Pre:


For the next two weeks, our messages from Acts will give us a brief sampling of the missionary journeys of Paul and Silas. (Paul and Barnabas have parted ways, but the mission continues.) 

Today we go to Athens. Next week Ephesus. And I want you to try to picture ancient Athens as we read this story. This is a city we have all read and heard about (maybe you have visited!), so I think you can do that! Picture the architecture and think about the ancient religions, the plethora of idols and pagan temples. Think about the cultural center that Athens is as well. In our own way of thinking about things today, you might imagine Athens as a cross between a university town and a tv talk show. People came to share ideas and thoughts and to debate philosophies and religion with each other. The other piece of background information is to tell you that in the story we are about to read, Paul is there without his missionary teammates.  That’s because there had been trouble in Thessalonica, a couple of stops back. When Paul and his colleagues preached the gospel there, many people believed but others resisted violently, even to the point of pursuing Paul to his next stop (Beroea) with the intent of stirring up the crowds and disrupting Paul’s work. So while Silas and Timothy remained behind to distract the troublemakers, Paul went on to Athens. And here’s what happened there. 

Idol Thoughts
Acts 17:16-34


Everybody’s looking for the next new thing. And it better be a blockbuster, or it will quickly go the way of the 8-track or the Edsel. I read an interesting article last week about how this is happening in the technology industry. The analogy is that technology companies are beginning to resemble Hollywood film studios. “Every release needs to be a blockbuster, and the only measure of success is the opening-weekend gross.” (NY Times, Aug, 24, 2011, B1) Well, have you heard of the HP TouchPad? (Did you buy one?) How about Microsoft’s Kin mobile telephone. Both of these were pulled off the market after just 48 days. The Palm Company developed a tablet called the Foleo, but that one didn’t even make it to the store shelves. It’s a cutthroat business. Some people blame Apple for this phenomenon because Apple makes such a media frenzy out of each new release.   


Take this “always looking for something new and it better be big” idea and plug it into Ancient Athens. Here in Athens it’s not about technology, it’s about ideas. People in Athens are very intellectual, very philosophical, and very into debating their thoughts and philosophies. In our Bible story Luke says, “all the Athenians and the foreigners living there would spend their time in nothing but telling or hearing something new.” Now, I want you to understand that this is not a compliment. In those days, “older” was always better. “New” is just a surface fad, a passing novelty. 

People were always looking for something new, something interesting, something to argue about. In our day we have tv talk shows doing what the philosophers were doing in Athens. We have a multitude of political commentators spouting their ideas about why Michelle Bachman said this and why the President did this. What new thing will Ben Bernanke say next, and will it impact the market? 

In ancient Athens the major debates were between the Epicureans and Stoics. These two groups were as far apart philosophically as our political parties are.  The Epicureans, for instance, believed that their gods were distant and uninvolved in life. Everything in this world happens by chance, and a major goal for them is to find a way to enjoy life in the midst of this happenstance world, which is perhaps why the main quote we remember from them is, “eat, drink and be merry.” The Stoics, on the other hand, believed pretty much the opposite. In their view, the gods were very involved and in fact the gods pretty much determined every detail of life, though their actions may at times seem capricious, kind of like the idea of people being pawns moved about on a chessboard. So for them, the goal of life was acceptance. You can’t change things anyway, so just accept how things are. Be stoic. 

I was trying to imagine a Stoic and an Epicurean debating the unusual events that we have experienced in New Jersey in the last week and a half. First an earthquake, and then a direct hit by Hurricane Irene. The Epicurean might see this as being in the wrong place at the wrong time, gee that’s a tough break; might as well cozy up by the fire, read a good book and pour your favorite beverage.   Invite your friends in for a hurricane party.  Hope nothing bad happens. 

The Stoic would see the earthquake and the hurricane as acts by the gods. Maybe it’s punishment, in which case an extra offering or sacrifice might be in order! But the bottom line is, whatever happens, keep a stiff upper lip. Learn to cope, learn to accept your fate, whatever that may be because the gods are more powerful than you are and they determine everything. 

