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“Jerusalem and Athens”      Text – Acts 17:13-34        Reading – Romans 1

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
In the third century A.D., the Christian theologian, Tertullian, asked this question: “What indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem?”  
And by Athens, Tertullian meant philosophy or the knowledge of the world, and by Jerusalem, he meant biblical truth.  
His question was then, how should philosophy and faith interact?  Which has controlling authority over the other?  
How does the believer respond when ‘science’ alleges a conflict between what it believes and what the Bible says?  
What is the proper relation between what is taught in here and what is taught out there?
Now, different answers to this question have always existed.  
· Some say it is Jerusalem vs Athens – burn every book but the Bible; ignore the world.  
· Others say it is Athens vs Jerusalem – reject the Bible when worldly thought offers something different or better or conflicting.  
· Others say Jerusalem segregated from Athens – the Bible over here and philosophy over there; you in your small corner and I in mine.  
· But others say Jerusalem integrated with Athens – make use of anything and everything that proves the Bible.
· But some say Jerusalem, the capital of Athens – everything else must begin with and be built upon biblical truth.

Well, today we discover an answer to Tertullian’s question in the remarkable account of Paul in Athens.  
Now, I know that none of you came to church today to discover the answer to Tertullian’s question!  
But fear not!  We are not here to solve some sort of philosophical puzzle.  
We are here to see that Jesus Christ rules supreme over every square centimetre of the universe, including even the thinking and creativity of mankind.  
We are here to see how biblical truth takes every thought captive for Jesus Christ.  
We are here to see the transforming power of the gospel of Jesus Christ.  
And we are to see how this passage reveals so much about the world we live in today and about how we believers are to interact with that world.  
So, Paul in Athens.  And today we look just at vv13-18 and Paul’s arrival in Athens and we will return next time to consider his speech at the Areopagus.  
Last Sunday we looked at the noble Bereans who were keen students of the Bible and eager receivers of the gospel of Christ.  Well, Paul’s time there was cut short by the same mob that had forced him to leave Thessalonica.  And we are told that Paul was sent to the coast, while Silas and Timothy remained in Berea.  
And it pretty much seems like the rest of Paul’s group decided that he needed something of a holiday.  And what better way to do this than on a Greek cruise ship followed by some time in Athens?  The boat trip is a journey of some 370km.  So Paul is put on the ship and pointed to Athens where he soon disembarks to await the others.
1. However, Paul being Paul, he cannot just stroll around the city and soak up the sights and sounds.  I mean, come on, he is in Athens!  The buildings, the sculptures, the libraries, the temples, the gardens, the theatre, the lectures at the university.  But no, Luke writes that Paul was “greatly distressed to see that the city was full of idols.”  
a. In fact, Luke is quite descriptive about Paul’s reaction to what he sees in Athens.  
i. You might remember from a couple of chapters ago that Paul and Barnabas got into a sharp disagreement about whether or not to take John Mark with them on this trip?  
A. Well, the Greek word used to describe that sharp disagreement is the same word used here to describe Paul’s reaction to what he sees – it is ‘paroxysm.’  
1) Basically, Paul’s blood began to boil – his anger was aroused – he was incensed.  
B. And the word used to describe this reaction of Paul is the same as that used to describe the reaction of God to Israel’s idolatry.  
1) You probably also recall the phrase that you often find in the OT; their behaviour “provoked Him to anger.”  It’s the same thing here with Paul.
ii. In Ephesians 4:26 we read these words, “Be angry and do not sin.”  Well, what we see here in v16 gives us an indication of that anger which is appropriate and permissible for the Christian; it  has been called righteous anger.  
A. And it has as its starting point the person and work and example of Jesus Christ that we find in the Bible.  
1) It recognizes that Jesus came to earth to deal with what?  With sin.  He came to seek and to save the lost.  He died on the cross to atone for sin.  He came to be the friend of sinners.  He came to restore and redeem and remedy.
2) But it also imitates Jesus’ distress at sin and the consequences of sin, such as when Lazarus died and Jesus wept, or when the money-changers were at work in the temple courts and Jesus turfed them out, or when, despite being very tired, He saw that the people were like sheep without a shepherd and he taught them.  
B. And so, it is anger focused on sin – it arises from a hatred of sin; its chief upset is the spiritual harm that sin causes.  
C. And this means it doesn’t stand up there and look down on sinners.

