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John 20:24-25 “But Thomas, one of the twelve, called Didymus, was not with them when Jesus came. So the other disciples 
were saying to him, ‘We have seen the Lord!’ But he said to them, ‘Unless I see in His hands the imprint of the nails, and put my 
finger into the place of the nails, and put my hand into His side, I will not believe.’”  
 
 
John 20:26-28 “After eight days His disciples were again inside, and Thomas with them. Jesus came, the doors having been 
shut, and stood in their midst and said, ‘Peace be with you.’ Then He said to Thomas, ‘Reach here with your finger, and see My 
hands; and reach here your hand and put it into My side; and do not be unbelieving, but believing.’ Thomas answered and said 
to Him, ‘My Lord and my God!’” 
 
 
1 Peter 3:15 “but sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to 
give an account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and  reverence.” 

 
 
Acts 17:11 “Now these were more noble-minded than those in Thessalonica, for they received the word with great eagerness, 
examining the Scriptures daily to see whether these things were so.” 
 
 
 
I.       Paul Is Provoked in His Spirit (vv. 16-21) 
 

Paul hated idolatry primarily because it robbed God of the glory that was rightly His.  
 
Romans 1:23 “and exchanged the glory of the incorruptible God for an image in the form of corruptible man and of birds 
and four-footed animals and crawling creatures.” 
 
 
“If a Greek wanted to get drunk he turned to Dionysius; if he wanted to indulge his lust he had Aphrodite; Hermes helped 
him if he decided to steal. Zeus, who headed the Greek Pantheon, was savage and lustful. The Greeks had no church, no 
creed, no systematic theology. Their gods had no morals, how then could their worshippers. Neither purity, humanity, nor 
mercy found a patron among the gods. Greek philosophy found out many truths but never found the truth.”  - John Phillips 
 

 
 
II.      Paul Preaches to the Skeptics (vv. 22-34) 
 

A. The Revelation of the Unknown God (vv. 22-23) 
 
 

Genesis 1:1 “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” 
 
 
Romans 1:18-20 “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of 
men who suppress the truth in unrighteousness, because that which is known about God is evident within them; 
for God made it evident to them. For since the creation of the world His invisible attributes, His eternal power and 
divine nature, have been clearly seen, being understood through what has been made, so that they are without 
excuse.”  



 
 
Romans 2:14-15 “For when Gentiles who do not have the Law do  instinctively the things of the Law, these, not 

having the Law, are a law to themselves, in that they show the work of the Law written in their hearts, their 
conscience bearing witness and their thoughts alternately accusing or else defending them.” 

 
B. The Description of the Unknown God (vv. 24-29) 
 

John 17:3 “This is eternal life, that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom You have 
sent.”  
 
 
1. He Is Creator of All (v. 24a) 
 
 
2.   He Is Ruler Over All (v. 24b) 
 
      Psalm 24:1 (HCSB) “The earth and everything in it, the world and its inhabitants, belong to the Lord.” 
 
 
3. He Is Giver of All (v. 25) 
 
 

“God is the Source of every good and perfect gift (James 1:17). He gave us life and He sustains that 
life by His goodness (Matthew 5:45). It is the goodness of God that should lead men to repentance 
(Romans 2:4). But instead of worshipping the Creator and glorifying Him, men worship His creation 
and glorify themselves (Romans 1:18-25).”                                                                  - Warren Weirsbe 

 
 

4. He Is Controller of All (v. 26)  
 
 
5. He Is Revealer of All (vv. 27-29) 

 
 

“God made us in His image, so it is foolish for us to make gods in our own image.”  – Warren Weirsbe 
 

 
C. The Demand of the Unknown God (vv. 30-31) 
 

 
                       Conclusion (vv. 32-34) 

 
 
 

First Baptist Church Powell 7 10 2016 AM 

Sermon 22:  The Gospel and The Skeptic 

Acts 17:16-34 

 

What is a skeptic? The simple (and probably best) definition is that a skeptic is a person who doubts that 
something is true. Typically, when we see that word, it is referring to a person who doubts the historical 
truth of Christianity and thus doubts the claim that the Bible is objective truth.  