What’s interesting to me about these two philosophies is that even though they are at opposite ends of the spectrum about whether the gods are involved or not, they seem to end up in a similar place of disengagement and disempowerment. Life is either pre-arranged by the gods or else the result of pure chance.  It is what it is! 

Compare these philosophies with the perspective of Paul and his companions, who have entered into a real relationship with the living God, and as a result of that relationship, their own lives have been transformed and by the power that God has given them they are changing the course of history. So, I visualize an Epicurean or a Stoic getting up in the morning, looking at the sky and saying, “I wonder what’s going to happen to me today.” And I imagine Paul getting up in the morning, looking up at the sky and saying, “Good morning, Lord, what are we going to do today?” 

So picture Paul stepping off the boat into Athens. He looks around the city as any of us would. But he’s not a sightseer. He’s a missionary. And what does he see all around him? Idols. Statues on every corner and in front of every pagan temple, representing the various Greek and Roman gods. There are so many of them, that only the top twelve made it to Mt. Olympus. It’s been said that in ancient Athens, there are so many idols, that you are more likely to meet a god than a human being!  And they want to cover all the bases, so there is even a shrine to the unknown god. So there is a surface veneer of culture and education and even religiosity.  But beneath that surface, there is great emptiness. So Paul begins to preach about the unknown God: the God of creation; the God of resurrection; the God of power and love. 

And did you notice, Paul’s preaching is different here in Athens than in other places, and that really makes me respect him as a preacher. He knows his audience, even though he hasn’t met them before! He doesn’t make a long speech about Jewish history as he has done with Jewish audiences. Instead he speaks as one Greek to another, even quoting a Greek poet. 


I think Paul is speaking our language, too, because even though it’s ancient Athens, certain aspects sound pretty familiar. Especially the love of new things, new ideas (for us, new products). Also the very different ideas of what God is like and how (or whether) God is involved in day to day life. And I think we can also relate to this surface atmosphere of religiosity and yet the lukewarm response to the Gospel. In people’s homes today there are crosses or crucifixes, pictures of Jesus, the praying hands, or angels.  When I’m driving around I often see cars decorated with little signs that say, “Believe” and I think, “believe what?” Because it does make a difference, you know. And that is what Paul’s sermon in Athens is all about. It does make a difference what you believe. If what you believe in has no power, then your belief is in vain.  And that is the tragedy of an idol. 

In the late 1500’s a Japanese warlord by the name of Hideyoshi commissioned a colossal statue of Buddha for a shrine in Kyoto. It took 50,000 men five years to build, but the work had scarcely been completed when the earthquake of 1596 brought the roof of the shrine crashing down and wrecked the statue. In a rage, Hideyoshi shot an arrow at the fallen colossus. “I put you here at great expense,” he shouted, “and you can’t even look after your own temple.” (Today in the Word, MBI, August, 1991, p. 23) Have you ever felt that way? That God isn’t taking care of things the way God ought to? Then maybe the “god” you believe in is a self-made God! 

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, nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all mortals life and breath and all things. (vss. 24-25)

In our culture, we don’t have statues of Zeus or Aphrodite standing on the street corner. But there are plenty of man-made and woman-made idols. For an idol is anything that becomes the object of your affection, your energy, your time, and that sucks the life out of you.  An idol is anything to which you give your life, and it may promise a great return but it has no power to deliver on that promise. It’s made of wood or metal or rock or paper or plastic. It may be cute or pretty or do some really cool things, or even make you feel good for a while, but it has no life. It has no power to connect you to the God of the universe. And it gives you no future.

The challenge of today’s story is to look at your own life through the eyes of Paul. Imagine Paul stepping into your life, as he stepped into the city of Athens. Dare to look around. What do you see cluttering up the landscape? Are some modern-day idols controlling your life? 


Maybe it’s time to meet the “unknown God.” The God who is the creator of the earth, and the one who raised Jesus from the dead. This God is powerful, but not distant. This God is close at hand, but not capricious.  This God loves you, and invites you to come and enter into a relationship that is life changing and full of purpose. And when you come and open your life to this God, your life will be transformed; through you God will change the world.   But you must come. Turn away from the idols and turn to the living God. 
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