D. It doesn’t congratulate itself for not falling into that sin.

E. It doesn’t lose its temper and fly off the handle and take its frustrations out on another.  
F. No, looking to Jesus Christ, it is an anger that leads to compassion because it is so distressed by what it sees.  And so, it works to bring the light and wisdom and hope of the gospel of grace in Jesus Christ into the situation, just as Paul does here.  
1) It’s quite different, isn’t it, to the anger that you and I often sinfully express with our words and actions?
b. Well, Paul’s righteous anger is kindled by the idolatry of Athens.  Historians tell us that the population of Athens at this time was around 10,000 people but that there were around 30,000 statues in the city.  In fact, one Roman Comedian of the time joked that it was easier to find a god in Athens than a man!  But while some of the statues would have been out and out idols, much of it was just sculpture and architecture.  However, while others might walk past and just admire a beautiful statue or building, Paul recognizes the idolatry that is its inspiration.  And we want to camp here for a moment to consider Paul’s reaction.  
i. Verse 16 says, Paul was greatly distressed to see that the city was full of idols.”  And the Greek word translated as “to see” means to look at and to perceive or discern or view mentally in order to assess.  
A. In other words, Paul was no brainless spectator or an undiscerning absorber.

1) Paul’s eyes were not just cameras; they were also microscopes.  They saw images, yes, but they analyzed those images.

2) Paul’s ears were not just pipes for sounds; they were also filters that assessed and weighed what he heard.

3) And Paul’s mind was no sponge that simply absorbed whatever it was dipped in.  It too had a grid by which everything was measured and checked.  
4) And what he saw and processed there in Athens filled him with this anger/sadness over idolatry and its consequences.

ii. And congregation, the reality is that you and I also live in the midst of a culture.  We might call it Western culture or Eastern culture or Hollywood culture.  It is given all sorts of names and it comes to expression in many different forms.  But the statues of Athens for us are today’s music or movies or books or news reports or billboards or TV programs or social media or adverts or national curricula or art exhibitions or sports or whatever else it is that has to do with art/entertainment/education.  
A. In a number of different ways, what a person paints or videos or writes or blogs or tweets or sculpts or composes expresses what they believe.  It is a sermon.  

B. What we and our children and our neighbours watch, listen to, or read are sermons preached from a certain perspective.  
1) They say something about what the individual or our culture believes to be true or good or right or important or beautiful. 

iii. Now, you might be thinking to yourself, whoa, that’s a bit over the top.  When I’m listening to ZM or the EDGE or the Concert programme, that’s just background noise; I’m not listening to a sermon!  And when I watch a movie or TV, that’s just sort of mindless entertainment; I’m just kind of chill-axing or tuning out for a bit.  And sports is just harmless fun; it doesn’t mean anything!   And Facebook?  That’s just a way for people to keep in touch.  You don’t have to analyze Facebook!  And I know that David Attenborough sometimes tells me that this cave has been here for billions of years, but I can just laugh that off and ignore it; it’s not that big a deal.  Its just his opinion.
iv. But consider this:

