	ACTS 17:22-28
	(Readings: 1 Cor.9:19-23; Acts 14:8-18; 17:19-28)

	Attitude In Action

Congregation...

	Doesn't it sometimes seem that though people do their utmost to show how much they don't believe in God, yet they can't help but prove He's there anyway?
		Like, for instance, the kind of language that many are increasingly using.
			You can hear that on television, in the streets, from the radio, at the sports field, wherever people talk together.
	There's so much blasphemy!
		For people who wouldn't have a bar of God otherwise, they sure use His Name often enough anyway!

	Then there is what fascinates people today.
		Which subjects are the most popular?
			Well, doesn't it seem that anything with an extra-terrestrial flavour is sure to be a hit!
	It can be the most speculative nonsense!
		I mean, you'll never know will you?
			Ah, the essence of mystery.
				Mind you, they can't stand it in Christianity; in fact, they will berate the biblical faith for its so-called fundamentalism, simply because it does what they are trying to do these days - believing in what you can't see!

	Dear friends, it was no different with the audience Paul addresses in our text.
		They had all kinds of strange beliefs and practices in Ancient Athens; it was as much 'New Age' as anything coming out of California or west Auckland these days!
			The phrase in verse 22, as Paul says to them about how very religious they are, implies an extremism in their worship.
	So taken up are they with following every possible direction in religion that they've even got an "unknown god" to cover any possible exceptions.
		They're so superstitious!
			You see, congregation, they sense there's Someone out there; in spite of all the heights of Greek philosophy and science, in their hearts they feel there's Someone behind it all.

	In this way Paul makes the best possible approach to what could very well have been the end of his life.
		It's a crucial time in his life, a time we can compare with that of Socrates several centuries earlier.
			It was Socrates, the famous philosopher, who had been condemned to death by this Council for the very same charge that Paul was facing now.
				Socrates was executed because he had been advocating foreign gods.

	But his defence when brought before the Council had been quite inadequate.
		He hadn't been able to shake off that charge.
			Paul, though facing the same accusation, turns his defence into an offense - he attacks!

	In the words of our first consideration...
		THE APOSTLE WISELY COMES BESIDE.

	Congregation, notice how Paul begins his sermon: 
		"Men of Athens! 
			"I see that in every way you are very religious."

	Now, don't think this is a way of buttering up the Council.
		In fact, it was forbidden to use complimentary words when addressing the Areopagus.
			So, what was Paul saying?

	I think we've seen what Paul's referring too with the previous verses.
		The Athenians were inherently curious - zealously so - and this applied religiously too.
			They had virtually tried out everything on the spiritual spectrum - today's 'new agers' would have nothing on what they had dabbled in then!

	It was all a part-and-parcel of their wanting to hear about anything new - you see, they would often try it out as well.
		But it showed how much they were off the track that they felt they had to have an altar with the inscription: TO AN UNKNOWN GOD.

	There are some who would see this "unknown god" as a acknowledgment of the Jewish religion.
		A number of times there are references to the LORD God in this period of Greek history in a way similar to this - titles such as "Him that may not be named by you"; "All-hidden"; and, "not to be expressed."
			But then one would also expect respect for the Jewish God by there being no altar at all.

	Further, we don't really have a record that the LORD God was ever approved as one of the official gods.
		The Jews themselves wouldn't stand for this kind of equality of YAHWEH with the pagan deities.
			And added to this, what would Paul be declaring to the Athenians that was so new, if it was an altar to the LORD?

	Congregation, if we consider that here THE APOSTLE WISELY COMES BESIDE, we have a man using his God-given gifts in a special way.
		In the words of one commentator, "It might be contrary to the laws of Athens for any one to recommend and introduce a new or strange God; but he could not well be subject to the penalty of the law only for declaring him whom they already worshipped without knowing him."
			
	Paul, in turning his defence into an offense, turns the table against those Athenians.
		In fact, he cleverly puts his audience in the position of acknowledged ignorance and the need for information.
			"Hey - this is something you don't know!"
	What a bait to put before these people who had to know everything.
		How vividly he shows the principle of what we read earlier in 1st Corinthians 9 where he becomes all things to all men so that by all possible means he might save some.				

