
 
TUESDAY MORNING BIBLE STUDY  

Acts 17:22-31 
December 8, 2020 

Acts 17:22-23. To an unknown god 

22. Paul stood in the middle of the Areopagus and said, “You men of Athens, I perceive that you are very 
religious in all things. 23. For as I passed along, and observed the objects of your worship, I found also an 
altar with this inscription: ‘TO AN UNKNOWN GOD.’ What therefore you worship in ignorance, this I 
announce to you. 

22a. “Paul stood in the middle of the Areopagus 

(Maybe one or more of you would be kind enough to research and tell us all what you learned about 
AREOPAGUS…the translation to English, what is was and represented, and what it was used for by the 
Greeks etc.  I just find it interesting ) 

22b. “You men of Athens, I perceive that you are very religious in all things 

Paul chooses his words carefully. The Greek word can mean “very religious”, but it can also mean “very 
superstitious”. One way is positive, the other negative. 

How do you think the Greeks might have interpreted “very religious”? 

23a. “For as I passed along, and observed the objects of your worship, I found also an altar with this 
inscription: ‘TO AN UNKNOWN GOD’ 

Why would the Athenians build an altar to an unknown god? Here are some thoughts for us to ponder 
and discuss: 

• they didn’t want any god to feel left out 
• or their way of making sure they didn’t offend a god who might retaliate and harm them 

I think this altar to an unknown god is a bit of irony. The Greeks were known for their pride in their 
intellectual prowess, yet Paul is questioning the altar. WHY? 

23a. “the objects of your worship” 

This is another example of Paul’s skillful use of language.  

• Jews would hear this word (objects) negatively,  
• it would not sound negative to his Athenian audience 

23b. “What therefore you worship in ignorance, this I announce to you 

The altar to an unknown god could be due to the Athenians acknowledging that there might be a 
significant god of whom they’re ignorant. Can you imagine the way people who consider themselves 
highly intellectual would feel knowing the altar didn’t make sense based on their Multiple God beliefs? 

Sneaky Paul tells them that he will enlighten them regarding this God—the God who is unknown to 
them. 
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Acts 17:24-25. God made the world and all things in it 

24. The God who made the world and all things in it, he, being Lord of heaven and earth, doesn’t dwell in 
temples made with hands, 25. neither is he served by men’s hands, as though he needed anything, seeing he 
himself gives to all life and breath, and all things. 

24a. “The God who made the world and all things in it, he, being Lord of heaven and earth 

This statement is firmly rooted in Genesis 1-2 and other Hebrew scriptures having to do with creation. 

Greek philosophers would be divided over the creation story. Some would believe the gods had a role in 
creation, but others would see the created world (the sun, moon, stars, etc.) as deities. 
REMEMBER OUR DISCUSSION ABOUT THIS ISSUE IN LAST WEEK’S STUDY FROM PAUL’S 
LETTER TO THE CHURCH OF CORINTH IN 1ST CORINTHIANS. 

Paul attempts to establish in their minds that God is the creator of all that exists.  As we continue 
studying this sermon, Paul is developing a logical extension of the idea. 

24b. “doesn’t dwell in temples made with hands 

This is one of the scriptures I like to quote when I’m talk about how small humans try to make God. My 
thoughts are: 

• If God is the creator of everything, then it follows that this great God would not tolerate being 
confined to a small shrine “made with hands.” 

• Greek philosophers would again be divided. Some would accept the validity of the shrines, but 
others, such as Euripides, would acknowledge that gods could not be contained by shrines or 
temples 

Your Thoughts?  

25a. “neither is he served by men’s hands, as though he needed anything 

I believe most Greeks would find it easy to agree with this premise.  

What do these words mean to you? 

25b. “seeing he himself gives to all life and breath, and all things” 

Paul returns to his understanding of God as creator (see v. 24a). He would believe and preach… 

• God created the universe 
• God also created people and gave them life.  

Paul must think a God great enough to give life to people cannot at the same time be so poor that he 
would need what human hands have to offer. 

Acts 17:26-27. He made from one blood every nation 
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26. He made from one blood every nation of men to dwell on all the surface of the earth, having determined 
appointed seasons, and the boundaries of their dwellings, 27. that they should seek the Lord, if perhaps they 
might reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us. 