A. The opening words of the Bible are these: “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.”

B. And Jesus said in John 14:6, “I am the way, the truth and the life.”

C. Psalm 24:1 tells us that “the earth is the Lord’s and all it contains.”
D. And Colossians 1:17 says that Jesus “is before all things, and in Him all things hold together.” 
E. And this is what Scripture says about those that do not acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Saviour and Lord: Romans 3:10-18, “There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God.  All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one."  "Their throats are open graves; their tongues practice deceit." "The poison of vipers is on their lips."  "Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness."  "Their feet are swift to shed blood; ruin and misery mark their ways, and the way of peace they do not know."  "There is no fear of God before their eyes."”
F. And in terms of what comes out of their hearts; their ‘culture,’ Paul describes it this way in Ephesians 4:17-19, The thinking of Gentiles, or those outside of Christ, is futile.  “They are darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts.  Having lost all sensitivity, they have given themselves over to sensuality so as to indulge in every kind of impurity, with a continual lust for more.”
1) And is this not exactly the ‘flavour’ of so much that comes onto our screens and is in the reading material and in conversation today? 
2) And there can be no more obvious example of this than the obsession with promoting homosexuality that is sweeping across the western world today.
a) In almost every western country, marriage and the right to adopt children is being opened to homosexuals.
i) Despite the fact that God is the creator of marriage, and that He has designed humanity so that only a man and a woman can have children, our culture says it knows better.
A) And it accomplishes its wicked ideals, yes, eventually through changing legislation, but initially through things like pop music that promotes ‘equality,’ just think of Lady Gaga’s ‘Born this Way,’ and prime-time TV shows that almost always include homosexuals because they are ‘normal’ and ‘everywhere’ and good people just like you and me, and the findings of science that tells us that homosexuality is genetic; that’s just how they are, and government watchdogs and departments and school curricula that promote ‘equality’ and persecute intolerance in schools in universities and in the media and in the church, you just wait.
B) And the result is that while in 1985 some 30% of people supported the idea of same-sex marriage, now it is something like 55-60% according to recent polls.
v. Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, we cannot be just spectators of what is out there.  At no time can the believer interact with the culture around him without Christian spectacles.  
A. To believers, God’s word says in 1 Cor. 10:31 says, “Whether you eat or drink, whatever you do, do it all to the glory of God.”  
1) It will not do, therefore, for us to say, “I am just watching this to relax,” or “I just listen to this because I like the tune,” or “I do this because its just harmless fun,” etc.  
2) There is no neutrality.  We must be listening for or looking for the sermon.  
a) Yes, by God’s grace, even an unbeliever may produce something that is quite stunning and beautiful and true that reflects biblical truth.  
b) But overall, read, view, or listen to their work, with a biblically informed mind, and you will recognize their unbelief and godlessness.  You will see or hear the ‘sermon’ that they preach in their work.  
c. But this, of course, requires a biblically informed mind.  
i. You have to know and believe that God exists, that He is the Eternal Creator of the world, and that He has come down to this earth to live among us in Jesus Christ, and to die on the cross for your sins, and that He will come again to judge the living and the dead.  
ii. You have to know that Jesus is before all things and that in Him all things hold together.  
iii. You have to know that He is the King of the church and that He is sovereign over all kings and all people for the church.  
iv. But that will not be enough if you want to recognize the sermons that our culture is preaching in its art/entertainment/education.  
v. Consider Paul here.  For as we observe him here, we see that we cannot answer Tertullian’s question about Jerusalem and Athens by saying Jerusalem VS Athens – burn every book but the Bible.  
A. Paul did not avoid Athens or flee from Athens because it had idolatrous statues.  On the contrary, Paul was an ‘art student.’  Paul knew enough about art to be able to interpret the sermons in the statues he saw.  
B. Paul was also a student of philosophy; he knew about the beliefs of the Epicureans and Stoics.  
1) He knew that they both rejected immortality; this life is all there is.  
2) He knew that the Epicureans believed in gods who were far off and who had nothing to do with the world. 
3) He knew that the Stoics believed god was in everything and everything was god.  
4) He knew that the Epicureans saw life as random and emphasized the pursuit of pleasure while the Stoics believed in fate and not getting too worked up about anything.  
a) And Paul knew how their beliefs came through in their art/entertainment/education.  
C. And later Paul will quote from Greek poets whom he had obviously also read and studied.  
vi. We see then that Paul was a student of the Bible but also a discerning student of the culture around him.
vii. Now, this is not to say that we can watch anything or go anywhere – The Bible, for example, repeatedly warns NT believers to have nothing to do with idol temples because of the immoral and idolatrous practises that went on there.  
