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Good news about Jesus and the resurrection. 

Acts 17:16–33 
9am Walgett and 3.30pm Colly Sunday 7 January 2017 

 

Last week in Acts, we saw that the priority of the Christian is sharing the good news 

that Jesus is the Messiah. 

But how can we do that? 

It seems even mentioning Jesus is getting harder. Once we could assume the people in 

our town knew the good news of Jesus, even if they didn’t put their trust in it. Today, 

we can’t make that assumption. 

In Athens, the Apostle Paul shares Jesus to people who have never heard of Jesus. 

There is so much we can learn. Let’s open Acts 17:16–34 on page 1686 together. 

 

1. Be distressed at the idols of this world (Acts 17:16) 

Firstly, we read (in verse 16) that Paul was greatly distressed to see the city was full of 

idols. So, he reasoned in the synagogue with both Jews and God-fearing Greeks, as 

well as in the marketplace day by day with those who happened to be there. 

There are lots of reasons to share Jesus with people. In the great commission Jesus 

commands his followers to make disciples (Matthew 28:18–20). Another reason is 

compassion for the lost – it’s a dreadful thought to consider the people around us face 

a Christ-less eternity. But the greatest motivation is jealousy for the glory of God. 

Paul saw the city of Athens was full of idols and was distressed. Men and women who 

were made in the image of God, made to glorify God (Genesis 1:27), were 

worshipping idols. This distressed Paul. God alone is worthy of our worship. 

I wonder how often we are distressed by the idols around us, and even in our lives. 

We pray ‘Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name’ but do we mean it? 

Idols aren’t just the carved wood, gold, and stone idols of primitive societies. An idol 

is anything that substitutes for God, that takes his place. An idol might be a person or 

thing. It might be a way of thinking, fame, wealth and power, sex, food, alcohol and 

other drugs, parents and spouses, children and friends, work, recreation, TV and 

possessions. It might even be church, religion, and Christian service! If we depend on 
it more than God, it’s an idol. 

The first thing we can take from this is don’t be a mere tourist when you “visit 

Athens” - ticking off the beautiful sites and mesmerised by the traditions and 

attractions of this world. Look and look, think and think, about the idols around us in 

this town. Be distressed when the glory that God deserves is going to idols. 
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2. Be prepared to speak about Jesus and the resurrection (Acts 17:17–21) 

Then, secondly, be ready to speak about Jesus. Notice how Paul was available to 
speak with anyone who happened to be around him. Not just in the synagogue (the 

equivalent of the church today) but also out in the town at the marketplace – where 

people gather to socialise and do business (the pub, the club, the BBQ, driving 

together in the car). 

I (Tory) don’t claim to be a prophet, nor the son of a prophet, and I work for a non-
profit organisation, but I think as Australia turns away from the God of the Bible we 

will have more opportunities to explain the gospel to people. I see that already among 

the young of our town. Sadly, they have no clue about Jesus. Even among the elderly 

I’m amazed how few know what is in the Bible or how to read the Bible. We’re 

coming full circle back to what the first Christians faced. Like the people of Athens, 
they have no idea about Jesus and the resurrection. My guess is people will be curious 

to know what you believe, or more to the point, why you still believe the gospel when 

most others don’t. 

That means you don’t have to be Paul the Apostle or the next Billy Graham to share 

Jesus. That’s good news for all of us, as none of us feel adequate to share Jesus! 
Simply knowing Jesus and the resurrection is all you need to share Jesus with our 

friends and family. And being ready for when people ask you what you believe. 

 

3. Start with common ground (Acts 17:22–23) 

Let’s, thirdly, see what Paul actually says in Athens. He starts talking in verse 22 by 

connecting with his hearers. I take it he is looking for common ground that he shares 

with them. Things they share in common. He says he can see that they are very 

religious by the objects of worship he has seen in their town. I imagine he said this in 

a complimentary voice. 

No one likes being preached at. A good ‘preacher’ starts by trying to make the listener 

feel comfortable and relaxed. They even make the hearer feel like the expert, 

affirming what they already know and commending what is good in their life. And 

then he builds on that. He speaks in words and concepts they are familiar with. 