26a. “He made from one blood 

A literal translation would be “From one”—there is no Greek word for “ancestor” in the text so they 
would understand this word to mean “from one man” or “from one person” or “from one ancestor.” 

Paul says this as a references to Adam, the original human in Hebrew text.  

Paul knows that they will not catch the significance of this reference because they know nothing about 
the Hebrew Torah. As we can see, Paul did nothing to try to explain it to the Greeks. 

26b. “every nation of men to dwell on all the surface of the earth 

This idea is totally rooted in Hebrew scripture. 

The Greeks believe they are inherently superior to other people. If all humans are descended from one 
ancestor, that idea becomes difficult to defend, so you can imagine the problem Paul is trying to sort out. 

Your thoughts? 

26c. “having determined appointed seasons 

 “appointed seasons” is complicated in this study… 

• It could refer to the seasons of the year.  
• It could refer to particular people living for particular periods of time.  
• It could refer to the periods of time allotted to various nations—the rising and falling of empires. 
• It could mean all of the above. 

I think the important thing here isn’t the meaning of “appointed” but rather that God makes the 
allocations. 

26d. “and the boundaries of their dwellings 

“boundaries” could refer to the division of the earth into habitable and uninhabitable areas 

the important thing is not the exact meaning of “the boundaries” but rather that is that it is God who 
establishes them. THIS IS JUST ANOTHER ISSUE RELATED TO INTERPRETATION OF WORDS 

27a. “that they should seek the Lord, if perhaps they might reach out for him and find him 

I think the sense of this verse is that people seeking to find the Lord are reaching out into the darkness.  

Ever feel that way?  Why? 
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Here is something to consider about the Athenians in relation to their many idols. They have been 
hoping to find God, or hoping to keep God happy, or hoping to avoid God’s wrath.  

What problems do you think they face in their groping for God?  Afterall, their gods are merely figments 
of their imaginations. 

27b. “though he is not far from each one of us 

The  Greeks might appreciate what Paul is saying. They probably feel that their gods are near 
considering they think their gods inhabit local shrines. 

However, they would also understand the imperfectness of their understanding of God. 

Paul can say that God is “not far from each one of us,” because God has been revealing himself to the 
Hebrew people for many centuries. Paul preaches they only have to believe and/or to accept the gift. 

Acts 17:28-29. In him we live, and move, and have our being 

28.  ‘For in him we live, and move, and have our being.’ As some of your own poets have said, ‘For we are also 
his offspring.’ 29. Being then the offspring of God, we ought not to think that the Divine Nature is like gold, or 
silver, or stone, engraved by art and design of man. 

28a. “For in him we live, and move, and have our being 

This phrase does not come from Hebrew scripture. However, it expresses beautifully the faith of Jewish 
and Christian people that: 

• “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble” (Psalm 46:1) 
• “God is with us and keeps us wherever we go” (Genesis 28:15). 

28b. “As some of your own poets have said, ‘For we are also his offspring 

Most of the commentaries I use agree that this phrase comes from the Greek poet, Aratus. Once again, 
Paul uses what these Greeks know to link to the God whom they do not know.  

I think he uses this quotation from a Greek poet, who implies that we are the offspring of Zeus to 
establish that Yahweh has created us and that we are God’s (Yahweh’s) children or offspring to quote 
the verse. 

29. “Being then the offspring of God, we ought not to think that the Divine Nature is like gold, or silver, 
or stone, engraved by art and design of man 

If are God’s children, it follows logically, and remember these Greeks prize logic, that God cannot be 
created by human artistry.  

What do you think about this idea:  Images created by human hands from gold, silver, or wood, cannot 
even REPRESENT God adequately—much less BE God. 

Acts 17:30-31. God commands that all people should repent 
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30. The times of ignorance therefore God overlooked. But now he commands that all people everywhere should 
repent, 31. because he has appointed a day in which he will judge the world in righteousness by the man whom 
he has ordained; of which he has given assurance to all men, in that he has raised him from the dead.” 

30a. “The times of ignorance therefore God overlooked 

When Paul spoke earlier about the altar to the unknown god, he implied that the Greeks were admitting 
ignorance. Now he actually uses the word “ignorance”.  

The Greeks think of others as ignorant barbarians, but consider themselves civilized sophisticates, and 
Paul takes a shot at them over that belief. 

