Have you had a Paroxysm lately?

Acts 17:16-34

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, this is the second time Paul evangelizes pagans who had no knowledge of the Hebrew Scriptures at all – at least, so far as is recorded for us. The first occasion was in Lystra. We read about it in chapter 14 and the people of Lystra thought because Paul had done a miracle that he and Silas were two old Greek gods – Zeus and Hermes. This second time in Athens they also thought Paul was proclaiming two new gods – this time, Jesus and Anastasis. Anastasis means resurrection but Jesus and Anastasis could have sounded like a male god and his female companion, so the great Greek preacher, Chrysostom says.
 
After having to leave Berea, Athens is where Paul finds himself. It probably was not on his itinerary. He had been called to Macedonia, northern Greece, not Achaia, southern Greece, and he probably wanted to go back to Philippi or Thessalonica or Berea but the doors to all those cities were closed to him. But Paul believed Romans 8:28 that nothing happens by chance but God works all things out for our good and his glory. So he sets himself to be busy. I want to ask five questions of our text this morning. First of all: 
1.
What did Paul find in Athens? 
Well, what would you expect to find in Athens? What would you do if you went to Athens? I suspect we would all go looking for the Acropolis and the Parthenon and all those other historical monuments. Well they were four hundred years old when Paul was there, although still very grand and beautiful. On its 20 foot high base stood Athena, the goddess of wisdom and war; beautifully and elegantly sculpted out of gold and ivory, she reached another fifty-five feet into the air and her gleaming golden spear even further. Its tip, we are told, could be seen forty miles away.
 
But Athena was not the only god in Athens. Paul found, verse 16, “a city full of idols.” One Roman writer even said it was “easier to find a god there than a man.”
 
But gods are not all that one would find in Athens. Athens was the intellectual capital of the world. Even though under Rome Athens really lived on its past, it was still the Oxford and Cambridge, the Harvard, the Yale, the Sorbonne of the day, where the very top students went with their Rhodes Scholarships, or what have you, to finish their education.
 The Athenians had had an inveterate intellectual curiosity for centuries.
 
And yet, with all their gods and all their intellectual sophistication, they realized, though no doubt they would not have admitted it, they were missing something. But admit it or not, our actions give ourselves away at times and the Athenians had become what we might call religious dilettantes or intellectual dilettantes. Verse 21; “All the Athenians and the strangers visiting there used to spend their time in nothing other than telling or hearing something new.” It almost sounds like us with our radio and TV and internet. We mustn’t miss a trick, must we? 
But flitting from one thing to another is a sure sign of uncertainty, of a lack of confidence in one’s religion or philosophy. At the same time, uncertainty doesn’t keep men from acting superior. So here were these people who did nothing other than hear or tell something new calling Paul an “idle babbler … a proclaimer of strange deities” (v.18).
The world is still full of people like this and under their curse. Think of Al Gore running round the world on his pseudo-scientific crusade against human activity with almost a religious fanaticism – leaving a fairly large carbon footprint in the process, by the way! And this the man who played a part in banning DDT thirty years ago, now demonstrated to be safe enough after millions of African children have died of malaria.
 