The master of this was Jesus who spoke in parables using every day events. We can 
learn lots from Jesus about connecting with people. 

Make the most of our missionaries too. This is another great reason to follow closely 

our missionaries in other cultures; read their newsletters to see how they are 

connecting with people. We have three missionaries in very different cultures and so 

can learn heaps, even from their mistakes they share with us! 

A simple way we can connect with people is to listen when they speak. 

What do they talk about? 

What makes them happy? 

What makes them angry? 

This might come up in every day news stories or even talking about the footy. 
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An insightful question to ask is: ‘Why do you think, or feel, that way?’ or ‘How did 

you come to that conclusion?’ 

Asking why people think or believe takes the conversation to a whole new level; from 

the surface level to beliefs and deep convictions. Asking people questions simply 

encourages people to think. 

I take it this is what Paul does next in Athens. He moves from the common ground 

they share to correcting their religion with clear logic, so that they know the one true 
God. 

 

4. Show the problems with people’s idols and beliefs (Acts 17:24–29) 

Fourthly, he takes the common ground they share and then shows the problem with 

their idols. 

In verse 24, he starts: “The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord 

of heaven and earth and does not live in temples built by human hands. And he is not 

served by human hands, as if he needed anything. Rather, he himself gives everyone 

life and breath and everything else.” 

Still today, most people believe in a god who created everything. We might disagree 
about who that god is or how he made everything, but a common ground most people 

share is a god created everything. 

Paul starts with that common ground of a creator god, but then challenges them to 

think about their idols. He points out that it doesn’t make sense that the god who made 
everything would need us to make a temple for him to live in. He would not need us 

humans to serve him. Rather, the fact that he is god means it is him that gives us 

everything. 

The fact that their idols need them to serve them shows that they are quite useless and 

pathetic. It’s not those idols that gave them life or keep them alive, but it’s the one 
true God whom they don’t know yet. He is the one worthy of their glory and worship. 

God can’t be controlled or manipulated by the people he created. Nor can he be 

appeased or controlled by human religion. 

Paul then moves on to show that this one true God controls all of history. In verse 26, 

from one man (Adam) he made all people and appointed when and where all people 
should live. And, verse 27, he shows the purpose of all history: 

God did this so that they would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, 

though he is not far from any one of us. 

God wants personal relationship with all of his people he created. He is near in a 

spiritual and personal way. 

I take it that in verse 28, Paul is using sayings they would have heard before and 

accepted from their own philosophers to show there is a god who gives them existence 

and that we all come from him. There is some biblical truth echoed in the pagan 

philosophers of their day, because it is natural for all people to seek after God since he 

made us to have a relationship with him. 
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And again, Paul takes that common ground and corrects it in verse 29: 

“Therefore since we are God’s offspring, we should not think that the divine being is 
like gold or silver or stone—an image made by human design and skill.” 

He shows their beliefs make no sense. It’s logically inconsistent. If God made us, then 

it makes no sense that we have idols made with our own hands. God made us in his 

image, we don’t make an image of him! 

What’s more, the impersonal cannot give birth to the personal. Look at how wonderful 
humans are: nurturing relationships, language, emotions and feelings, creativity, 

intelligence, love and care for one another, our sense of justice… could this all come 

from a lifeless idol, or no god at all? Of course not. 

But we all know, it’s not as simple as clear logic. People don’t always see their idols 

as their god. That’s the problem with idols, we don’t think they have a hold on our 
life. Even the best arguments and logic will be rejected by some. 

 

5. Call people to repentance to Jesus before the coming judgment (Acts 17:30–31) 

And that moves us on to our fifth and last point. 

We heard God wants people to seek him and have relationship with him, that he is not 
far from any one of us, but the problem is we have made ourselves far from him and 

need to repent – to turn back to him. Verse 30: 

In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people 

everywhere to repent. For he has set a day when he will judge the world with justice 
by the man he has appointed. He has given proof of this to everyone by raising him 

from the dead.” 

