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“Jerusalem verses Athens – Part 2”      Text – Acts 17:19-34       Readings – Proverbs 1:1-7; 1 Cor. 1:17-2:16 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Here is an imaginary conversation between two workmates – one a non-believer and one a believer.  
The non-believer says, “Hey Jim, I know that you are a Christian.  Can you tell me why a good God would let my mother take two years to waste away and die of bone cancer?”  
And Jim responds, “Tony, God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.”
Now I expect that you can see that Jim has not answered Tony’s question.  
Jim has told the truth; he has said good and important words; he has shared the gospel even.  But Jim has not listened to Tony’s question and addressed the gospel to Tony’s situation.   
Now, this is not to suggest that the Lord cannot use our feeble attempts to share the gospel.  The Spirit of the Lord moves in mysterious ways His wonders to perform.  
But neither should the believer commit a simple gospel formula to memory and trot it out as his or her response to any and every situation.   
And we see something of this here in Acts 17.  For in the rest of this chapter, Paul directs the gospel of the risen Lord to the men of Athens.
Last Sunday, as we began to look at this section of Acts 17, we looked at Paul arrive in Athens.  

And we noted that because Paul had a biblically informed mind and was educated in terms of Greek religion and philosophy, he was able to interpret the idolatrous ‘sermons’ that the statues of Athens proclaimed.  
In other words, Paul was a student of the world around him and this helped him speak to that culture.  
And we will see this again today as he speaks at the Areopagus.
But I want to pause here for a moment to clarify one thing that may not have come through as clearly as it could have last week.  And it has to do with the passages we have read today from Proverbs and Corinthians.  
· Proverbs is a book about what?  Wisdom.  In fact, Proverbs divides the world into two categories – the wise and the foolish.  
· And 1 Corinthians 1&2 recognize those two categories also – the wise and the foolish.  
Well, what is it that marks out one group from the other?  What is it that makes one wise?  
· Is it Bible study?  If someone sits down for 8 hours a day and studies the Bible, will he automatically become wise?  
· Or, if he attends four years of philosophy lectures at university, will he automatically become wise?  
And the simple and biblical answer to these questions is no.  Wisdom does not come automatically from Bible study or education.  There are people in this world who have spent far more time than you and I in Bible study and/or in the classroom and they remain fools.  Why?  
· Proverbs 1:7, “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge,” or, as Proverbs 9:10 puts it, “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, and knowledge of the Holy One is understanding.”  Wisdom begins with the fear of the Lord.  
· And 1 Corinthians describes Jesus Christ as “the power of God and the wisdom of God.”  
And this wisdom, this fear of the Lord, this knowing Jesus Christ is not something that if we just work at hard enough we can get.  It is the gift of God that comes through the work of the Holy Spirit within, just as we read in 1 Corinthians 2.  
“The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to Him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned.”  
And how does Paul contrast the fool with the believer?  “We have the mind of Christ.”  
So, as Paul stood there in Athens and interpreted the ‘sermons’ in the statues, yes, he had a biblically informed mind and yes, he was educated in all things Greek, but the reason why he saw what these statues represented when many didn’t, and the reason why he became so angry and distressed that he felt compelled to preach the gospel was the presence of the Spirit of God within him, which made him one who had “the mind of Christ,” which made him one who feared the Lord.
And the reason we have paused to dwell on this for a moment is to safeguard us from thinking that so long as we do this or we do that we will be ready to do the Lord’s work.

Thus, it would be a mistake for us to think that so long as we have our neighbours over for a meal and package the gospel this way or that way, then we are bound to end up with converts.  
Conversion is the work of the Holy Spirit.  
And this, brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, is incredibly empowering!  It is liberating to know that evangelism is not our work, but the Spirit’s!   