Well this is what Paul found in Athens and this is what we find where and whenever man reigns without God. And just in case they missed anything, there was “an altar … to an unknown god” (v.23). Such altars were apparently common throughout Greece. For all the religious enlightenment that all these religions should have given, and all the intellectual enlightenment that those philosophies should have given, Paul called it “worship in ignorance.” Ignorance is what Paul found in Athens, the religious and intellectual capital of the ancient world. Secondly: 
2.
What did Paul do in Athens? 
When Paul saw all this beautiful sculpture and architecture he was not taken in by its grandeur. I’ve no doubt he could appreciate its beauty. Paul was far from a Philistine. But he saw through it all; he saw through it to what it told of the Athenians’ hearts. 
If you look at verse 16 again you will see that Paul did not just see “a city full of idols.” We read, “He was beholding a city full of idols.” Our translation uses this word behold to translate the Greek word theoreo. We get our English word theorize from it. It means to observe and to think about the meaning of a thing and to formulate a theory, an explanation for it. So Paul in verse 22 says, “I observe” – it’s the same word again. “I see and have considered and weighed up and thus conclude that you Athenians are very religious in all respects.” 
It is interesting to see two things here that we might not always think would go together. Here is Athens, the mother of the whole great western philosophical tradition, the home of Aristotle and Socrates and Plato, the very most intellectually-sophisticated people on earth, ever. But man knows he is a sinner. Man knows he is guilty of offending God and without God he is afraid of death. And because death for the unbeliever is not conquered, man has no assurance of the resurrection or any life of happiness after death. So he tries to overcome his fear of death with philosophies that deny the afterlife. The two reigning philosophies in Athens at the time were Epicureanism and Stoicism. Both denied any kind of afterlife and therefore in different ways both philosophies taught one had to find happiness in this life. 
But the God-shaped vacuum in every human heart remains. Their intellectual sophistication gave them no security or certainty. Their constant interest in telling or hearing something new tells us that. Their altar to an unknown god gave them away. Just in case some aspect of life was not covered, they had this kind of catch-all religious insurance policy. Paul saw, he observed, he thought it through. He saw their ignorance; and also their arrogance. What struck Paul most was not the splendour of Athens’ history and architecture and cultural excellence; it was the idolatry. Paul himself was an exceptionally well-educated man but he was a spiritual man at heart. 
People of God, our world today is no different. An idol is simply anything that we have in the place of God, anything for which we live. If we don’t ultimately live for God we worship an idol. If any way of thinking, any kind of religion or philosophy guides our life and guides our thinking that is not God, then we have an idol. If we have anything in which we put our hope and our trust for the future and that is not God, then we have an idol. And if we would not only see but observe and think through, we would see that we live in a grossly idolatrous culture. Thirdly: 
3.
How was Paul affected by all this? 
We read in verse 16 that “Paul’s spirit was being provoked within him as he was observing the city full of idols.” His spirit was being provoked; it is the word from which we get our word paroxysm. It means a sharp emotional disturbance. It is hardly ever used in the New Testament but it’s used many times in the Greek translation of the Old Testament to speak of how God reacts when he sees his people falling into idolatry. It bespeaks anger, grief, indignation.
 
