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In Athens and Everywhere Else 
A Sermon by Rev. Randall T. Clayton 
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May 17, 2020 
Text:  Acts 17:16-34 

 

Last week’s scripture reading from Acts ended on a rather ominous note:  Saul was holding the 
coats of those who were murdering Stephen because Stephen had professed Jesus Christ as his 
Savior,  and immediately thereafter all those who followed Jesus way were persecuted.  And Saul 
was one of the main persecutors of Christians. 
 
But God, who probably sees far more potential in each of us than we see in ourselves, worked a 
miracle in Saul’s life.  One day, as Saul was going along the road to Damascus, a light from heaven 
flashed around him and he heard a voice-a voice that turned out to be God’s voice- saying, “Saul, 
Saul, why do you persecute me?” This turned into a life changing moment for Saul, through which 
he came to understand what God had done in Jesus Christ, and in which he also came to 
understand that it was his mission to proclaim the Gospel to Gentiles—those who weren’t 
already Jewish. From that point on he was no longer known as Saul, but was called Paul, and he 
was no longer a Christian persecutor but was a Christ sharer. 
 
Paul’s work as a traveling evangelist took him a lot of places, and he logged a lot of miles in the 
process.  Had there been some sort of travel loyalty program in his day, he would have earned 
himself a lot of upgraded rooms and extra benefits. Through his missionary journeys he 
established churches, helped settle disputes that arose in young faith communities, wrote letters 
of support and encouragement, and in the process risked his freedom, his health, and even his 
life. The welcome mat was not always rolled out for him. Brass bands didn’t usually herald his 
arrival in town. There were no organized meet-and-greets or receptions to honor him. In fact, his 
proclamation of the Gospel in the town of Thessalonica created so much anger that his 
supporters spirited Paul off to safety in Athens.   
 
Now in those days Athens was not quite what it once was, but it was still a place that attracted 
the intelligentsia. It was still a place where ideas were king, and where learning and debating 
were the stuff of life.  It was also a town made up of people who were fascinated by the new, 
intrigued by the latest thought or fad. 
 
Having been spirited there for his safety, Paul found himself initially waiting on the companions 
who had been with him in Thessalonica to arrive.  But while he waited for them to reach him, he 
didn’t immediately start preaching or teaching.  Instead, he took the opportunity to play tourist 
-- seeing the city, enjoying its sights, and maybe more importantly, learning about the people 
there and coming to understand what made them and their culture “tick”. While he didn’t have 
access to the great demographic reports such as we worked with in our reVision small groups, he 
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took the time  and spent the energy to learn about the Athenians, to get a sense of where they 
were coming from, and what their deepest longings were. 
 
As he toured the city and got to know the people, he was struck by the numbers of idols he saw. 
Idols were everywhere and the people were encouraged to worship them all. But what Paul 
believed as he looked at the culture and got to know the people, was that the idols weren’t so 
much a sign of some sort of apostacy, but rather were a sign that the people were seeking 
something to satisfy a spiritual hunger. 
 
After getting to know the city and its culture, Paul began to teach in the synagogue and the 
marketplace, sharing the Good News of the Gospel. But he didn’t hit them over the head with 
the error of their ways in worshiping idols. He didn’t tell them that they were terrible sinners who 
would face the wrath of God. He didn’t point his fingers angrily at them, wave a fist at them, or 
berate them for the idols that appeared on every street corner. His approach was markedly 
different than the approach that we are familiar with these days taken by some evangelists. 
 
When he was invited to preach in the Aeropagas, a place where religious matters were routinely 
debated in those days, he began by acknowledging that they were indeed a very religious people.  
While it never hurts to begin a conversation with a compliment, I don’t think he was just flattering 
them to get them to pay attention.  I think that he probably meant what he was saying.  They 
were worshipping, and that was really a good thing because it was a sign that they were trying 
to satisfy a deep spiritual hunger and of a quest to find meaning. Their spiritual hunger was so 
great, he noted that they had even created an all-purpose, catchall god, just in case none of the 
other ones they worshipped turned out to be real deal.  “To a unknown god,” was the inscription 
on that idol. 
 
