
“State of the Church: 2019” (part 3)

Acts 17:22-34

Be finding your place in Acts 17.  I want to take one more Sunday and give time 

to the state of our church.  Last week, I introduced to you a simple strategy for 

making disciples that we’re calling “The Four Spheres.”  When you think of a 

sphere, you think of an area of life.  As it relates to the local church, each one of 

us are called to live our lives in these four crucial areas.

• Worship Together

• Grow in a Group

• Multiply

• Reach the Nations 

Moms and dads are to lead their families to participate in each of these four 

spheres.  Those of you who are leaders of connection classes must see to it that 

your class or small group is giving balanced attention to each of these areas.  

Our staff is approaching ministry in our church along these same areas.  

Everything that we do as a church must somehow serve these overall objectives.

If we’re all going to link arms this year and embrace the mission of sharing Jesus 

with our neighbors like never before, then I want to spend some time this 

morning talking you through what it will involve.  I realize that many of you have 

never had a one-on-one conversation with someone about Christ.  Sure, you 

may have briefly told someone where you go to church.  But statistics show that 

most church members have never intentionally sought to win a person to faith in 

Jesus Christ.



Now let me say that I don’t want to put you on a guilt trip if you’ve never shared 

your faith.  That is not my intention this morning.  I don’t want to guilt you into 

sharing Jesus.  I want to motivate you by showing you how.  And it begins with 

loving Him and simply yielding your life to Him.

Perhaps our lack of witness for Christ ultimately stems from our lack of love for 

Christ.  Those who love the Lord Jesus talk about Him.  Their lives are centered 

around Him.  He occupies the supreme place of devotion in their hearts.  And He 

inevitably comes up in their conversation with those around them.  This was true 

of the apostle Paul.  This passage in Acts 17 provides us with some helpful 

principles for engaging others in personal evangelism.

As far as background goes, this text involves the ministry of Paul among the 

philosophers of Athens.  He and Silas had been in Thessalonica and Berea.  

They were run out of town for preaching the gospel, as was most often the case 

with Paul.  The band believers in Berea sent Paul off to Athens while Silas and 

Timothy stayed behind.  The plan was that they would all meet back up and 

continue their ministry together.

For more than 500 years, the city of Athens had been the epicenter of culture for 

the whole world.  It was Greek language and philosophy that shaped the thinking 

of the times.  Most people throughout the Roman Empire had at least two native 

languages—their own native tongue and Koine Greek.  The Romans worshiped 

Greek gods, built their buildings according to Greek architecture, and were 

entertained by Greek drama and the arts.

As Paul was in this leading and influential city, verse 16 says that his spirit was 

provoked within him when saw that the city was full of idols.  He was deeply 

burdened at the vast ocean of lostness that surrounded him.  And there are some 



lessons you and I can learn about the way he goes about engaging the people 

around him.

Where did he go to find people?  Paul didn’t wait for people to come to him; he 

went to where they were.  You’ll notice that verse 17 says he reasoned in the 

synagogue with the Jews and devout persons, and also in the market place 

every day with those who happened to be there.

How did he connect with those people?  Paul was well aware of the religious 

background of those he sought to preach Christ to.  He would often make it his 

practice to find the nearest synagogue where he would usually find a small 

contingency of Jews.  He would reason with them from the Scriptures about the 

person and work of the Messiah, and would show them how Jesus was the 

fulfillment of the Old Testament.  He took a different approach with those who 

were Greeks.  They didn’t have the Law of Moses, so he started from a different 

place.  As we will see here, he would go all the way back to creation itself and 

establish God’s general revelation of Himself.  Once he did this, Paul would then 

preach Christ.  He met people where they were and sought to lead them to 

Christ.

Paul went out of his way to find and connect with people.

What did he say to those people?  There are four crucial elements to Paul’s 

gospel presentation, and I want to give these to you.  To begin with:

1.  The PLAN of God (17:22-27)

There is something that you and I can learn about the way that Paul engages the 

men of Athens.  For starters, he brings up the subject of spiritual matters.  We've 



got to stop waiting for people to mention Jesus to us and we need to start 

mentioning Jesus to people.