And idolatry is exactly what Paul is confronted with in Athens. Paul was a godly man to react like that. I wonder, brothers and sisters, do we react like that? I’m not just being funny when I ask the question, Have you had a paroxysm lately? Are we sharply and deeply emotionally disturbed by our idolatrous and blasphemous culture? 
Exodus 34, verse 14 says, “Yahweh, whose name is jealous, is a jealous God.” I noticed ten or twelve years ago when lots of South Africans started coming to this country – and the South Africa you left behind ten or twelve years ago was a bit closer to the old South Africa than it is today – but I noticed how the new immigrants then noticed the blasphemy in New Zealand and often expressed indignation about it. I noticed it because we kiwis have lived with it for a long time and got a bit used to it and often don’t react as we ought to. I felt a little rebuked.
I was reading a book on Islam and Jihad a while ago and this book talked about a man whom the author called “the Martin Luther of Modern Jihad.”
 He visited America in 1948 and had this to say of his reaction – and as much as I hate Islam, it was a right reaction. I will read it to you except I will exchange two words – Allah and Islam I will make God and Christianity. He said 
  Today we are living like heathens just like the days before Christianity, and the way people act, the world’s culture and what they believe and think, it is all heathenism, even in the Christian world. Christians’ education, their philosophies, their culture, their thinking, their laws, are all far from the true Christianity. 
  The way that life is lived today is an insult to God and his authority on the earth. It contradicts godly principles. This idolatrous world gives the authority of God to human beings as if they were God. We’ve become our own gods. These heathens are not like the ones before Christianity but far worse. Today’s heathens reverence and honour man-made constitutions, laws and principles, systems and humanistic methods. They disregard Christianity’s law and its constitution for life. 
  We should immediately eliminate this pagan influence and the heathen pressure on our world. We must overturn this current society with its culture and leadership of infidels. This is our first priority: to shake and change the foundations of heathens. We must destroy whatever conflicts with true Christianity. We must get out from under the bondage of what keeps us from living in the ways that God wants us to live.
You can imagine how a Muslim would take that further. He said we should use the sword and the gun to do it. We cannot go along with that. But brothers and sisters, we should be similarly affected! We should be disturbed by all of this around us that we see. The whole way this world lives is an insult to God. It’s an offence to him. It’s “a stink up his nostrils”, to borrow Isaiah’s phrase. The wanton murder of our innocents must grieve his spirit immeasurably. It should fill us too with anger and grief and indignation. 
4.
How did Paul respond? 
Anger, grief and indignation are not enough and they were not enough for Paul. He kept his cool and he acted; for anger and indignation itself achieves nothing. Because Paul had beheld he had theorized and understood, “he reasoned”, we read in verse 17, “in the synagogue with the Jews and the God-fearing Gentiles and in the market place every day with those who happened to be present.” Persistently, every day, with anybody who happened to be present; not just on his own home ground in the synagogue; he took on the reigning unbelieving philosophies of the day. 
Now you may say, That’s all very well for Paul. And you have a point. I often feel like that too, for Paul was very well educated in Tarsus, “no mean city,” he said, and in Jerusalem. He had an excellent classical education which enabled him, a Jew of all people, to drop in and discuss philosophy and religion with everybody and anybody with ease. He was an extraordinarily capable and versatile person. 
But just here, people of God we must be careful. For it was exactly the person that you and I might feel ourselves to be that Jesus rebuked very sharply in the parable of the talents, when that man made that sort of excuse. “Well it’s all very well for that bloke with the wonderful intellect and the best education that money can buy but Lord, you only gave me one talent.” That’s the Jewish sin that we see in Jerusalem and that we have seen time and again through the book of Acts, isn’t it? Jealousy. Jesus called that man wicked and lazy. 
Are we not only insensitive to God’s honour but also lazy? Then we are wicked. Of course, we all do have different gifts and different capacities. But what are we doing to develop the one talent then? Young people, while you are young, get all the education you can; and with all your education get wisdom and humility. Remember it is a gift of God for his service and his kingdom, not your self-aggrandisement or just to make money. But then perhaps you say, “Well, I’m a tradesman. I’m not an intellectual at all.” I’ve met many tradesmen who have very good heads and can reason very, very well. 
So I repeat what I say. And when you’ve finished your formal education or got your trade, keep reading; or start reading again. Reading is a Christian duty. We are disciples. The first meaning of the word disciple is to be a learner and the best way to learn is to read. And remember – I’ve said it before and I’m going to say it more times than just this morning too. Read one night a week, two hours a night, only fifteen pages an hour. That gives you plenty of time to have a cup of tea in the middle and wake yourself up again. At fifteen pages an hour you can think about it as you read it. Do that one night a week for only forty weeks of the year – and there are fifty-two! – and you will have read twelve hundred pages in a year. That’s three or four reasonable books read at a pace at which you can turn them over and assimilate them. Brothers and sisters, young people, can we not afford that to develop the one talent that the Lord has given us to serve him with, him having given his life to save us? 