How do you think they (you) would react to this accusation? 

30b. “But now he commands that all people everywhere should repent” 

• God validated Jesus ministry by the resurrection.  
• God is accessible and knowable.  
• God has even made it possible for believers to have God’s Spirit dwelling within them. 

I think Paul is saying beliefs constitute the starting point in the action-cycle. A change of thinking has 
the power to change both feelings and actions. 

So Paul is calling these Greeks to change their minds from belief in idols and unknown gods to belief in 
the God who created all things. 

YOUR THOUGHTS?   
FROM THIS PART FORWARD, I AM GIVING YOU MUCH MORE INFORMATION IN WRITING 
THAN I NORMALLY WOULD. THERE ARE SCRIPTURES YOU SHOULD PROBABLY READ 
OUTSIDE OF CLASS, AND EVEN CONSIDER THE ATTITUDE OF THE GREEKS AS PAUL 
TRIES TO GET THEM TO CONVERT. 
PATIENCE PLEASE… 

31a. “because he has appointed a day in which he will judge the world in righteousness by the man whom 
he has ordained 

Paul, who for the most part has been saying things that would be in accord with his Greek audience, now 
moves into less congenial waters when he talks of a day of judgment and the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. By doing so, he risks losing his audience—but if he fails to emphasize the resurrection, there will 
be no purpose to his sermon.   
YOUR THOUGHTS ON HIS DELIMMA?  

Do you think this verse says that God has fixed a day of judgment and that God has appointed a man 
(Jesus Christ) to do the judging? Paul doesn’t say when that will happen. 

31a. “judge the world in righteousness. (I’m adding some Hebrew Torah and some prophets history here 
for your personal review and comments in class…) 
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In the Hebrew Scriptures, judgment (Hebrew: mispat) and righteousness (Hebrew: sedeq) are closely 
related. God is the judge (Genesis 18:25) who punishes the wicked (Deuteronomy 8:19-20) while 
rewarding the righteous (Exodus 20:6; Leviticus 25:18; 26:3 ff.). 

Both Old and New Testaments speak of the coming of the Day of the Lord, an eschatological (end of 
time) event that will bring judgment to the guilty and deliverance to the faithful.  

• A little insomnia reading for you before Tuesday:  Isaiah 13:6, 9; Jeremiah 46:10; Ezekiel 13:5; 
30:3; Joel 1:15; 2:1, 11, 31; 3:14; Amos 5:18, 20; Obadiah 1:15; Zephaniah 1:7, 14; Malachi 
4:5).  

• Most of these references emphasize God’s wrath, but some also include a note of vindication. 

Jesus told us that the outcome will depend on our righteousness that expresses itself in concrete actions 
to help those who are less fortunate (Matthew 25:31-46). 

In his epistles, Paul talks about judgment. He advises disciplining an errant believer “that the spirit may 
be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus” (1 Corinthians 5:5). He warns that “the day of the Lord comes 
like a thief in the night” (1 Thessalonians 5:2). 

31b. “of which he has given assurance to all men, in that he has raised him from the dead 

This is Paul’s proof of what he has been saying. By raising Jesus from the dead, God demonstrated the 
victory over death that he has promised to believers. 

• Paul knows that Jesus was raised from the dead, because the resurrected Jesus encountered Paul 
(then known as Saul) on the road to Damascus (9:3-6).  

• His audience has not experienced the risen Christ, so they are less inclined to believe. Some scoff 
at Paul’s mention of the resurrection, but others listen (17:32). 

• “Thus Paul went out from among them. But certain men joined with (Paul), and believed, 
among whom also was Dionysius the Areopagite, and a woman named Damaris, and others with 
them” (17:33-34). WE WILL BEGIN TO SEE MORE APOSTLES OF PAUL BEING NAMED 
AS WE GO THROUGH MORE OF HIS WRITINGS. JUST SOMETHING TO CONSIDER AS 
WE CONSIDER THE NEXT SERIES OF SCRIPTURE WE WOULD LIKE TO STUDY IN 
THIS “TUESDAY MORNING BIBLE STUDY”. 

• “After these things Paul departed from Athens, and came to Corinth” (18:1). Athens is 
mentioned only once again in the New Testament (1 Thessalonians 3:1). 

WHY DO YOU THINK I CONSIDER THAT SIGNIFICANT? 

 


