“Babbling the Truth”

Acts 17:16-34

July 12, 2009

Read Acts 17:16-34

Today, we jump forward in the narrative of Paul’s second missionary journey. As you recall, he and Barnabas had parted ways over the issue of including John Mark as part of the team. Paul took Silas went to Lystra and Iconium while Barnabas went to Cyprus. In Lystra, Paul was reconnected with Timothy. Timothy was a younger man, a convert, and Paul made him a part of the team. Also, the team picked up Luke (though without any explanation in the story) – we know this because of the transition from “they” to “we.” 

Now, having re-established the players in the program, let’s also catch up on where they have been. After picking up the two new players, the team set out for Philippi. There, they met with some success: they established one of Paul’s favorite churches. Lydia, the merchant of purple cloth, was in Philippi. They also met with some controversy. After casting out the spirit possessing a servant-girl – spoiling the investment of her owners – Paul and Silas were dragged into the marketplace, beaten and thrown in prison. While they were in prison, they were singing praise songs. An earthquake hit. All the doors were opened and the jailer feared that he was going to be punished for allowing the prisoners to escape – until Paul called out to him. The jailer asked the question that is so important for all of us to be able to answer, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” They answered, “Believe on the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household.” After being released (with apologies from the authorities for having beaten Roman citizens), they were asked to leave the city. 

From Philippi, they went to Thessalonica and began preaching. There was little positive response with the Jewish men, but the leading women and the devout Greeks were enthusiastic about the revelation of Jesus as the promised Messiah. Like with Philippi, the gospel message was divisive. Those who received Christ, received him with joy. Those who rejected Jesus, rejected the messengers with anger. In Thessalonica, they complained to the authorities that Paul and Silas were treasonous. They were proclaiming a king named Jesus, not respecting the emperor Ceasar. They were arrested and bailed out. At the next city, the same thing happened. Paul and Luke were sent on to Athens, while Silas and Timothy waited to sort things out. 

At Athens, we come to the pinnacle of Paul’s preaching in Acts. Luke makes this the centerpiece of his message. Acts 17 is the famous Mars Hill incident. Paul and Luke are there in Athens, waiting for Silas and Timothy. This is not part of their missionary itinerary. It was not part of the strategy. They were there, minding their own business – at least, as well as Paul was able to mind his own business. 

Paul was “distressed to see that the city was full of idols.” “Distressed” probably does not quite get the sense of Paul’s reaction; think more along the lines of David’s reaction to Goliath’s taunts. Paul was offended. We have seen Paul get worked up about things previously; he is not the quiet, retiring sort. However, here, we see Paul do something that is an important example for us today:

1. He discerns the situation clearly and carefully;

2. He speaks to the people in terms they would understand; and,

3. He is more concerned with being faithful than “successful.” He is confident regardless of the crowd’s reaction.

Unlike the situation in the synagogues, Paul does not go on the immediate offensive in his teaching and debating. He does not candy-coat the truth or soft peddle it, but he also is not so aggressive. Think about it, he already has been stoned, beaten, arrested, and imprisoned for his behavior in the synagogues in other cities. There, he was preaching about how Jesus was the fulfillment of the Scriptures they had. 


1. Discern the situation clearly and carefully.

Athens was a different story. In Athens, Paul knew arguments from Scripture would fall flat because the listeners were ignorant of the Torah. They had plenty of other religious experience and opportunities, but they did not know the Bible. Even if they knew of it, they were not familiar with what was in it. Paul took note of where they were and tailored his message to their situation. He was discerning.

We need to be discerning. Athens could be any city in America these days. The Athenians were the post-rational, post-modern information junkies of their day. The only difference is that they were “pre-Christian” whereas we talk about the United States being “post-Christian.” 

Paul’s conversations in the marketplace led him to being summoned to the Areopagus, which was the first century theological version of CNN’s “Crossfire.” The two schools of thought dominating this meeting place: the Stoics and Epicureans. The Stoics were the “Mother Nature” environmentalist libertarians of the day. They believed in a cosmopolis – one world state – in which there were no class distinctions and believed there should be no distinctions among nations. On the upside, they had a high sense of civic responsibility and duty. On the downside, they thought suicide was an honorable option for escaping hard times in order to avoid being a burden on others. They had great pride in their own abilities to navigate the times with their own rationality.