	So, as well as this not being a buttering up of the character of the Athenians, this is not praising them either for their paganism.
		Paul simply makes the point that they have lots of statues, altars, shrines and temples, of a religious nature.
			Underneath he's still as upset now about all these things as when he first arrived at Athens.
	Rather than commending them, the apostle is controlling himself; he's actually putting his attitude of righteous anger into action.
		So it's not that he's admiring their worship of other gods; instead he's pointing to what they don't yet know.
	
	Congregation, we see this clearly as we move from the verses 22 and 23, where THE APOSTLE WISELY COMES BESIDE, to the verses 24 'til 26, where, secondly, THE APOSTLE APPEALS TO THE RIGHT SIDE.
		It's here that we see how much Paul has stuck to the Scriptures.
			Many of the phrases and concepts in the rest of what's recorded of Paul's sermon here which are straight from the Old Testament.
	He let's God's Word speak for itself, but put in a way that's clear for these Gentile people.
		In our day John Blanchard does the same with his booklet, Ultimate Questions, a very useful tool to use in sharing the Gospel with unbelievers.

	And let's notice how Paul tells them about the true God.


	 	In verse 24 he says that it's God who created the universe and everything in it; He is Lord of heaven and earth; He is the God who doesn't live in sanctuaries which we have made or could make.
			If even the temple at Jerusalem, constructed for the worship of the God of Israel, couldn't hold Him, how much less the splendid shrines of the Athenian Acropolis, dedicated as they were to gods that were no gods!
				A point that had been made by the Greek philosophers of the past, but a point made here by Paul in biblical not classical language.

	It shows we believers that we aren't meant to water down the Bible so that we can somehow witness better for the faith.
		It's wrong to believe that evangelism is when we stop being distinctly reformed, because being reformed is thoroughly scriptural - and that's what we need to be!

	How we use the language of scripture - that's another thing.
		This passage seems to indicate that we need to speak in a clear and understandable way, using language the unbeliever would know, not King James English, or the big words from academic books.
		
	As Paul tries hard to relate to them on his own level, so should we.
		Notice, on our level, not on their's.
			As the apostle says elsewhere, "Only let us live up to what we have already attained." (Phil.3:16)
				A tremendous encouragement, fellow Christian, to keep on doing what you're already doing in the Lord!

	In verse 25 Paul continues in spelling out who this God is, for so great is he that He doesn't need anything from His creatures.
		As the apostle says, God "...himself gives all men life and breath and everything else."
			This demolished in an instant all that dependence of the Athenians on their idolatrous images of animals - whether real or mythical!
	Just as we read earlier of Paul pleading with the crowd in Lystra not to worship Barnabas and himself, but the God who gives then their rain and crops and food and joy.
		It also echoes Psalm 50 where the Lord says, "...every animal of the forest is mine, and the cattle on a thousand hills. I know every bird in the mountains, and the creatures of the field are mine. If I were hungry I wouldn't tell you, for the world is mine, and all that's in it." (vv10-12)
			What a blow to human ego - God doesn't need you!
	In fact, you desperately need Him!
		You can't even take your next breath without Him giving it to you!

	And, then, Paul really goes for the jugular with those most powerful and respectful citizens of Athens.
		For Athens prided itself on being their own men; their legends told of how their origins sprung from the very soil they now inhabited; they were not barbarians constantly shifting or being shifted around!
			They were a bunch of snobs!
				To adapt a relevant quote, "They were self-made men and worshipped their own makers!"

	It's appropriate to note here that any system which sets up against the LORD God makes distinctions amongst mankind.
		All the non-Christian religions in the world make differences between people.
			The Hindu's have the upper class Brahmins and the strictly lower class untouchables.
	The Moslem's have their wealthy who can openly flout the laws while the poor can never quite fulfil Mohommed's demands.
		The Communists had those who were members of the Party, while the vast majority were not.
			Even now the social engineering which preserves the fragile babies of the very rich, while ripping from other wombs the most healthy babies, shows the different religion our society now follows.