By all means, be diligent and faithful and wise, but know that it is the Holy Spirit who changes hearts and makes men and women and boys and girls disciples of Jesus Christ.
So let’s see this again then as we turn our attention to vv19-21 where we see something about the Athens culture.   And this is the first of the three major sections of this passage.  
1. In vv17-18, we are told that Paul has been busy preaching about Jesus and the resurrection.  And some of his hearers wanted to hear more from him so they invite him or take him to a meeting of the Areopagus or at the Areopagus.  
a. Literally, the Greek word means Hill of Aries, a Greek god.  And Aries’ Roman equivalent was Mars.  Thus, the English translation of this word is generally known as Mars Hill.  It functioned as a kind of council that supervised educational and philosophical matters.  
2. And it is useful for us to note here what Luke says about these events and the reasons he supplies for this activity.  These men have not understood Paul’s message.  They describe what he says as “strange ideas.”  And then Luke goes on to say that “all the Athenians and the foreigners who lived there spent their time doing nothing but talking about and listening to the latest ideas.”  And what these words tell us is that their motivation in wanting to hear more from Paul suggests that it was not so much an awakened interest in the gospel but a kind of fascination with something that sounded new.  
a. You see, for around 700 years, Athens had been the philosophical centre of the known world.  Men like Pythagorus and Archimedes and Aristotle and Plato and Epicurus and Zeno and Democritus and others had put their ideas into the marketplace and had all been the flavour of the month or year or decade or century.  But then, their ideas were replaced by the next guy’s.  And eventually, long after Plato, for instance, had died and his ideas had been rejected, they came back into fashion again as neo-platonism.  
i. And so, there was a kind of philosophical fatigue at work in Athens.  They had heard it all before and were just hungry to hear something new.  
b. And Paul knew this.  Again, because of the Spirit of the Lord at work in his heart, Paul perceived what made these men tick.  He was able to assess their spiritual state and their spiritual need.  
i. He knew that sinful man suppresses the truth in unrighteousness.  
A. They know, as every human being does, because God makes this plain to them, that there is an eternal God who is the Creator of this world.

B. But they don’t want to be ruled by Him.  And so, in one way or another, they replace the worship of God with the worship of the creature.  And Paul knew this.
ii. And Paul knew the power of idolatry and the particular forms of it that had a hold on these men.  
iii. He knew, for example, that these men were progressives.  Progressives, you see, take for granted that what is new is always better than what is old.  Progressives say, “Don’t give me the old stuff!  Don’t expect me to learn anything from that old textbook.  I am not interested in old ideas.  I want to know about the latest developments.  I want stuff that is cutting edge.”  
A. And bound up in progressivism is the idea that Charles Darwin made famous 1900 years later – everything always gets better; it evolves.  
B. Now, scientists and engineers don’t usually fall for this kind of thinking.  They know that you cannot abandon the laws of physics and motion and engineering principles and just start from scratch.  
1) If I was a designer and I came to you and said I was going to build a house on top of water, and you were to say to me, “But every one knows it will sink,” and I was to tell you off for being trapped in the old fashioned ways of thinking, so let’s just try this new thing, you would probably think to yourself I was a few scoops short of an ice-cream.  And you’d be right!  
a) Thank goodness then that engineers are such sensible people!  You build on past truths; you add to existing knowledge.  You don’t reject old truth just because it is old.  
C. But artists and authors and philosophers, however, today also, often reject this way of thinking.  There are no rules, they say.  Old is bad.  New is in!   I don’t need to follow painting conventions about what is truly beautiful and what colours go together.  I am avant garde.  I am cutting edge!  I will not be hemmed in by your stuffy old rules!
D. And the reality is, as we have often observed, that when it is raining out there in the world, it is dripping in the church.  So, let’s not look to far down our noses at progressives, because the same idea is found in the cry to abandon the old ‘theologies’ and the old hymns and the old worship style and the old confessions and the old way of doing church, etc.  
1) And this is not to say that old automatically equals good.  Not at all.  This is a reminder though that we can easily imbibe or absorb the ideas out there in here.  
c. The main point in all this, however, is that these Spirit-given insights enabled Paul to speak the gospel of eternal life in Jesus Christ to the culture/situation/needs/issues/false understandings/erroneous view points/incorrect worldview, etc, of his hearers.  
i. Paul did not just trot out a three step gospel plan that he had once committed to memory.  
ii. What we see here is the Holy Spirit making use of a vessel, Paul, that He has equipped and gifted and given insight to speak the message that these people needed to hear in order that the Lord’s gospel purposes might be accomplished.
A. And it is our privilege to see how the Spirit used Paul as the vessel whereby the incredible gospel of Jesus Christ could do its work in the hearts and lives of these people of Athens.  
B. And it is our privilege each day to be the vessels through which the Holy Spirit causes the incredible gospel of Jesus Christ to do its work in the hearts and lives of those we speak to today.  

