• Doing sports is more important than God. 

• Movies and entertainment and recreation are more important than 
God. 

• Money and the American dream is more important than God. 

• Getting free handouts is more important than God. 

• Thousands of Hindu gods are more important than God. 

• Other gods like Allah, the Mormon god, the JW god, etc. replace the 
true God with a false one. 

II. Paul’s Response, v. 16 

A. He saw the spiritual condition. He was carefully observing the situation in 
the city, giving it sustained attention. Note in v. 22-23 Paul explained to 
his audience that he noticed (same word as “when he saw”) they were 
“very religious.” He said that he was “passing through and considering” 
the objects of their worship. He did not just walk through and ignore 
what he saw—he took careful note of everything and that caused him to 
have a good understanding of where the people where spiritually. Like a 
good detective, he observed carefully what he saw and drew accurate 
conclusions from it. 

Application: Do you see the spiritual condition of the place where you 
presently are? Or do you focus on the buildings and the bodies and 
the external features and the activities? 

B. Read Isaiah 44:8-20 about the vanity of idols. 

C. The apostle was provoked. The word is translated as troubled, stirred, 
greatly upset, greatly distressed. The dictionary suggests that it is an 
uprising of one’s spirit in anger, irritation, or grief with a connection to 
try to convert the people away from their unbelief. It is an emotionally 
strong word. 

Paul had strong feelings about the situation in Athens. When he saw 
their idolatry “machine” and their departure from God and the 
foolishness of it all, and compared it to the truth and simplicity of 
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Christ, he could not just sit around. He called for Silas and Timothy to 
come quickly (v. 15) to help minister in this needy place. 

Application: Paul is a good example for us. We need to consider how he 
reacted and cultivate that kind of reaction as our own. Are you 
provoked in your spirit when you see the condition of the place where 
you live and work? Does it bother you or is it “ho hum…meh…who 
cares”?  

Conclusion 

Ann Arbor is a modern Athens. Are you stirred up inside? Enough to tell 
people they need Jesus? May I suggest that if you do not care, something 
is not only wrong with the idolatry around you, but something is wrong 
within you. The Lord was moved with compassion for people (Matt. 9:36, 
14:14). 

 

 MAP 
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Text: Acts 17:17-21 
Title: We Don’t Understand! 
Truth: Our world is full of people like the Athenians who need the Lord. 
Date/Location: Sunday October 6, 2013 at FBC 
 

Introduction 

In Athens, Paul encountered a crowd of people who were heavily influenced 
by worldly philosophy, like what we encounter in much of the United 
States today. 

As we study through this section and the next couple of paragraphs of 
Luke’s history, we will learn how to address a culture full of idolatry but 
void of true knowledge. 

I. Paul’s Persistent Witness, v. 17 

A. He reasoned with them. This is same word from Acts 17:2ff. This means 
to dialogue or offer instructional discourse. Refer to the notes on that 
section for an explanation of the word and the accompanying things that 
Paul was doing in his reasoning (explaining and demonstrating that Christ 
had to suffer and rise again from the dead, and that Jesus is that very 
Christ). 

B. Paul began to do this in the synagogue with the Jews and Gentile 
worshippers. Probably this happened on Sabbath, as his normal pattern 
was. The synagogue may have been open more than just Saturday. 

C. Then throughout the week, Paul spoke in the marketplace with those 
who happened to be there. He may not have had as concentrated of an 
audience, with people coming and going as happens in such places. But 
he had some people he could approach and talk to. 

The text tells us that Paul did this daily. 

II. Paul Runs into the Epicurean and Stoic Philosophers, v. 18 

A. The Epicureans. Epicureanism is a system of philosophy based upon the 
teachings of Epicurus, founded around 307 BC. Epicurus was an atomic 
materialist, following in the steps of Democritus. (Democritus believed 
that atoms were uniform, solid, hard, incompressible, and 
indestructible.) The philosophy of materialism led Epicurus to a general 
attack on superstition and divine intervention. Following Aristippus—
about whom very little is known—Epicurus believed that what he called 
"pleasure" is the greatest good, but the way to attain such pleasure is to 
live modestly and to gain knowledge of the workings of the world and 
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the limits of one's desires. This led one to attain a state of tranquility 
(ataraxia) and freedom from fear, as well as absence of bodily pain 
(aponia). The combination of these two states is supposed to constitute 
happiness in its highest form. Although Epicureanism is a form of 
hedonism, insofar as it declares pleasure to be the sole intrinsic good, its 
conception of absence of pain as the greatest pleasure and its advocacy 
of a simple life make it different from "hedonism" as it is commonly 
understood. [http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epicureanism] 