There are two basic kinds of skeptics. An honest skeptic is a person who genuinely desires to know the 
truth about God and about the Bible. A dishonest skeptic is a person who is not even open to the truth. A 
dishonest skeptic can’t find the truth about God for the same reason a thief can’t find a policeman – he 
doesn’t want to know the truth and is not open to truly searching for the truth. An honest skeptic should 
be welcomed here! Since Christianity is objective truth, an honest skeptic (one who is truly searching for 
truth) will be convinced when exposed to the evidence of the truth of the Scriptures.  

In August, we will begin a new series on Sunday nights, “Answering the Skeptics’ Questions.” I hope you 
will invite skeptics to come to those services, but it will be designed to equip Christians to lovingly answer 
the honest skeptic’s questions.  

One of the twelve disciples was a skeptic. His name was Thomas. He was not present when the 
resurrected Christ first appeared to the other disciples. We read in John 20:24-25 “But Thomas, one of 
the twelve, called Didymus, was not with them when Jesus came. So the other disciples were saying to 
him, ‘We have seen the Lord!’ But he said to them, ‘Unless I see in His hands the imprint of the nails, and 
put my finger into the place of the nails, and put my hand into His side, I will not believe.’”  

Thomas definitely qualified as a skeptic! How did the resurrected Christ deal with Thomas? Did He write 
him off? Did He strike Thomas dead? John 20:26-28:  

After eight days His disciples were again inside, and Thomas with them. Jesus came, the doors having 
been shut, and stood in their midst and said, “Peace be with you.” Then He said to Thomas, “Reach here 
with your finger, and see My hands; and reach here your hand and put it into My side; and do not be 
unbelieving, but believing.” Thomas answered and said to Him, “My Lord and my God!”  

In the Gospels, you don’t find Jesus rebuking honest questioners; it was the hypocritical Jewish leaders 
that He often refused to answer. Because we have a fact based faith, honest skeptics are welcome. As 
believers, we are responsible to be ready to answer the honest skeptics. 1 Peter 3:15 “but sanctify Christ as 
Lord in your hearts, always being ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account 
for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and reverence.”  

Many people who have been greatly used in advancing the cause of Christ were skeptics at one time. 
General Lew Wallace, the author of the popular book that was made into a movie that won eleven Oscars, 
Ben-Hur: A Tale of the Christ, was earlier a skeptic. He actually set out to disprove Christianity. After 
several years of intense research, his questions were answered and he became a Christian.  

I have personally been blessed by the ministry of Josh McDowell. As a college student, Josh McDowell 
was a skeptic and set out to disprove Christianity. Josh thought it would be a relatively easy task, but 
after a few weeks of intensive study, he came to the conclusion that the Christian faith was fact based. 
That discovery plus seeing the changed lives of some college friends resulted in Josh McDowell becoming 
a Christian. He is now in his mid-seventies and is still being used to bring many to Christ. His book, 
Evidence That Demands a Verdict, has been used to answer the questions of thousands of honest 
skeptics.  

In this text, we are going to see Paul dealing with skeptics in the city of Athens. Let’s set the context of 
Acts 17:16-34. Paul is on his second missionary journey. That journey has taken Paul and Silas to Europe 
to share the Gospel there for the first time. The first convert in Europe was a business woman named 
Lydia. There was also, in Philippi, an unnamed jailer that came to Christ along with his family.  

Paul and Silas continued on from Philippi to Thessalonica where they proclaimed the Gospel. However, 
at Thessalonica they were forced to leave because of persecution. They went on to Berea and were 
refreshed there because as we are told in Acts 17:11: “Now these [the Bereans] were more noble-minded 
than those in Thessalonica, for they received the word with great eagerness, examining the Scriptures 
daily to see whether these things were so.” That is a good description of honest skeptics! In a short while, 
however, people came in from the outside and the persecution started again. To get the Apostle Paul 
away from the persecution, he was escorted to Athens and left there by himself. That brings us to today’s 
text. 