Paul had learned and now he could and did respond out of his indignation for the honour of the Lord of all the earth. He reasoned with them about their philosophies, as we shall see in a couple of week’s time Lord willing, and having done that he ultimately proclaimed Jesus and the resurrection. So, fifthly: 
5.
What was the response to Paul’s message? 
They called Paul an idle babbler, a seed picker (v.18). It’s got the note about it of saying he’s a cock sparrow. The phrase was usually used of little birds that hopped here and there picking up seeds; it was Athenian slang for the philosophic picker-up of oddments, the visiting preacher with rags and tags of thought and religious ideas from here and there, mixed and matched.
 It’s the sort of person you’ll find at Albert Park or in Christchurch Square any Saturday morning. 
But they were interested enough to give him a hearing (v.18). Paul’s teachings were strange ideas to them. Well why not? How often do we find another way of thinking strange until we’ve had an opportunity to turn it over and make some adjustments to our view of life in the world? So be patient. Give people time. Yet, how did they respond? 
i)
Well their condescension turned to sneers when Paul mentioned Jesus and the resurrection. The Epicureans were fanatically opposed to any idea of a bodily resurrection. They didn’t believe in any kind of immortality. It was ludicrous to them. So perhaps it was they who sneered. These sophisticated university professors were embarrassed and angry that they’d allowed themselves to listen to this rustic from the provinces, this country-bumpkin. 
ii)
But other Greeks, Stoics included, could have had some kind of idea of immortality, some sort of spiritual after-life. Perhaps it was these who said, “We shall hear you again concerning this Paul” (v.32), and they were prepared to think about what Paul had to say. 
iii)
On the other hand, “some believed,” there and then including “Dionysius the Areopagite,” one of the professors of the University of Athens, “and a woman named Damaris and others with them” (v.34). 
We don’t hear of a Church being established in Athens but Paul took his opportunity and the Lord gave him some fruit. 
Conclusion
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, in our story today, God takes the Gospel right into the heart of the intellectual world of the day. Paul’s message we shall have to look at another time. But intellectual heart of the world of the day or not, Paul considered it darkness and ignorance. John says to us in chapter one of his Gospel, “the light shines in the darkness and the darkness did not comprehend it.” We are not quite sure how to translate that word comprehend. It could be meant to say that “light shines in the darkness and the darkness did not overpower it.” 
At any rate, both were true in Athens that day. Most of the intellectual world of Athens did not understand it. They could not. They needed to be born again. Yet, as Paul preached it was not overpowered. Some saw and believed. 
But what I am thinking about this morning is those philosophies of the day and ourselves and our reaction to the dishonour that the Lord suffers around us in New Zealand. 
#
You see, Epicureanism taught that pleasure was the chief end of man – not necessarily hedonism, sexual lust and all the rest of it. Rather, it taught that the only pleasure worth having was a life of tranquillity, free from pain and disturbing passions.
#
Zeno, the Stoic philosopher, was also concerned about escaping the impact of trouble. The Stoics exalted reason and therefore they were to be virtuous and brave, for pain and death are not evils. But on the other hand, pleasure is not a good. So while the Epicureans tried to avoid pain and passions, the Stoic was to rule over pain and subdue one’s passions, to live above all of that. As a consequence, Stoics could be very noble but also very proud. 
#
But the interesting thing is, both strove for a life of quiet tranquillity and peace. 
Now the gospel is the gospel of peace but it’s not the peace that the world gives. It’s a peace that the world knows nothing about. But I wonder, congregation, could it be that the peace we so often know and desire is actually only the world’s peace, the peace of the Epicureans and the Stoics, the peace of quiet and tranquillity, freedom from trouble, a future all planned and provided for in a stable orderly way? 
I could not help but think how Paul, the Christian, was so different from that kind of peace. And this is the Paul who taught moderation in all things, who preached in chapter 24 of self-control to Festus; and yet inwardly, he was greatly emotionally disturbed and agitated by the idolatry that he saw. And idolatry is always blasphemy and insulting to our God. Paul didn’t allow his agitation to rule him but he did allow it to motivate him. So “he reasoned in the synagogue and the market place and he proclaimed Jesus and the resurrection.” He reasoned with them about their wrong ideas about God. He proclaimed Jesus, the Son of the living God. He proclaimed God’s honour and he proclaimed the resurrection, God’s power, and the answer to man’s guilt and fears. 
Brothers and sisters, do we see the darkness and the ignorance of our fellow-man under and in all the glittering wealth and intellectual and scientific achievements of our age? Do we see how he is lost? 

Are we deeply disturbed by the idolatry and the blasphemy by which this world lives? Are we angered by it? Are we moved by it? For God’s honour and man’s lost condition, our spirit ought to be provoked within us and we ought to be motivated to action as the Apostle Paul was. It is brought out so well – both aspects: God’s honour and man’s need – in this hymn: 
‘For my sake and the gospel’s, go and tell redemption’s story.’
  His herald’s answer, ‘Be it so, and thine, Lord, all the glory!’ 
They preach his birth, his life, his cross, the love of his atonement,

  for whom they count the world but loss, his Easter, his enthronement.

Brothers and sisters, unbelievers live in the darkness of their minds. Their work is futile. They are filled with uncertainty and fear, under their arrogance and pride. It is our duty to enlighten them with the truth of the gospel for only in God’s light can we see light. 











 Amen.
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 29th July, 2007
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