How do we find the one true living God today? 

Repentance and faith in the resurrected Jesus. 

All people need repentance toward Jesus because of the coming day of judgment. 
People need to hear this, and we haven’t shared Jesus unless we’ve shared the need 

for repentance. 

Thought of the coming judgment scares most of us. But I think deep down we all 

know there needs to be judgment. We all want justice. Every time we say ‘That’s not 

fair’ or turn on the TV to see terrible things happen to innocent people, we want 
justice. Ironically, even when people say ‘I don’t believe in God because he wouldn’t 

let horrible things happen to innocent people’ this is crying out for judgment on the 

evil and suffering in our world. 

God has set a day when he will judge the world with justice. The judge will be the 

man Jesus Christ. He has given proof of this to everyone by raising Jesus from the 
dead. 

The idea of a resurrection where dead people rise back to life would have sounded as 

ridiculous to these Greeks in Athens as it does today in our ‘scientific age.’ Yet, the 

Bible has always spoke about a day when all people will be raised from the dead to be 
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judged. This is what Jews believed to be the general resurrection, or last day. Read, 

for example, what Lazarus’ sister Martha says to Jesus about the resurrection at the 
last day in John 11:21–27. 

The resurrection of Jesus is the best proof we have of a general resurrection, and that 

makes Jesus the key figure in God’s plan for humanity. And this is why we read in the 

New Testament that the last day has begun. The resurrection has begun. Judgment is 

coming. 

The only way to be saved from the coming judgment is repentance to faith in Jesus. 

And so, sharing Jesus must include an appeal call to respond to Jesus. 

 

Since the resurrection and judgment are so important, yet most of us feel unprepared 

to talk about it with others, can I leave you with two closing thoughts… or, dare I say, 
two pieces of homework?! 

i. The resurrection cannot be proved or disproved by science. Science can only 

measure or explain what is natural or what follows the laws of physics in our world. 

By definition, the resurrection is supernatural and so is out of the realm of science. 

Dead people don’t come back to life. That’s what makes the resurrection of Jesus so 
impressive – God broke all the laws of science! 

But the resurrection can be proved or disproved by history. So, the first piece of 

homework, are you familiar with the history surrounding the resurrection? 

Start with the Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) to see how they prove the 
resurrection. Read 1 Corinthians 15 to see the proof the Apostle Paul gave for the 

resurrection. If you want to read more, I (Tory) have left a copy of Simply Christianity 

(John Dickson) on the morning tea table; go to page 221 for proofs of the resurrection. 

The Case for Christ (Lee Strobel) is also excellent on investigating the resurrection – 

Lee Strobel was an atheist journalist who thoroughly investigated the resurrection. 

ii. Finally, make time this week to think about the suffering in the world and God’s 

coming judgment. Our friends and family often talk about horrible news events in the 

world. For example, tragic Christmas road accidents, terrorist bombings, innocent 

children dying in a house fire, or a close friend being diagnosed with cancer. This is 

common ground we all agree with: suffering and evil is wrong, and something must 
be done about it. 

This week read the ‘Appendix 2: Gospel Bites’ photocopy from the book Promoting 

the Gospel: The Whole of Life For the Cause of the Gospel (John Dickson, Aquila 

Press, 2006) to see examples of how we can relate every day comments and questions 

to Jesus. This appendix is attached to your sermon outline. Then think how you could 
respond to suffering and evil with the coming judgment of Jesus in Acts 17:31, or 

other Scripture. 
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Let’s pray. 

Father in Heaven, hallowed be your name. We want to see your name glorified and 
worshipped because you alone are holy and deserving of our praise and worship. 

Convict us of the distress it is when people worship the idols of this world, rather than 

you the one true living God. We were all made in your image to bring glory to you. 

Please help us to be able to speak about Jesus and the resurrection. Give us love for 

you and our friends and family, so that we pray and seek opportunities to lead people 
to Jesus so that they can be restored to you. We ask this so that they might seek you 

and find you, before the day of judgment. 

In the name of Jesus, Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