Charles Swindoll—“Athens represented a culture pulled in opposite directions.  

On the one hand, it was said that there were more statues of the gods in Athens 

than in all the rest of Greece put together, and that in Athens it was easier to 

meet a god than another person…On the other hand, the great philosophers of 

Greece had been arguing against the existence of gods for centuries…They 

rejected superstition and mythology in favor of a rational scientific model.” 

The tension between the traditional pagans of Greece and the freethinking 

academics was at its zenith in Paul’s day.  The traditionalists and the 

philosophers would meet in the marketplace (agora) where the common people 

traded and conversed with each other.  This is where Paul spent his time as he 

waited for Timothy and Silas to join him.

If you go back up to verse 18, you will notice that Paul met two different 

philosophical systems of thought among the Greek—the Epicureans and the 

Stoics.  

Both of these systems were at odds with the traditional Greek pagans as well as 

with one another.  These schools of thought used the same vocabulary, but they 

viewed the world around them very differently.  They got their teachings from the 

two major divisions of Greek thought first conceived by Plato and Aristotle. 

The Epicureans, who followed the ideas of Aristotle, were materialistic atheists 

who said that the goal of life was pleasure.  The founder Epicurus was an 

‘existentialist’ who sought truth by means of personal experience and not through 

reasoning.  They believed that life was strictly material, nothing more than a 

random collision of sub-atomic particles.  Man’s best hope was to use his will to 



shape the world to suit himself because human existence ends with the grave.  

When death comes, that’s all she wrote.  There is no afterlife.  

The Stoics, who followed the ideas of Plato, were self-denying pantheists who 

rejected the idolatry of pagan worship and taught that the universe was God.  

They pointed to the reality of love, logic, and beauty in order to show that some 

things transcend the material realm.  For the Stoics, the mere fact that logic 

exists proved the existence of an overarching logic that gave order to the 

universe.  The goal of life was to follow reason and logic and be self-sufficient.  

Death would reunite a person’s mind with the universe.

Both of these factions would lock themselves in endless debate.  Well, one day 

they happened to hear Paul preaching in the marketplace and they began to 

converse with him.

“Conversed”—word means back and forth conversation 

Notice that the men became curious about what he was saying, for verse 18 says 

that he was preaching Jesus and the resurrection.  

This leads to an opportunity:

“And they took him and brought him to the Areopagus, saying, ‘May we know 

what this new teaching is that you are presenting?  For you brings some strange 

things to our ears.  We wish to know therefore what these things mean.’”

Their curiosity was roused, their ears were tingling.  They were hearing things 

that they had never heard before.

“So Paul, standing in the midst of the Areopagus, said: ‘Men of Athens, I perceive 

that in every way you are very religious.  For as I passed along and observed the 

objects of your worship, I found also an altar with this inscription, ‘To the 



unknown god.’  What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you.  

The God who made the world and everything in it, being Lord of heaven and 

earth, does not live in temples made by man, nor is He served by human hands, 

as though He needed anything, since He himself gives to all mankind life and 

breath and everything.  And He made from one man every nation of mankind to 

live on all the face of the earth, having determined allotted periods and the 

boundaries of their dwelling place, that they should seek God, and perhaps feel 

their way toward Him and find Him.  Yet He is actually not far from each one of 

us.”

Watch how Paul meets the men of Athens where they are.  He uses something 

that is familiar in order to introduce that which is unfamiliar.

Notice what Paul says about God:

• He is the Author of life, the very One by whose power all things exist

• He is the Sustainer of life who is above His creation

• He is the Ruler of life who gives us breath and determines our steps

When it comes to sharing the gospel with those around us, you need to know 

that we live in an Athenian culture.  And some are more ‘Epicurean’ in their 

understanding of life, while others are more ‘Stoic.’  Some are out right pagan.  

We need to take a page out of Paul’s playbook and begin with a fundamental 

understanding of God and His plan for humanity.