The Epicureans were more of the MTV ethos; where pleasure was the highest good – and tranquility was the highest pleasure. They were materialists, seeking to find security and fulfillment in their circumstances. They were more or less disinterested in the notions of gods, focusing on the here and now.

These schools of thought have not disappeared. People are still trying to make sense of the world. Whether it is New Age thought, or hedonism, secularism, the fascination with Eastern or native American religions, the effort is still being made to make sense of the world through multiple gods or no gods at all. It is confusing. We live in a confused world. 

Confusion is what we have seen expressed over the last several weeks. I have done my best to avoid all of the Michael Jackson coverage because I knew it was going to be a circus. As hard as I have tried, there was no escaping the craziness. It is astonishing how long it has been prolonged. 

I recognize Jackson had an impact on America; that is for sure. He was significant in breaking down racial barriers, crossing over to mainstream America in a way that few others have done. He was an enormously talented performer. 

That said, we are in seriously lost shape if we equate entertainment with holiness. Making Michael Jackson some sort of spiritual icon or – perhaps better identified – an idol is evidence of complete confusion. The media is obsessed with finding meaning or drama in his death. One of the advertisements I saw was for a show trying to trace the location of Jackson’s casket after it left Staples Center. I was wondering if they suspected he was going to get out of it. Jackson’s death  is a tragedy for his family, but it is not a spiritual revelation beyond demonstrating the fallacy of putting our energy and effort into worshiping anyone but God.

Yet that kind of statement makes Americans uncomfortable. We want to let everyone believe whatever they want. Pluralism seems nicer. 

Pluralism is the temptation to validate any and every theology out there. Though more critical, the Athenians certainly allowed plenty of validation for things that are simply not the truth. The sense of Luke’s writing is that they would weigh what was offered in the Areopagus and decide for themselves which things they would believe and which they would not. It was a cafeteria-style theolgy – with all ideas held at arms’ length and conviction not required. 

That could describe the United States today. A few years ago, there was a horrible case in Orange County in which a little girl, Samantha Runnion, was abducted and her body was found by the side of the road. I remember seeing on CNN that the Crystal Cathedral hosted a community service in which they placed candles on the communion table to represent each of the religions; going so far as to include a candle to represent “the unknown God.” 

Friends, this was the opposite of Paul’s testimony in the Areopagus. It was bringing pluralism into a sanctuary dedicated to Jesus Christ. The intention was good: to draw the community together for a time of grieving. The execution was awful. The buildings here are given to the proclamation of salvation through Jesus Christ as the only Lord and Savior, “There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.” (Acts 4:12) The First Commandment remains true, “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; you shall have no other gods besides me.” (Exodus 20:2-3) We sing the old hymn, “On Christ the solid rock I stand, all other ground is sinking sand, all other ground is sinking sand.”

To me, it is the cautionary tale of an undiscerning ministry leadership and an undiscerning community. 

Now, some of you may know that Friday was John Calvin’s 500th birthday; Calvin being a vital figure in the development of Reformed theology. (We had a little celebration at our house – perhaps you heard the sirens when we lit the 500 candles…) Presbyterians trace our heritage back to Scotland and John Knox, and Knox was deeply influenced by Calvin’s theology. So, with that heritage, Presbyterians would never fall for something like what happened at the Crystal Cathedral, would they?

My sensitivity for the error of the Crystal Cathedral can be traced directly to a Presbyterian conference a few months prior. It was the Presbyterian Peacemaking Conference. One of the speakers, the Rev. Dirk Ficca, an ordained Presbyterian minister from the Chicago area, asked the rhetorical question, “What’s the big deal about Jesus?” He then went on to describe how religions need to tolerate one another more intentionally, arguing that Jesus was like a window through which God’s light shines – but that there are many other windows through which God’s light shines. 


When reported, it created a huge controversy throughout our denomination. We are still experiencing the consequences: for example, the Confessing Church Movement rose up. The leadership of one congregation in Western Pennsylvania wrote a statement of faith, offered it to the presbytery by saying, “This is what we believe. Is this what you believe? What do you think?” More than 1,500 congregations affirmed the simple statement, with many more agreeing without specifically writing to “sign on.”

