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God Has Made Himself Known 
Acts 17:16-34 

 
 
 
Intro 
 
I see a growing sense of anxiety in Christians in the west - we are “losing” the Christian 
heritage - there is truth to that.  It’s true that Christianity appears to be in decline here and 
elsewhere in the West.  Maybe God is helping us not to rely on political power and influence and 
instead rely upon Christ.  
 
God is gracious - something important to consider is the context in which our Bibles were 
written.  If we see smaller amounts of Christians - remember that the early church was a tiny 
minority.  If we see religious pluralism - that is exactly the air which people of Roman Empire 
breathed.  If we find opposition - that was the regular experience of the early church.   
 
This Bible speaks into the very sorts of things that we are seeing around - that is comforting! 
 
Our text is no exception - shows us what evangelism looks like in a pluralistic culture 
 
We are called to go to everyone possible, using every means possible, to make God known 
to the world around us.  
 
I. The motivation for Paul’s evangelism 

 
A. 50 AD - Opposition in Berea - Paul is sent away to Athens, Greece. We find Paul waiting 

for Silas + Timothy presumably so they can meet up and head back into Macedonia for 
that is where they were called to (Ch. 16) 
 

B. While he waits for his ministry partners - Paul goes about sightseeing. Athens, though 
not the glory it had once been was still a cultural and artistic hub within the Roman 
Empire.  
 
1. What stands out most prominently to Paul in this great city - the idols.  Reported 

that Athens was full of 10s of thousands of stone and metal idols. 
 

C. His spirit is provoked by this city wallowing in idolatry - he is grieved and angry - 
jealous for God’s glory and grieved when he sees rejection of the one true God.  
 
1. He doesn’t just get upset he takes action. No political action committee to begin 

advertising that idolatry is wrong, no angry yelling in the streets bringing down 
condemnation on the Athenians - his spirit is provoked SO, therefore, he begins to 
evangelize. V. 16-17 
 
a) Provoked because he’s jealous for God’s glory 

 
b) Provoked because he has a heart for lost people 

 
(1) A passion for God’s glory mingled with a love for people leads him into 

evangelism - the same is true for us 
(a) Guards us when people aren’t saved 
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(b) Cry out to God for fruit - We look to the reason not the result 
 
 

D. Application 
 
1. We are surrounded by idolatry - it is around us - yes even in us - Calvin “the heart 

is an idol factory” 
 
a) We might think we are too sophisticated for idols - Hindu neighbor - spiritual 

friend with a stone Buddha on the mantle… 
 

b) Sadly we don’t need little stone Buddhas and so on - fame - looking for likes or 
the retweet - anyone like me?  If not, you have other junk… 
 

c) Success, food, sex, children, relationships, possessions… 
 

2. Is your soul provoked by the idolatry that we see all around us - people worshipping 
and serving everything under the sun except for Jesus Christ? 
 
a) IF NOT - Before we find ourselves provoked at the idols around us - we do well 

to sustain a healthy opposition towards the idols in our own hearts.  
 
(1) Where do you go when bored, hungry, scared? 

 
b) We root out by the grace of Christ - not overly introspective, scrutinizing  

 
(1) We don’t take long looks at our idols, we take good, long, hard looks at the 

supreme glory of Jesus Christ. 
(2) Christ replaces our idols - that is how we fight idolatry in our own souls.  

 
c) As we find sorrow in our souls over the lost state of people around us - God 

intends that it be married to a passion for his glory and work itself out in telling 
others about Jesus. Anything else is a misfire. No place for angry rants about the 
state of America - provocation is intended to lead to proclamation. 
  
(1) Noticed he “reasoned” v. 17, v. 18 he “conversed with him” - we go to others 

respectfully and with kindness.  
 

II. The content of Paul’s evangelism  
 
A. v. 18 Paul preaches “Jesus and the resurrection” - he proclaims that Christ has come 

living the life we should have lived, dying the death we deserved, raised to life in glory 
pouring out his grace on the undeserving.  
 

B. He is in the synagogue with the Jews, he’s in the marketplace talking with whoever 
happened to be there - Paul is all about telling people about Jesus  
 

C. As he preached he gets 2 responses - babbler (nonsense), introducing foreign Gods 
(potentially serious in that culture) - whatever the response there was interest and so he 
is brought to the Areopagus (Mars Hill) to speak to the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers 
- intellectual elites.  
 
1. We are told that these Athenians were very into discussing new ideas, religious fads.  
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D. Paul begins to preach to them - what we have is the cliff notes - he presents a model to 
us.  
 