2.  The PROBLEM of sin (17:28-30)

“For in Him we live and move and have our being; as even some of your own 

poets have said, ‘For we are indeed his offspring.’  Being then God’s offspring, 

we ought not to think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone, an image 



formed by the art and imagination of man.  The times of ignorance God 

overlooked, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent.”

The good news isn’t good unless someone understands the bad news first.  

Notice that Paul begins with God’s creation and plan, but he transitions to man’s 

problem.  The Athenians were idolaters.  Some were philosophers who 

worshiped their own ideas.  Rather than worshiping the One True God, they 

worshiped images formed by the art and imagination of man.

Notice he uses words such as ‘ignorance’ and ‘repent.’  He says, ‘These times of 

ignorance God overlooked.’  That doesn’t mean that God turned a blind eye to 

their sin, nor does it imply that men were not guilty.  Paul is simply saying that 

God had long been patient in holding back His divine wrath.  Now that He has 

sent His Son, He commands that men and women repent of their sins and turn to 

Him.

Any presentation of the gospel that fails to articulate man’s problem is a deficient 

presentation.  The gospel is not simply that God loves you and all you have to do 

is believe in God.  The gospel demands that we turn from our sin.  We are in a 

helpless and hopeless condition brought on by sin.  The world that God created 

in the beginning is now broken and distorted by sin.

We live in a broken world, and you don’t have to look far to see this to be the 

case.  Just this week, I was horrified to see the video footage from inside the 

New York state senate chamber as they erupted in cheers of glee as they passed 

the bill to allow abortion up to the moment of birth.  You can’t give a lethal 

injection to a murder in the state of New York, but you can to a baby in the womb 

of his mother in the name of ‘reproductive health.’ 

God’s patience will one day be exhausted…



Isaiah 5:20—“Woe to those who call evil good, and good evil; who put 

darkness for light, and light for darkness; who put bitter for sweet, and 

sweet for bitter!”

Yet it is just one more symptom of a much deeper problem.

In the United States, somewhere around 40% of children live in single parent 

homes, 40% have no contact with their fathers.  33% of American adults are in 

debt up to their eyeballs.  More than 20 million Americans are ensnared in some 

kind of addiction.  And 36% of America’s youngest generation identify as ‘nones’ 

when it comes to religious affiliation.

Jimmy Scroggins—“We’re the Humpty Dumpty nation.  Humpty Dumpty sat on 

the wall.  Humpty Dumpty had a great fall.  All the king’s horses and all the king’s 

men couldn’t put Humpty together again.  We've fallen, we’re broken, and we 

can’t figure out how to put all the pieces back together again.  And it’s not for lack 

of trying.  We all recognize what’s wrong in our world today.  We all have a sense 

of brokenness, and we try our best to fix it.  We teach values in the public 

schools.  We attempt to provide health care for every individual.  We study prison 

recidivism rates and implement behavior modification programs to reduce them.  

There are all kinds of people trying all kinds of things to put our nation back to 

together again.”  

Though try as hard as they may, no one seems to have the answer.  Fortunately, 

God has given us the answer.  I don’t know who it was that recorded it, but I 

remember a song being played on Christian radio some years ago:

There is a remedy

For every sin-sick soul

There is a cure for all,



All the pain and hurt and wrong

There is a solution

For all the problems deep inside,

There is a remedy

And His name is Jesus Christ!      

We've got to stop dealing with symptoms and start getting to the root of the 

problem.  We’re articulate when it comes to treating symptoms, but we’re illiterate 

when it comes to diagnosing the problem.  And it is the Word of God alone that 

reveals what humanity’s problem truly is.  You can spend all of your time trying to 

treat the symptoms, or you can go straight for the jugular.  The main problem of 

humanity is alienation from God that has been brought on by the curse of sin.

Paul diagnoses the problem there on Mars Hill, but notice that he also mentions 

the solution.  There’s good news!