So let’s look now at Paul’s Athens sermon in vv22-31.
1. And the first thing we note is that Paul is a wonderful example of what Peter says in 1 Peter 3:15, “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.  But do this with gentleness and respect.”  And we see exactly this in his opening words, “Men of Athens!”  
a. You see, just think about who Paul is talking to here.  These are Greek philosophers.  
i. And though we might have an image in our minds of university professors – the respectable and well to do and clean cut teachers of society, remember Romans 1, which we read last week.  
A. What happens when men reject God in favour of idolatry?  What happens when men suppress the truth in unrighteousness, which is exactly what these men have done?  Romans 1 tells us: God gives “them over in the sinful desires of their hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one another.”  They commit “indecent acts with other men.” 
1) And this is not to suggest that every man there was a homosexual or a pederast.  
2) But you can be sure that there was rampant sexual immorality of different sorts among this group.  
ii. And again, as a spiritual man, Paul would have known this.  But the fruits of the Spirit include love and kindness and gentleness.  Paul will not ignore sin, as his sermon reveals, but Paul will be gentle and respectful towards those created in the image of God.  
2. But Paul continues.  Now, remember that Paul has been preaching about Jesus and the resurrection.  Some didn’t understand his message at all but others wanted to hear more.  And the resurrection was what they were most interested in because Epicureans and Stoics both reject immortality or after-life.  And they especially despise the body.  For them, the spirit was everything.  The body is just this corruptible container that our spirit lives in for a time.  But here is Paul speaking about Jesus, physically rising from the dead.  What is that all about.  
a. So look how Paul interacts with their curiosity.  
i. He says that some say that Jesus didn’t actually die, He just fell into a kind of coma.  And others say that the disciples just stole His body away.  And others explain His resurrection this way or that way.  
ii. But if you think about it, as in how could a person in a coma who has been crucified roll away a stone?, and all of these other ‘evidences,’ I trust you will agree that on the balance of probability, Jesus very likely rose physically.  
A. Is that Paul’s sermon?  Does he debate the resurrection with them?  Does he accept their starting viewpoint and try and trump it with ‘evidence’?  No he does not.  
b. Well, he is standing before a group of sexually immoral men who are bound up in idolatry.  Does he then tell them off for being so wicked and call on them to repent of this lifestyle?  No he does not.
c. You see, Paul is speaking here to people who have a completely different system of thought than he does – people with a different worldview; different presuppositions.  
i. Paul is wearing the glasses of the Spirit and the Word.  They do not.  
ii. So he cannot just add some more information to their previous thinking or ‘tell them off.’ 
iii. He must challenge them to renounce their previous way of thinking and undergo a mind-change.  They need to be completely converted – their total outlook on life, man, the world, reason and God has to be radically altered.  
A. They need new glasses.  They need to encounter the living Lord Jesus Christ in the Word of God and by the Spirit of God.  
d. So Paul’s message, and we are not going to look at the sermon in detail but by way of summary, (Paul’s message) is this:
i. First point – (And you guessed it, there are three points!)  You are ignorant of the truth.  
A. Those are his opening words in vv22-23.  
1) You might be ‘religious,’ says Paul, but you don’t worship the true and living God.  And it is He that I will now proclaim to you.  
a) And note that word ‘proclaim.’  Paul will not explain or prove or debate.  Paul proclaims!  
i) You see, the Bible does not begin with God proving that He exists.  The Bible begins with “In the beginning God.”  Blam – there you have it.  God is!  And that is the truth that Paul proclaims.  
ii. Second point – I will declare the truth to you from the authority of God’s revelation.  
A. And that’s what he does throughout vv22-31.  Paul proclaims what is revealed in both of God’s ‘books.’  
1) Firstly, the ‘book’ of creation - Psalm 19:1, “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of His hands.”  
a) Creation itself testifies to the reality of an eternal Creator God; every petal of this flower broadcasts the truth about who God is; it screams out in praise of its maker. 

