
 

LIFE GROUP LEADER GUIDE 

Bible Study 

SERMON OUTLINE 

Series: We Are Sent 
Title: The Gospel Made Known 
Text: Acts 17:16-34 

We are going to look at three truths about Paul’s experience with the Athenians. 

1. The need of the world should compel us to go (vs. 16-21) 

2. Share the Gospel so people can understand it (vs. 22-29) 

3. Call those who are without God to believe in Him (vs. 30-34) 

MAIN POINT 

God will mobilize the church into all sorts of areas in order for the Gospel to be shared. 

DELIVER 

Use this commentary to rightly understand and teach God’s Word. 

In the previous chapter, Paul had an experience with Thessalonica and Berea that showed the Gospel continues to 

turn the world upside down with the story of a suffering and risen Savior, and provokes eagerness to know the truth. 

When Paul arrived at the synagogue in Thessalonica, the way he personally and intentionally presented the Gospel to 

the people showed that the Gospel is a story of a suffering and risen Savior. When the majority of the community was 

stirred up by the jealous Jews, because they realized the vast region is being changed by the Gospel, they showed that 

the Gospel continues to turn the world upside down. When Paul and Silas were run out of Thessalonica, they went to 

Berea and replicated the Gospel presentation, and the people in this synagogue responded much better than the last 

audience. Their response to the message showed that the Gospel provokes eagerness to know the truth. After this, the 

Jews from Thessalonica made sure that Paul was thrown out of Berea as well. This leads into the present passage 



where Silas and Timothy are left in Berea to help the ministry flourish, while Paul begins a new leg of his journey in 

Athens. 

17:16. Athens was known for its amazing art and architecture. However, these things usually related to the various 

pagan gods and goddesses of the Greek pantheon. For Paul, being the monotheistic believer he was, was infuriated 

(paroxyno) by the sight of all this. The streets were lined with all kinds of idols, which embodied a distorted view of 

divinity. 

17:17-18. Paul stuck to his strategy of going to the synagogue, reasoning with the Jews the same way he did at the last 

2 places: using scriptural evidence to show that Jesus was the Messiah. He did this on the Sabbath, while during the 

week he witnessed in the Athenian marketplace daily. This is where he got his most noticed response, especially from 

the philosophers.  

The Epicureans and Stoics were among the leading schools of the day, and they were the ones confused by Paul’s 

preaching. The Epicureans believed only in matter being the source of life and that everything returned to matter at 

death. They saw the gods as indifferent to humanity. They did not believe in providence or “superstition”. The Stoics 

oppositely believed in the providence of the gods. They believed divine purpose was to be found in nature. This is 

what held the universe together, in their view. Therefore, humans realized their full potential in living by reason 

alone. They thought like the Epicureans in that they could discover ultimate truth for themselves. They believed in 

self-sufficiency and universal brotherhood.  

The mention of their group names is important to the story. Paul will use their way of thinking as a way to lead them 

to the Creator God of the Old Testament. However, they marked Paul as someone who speaks intellectual nonsense. 

The language used here (spermologos) was used to make Paul look like someone who does not learn or speak in 

depth. Their ways of thinking made it difficult to understand Paul’s talk of a bodily resurrection (anastasis). They 

may have thought he was making up a new goddess and called her “Anastasia” along with Jesus. It made since for 

them to make up a polytheism based on Paul’s preaching. Paul would take this to an understanding of the true 

monotheistic God, in front of the Areopagus. 

17:19-20. By the time Paul is in this setting, the Athenian court did not have as much jurisdiction as it once did, so it 

is likely that Paul was kindly led to the Areopagus for its purpose of hosting gatherings where philosophical and 

religious ideas were debated. Because Paul had been treated the way he was, it is likely that he was not treated with 

hostility like he was in Thessalonica. This is also evident in the fact that he is able to speak his mind. No matter how 



he was led there, Paul was given the platform to satisfy the curiosity of the philosophers who thought he was ignorant 

by explaining the truth of the Gospel.  