1. He begins with a point of connection - doesn’t come out guns blazing. “I see you 

are really into religion.” - he takes their own spirituality and uses it as an entry point 
(wise) 

2. He shares with them who God really is - v. 23 - altar to  “unknown" God he will now 
make known - the unknown God is the only God you should know  
a) He is the creator of everything - v 24 - Genesis 1:1 
b) He is the source of life - he is not deponent on humans, humans are dependent 

on him - v. 25 
c) He is sovereign over history - even human migration - v. 26 
d) He is the Father of humanity , present everywhere and desiring for his creation 

to seek him v .27-29 - Romans 1 - SUPPRESSION 
The LORD is near to all who call on him, to all who call on him in truth.(Psalm 145:18) 
 

3. Again, Paul makes points of contact with what they are familiar with - he quotes 2 
of their poets - V. 28 
 
a) Adjusts their thinking - they have right impulses but the wrong God 

 
E. In light of these realities of this transcendent, all-powerful God who has made himself 

known - the idea of little figures made from gold or silver or stone is absurd 
 

[11] “Who is like you, O LORD, among the gods? Who is like you, majestic in holiness, 
awesome in glorious deeds, doing wonders? (Exodus 15:11) 
 
Illustration: Isaiah 44 - man cuts down a tree, half he uses to make a god and half he uses as a 
fire to cook his dinner - “deliver me, for you are my god!” - ludicrous  
 

1. V. 29 - your idols are figments of your imagination - the real God has made himself 
known - specifically in and through Jesus Christ 
 
a) Revealed in creation and in Christ - general and special 

 
F. Application 

 
1. It is the place of love and wisdom to approach unbelievers with a heart to 

understand where they are coming from  
 

Ex. Me and Muslim friend - asking questions 
 

a) In an increasingly biblically illiterate culture, we too would be wise to begin with 
the most basic realities - Gen 1:1 - in the beginning God created the heavens 
and the earth.  
 

Illustration: In my CG - Emily Mowery and one of her sisters started a book study with some 
girls at work. They said “I’ve heard about God but I don’t know who he is and I want to”…they 
are starting with the most basic questions.  
 

b) Christianity Explored or the like - Recovery groups  
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c) We are called to share a full-orbed, rich gospel including the truths of God’s 
transcendence, his power, his authority. It is only in this context that the gospel 
truly makes sense.  

 
III. The effect of Paul’s evangelism 

 
A. Paul concludes his sermon with strong personal words for the Athenians - V. 30-31 

 
1. God has overlooked your ignorance - Not saying everything was fine before 

 
[21] But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, although 
the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it—[22] the righteousness of God through faith 
in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction: [23] for all have sinned and 
fall short of the glory of God, [24] and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the 
redemption that is in Christ Jesus, [25] whom God put forward as a propitiation by his 
blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God's righteousness, because in his divine 
forbearance he had passed over former sins. [26] It was to show his righteousness at the 
present time, so that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus. 
(Romans 3:21-26)  
 

2. Now God commands all people everywhere to repent - no exceptions  
 
a) Exodus 20 - first 2 commandments have to do with idols… 

 
b) Because God has revealed who he is in his glory and especially in his Son - 

repentance is the only right response and is commanded - turning from making 
everything else (including ourselves) the little gods of the universe and turning 
to Christ in faith and trust.  
 

3. The big reason - because the day of God’s judgment is coming - we must repent for 
the one confirmed as Savior & Lord through his resurrection from the dead is 
returning to judge all people - the whole world - in righteousness - and so for 
unrighteous people who have sinned our only hope is to turn and fly to Christ.  
 
a) Remember this is abbreviated form - the cross is implicit - how could he have 

spoken to them about Christ’s resurrection without speaking of his death?  
 

B. Three Responses recorded to Paul’s proclamation 
 
1. Mocking 

 
2. Interest 

 
3. Conversion - Dionysius, Damaris, others 

 
a) This is what we can expect too.  

 
C. Application 

 
1. Are you like me? Telling someone about Jesus and then you need to get personal - 

“repent” - and you find it awkward, difficult?  
 

As evangelists, we get to call people back into the rich, merciful arms of the Father. 
Calling people to repentance isn’t a rude intrusion in their lives. It is an indescribable 
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invitation to the tenderness and compassion of the Father (Thabiti Anyabwile, Unashamed 
of the Gospel)  
 
Close 
Let’s embrace Paul’s heart for the glory of God and his love for people. Let’s share the gospel in 
all of its unadulterated glory. Let us pray that we would see people repent and believe upon 
Christ.  
 
Friends - Let a passion for the glory of God, mingle with love for the lost, and compel us to go 
to our children, our spouse, our friends, anyone who will listen, and tell them the glad tidings 
of great joy - Christ the Savior has come - a strong Savior for weak sinners, a rich Savior for 
bankrupt sinners, a satisfying Savior for hungry sinners.  
 
Let’s do it all for the sake of Christ and the fame of his name. 
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