Adult III – 17 November 2013 – Notes on Acts 17:16-34
Acts 17 - Paul in Thessalonica, Berea, and Athens

v16-21  God's work in Athens.
· Paul had probably never been to Athens before. When Paul toured the city, he was only depressed by the incredible idolatry he saw all around him.  Paul saw the beauty of Athens, having the best that Greek sculptors and architects could offer. But all that beauty did not honor God, so it did not impress him at all.
· Paul's practice was to preach wherever he could get an audience. Here it was both in the synagogue and in the marketplace.
· Paul faced a challenging audience in Athens. It was a cultured, educated city that was proud of its history. It continued to represent the highest level of culture attained in classical antiquity.
· Then certain Epicurean . . . philosophers encountered him: The Epicureans pursued pleasure as the chief purpose in life, and valued most of all the pleasure of a peaceful life, free from pain, disturbing passions and superstitious fears (including the fear of death). They did not deny the existence of gods, but believed that they had nothing to do with man.
· Then certain . . . Stoic philosophers encountered him: The Stoics were pantheists who put great emphasis on moral sincerity and a high sense of duty. They cultivated a spirit of proud dignity, and believed that suicide was better than a life lived with less dignity. The Stoics believed that everything was god, and god was in everything. So they believed that all things, good or evil, were from god and so nothing should be resisted, and they believed there was no particular direction or destiny for mankind.
· Some derided Paul because he did not communicate with the philosophical niceties popular in Athens (What does this babbler want to say?). Others thought Paul was an exotic proclaimer of foreign gods.
· However, the essence of Paul's message did not change in Athens. They all understood that he preached to them Jesus and the resurrection. 

· The novelty of Paul's message was what earned him the invitation to the Areopagus. 
· These ancient Greeks lusted after the latest, just like we today: 

· The Prayer of Jabez: Breaking Through to the Blessed Life, by Bruce Wilkinson published in 2000
· The Secret: the law of attraction, by Rhonda Byrne, published in 2006 Ask, Believe, and Receive. This creative process was supposedly based on a quote from the Bible: "And all things, whatsoever ye shall ask in prayer, believing, ye shall receive." (Matthew 21:22)

· The Shack by William P. Young, published in 2007
v22-31  Paul's sermon on Mars' Hill (the Areopagus).
· Paul does not begin with an exposition of Scripture, which was his custom when dealing with Jews or Gentiles who would be familiar with the Old Testament. Instead, Paul begins with general references to religion.

· v22  In all things you are very religious: When Paul says this of the Athenians, he doesn't mean it in a positive way. Religion can lead a man away from God, and if we trust in a false religion, it is little credit to say of us that we are "religious."

· v23  I even found an altar with this inscription: To the Unknown God: Paul understood that in their extensive pantheon, the Greeks had an unknown god, who covered any god that may have been neglected. Paul will now reveal to them the identity of the Unknown God.

· Athens was filled with statues dedicated To the Unknown God. Six hundred years before Paul, a terrible plague came on the city and a man name Epimenides had an idea. He let loose a flock of sheep through the town and wherever they lay down, they would sacrifice that sheep to the god that had the nearest shrine or temple. If a sheep lay down near no shrine or temple, they would sacrifice the sheep To the Unknown God.
· v24  In bringing an understanding of who God is to these people, Paul started at the beginning: God is the Creator, and we are His creatures. 
· Modern evolution theory strikes at the core of faith - the General Revelation
· Paul recognized that these philosophers had to change their ideas about God. They had to move from their own personal opinions to an understanding who God is according to what He tells us about Himself in the Bible
· v26  And He has made from one blood every nation of men: Paul proclaimed that we are all descended from Adam through Noah, and that there is one God who created us all and we are all obligated to. v27  Since God created us all, we should seek the Lord . . . though He is not far from each one of us.

· v28  For in Him we live and move and have our being . . . For we are also His offspring: These two quotations Paul uses from Greek poets are attributed to Epimenides the Cretan [600 BC] (who Paul quotes again in Tit_1:12) and Aratus [310 BC].