17:21. This passage ends with the unwavering curiosity of the Athenians. While they had accused Paul of having 

lesser intellect, the Athenians were now hanging on every word of Paul’s. they paid attention to nothing except what 

Paul had to say. God set the stage with people who were open to listen to possible truth, and that is all Paul needed to 

let the Spirit take over. God set the stage for Paul, who was willing to put everything on the line, even after he had 

been run out of two major cities for the sake of the Gospel. Paul could have easily given up before coming to Athens, 

but empowered by the Spirit, he continued for the advance of the Gospel 

17:22. Paul was strategic in not making alienating his audience right at the outset, seeming as though he was 

commending them for their religious nature. However, the word he used for “religious” (deisidaimonesteros) had an 

ambiguity about it. While it could refer to one’s religious devotion, it also refers to those who are overly scrupulous 

and superstitious in their religious beliefs. While the Athenians would have seen this word usage as a positive, by the 

time Paul was finished with his speech, they would have understood the negative connotation he was actually giving. 

17:23. Paul sets the tone for his speech in saying when talking about the alter he found that said “TO AN UNKNOWN 

GOD”. While they did not want to offend whatever god there might have been by giving it a name, it is also likely that 

when Paul said this, he took a plural words and made it singular. Athenians were known for not being monotheistic, 

and Paul likely dropped the “s” to completely get rid of the idea of multiple gods before leading them to the one true 

God.  

Paul played on the notion that to worship an unknown god is a display of ignorance, even if they did not give a name 

to not offend whatever god they left out. Paul referring to their center of worship as “what” instead of “who” was 

intentional in pointing out that they did not know the one true God. Their object of worship was a thing, an idol, and 

not a personal God. Also, for Greeks and Stoic, ignorance was a cardinal sin. Their greatest pursuit was gaining truth 

through divine wisdom. This was a way to get the idea of sin in the minds of the audience before he returned to this 

theme in verse 30. 

17:24-25. The premise for Paul’s speech was God as Creator of the world (kosmos), a word familiar to the audience. 

They found divinity in the heavens, nature, and humanity, not a single supreme being over the world, who created all. 

To them the God of the universe was truly the UNKNOWN GOD. Paul then established that God does not live in 

shrines built by man, which is a concept used by Solomon in 1 Kings 8:27 when dedicating his temple. Stephen used 

the same critique in Acts 7:48-50. This is something the audience could have easily accepted based on their own 



philosophy. They also likely accepted Paul’s claim of human worship, in that “He is not served by human hands as if 

He needed anything”. They would have understood divinity complete within itself. Paul was smartly establishing the 

similarities between his beliefs and theirs before going after the differences between his monotheism and their 

pantheism. Paul was getting to the point that there is no compromise when it comes to abandoning all their other 

gods to accept the one sovereign God, Creator of all. Otherwise, they would remain with an UNKNOWN GOD. 

17:26-27. Here Paul emphasized God’s providence over humanity and human responsibility to God. God making 

every nation from one man emphasizes the universality of humankind’s relationship with God. While everyone is 

scattered throughout the world, everyone has commonality in their relationship with the Creator. Paul was making it 

clear that this was no Jewish cult god, but the one sovereign Lord of all humanity.  

Paul then makes a point to emphasize God’s providence in nature and lordship over history. This amounts to care and 

providence of God in his creation. Much like Paul’s speech in Lystra (14:17), God made himself known in some sense 

by the works of His creation. This is what makes us responsible before God, which is why we have a responsibility to 

seek and find God, which is Paul’s second emphasis. While the Stoics would have sought to do this through reason, 

Paul would not agree with that approach. He was not confident in the human ability to grasp such a natural 

revelation. There is no question about God’s providence, but there is about man’s ability to respond properly. The 

proper response is to worship God. 