	For Paul to say here that it is God who determines when and where we live, is to make the most Christian appeal!
		Our history is His-Story!

	The Big Picture is painted.
		How little we are in it.
			But how great is He Who paints it!

	Who can deny that among those Athenians now - believer or unbeliever unlike!
		And who in our society clings to evolution now, the science which wasn't a science but just another religion; a religion because you certainly need a lot of faith to believe it!
			A religion which like any other non-christian religion makes differences between people.
				Verse 26 is clear: "From one man he made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times set for them and the exact places where they should live."
			
	Congregation, let's picture now this scene with Paul.
		There above him is the sky; around him are the hills and plains; and beyond them still is the vast sea.
			And he's put those Athenians in that Big Picture.

	Now the apostle makes his point.
		In the words of our third point...
			THE APOSTLE CALLS THEM TO COME ON SIDE.

	Verse 27 draws it altogether.
		"God did this so..." Paul says.
			For which reason could it possibly be that the Great and Glorious God created this world and looks after it?

	Let's listen.
		"God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him...".
			The Lord has put everyone in the situation where they have to look for Him.
	It's in us to do that; the 'sensus divinitatis' Calvin called it - that sense of the divine which we all have.
		This is what Paul referred to in his letter to the Romans when he wrote that "...what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them."
			And Paul goes on there, "For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities - his eternal power and divine nature - have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse." (1:19f)

	The witness in creation is there before all men and women.
		You can't cop out!
			His creation even includes the very body and soul you're wearing right now!

	The Athenians are called to confess this God too!
		Indeed, the apostle reinforces his call with quotations from their own classical writings.
			Paul shows that these verses of their own poets flow from no other fountain than nature and universal reason.
	Flawed though they are, they yet show that we are the 'offspring of God' because we reproduce something divine in the superiority of our nature.
		This is what the Bible teaches - we are created in the image and likeness of God (Gen.1:27).
			It's also true that the same Bible teaches in many places that we're made sons of God by faith and gracious adoption, when we are grafted into the Body of Christ. 
				And having been reborn by the Spirit, we begin to be new creatures.

	But just as the Holy Spirit has different names reflecting His different graces, so it's no wonder that the word 'sons' is taken in different ways.
		Calvin comments, "All people, without distinction, are called 'sons', because they reflect God in mind and intelligence, but since the image of God is almost obliterated in them, so that scarcely the faint outlines of it appear, this name is properly restricted to believers, who, having been endowed with the Spirit of adoption, reproduce the heavenly Father in the light of reason, righteousness and holiness."

	Congregation, this is precisely what Paul is calling these people now to be - the true sons of God!
		This is a presentation of the gospel.
			He is the apostle to the Gentiles after all.
	And while general revelation - the witness to God in creation - points to the Lord, no one can see unless special revelation - God's Word - gives him the glasses first of all.
		In the words of Hebrews 11, "By faith we understand that the universe was formed at God's command, so that what is seen was not made out of what was visible." (v3)

	In the next few verses Paul will specifically speak of Christ Jesus as the only way to come to this faith.
		But let's understand that the gospel is already in our text here.
			It's looking to bring about spiritual life.
				After coming alongside the unbeliever; after appealing to the right side in the unbeliever; the Gospel calls them to come on side.

	Brothers and sisters, young people, as much as it lies with us, let's make unbelievers see that God is not a way out there.
		He's no alien activity on a movie or TV screen; He's the Great Unseen who in His Son, Jesus Christ, has shown Himself once and for all time as the most loving Father.
			Tell them to seek Him and reach for Him and, Lord willing, find Him.
				Then they'll know, as we ought to show, it was God who found first of all!		

	Amen.

			
PRAYER:
	Let's pray...O Lord Jesus,
		Please, we plead with You, give us Your Shepherd's heart for the lost!
			Make Your Spirit so move in us that with our thoughts and words and deeds we show what they desperately need to know!
				In Your saving name alone, we pray, Amen.


		


	