Athens was the university city of the ancient world. It was filled with intellectual snobbery, cynicism, and 
skepticism. John Phillips gives a good description of Athens. “Art, literature, oratory, and religion were 



the stuff of which Athens was made. This was the native home of Socrates and Plato, and the adopted 
home of Aristotle, Epicurus, and Zeno. Here was the cradle of democracy. Out of respect for her 
illustrious past, the Romans left Athens alone, a free city, at liberty as an ally of Rome to pursue her own 
goal. Athens illustrates to what great heights of achievement man can ascend and still be ignorant of 
God.” [John Phillips, Exploring Acts, Volume 2, page 116]  

 

I.  Paul Is Provoked in His Spirit (v 16-21) 

The word translated “provoked” is translated “greatly upset,” “greatly distressed,” and “stirred,” in other 
translations. It goes beyond just being upset. Why did the idolatry he saw get him so worked up? 
Certainly Paul was somewhat provoked because those who were involved in the pagan religions of Athens 
were on a path to eternal separation from God. But that wasn’t the main reason that Paul was all worked 
up. Paul hated idolatry primarily because it robbed God of the glory that was rightly His.  

Romans 1:23 tells us that idolatry exchanges “the glory of the incorruptible God for an image in the form 
of corruptible man, and of birds, and four-footed animals, and crawling creatures.” Allow me to ask you a 
tough question. When you see idolatry related to false religions or American idolatry that worships 
possessions, comfort and status, does it provoke you because these idols are stealing the glory that only 
God deserves? I am praying that God will raise up a people here who will be so zealous for God and His 
glory that we will sacrifice our possessions, comfort, and status to lovingly bring others to Christ so that 
God receives the glory He is due. 

Paul channeled the response of his provoked heart into zealously sharing the Gospel first with the Jews in 
the synagogue (v 17), and then with those in the pagan religions that worshipped human intellect. 
Because of being in the image of God, the human intellect, even in spiritually lost people, can accomplish 
some amazing things. For instance, the Greeks developed political science to a high level. Liberty, law, 
democracy, the concept of Parliament were all Greek inventions or at least were taken to the next level by 
the Greeks. But the fact was that Greek civilization was spiritually bankrupt. Mount Olympus was filled 
with gods made in the image of man. Because they were in the image of man, they were filled with 
savagery, sexual immorality, and their theology was a conglomeration of contradictory fables. John 
Phillips gave a good summary:  

If a Greek wanted to get drunk he turned to Dionysius; if he wanted to indulge his 
lust he had Aphrodite; Hermes helped him if he decided to steal. Zeus, who headed 
the Greek Pantheon, was savage and lustful. The Greeks had no church, no creed, 
no systematic theology. Their gods had no morals, how then could their 
worshippers. Neither purity, humanity, nor mercy found a patron among the gods. 
Greek philosophy found out many truths but never found the truth. 
[John Phillips, page 117]  

Though provoked in his spirit, because of his love for the Greek people, and especially because of his 
passion for the glory of God, Paul spent his time in Athens seeking to introduce the Greeks to the one true 
God.  

Does the lostness around you provoke your spirit? Does it grieve you that so many claim the name of the 
Lord and yet their lives bear no resemblance to the description in 1 John of one who truly has eternal life? 
Does it grieve you that so many who are deceived in thinking themselves Christian and so many who have 
never heard the Gospel are headed for a literal place called “hell”? Is your greatest motivation to share 
the Gospel with the nations and with your neighbor so that your heart is provoked because God is not 
receiving the glory He alone deserves from rebels who can be turned into worshippers through the 
powerful Gospel of Jesus Christ? Paul is provoked in his spirit. 