17:28-29. Paul provides a transition to a critique of idolatrous worship. He uses their own pagan philosophy to prove 

that they are wrong in their current idol worship. Now Paul was reemphasizing God as the giver of life, because 

through the Creator people live and move and have existence. While the quote Paul used was likely in reference to 

Zeus, Paul was using it in his already established argument for God.  

Earlier Paul had critiqued temple and cult. Now he attacked idolatry. If humanity is the work of God’s hands, being 

made in His own image, then no image humanity can possibly make will ever pay proper homage to God. If we are 

like God, we cannot make God like a material representation, like gold and silver. Nothing made of human design or 

skill can ever give true worship to God. Only the creation can express the true worship of the Creator. 

While the Stoics may have agreed with Paul’s words, they were too idolaters. In their attempt to reach the divine 

through their own human ability, their real idol was themselves. In the view that the divine was in their own human 

nature, they could not understand their need for repentance and could never fully understand their relationship with 

God. 



17:30-31. Paul now again emphasizes the theme of their ignorance. All their acts of piety were in vain, because they 

were not worshipping the one true God. God overlooked this ignorance (Romans 3:25) and now since they know the 

one true God through Paul’s proclamation, they have the option of responding rightly. The only other option is to 

reject this truth and continue in their false worship of false gods. They would no longer have a sin of ignorance but a 

high-handed sin. Repentance is the only correct course of action., a complete turnabout from their false worship and 

turning to God. The ideas of repentance and the day of a coming judgement from God would have been strange for the 

audience to hear, as well as Paul’s reference to the resurrection of Christ. Paul made it clear that all must stand before 

God and give an account for their relationship to Him. 

Paul expressed who would carry out this judgement, and that role went to Jesus (Daniel 7:13f). God demonstrated 

this truth by raising Him from the dead. Peter pointed to this same proof in the resurrection to the Jews that Jesus 

was the Messiah. Paul used it to prove he was coming to judge. Paul now made his appeal. With this appeal, his 

speech was ended by the stirring of the people. 

Paul makes it clear in 1 Corinthians 9:19 that he was attempting to build bridges with the intellectuals by the way he 

spoke, so they would better understand. Paul never compromised the basics of the Gospel message in giving Christian 

principles, God as Creator, and Christ as resurrected judge. In the end, these were the concepts more difficult to the 

audience, but Paul knew they were nonnegotiable to the faith.  

17:32-33. The resurrection was troubling for them because the Epicureans believed in no existence surviving after 

death. So many simply scoffed at Paul’s resurrection reference. While the response was mixed, as it usually is in Acts, 

there is always a response. The majority still though Paul to be ignorant and were left by Paul, but there were others 

who were still intrigued and wanted to hear more. They had a genuine response to the Gospel message, desiring to 

learn more truth. 

17:34. It is important to see that in the final response to Paul’s message in this passage, two converts are mentioned 

by name: Dionysius, a man, and Damaris, a woman. Women were prominent in Paul Greek exploits. It is likely that 

the “other” converts were a result of his larger witness in the synagogue rather than from this address, but the point is 

that this was a successful endeavor. Even if there were only one person who believed, that would be a victory. While 

there was not a church founded there like other places, to have seen people believe in a place that was so stubborn and 

stuck in their intellectual ways, that was a victory that could only have happened through the moving of the Spirit on 

people’s hearts to back Paul’s Gospel message. 



DISCIPLE 

Use these questions to engage people in discussion on a personal level. 

Ask your group to open their Bibles to Acts 17 and their sermon notes. Encourage everyone to take notes 

during sermons in order to discuss what God is teaching them. 

Have a volunteer read Acts 17:16-21 

In this section, the sermon addressed the point that “the need of the world should compel us to go”. 

1. What was Paul so troubled with in Athens? 

Paul was troubled with the presence of idols in a place that also has a synagogue. He was upset not only with the 

presence of false religion but on the compromising nature of the Jews in that city. 