2) And secondly, the book of Scripture – Psalm 19:7, “The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul.  The statutes of the LORD are trustworthy, making wise the simple.”  
a) God wants to be known and He has given us a book in which He has revealed Himself.  
i) Thus, He is truth and in His Book we discover truth.  
B. And on this point, in case we are tempted to think that in Thessalonica and Berea, Paul preached from the text or texts of the OT but here he just seems to argue or lecture or give his opinion, a good study Bible or reference book will show you that Paul’s words are built around Isaiah 42:5-8, Isaiah 66:1, Psalm 50:12-13, Psalm 74:17, Genesis 8:22 and Exodus 20:4.   And they are just the more obvious texts.  
1) Even though Paul is speaking to those who do not have or know the Bible, his sermon is biblical.  
a) And he draws on all of these verses to proclaim the truth about who God is and who man is and who Jesus Christ is and what our response to all this ought to be.
iii. And so, his third point is – Scripture will show you that you are a guilty sinner and that salvation can only be found in Jesus Christ.  
A. And that’s the message of vv30-31.  
1) God has been patient with mankind for many centuries.  
2) But now He has completed His revelation by sending Jesus to earth to die and to rise from the dead.  He has made His grace and mercy crystal clear in Jesus Christ.  
3) So, now, there is no excuse.  
iv. To these men of Athens, then, Paul is saying, If you do not undergo a radical shift in your thinking and confess your sins to God and embrace the truth in Jesus Christ, you will face Him on Judgment Day and be damned to hell. 
v. So his conclusion is – You must repent and believe in Jesus.  
A. If Paul had to put a title for this sermon in the bulletin, it would have been – Judgment Day is Coming – Be ready!
B. You see, these Greeks saw themselves as above their gods – able to discuss and debate truth and religion, etc.  Paul is calling them to ‘get under God’; to bow down before His authority; to humble themselves before His grace and mercy, before it is too late.
C. And congregation, it is no different today.  The average person you meet does not think he or she needs God and believes that no one has yet convinced him or her that God exists.  And when you try and prove that God exists, you are leaving that person ‘above’ God as someone who is free to agree or not.  They too need to be ‘under’ God.
D. So, returning to Jim and Tony, with whom we began the sermon, here is an Acts 17 response that Jim could have made to Tony’s question about the death of his mother.  
1) Tony, I am very sorry for your loss.  
2) But Tony, the Bible tells us that God created the world “very good,” and death is a result of the Fall.
3) But Jesus also came to earth and died, just as your mother died.  
4) And He defeated death when He rose again.  
5) And He revealed Himself as one who came to give rest to those who are weary and burdened.  
6) And Tony, Jesus is coming again to judge the living and the dead – be ready my friend.  You are a sinner and your only hope is Jesus Christ.
7) You see, this response speaks to Tony and his situation and calls on Tony to humble Himself before the Christ of Scripture.  
8) And Jim, having first asked the Spirit to give him a wise response, and trusting in the Spirit to use the Word to accomplish His purposes, can leave the outcome to the Lord, just as Paul did here in Athens. 
And we consider this, briefly, as we see the Athens responses in vv32-34.
1. Some of them sneered, we are told.  Some of them wanted to hear more.  “A few men became followers of Paul and believed.  Among them were Dionysius, a member of the Areopagus, also a woman named Damaris, and a number of others.”
a. And it doesn’t sound like a very good result, does it.  There is no mention of 3000 being converted that day or of a new and large church being established there as a result of Paul’s preaching.  We don’t read a letter to the Athenians in the NT.   
i. Is this, perhaps, because Paul did not speak well or wisely?  
ii. Did Paul not use enough funny stories or illustrations, maybe?  
iii. Might the result have been better if he had used puppets or shortened his lengthy 57 second sermon?!  
iv. Well, the Bible answers these questions in the Parable of the Sower that Jesus told in Matthew 13.  And I am sure you boys and girls will remember it?  “A farmer went out to sow his seed.  As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the birds came and ate it up.  Some fell on rocky places, where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly, because the soil was shallow.  But when the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they withered because they had no root.  Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants.  Still other seed fell on good soil, where it produced a crop-- a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown.”  
A. You see, in this parable, the farmer does what farmers do – he sows seed.  
B. His calling is not to be a soil examiner or a sun-watcher or a thorn expert, as useful as those things may be.  His calling is to sow the seed, as widely as possible.  Conversion is the work of the Holy Spirit.  
1) And that day in Athens, the Holy Spirit wanted just Dionysius, Damaris and a number of others to join the church of Jesus Christ.  
2) And perhaps, with some of the others, a gospel seed was planted that would not germinate for some time yet.  
3) But others had heard the truth that Jesus will remind them of on Judgment Day before He sends them to the fires of hell.  
a) Whatever the case, God’s Word, as Isaiah 55 explains, accomplishes the purpose for which God has sent it.  Paul has been a good farmer!  
And that is all that the Lord expects of us – sow the seed widely, promiscuously, generously.  Be respectful and gentle, yes, and be wise in what you say; be appropriate in what you say, but remember that conversion is the work of the Holy Spirit.  Remember that Jesus Christ is Saviour, Lord, King, and Judge.
Well, we end then with some homework!

I want to read out to you the beginning of a ‘sermon’ written by Daniel Denk of Inter-Varsity Christian Fellowship.  It is a kind of modern day equivalent of vv22-23.  And I am happy to email it to you if you want to do the homework, which is to write the rest of the sermon.
It goes like this:
Men and women of the university, I see that in every way you are very religious.  As I walked around the university, I observed carefully your objects of worship.  I saw your altar called the stadium where many of you worship the sports deity.  I saw the science building where many place their faith for the salvation of mankind.  I found an altar to the fine arts where artistic expression and performance seem to reign supreme without subservience to any greater power.  I walked through your residence halls and observed your sex goddess posters and beer can pyramids.  Yet as I walked with some of you and saw the emptiness in your eyes and sensed the aching in your hearts, I perceived that in your heart is yet another altar, an altar to the unknown God who you suspect may be there.  You have a sense that there is something more than these humanistic and self-indulgent gods.  What you long for as something unknown, I want to declare to you now.’

Amen.