B. The Stoics. Stoicism is a school of Hellenistic philosophy founded in 
Athens by Zeno of Citium in the early 3rd century BC. The Stoics taught 
that destructive emotions resulted from errors in judgment, and that a 
sage, or person of "moral and intellectual perfection," would not suffer 
such emotions.[1] 

Stoics were concerned with the active relationship between cosmic 
determinism and human freedom, and the belief that it is virtuous to 
maintain a will (called prohairesis) that is in accord with nature. 
Because of this, the Stoics presented their philosophy as a way of life, 
and they thought that the best indication of an individual's philosophy 
was not what a person said but how they behaved.[2] 

Later Stoics, such as Seneca and Epictetus, emphasized that because 
"virtue is sufficient for happiness", a sage was immune to misfortune. 
This belief is similar to the meaning of the phrase "stoic calm", though 
the phrase does not include the "radical ethical" Stoic views that only 
a sage can be considered truly free, and that all moral corruptions are 
equally vicious.[1] [http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stoicism] 

C. The philosophers that encountered Paul in the marketplace had not 
heard of the true, Christian God. They were idolaters along with all the 
rest of the people, and thought that Paul was crazy. But they were 
talking to him, so there was an opportunity for a hearing of the gospel. 

D. Application? This is all precisely the same today. The philosophies are 
related and not new, as there is nothing really that is new under the sun. 

III. The Ridicule and Lack of Understanding of the Philosophers, v. 18 

Those in Athens did not know what the things of God meant. 

A. Ridicule. They called Paul a babbler. They called Paul a “seed picker” or 
“scavenger.” BDAG says this is the meaning: “Pejorative imagery of 
persons whose communication lacks sophistication and seems to pick up 
scraps of information here and there.” This basically like calling Paul a 
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hayseed, someone who picks up ideas here and there and thinks he has 
some worldly wisdom but in fact has none. So they thought. 

The problem was that they did not understand what they were ridiculing. 
Their ridicule only made sense when mixed with their ignorance. 

Application: Be sure you know what you are talking about before you 
start mocking something, or you could be embarrassed! 

B. Lack of Knowledge. In Paul’s evangelism, he was speaking about Jesus 
and the resurrection. The audience thought that he was speaking of two 
foreign gods – Jesus and Anastasis (the latter being the Greek word for 
resurrection).  

1. A shocking point is that they actually said that Paul was proclaiming 
foreign DEMONS. Some translate this as divinities. The word is 
actually “daimoniwn” which refers to a spirit being between humans 
and deities, like a semi-divine being. The word may not have the evil 
connotation that we attach to the word “demon” and thus the 
translations avoid using the term. But I think this is another evidence 
of their ridicule of Paul. They put his “divinities” on a lower level than 
their plurality of deities. 

2. They did not know these “gods” that Paul knew about. They were so 
uninformed as to not even know that one of the two was not at a god 
at all, but rather a word that means resurrection. And even worse, 
they didn’t know that the One—Jesus—was the one who created all 
things (John 1:3). 

C. Requested explanation, v. 19-21. 

1. They went to the Areopagus (the Hill of Ares, the highest court in 
Athens) to their main meeting place and had an official meeting 
concerning what Paul was saying. 

2. They were astonished at this teaching. 1 Peter 4:4 and 4:12 use the 
same word to indicate surprise. They were encountering new ideas, 
something which did not happen to them very often. Paul’s speaking 
about the resurrection may have taken them aback. Did they never 
consider the possibility? But that was the ancient hope of the 
Israelites (Acts 23:6, 24:15, 1 Peter 1:3; Job 19:25-27; Isaiah 26:19; 
Ezekiel 37:12; Daniel 12:2-3). 

3. Their lack of understanding is notable because in v. 21 the Bible tells 
us that they prided themselves on knowing all the latest things and 
trends. They were on the cutting edge of knowledge and scholarship. 
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How could they not know the most important thing of all, concerning 
the person and work of Jesus which had happened years earlier! 

4. Was this really a new teaching? Not chronologically, only 
geographically. For Paul’s ministry occurred around 49-50 AD, 17-18 
years after Christ’s death. This is kind of old news. 

Conclusion 

So it is today. Those who are amazingly knowledgeable do not know of 
Christ; and those who are smart do not understand the gospel; they even 
ridicule that which they have little or no knowledge of. They know 
everything BUT Christ and the gospel. How is this possible? We must 
pray for the people around us to be delivered from their spiritual 
deadness and darkness. 

 MAP 