A. So, each believing individual and each family will need to make difficult decisions about where the lines that ought not be crossed are today, looking always to the teaching of the Bible, the example of Jesus Christ, the glory of God, and the example we set for others.  
B. We are called to be holy – separate from the world.  
C. We are told in Ephesians 5 to “have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose them … [and to] be very careful, then, how you live-- not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil.”  
D. But as we see here with Paul, separation does not mean ignorance.  
viii. And so, while you may not need to remember the exact terms or be able to give text book definitions or be an expert, knowing that our culture rejects Theism – that’s what you and I believe – that there is a God who is before all things and above all things and the Creator of all things, knowing that our culture rejects theism in favour of naturalism – natural causes explain everything that exists, you will be far more able to recognize and interpret the sermons out there.  
ix. And knowing that our culture holds to moral relativism – I decide what is right and wrong, and multiculturalism – every culture is equally good, and pragmatism – whatever works best is right, and utopianism – all men are basically good and getting better, and this worldism – you live, you die, and that’s it, you will be far more able to recognize and interpret the sermons out there.  
A. The lyrics of pop songs, the theme of a movie, the thesis of an argument in a paper or an editorial, the composition of a painting, the liturgy of a sports event, the content and design of a webpage, all these sermons you will be able to interpret.
2. Well, as we conclude, we see that Paul’s biblically informed and culturally educated mind not only enabled him to interpret the sermons he saw but also to respond in the right way.  
a. And very simply, he responded with the gospel.  We are told that he reasoned with the religious in the synagogue, with the shoppers in the in the marketplace, and eventually, as we shall see next time, with the ‘professors’ at the ‘university.’  
i. And from v18, we are told that some of the philosophers there “began to dispute with him.”  They called him a “babbler.”  
A. Now, the literal translation of the Greek word used there actually means ‘seed-picker.’  They accused Paul of picking up a bit of philosophy from here and some religion from there and recycling it as some sort of new view.  They weren’t impressed with what he was saying.  
ii. Others though believed he was “advocating foreign gods.”  
A. And you will note that they mention ‘gods’ not ‘god.’  
B. And Luke goes on to explain this response as being because Paul was preaching the good news about Jesus and the resurrection.  
1) You see, The Greek for Jesus is Yayzoo, and the Greek for resurrection is Anastasis.  
2) But these philosophers simply understood Paul to be talking about a male god and a female god – Yayzoo and Anastasis.  They too did not understand what he was saying.  But they were interested enough to hear him some more.
b. Congregation, please turn in your Bibles to 2 Cor. 10:3.  
i. We read earlier from Romans 1.  And in Romans 1 Paul talked about his obligation to preach the gospel “both to Greeks and non-Greeks, both to the wise and to the foolish.”  And this gives us a startling insight into how Paul confronted this overdose of idolatry in Athens.  
A. Did he petition the city council to tear down the statues?  No.  
B. Did He purchase lots of blankets to cover up the nude statues?  No.  
C. Did He write letters to the MPs of the government seeking a change in legislation?  No.  
D. Did he organize protest marches along the high street?  No.  
E. Did he begin a Christian Art school to train Christian artists?  No.  
F. And I am not saying that these things are wrong or inappropriate activities for believers.  I just want us to see what ought to be our chief priority.  And 2 Corinthians 10:3-5 explains this when it says, “For though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does.  The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world.  On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds.  We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ.”  
G. And this is just a more detailed explanation of what Paul went on to say in Romans 1, “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.”  
I have a television.  I have access to the internet.  I visited a couple of art galleries in Wellington.  I get the newspaper.  And I expect you too will have or do these things also.  You will read or listen to the same ‘sermons’ that I do.
Does it make you angry?  Does it fill you with an incredible sadness?  Are you distressed by the idolatry and immorality that explicitly or implicitly flavours much of today’s culture?  You should be.  It is so anti-Christ.  And it is so empty.  It doesn’t bring happiness.  Prisons are fuller than ever.  Venereal disease is rampant.  Relationships are so broken.  Suicide rates are higher than they have ever been.  Psychiatric hospitals are overflowing.  Evolution is a damnable lie!!  Hedonism or the pursuit of pleasure is a disgusting falsehood.
This world needs Jesus, crucified and risen!  This world needs Jesus, Saviour and Lord!  This world needs Jesus, Shepherd and King!  
This world needs to know about the forgiveness of sins in Jesus.
This world needs men and women, young people and boys and girls who are so in love with Jesus, and so aware of the truth in Jesus and the lie in the philosophies of the world, and who are not ashamed of the gospel.  Are you one of these?  
Let’s pray.