3.  The PAYMENT of Christ (17:31)

“Because He has fixed a day on which He will judge the world in righteousness 

by a man whom He has appointed; and of this He has given assurance to all by 

raising Him from the dead.”

He uses the language of warning and accountability.  At some future date on His 

divine calendar, God has a day that is fixed in which He will judge the world in 

righteousness by the Man he has ordained.  And who exactly is this Man?  He is 

the One that has been raised from the dead.  We now have assurance that God 

will indeed judge the world by the Man Christ Jesus because He has raised 

Christ from the dead.



All of humanity is destined to meet Christ either in salvation or in judgment, and 

the choice is yours.

Thank God that He didn’t leave us in our sins!  Instead, God did something about 

it.  He has provided the solution to our sin problem in the unique person of His 

Son.  As one who trusts in Christ, my sin has already been judged.  

• Jesus came to do what man’s religion could not do

• Jesus came to do what government could not do

• Jesus came to do what education could not do

• Jesus came to do what self-help could not do

• Jesus came to do what social justice could not do

Jesus Christ came to pay for our sins through His own death on the cross and 

resurrection from the grave.  By His blood that was shed, He alone atones for our 

sin.  If sin is what alienates us from God, then sin has to be removed.  Sin has to 

be atoned for.  I’ve broken the law of God, I’ve offended the holiness of God, I’ve 

fallen short of the glory of God.  If there is to be any hope for me whatsoever, I 

need a Substitute to stand in for me.  I need someone to take my place and do 

for me what I cannot do for myself.

This is the message that Paul proclaimed to the Athenians.  

4.  The POSSIBILITY of salvation (17:32-34)

“Now when they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some mocked.  But others 

said, ‘We will hear you again about this.’  So Paul went out from their midst. But 

some men joined him and believed, among whom also were Dionysius the 

Areopagite and a woman named Damaris and others with them.”



The fourth component to a full presentation involves the person’s response.  We 

persuade others to turn from sin and trust Christ for salvation.  Notice how the 

men of Athens respond to the message of Jesus’ resurrection.

I see three responses to the gospel:

• Some rejected the message completely.  They scoffed at the claim of a 

crucified and resurrected Savior.  Their worldview could not accommodate the 

truth.

• Some were interested but not convinced, and wanted to hear him again.  They 

remained on the fence.

• Some believed the message immediately with no resistance or hesitation on 

their part.  Two names are mentioned.

There is no salvation outside of Jesus Christ.  There are not multiple entry points 

into the kingdom of God—there is only one.  Salvation is possible only through 

faith in Jesus Christ.  He alone is the way, the truth, and the life.  Controversial!

More than likely, your understanding about what is truth is based on your 

understanding of the Bible.  You and I believe that God’s revealed Word is both 

absolute and authoritative.  Whether they realize it or not, our younger 

generations today largely derive their understanding about truth from a culture 

that says moral truth is found within the individual.  The battle that is being waged 

in the church is whether or not we will embrace the biblical narrative about truth 

or the cultural narrative about truth.

“Biblical Narrative”—says that moral truth is grounded in the character of God; 

it is objective and universal; truth is known by discovering the nature of God and 

His ways as revealed through Scripture and within creation itself 



“Cultural Narrative”—says that moral truth comes from the individual; it is 

subjective and situational; truth is known through choosing to believe it and 

through personal experience 

Whenever you realize that this is where the culture shift has happened—the 

narrative that a person follows—you can better understand how a new 

generation would define sexual morality or gender or ethics differently than their 

parents’ generation.

To speak of right and wrong in black and white terms, as absolutes, is seen in our 

culture as being intolerant.

Which ironically, the only absolute in our culture today is tolerance, which means 

something very different than it did just a few decades ago.  It used to mean that 

we respect those who hold to different views, while maintaining our freedom to 

disagree and articulate our own.  Nowadays, the ‘new tolerance’ that is being 

preached says that if you express disagreement, you are intolerant.  The new 

tolerance says that we are to recognize and respect that every individual’s 

values, truth claims, beliefs, and practices as equally valid.  Respect according to 

our cultural understanding today means that we are to wholeheartedly approve of 

others’ beliefs or lifestyle choices as equally valid because personal preference is 

king.  You are to be celebrated for being you, which means all that you believe 

must also be celebrated.