 



II.  Paul Preaches to the Skeptics (v 22-34) 

A burdened heart must drive us to action; we are to be praying for the lost, but also speaking to the lost. 
The great application for us in this narrative of Paul in Athens is that we are to speak the Gospel in a way 
that connects to the lost in different contexts. There is only one Gospel! There is not a special Gospel for 
the Jews, another Gospel for Gentiles. There is not a separate Gospel for those with Muslim or Hindu or 
Buddhist background. I also know that it is God who opens blinded eyes and deaf ears and draws lost 
people to Himself. I am fully aware that it is not our eloquence or our relevance that saves the lost, but 
that is not an excuse for us to be lazy in our presentation of the unchanging Gospel in a way that meets 
the lost person where he is based on his background and knowledge.  

When Paul shared with the Jews, he typically began with the Old Testament Scriptures, that they were 
familiar with, that clearly taught about a Messiah who was coming. The message to the Jews is that the 
Messiah that they were looking for has come, and His name is Jesus. Paul then presented the unchanging 
Gospel to them.  

The people of Athens, however, had no Old Testament background. Their background was polytheistic 
(many false gods) and that is where Paul started with them. He did not denounce them or begin with an 
attack on their idolatry. He acknowledged that they were “super naturalists.” They had a concept of there 
being a non-material god – as warped as their concept was. Paul didn’t insult them by telling them how 
idiotic their man-made gods were. Let’s learn some principles about sharing the Gospel with those who 
have a different background than we do. 

A.  The Revelation of the Unknown God (v 22-23) 

We see the Greeks’ hunger for something more than their mythical gods who were just super-humans 
who still had all the moral and ethical weaknesses of mortals. Amidst all their idols, they had an altar 
dedicated to “The Unknown God.” As Paul walked around the city of Athens, he sees the opening to 
communicate the Gospel to them when he sees an altar to the unknown God. Paul says to the Athenians, 
“I know this unknown to you God, and I can tell you who He is and how you can know Him.”  

Let’s make application to today. The Bible does not offer formal or detailed proof of the existence of God. 
Does the Bible begin with an airtight argument with twenty-five irrefutable proofs of the existence of 
God? No! Genesis 1:1 “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” That’s how it all started! 
Believing that there is a God is where we begin. It takes a lot of effort to become an atheist! I am 
convinced that people become atheists primarily because they don’t want anyone telling them what to do. 
Through what the theologians call “General Revelation” all of mankind (whether they have ever heard the 
Gospel or even seen a Bible) can know that there is a God. General Revelation has two sources.  

First, there is creation. From the immensity of the universe and the intricacy of a single human cell all 
mankind can know that there is a powerful and infinitely wise creator. Romans 1:18-20:  

For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 
unrighteousness of men who suppress the truth in unrighteousness, because that 
which is known about God is evident within them; for God made it evident to 
them. For since the creation of the world His invisible attributes, His eternal power 
and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being understood through what has 
been made, so that they are without excuse.  

The second source of this general revelation is the conscience. Romans 2:14-15:  

For when Gentiles who do not have the Law do instinctively the things of the Law, 
these, not having the Law, are a law to themselves, in that they show the work of 
the Law written in their hearts, their conscience bearing witness and their 
thoughts alternately accusing or else defending them.  



No one is saved by means of general revelation, but the evidence of Scripture is that if a person responds 
to general revelation and desires to know this powerful and wise creator, God will get someone to them 
with the Gospel. These residents of Athens, in a sense, represent all mankind who are without God. They 
know deep down that there has to be a God, even if that God is the “unknown God.”  

Paul uses the Athenian concept of the unknown god to meet them where they are and bring them to the 
Gospel. This same principle of showing kindness and finding a window to where people are to bring them 
to Christ applies to all people and all religions. A good example of this is our Any3 training in how to 
share the Gospel with Muslims. The Gospel is offensive to human pride, but we are not to be offensive in 
the way that we share it.  

B.  The Description of the Unknown God (v 24-29) 

Into the confusion of the Athenians, Paul shares the truth of the one true God that is “the unknown god” 
to them. Acts 17:23b “Therefore what you worship in ignorance, this I proclaim to you.” The Bible is clear 
that the one true God can be known. John 17:3 “This is eternal life, that they may know You, the only true 
God, and Jesus Christ whom You have sent.” This God who can be known is the God we proclaim; He is 
the only God who can save, and He is the only God who is worthy of all glory.  