We need to be discerning of our environment. In the church and out of the church, there is great confusion about who God is. We cannot presume that people know God, know Jesus, know the Bible. We have to start from the question the Philippian jailer asked, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” They answered, “Believe on the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household.” 


2. Speak to people in terms they understand.

OK, you may be thinking, but how is a nonbeliever going to understand, “Believe on the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household”? Again, look at how Paul addressed the Athenians. 

Paul began with an observation of the town. They had monuments and temples to many gods. He took an ironic (or providential) situation and used it to introduce the one true God. In Athens, many of the temples or statues had fallen into disrepair over time. The authorities wanted to be respectful of the city’s heritage, so they had workmen repair the shrines. However, over time, the specifics had been lost – things like the name of the god – hence, the shrines “to an unknown god.” 

Imagine being in the Areopagus that day. When Paul mentioned this shrine inscribed “to an unknown god,” you would see the heads nodding, “yes, yes, yes, I have seen those, too.” Then, he transitioned to the foundation of truth, “What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you. The God who made the world and everything in it, he who is Lord of heaven and earth, does not live in shrines made by human hands.” Side conversations would begin because, while they would generally agree that gods do not live in shrines, Paul was treading on thin ice. Then, Paul quoted the Athenians poets using words consistent with the Scriptures, “In him we live and move and have our being,” and “we too are his offspring.” You look around and they are still following him. They may be wary because he is stomping on some debated grounds, but has not crossed any lines yet.

“While God has overlooked the times of human ignorance,” – that’s where he crossed the line with these learned folks – “ now he commands all people everywhere to repent, because he has fixed a day on which he will have the world judge in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed,” one sovereign God who will judge, “and of this he has given assurance to all by raising him from the dead.”

So, from what they knew to the true God, repentance, and eternal life in a few short phrases and sentences. 

How does that translate to today? How can we speak a language non-church people can understand? 


Use the Michael Jackson illustration. How many of you have had conversations with people about Michael Jackson’s death and the events and media coverage that followed? It is a natural transition to move from the hopelessness and spectacle of idolizing Michael Jackson to the hope and assurance of faith in Jesus Christ. 

Ask the questions: How much money was spent paying tribute to a man who is going to remain dead? How much time and energy was expended making pilgrimages to worship a flawed, imperfect man? How much better is our faith in one who has defeated death and has promised to perfect us? Michael Jackson entertained people and wanted to be the focus of attention, yet he always left people wanting more. Jesus lived and taught and was faithful, he was scorned and despised, beaten and betrayed, and yet his death and resurrection give us more than we could ever imagine.

That is just one example of how to bear witness to a confused culture. Here’s the thing: it is not mean to correct someone’s erroneous theology. It may be considered impolite in a politically correct world that is intolerant of the absolute truth. But remember, we have been commissioned as Christ’s witnesses, to share the truth with those who are perishing. We do not have to be angry or judgmental. We simply take what people know and help them see things in a different way – the way of truth that God has revealed in Jesus Christ.

3. He is more concerned with being faithful than “successful.” He is confident regardless of the crowd’s reaction.

Finally, it is important to recognize that this “great preaching” of Paul’s did not immediately result in the founding of a new church. Luke says some joined him and became believers, but most of the listeners scoffed or held his message at an objective arm’s length. 

Many people do not share their faith because they are afraid of being dismissed, ignored, or mocked. Paul was not fazed by the reaction. Part of the maturity of faith, practicing in the works of righteousness, is the realization that God is the one at work in the lives of those who will be saved – and that we are simply the instrument he chooses to be the hand extending grace. We are not responsible for anyone else’s salvation. We are to bear witness to the joy of our own salvation. We are responsible to grow as the children he has created and redeemed us to be. 

Paul’s message that day had limited success in numbers. Luke’s recording of that message – whether Paul intended it or not – has been used for thousands of years and has been a factor in many people coming to proclaim Jesus as Lord and Savior. Paul did not see the fruit of this particular witness; but we do. Share your testimony regardless of whether you think people here and now are ready to receive it. They may think you are babbling, but God will use your testimony to his glory.

Conclusion:

Friends: we are called to be witnesses. Look, see, and discern the world around you. Speak the faith in words those not already in church can understand. Trust that God will use your witness to his glory. Whatever you do, in word and deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

8:30 Prayer, invitation to offering

10:00 Invitation to offering
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