2. What was different about how Paul approached this city for the Gospel opposed to other 

experiences? 

Paul did always go to the synagogue first, but he would typically spend most of his time talking to those in the 

synagogue. This city’s situation called for Paul to put in more work in the streets lined with idols, explaining to the 

people why they were wrong in a different place. This pointed to how troubled Paul was over the presence of the idols. 

3. How did Paul use the philosophers’ ridicule of him to his benefit? 

While they compared him to one who is of little intellect, he persuaded them to listen to what he had to say about the 

one true God. While it was different than anything they had heard before, they were intrigued to hear about this God 

that they initially had no desire to believe in, since they supposedly already had their minds made up on their 

religious traditions. 

Have a volunteer read Acts 17:22-29 

In this section, the sermon addressed the point that “share the Gospel so people can understand it”. 

4. When Paul said the people were very religious, was he agreeing with their religious beliefs? 



Paul was connecting with them on that they had religious beliefs, but everything he says after this statement proves 

that he does not agree with their religious approach, because he is striving to lead them down the correct path toward 

the one true God.  

5. What was everything Paul trying to show them about the God they did not know in verses 

24-29? 

God is Creator of all things and is sovereign over all things. Paul also wants to make it clear that God desires for his 

creation to know Him. He has a relationship with us through His relationship with Adam. 

6. What is the responsibility for humanity in verse 27? 

God’s responsibility for humanity is that they would seek God and find him, worshipping Him, knowing that we owe 

everything to Him. God wants to no longer be unknown to His people. 

7. What was Paul’s reason against making idols to express worship to God? 

We cannot accurately depict something we have never seen, so it makes no sense for us to create something in the 

likeness of the one who created us. Then, when we are made in His image, it makes no sense for us to use materials to 

make an object of worship. The only sign of worship needs to come through His creation, not a man-made design. 

Have a volunteer read Acts 17:30-34 

In this section, the sermon addressed the point that “call those who are without God to believe in Him”. 

8. Now that the audience knew who the one true God was, what were the people accountable to 

do? 

They were now held accountable to repent. They now knew that they would one day stand before God and give an 

account of their relationship to Him. 

9. According to Paul, who is the one coming to judge and how do we know this? 



Paul said that Jesus is the one who is going to judge, and we know this because of His resurrection. Our Savior is the 

one who is going to pass this judgment. 

10. Did Paul edit part of the Gospel truth to accommodate to the audience in his speech? 

While Paul used a lot of what he knew about them to get them to understand, he never compromised on Gospel truth. 

11. No matter how many people reacted in what way, what is the one thing about Paul’s message 

that cannot be denied? 

The Gospel always brings a response. One can either respond in the way Dionysius and Damaris did, believing, 

repenting, and accepting Christ as Lord and Savior, or one can respond the way most everyone else did and reject the 

truth. Just know that rejecting the truth puts you on the negative side of Christ’s judgment. 

12. What was helpful, challenging, or encouraging in this study or the sermon on this text? 

DEPLOY 

Use this final section to help people respond to your time together. 

• Is there a lack of Gospel understanding in any place that you go to throughout your day-to-

day life (work, school, gym, grocery store, on the streets, at a restaurant, etc.) that just 

absolutely breaks your heart when you see it? How often do you pray for these people? Does 

the need of the world compel you to go? What are some things you can do, or maybe have 

already done, to make sure these people understand the Gospel message? 

• Paul made sure that he knew what he needed to know about this Athenian audience before he 

shared the Gospel with them in a way they could understand. Is this something you are 

doing? Are you making sure that when you talk about biblical truth with people that you are 

doing it in a way that they can understand it? How can you better go about presenting the 

Gospel to those who don’t understand it the same way you do? 

• How else can you use what you have learned in this text to help you moving forward in your 

Christian walk? What are some ways you can apply this passage to your life to help you draw 

closer to God and live out His will?