Having established that God exists and can be known, Paul gives the Athenians a fivefold description of 
this one they call “the unknown god.” 

1.  He Is Creator of All (v 24a) 

For those who do not have a background in the Scripture, creation is a great place to launch out on the 
journey that gets them to the Gospel. Luke gives us two of the alternatives that the Athenians had to 
choose from when it came to how they approached life. There were the Epicureans (v 18) who taught that 
pleasure and the avoidance of pain is the chief end of man. Second, there were the Stoics (v 18) who 
taught that self-mastery is the chief virtue. The ultimate for a Stoic was to reach the place that one feels 
nothing.  

Neither of those philosophies (really they were religions) had any concept of a Creator. Paul blew away 
both of those false philosophies when he simply said, “The God who made the world and all things in it…” 
You may be thinking that these Athenians were really backward in their undeveloped philosophies. The 
culture in which we exist is no better! The concept of a Creator God who made all that is has little more 
acceptance in our culture than it did in first century Athens. They had myths that had no grounding in 
evidence; we have evolution which has no grounding in evidence.  

In this message, because of time constraints we cannot go into the evidence for the biblical view of 
creation, but we have dealt with it extensively multiple times in the past. The scientific evidence for 
origins lines up with the simple statement of Genesis 1:1. For those without a background in Scripture, 
creation is a great launching pad to get to the Gospel. 

2.  He Is Ruler Over All (v 24b) 

God is ruler over all by right of creation. Psalm 24:1 (HCSB): “The earth and everything in it, the world 
and its inhabitants, belong to the Lord.” He is the ruler because He created it. Creation is the foundation. 
That is why the enemy focuses his “big guns” on shooting down what the Bible says about creation. To 
deny God’s creation of the world undermines His rule over the world.  

3.  He is the Giver of All (v 25) 

As the giver of all, God needs nothing from us. Warren Weirsbe summarizes this point well. “God is the 
Source of every good and perfect gift (James 1:17). He gave us life and He sustains that life by His 
goodness (Matthew 5:45). It is the goodness of God that should lead men to repentance (Romans 2:4). 
But instead of worshipping the Creator and glorifying Him, men worship His creation and glorify 
themselves (Romans 1:18-25).” [Warren Weirsbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, Volume 1, page 473] 



4.  He Is Controller of All (v 26) 

God is not only the creator of all; He is sovereign over the details of life. God is a micromanager. 
Everything that happens is either caused or allowed by Him. He controls His creation, the timing of 
events, the actions of rulers, and even the weather.  

5.  He Is the Revealer of All (v 27-29) 

Now that the foundation is laid, Paul boldly attacks their idolatry. Because God is the creator, ruler, giver, 
and controller of all, all mankind should seek Him. Paul at this point even quotes two of their poets to 
illustrate that God is the revealer of all.  

This description of God led Paul to this conclusion: “God made us in His image, so it is foolish for us to 
make gods in our own image.” [Weirsbe, page 473]  

C.  The Demand of the Unknown God (v 30-31) 

This is Paul calling for a response from these Athenians. The presentation of the truth demands a 
response. It is not enough to just bring people to a knowledge of who the one true God is. That truth is 
foundational, but it is not saving. Because we have all sinned against this one true God, we need a Savior. 
Our first response is to repent, to turn from our rebellion against this one true God. Paul presents to 
them Jesus – the one who died for all who would repent of sin and come trusting only in Him, the one 
who was raised from the dead to prove that His sacrifice was sufficient for all who would come to God 
through Him.  

 

Conclusion (v 32-34) 

There were three responses to the truth Paul presented. Some sneered (mocked, ridiculed), some delayed 
a decision (which is in reality a rejection of Christ), and some believed and were saved. What is your 
response to this one true God?  

              

 

Unless otherwise stated all Scripture quotations taken from the NASB.   
(www.lockman.org) 

 
 