“So you have an idol to an unknown God?”  “Well”, Paul said, “I can tell you something about 
that unknown God. The God who made heaven and earth doesn’t live in shrines made by human 
hands; isn’t served by human hands and needs nothing,” he said.  “But rather this God gives life, 
and in God (with a capital G) we live and move and have our being.  While God has overlooked 
ignorance in the past, God desires repentance now, because God “will have the world judged in 
righteousness by a man whom he has appointed, and of this God has given the assurance to all 
by raising him from the dead.”. 
 
Luke tells us that some scoffed at the idea of resurrection, but others said, “We want to hear 
more about this.”  Still others joined him and became believers. 
 
In Athens, his argument was rather philosophical in tone as befits a city known for it’s 
philosophers.  He referenced images and poetry from Greek culture – even quoting the poetry 
directly.   Although his message was thoroughly Christian, and motivated by a firm conviction of 
what God had done in Christ and in the power of the resurrection, when he preached in Athens, 
he never once mentioned Jesus’ name.   He had carefully crafted what he said so that what he 
said might actually be heard and appreciated.  
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Over the course of Paul’s evangelistic ministry his journey took him across mountains and lakes, 
down dusty roads and through the waters of the sea, but he didn’t have a “one size fits all” 
approach.  Instead, before he shared the Gospel, he learned about the people in the community, 
and using that knowledge, he was able to proclaim the Gospel in the way that it might best be 
appreciated and embraced  by those who heard him preach in their particular place.  And I 
suspect that was largely why he was able to start a lot of churches and help a lot of people fill 
their spiritual hunger. 
 
In our reVision groups this winter, early on  we looked at demographic data for our community, 
and it was enlightening.  We also we did a prayer walk around neighborhoods in our community 
– just looking to see what we could see;  and then we were invited to  interview people who 
weren’t part of our church but who lived in our neighborhood.  We weren’t asked to knock on 
doors and say, “Are you saved?” or “Let me tell you about my church.” Instead we were 
encouraged to ask the neighbors in the communities around the church about their hopes,  their 
passions, their dreams for this community and their thoughts about how we at Red Clay might 
make a difference.  And in so doing, here in the suburbs of Wilmington we did exactly what Paul 
did when he arrived in Athens. 
 
Only if we understand our community, and get to know the deep longings of those who live 
around us, and understand their passions and their hopes for how the church might make the 
community a better place, only then will we be able to figure out how we might become a beacon 
of hope in their life, and a beacon of love in the neighborhoods all around us. 
 
Unfortunately, we had to put a pause on our reVision work due to the pandemic, and certainly 
some things in our world look a lot different today than they did just a few months ago. I mean, 
we now routinely connect by Zoom, and worship only by livestream. Take out with curb side 
delivery has replaced sitting at a table with a menu and a waiter. Masks are no longer just 
appropriate attire for a Halloween party, but part of our everyday look. But even though we are 
now in a covidian world, I’m pretty certain that some things haven’t changed…Just as it was in 
January and February people still long and hunger for peace and security, for wholeness and 
meaning, for purpose and hope for life itself. And I’m pretty certain that today, our neighbors still 
hope for a thriving, healthy community and for a church that makes a difference in their lives. 
 
“The challenge” someone wrote, “is to say to those around us, ‘We see your spiritual hunger. 
Might we offer sustenance from our rich store of spiritual resource’?  The challenge is to find the 
imagery and language that allow us to enter another’s world in order to speak our truth honestly, 
respectfully and effectively.”  (Randle Mixon in Daily Feast:  Meditations from Feasting on the 
Word, Year A, Westminster JohnKnox, 2013, p 263)  That’s what Paul did in Athens. It’s what we 
can do here in the neighborhoods of Mill Creek and Hockessin, Landenberg and Newark, even in 
a covidian world.  Amen. 
 