This type of understanding propagates the idea that all truth claims are equal.  

From that perspective it only seems right to approve of diverse views and the 

behavior of others, since doing otherwise would seem intolerant and judgmental.  

And that’s where we are today.



Let me tell you something—Paul didn’t shy away from the exclusive nature of 

salvation when he spoke at Athens.  And notice that he brings them to the point 

of decision.  We have not really had a gospel conversation with someone until 

there has first been a gospel presentation leading to a gospel invitation to receive 

gospel salvation!

After you've shared the good news with a person, ask that person if they’d like to 

become a Christian.  Ask them if they’d like to receive the eternal life that Christ 

alone offers.  If they answer yes, pray with them.  Lead them in a prayer of 

repentance.  Show them how to cry out to God and ask Him to save them.  Help 

them understand that they are saved by grace through faith in Christ.

If you’ve never share the good news with another person, perhaps out of fear or 

not knowing what to say, let me encourage you to simply step out in faith.  Don’t 

go through life with zipped up lips!  The starting place is falling in love with Jesus 

all over again.  Witness begins with worship.

If I don’t participate in the mission of my church, I have no reason to anticipate 

the growth of my church.

Just this week, I read the story of Daniel Draper, an English Methodist in the 

tradition of John Wesley who went as a missionary to south Australia in 1836.  

While he was there, he witnessed the building of more than 30 new churches that 

under his leadership saw membership grow more than tenfold.

Draper and his wife made their first visit back to England 29 years later.  On 

January 5, 1866, they left Plymouth, England, on their return trip to Australia 

aboard the SS London.  As they sailed out at midnight, the sea was calm.  Two 

days later the winds began to increase.  By the third day, the wind became so 

violent that the rigging was blown away.  The winds continued to strength until 



they became a full blown hurricane.  By Wednesday, January 10, 1866, the 

captain of the ship tried to turn around and make their way back to Plymouth.  but 

late that night, a mountain of water fell on the main deck and filled the engine 

room and extinguished the engine fires.  The captain called on the crew to say 

their prayers.

At midnight, Daniel Draper began a prayer meeting in the ship’s saloon.  He 

exhorted all on board to come to Christ for salvation.  At dawn, the captain told 

the passengers that all hope was lost and the ship was soon to sink.  Draper 

broke the silence by standing up to address the crowd.  With tears flowing down 

his face, he said in a clear, strong voice, “The captain tells us there is no hope; 

that we shall all perish.  But I tell you that there is hope for all.  Although we must 

die and shall never again see land, we may all make the port of heaven.”

Out of 239 passengers, all but 19 in a single lifeboat perished when the SS 

London went down in the Bay of Biscay.  Those who survived reported that from 

the beginning of the prayer meeting at midnight until the ship sank the next 

afternoon, Daniel Draper was ceaseless in his prayers, admonitions, and 

invitations for people to receive Christ.  Among his last heard words were these:

“In a few moments we must all appear before our Great Judge.  Let us prepare 

now to meet Him.”

One of the survivors said that as he left the ship, he even heard people singing,

Rock of Ages, cleft for me,

Let me hide myself in thee;

Let the water and the blood,

From thy wounded side which flowed,

Be of sin the double cure,



Save from wrath and make me pure!

While I draw this fleeting breath,

When my eyes shall close in death,

When I rise to worlds unknown,

And behold thee on thy throne,

Rock of Ages, cleft for me,

Let me hide myself in thee.

All of humanity is on a sinking ship.  Death looms on the horizon.  God has fixed 

a day on which He will judge the world in righteousness by a Man whom He has 

appointed—the Lord Jesus Christ—and of this He has given assurance to all by 

raising Him from the dead.  Will we make it our sole concern as a church that 

those we encounter in the market place, those whom we engage in conversation, 

will we tell them the way of salvation? 