· Paul did not quote these men because they were prophets or because all their teaching was of God. He quoted them because these specific words reflected a Biblical truth, and by using them he could build a bridge to his pagan audience.

· Paul proclaimed our responsibility to God because we are His offspring. Since we are His offspring, we are responsible to have right ideas about God, and therefore must reject the wrong idea that gold or silver or stone could represent God.

· The Athenians have acknowledged in their altar inscription that they are ignorant of God, and Paul has been giving evidence of their ignorance. Now he declares such ignorance to be deserving of accountability.
· v30  Now commands all men everywhere to repent, because He has appointed a day on which He will judge the world in righteousness: Paul progresses from knowing who God is (our Creator), to who we are (His offspring), to our responsibility before Him (to understand Him and worship Him in truth), to our accountability if we dishonor Him (judgment).

· Paul wasn't preaching a "soft" gospel. He boldly confronted the wrong ideas the Athenians had about God, and confronted them with the reality of coming judgment.
· v31  He will judge the world in righteousness by the Man who He has ordained: Now, for the first time, Paul refers to Jesus. His first mention of Jesus considers Jesus as a righteous judge!

· v32  He has given assurance of this by raising Him from the dead: The emphasis on the resurrection is important. Paul sees the resurrection of Jesus as the assurance of this; it demonstrates that the person, teaching, and work of Jesus were all perfectly approved by the Father.

v32-34  The reaction of the listeners at Areopagus.

· When they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some mocked: The resurrection was not a popular concept among Greek philosophers. Some though Paul foolish for even believing such a thing, and other wanted to hear more about this new teaching (others said, "We will hear you again on this matter").
· The Greeks were fond of the idea of the immortality of the soul, but not of the idea of the resurrection of the body. They felt that anything material was inherently evil, so there really could be no such thing as a "glorified" body. They thought the ultimate form of glory would be "pure spirit."

· So Paul departed among them: Paul wanted to talk about Jesus. He could have, if he wanted to, stayed there and discussed Greek philosophy all day long. But Paul was not interested. If he couldn't talk about Jesus, he didn't have much to say.

· Paul was really just beginning his sermon. Far more than wanting to quote Greek poets, he wanted to tell them about Jesus. But as soon as he mentioned the resurrection, they stopped him short. 
· However, some men joined him and believed: The results at the Areopagus seemed small, yet some did believe. Among those believing were a man named Dionysius (who must have been a member of the "court" of the Areopagus) and a woman named Damaris (his wife or of some social standing or a foreigner?).  Apparently, for Luke the Evangelist, having such elite citizens converted to the new faith was very important because it served as an example of depriving luxury and wealth to serve Christ.
Dionysius - surnamed “the Areopagite”: (English = Dennis; meaning = God of wine; very common Greek name) One of the few Athenians converted by Paul (Acts 17:34). We know nothing further about him. According to one account he was the first bishop of the church at Athens; according to another he suffered martyrdom in Athens  under the Roman emperor Domitian (81-96 AD). We are even told that he migrated to Rome and was sent to Paris, where he was beheaded on the Mount of the Martyr.
Assessing Paul's sermon on the Areopagus.
· Some have criticized this sermon because there is no detailed reference to the cross or specific quotes from the Old Testament. Some think Paul compromised his message for an intellectual audience, and therefore there were few conversions.  Consider who he is speaking to…
· But Paul's sermon here is eminently Biblical. "Like the biblical revelation itself, his argument begins with God the creator of all and ends with God the judge of all . . . The speech as it stands admirably summarizes an introductory lesson in Christianity for cultured pagans." 

· As well, Paul did preach Christ crucified in Athens. In Acts 17:30-31 he specifically mentions the resurrection, and how could he preach the resurrection without preaching the cross which came before it? This is obviously a short extract of Paul's speech on the Areopagus; what is recorded takes barely two minutes to say.

· We learn from Paul that we cannot preach the gospel of Jesus without the doctrine of God, or the cross without the creation, or salvation without judgment.
· In addition, it is dangerous to judge the content of the message by the magnitude of the response.

· The reason the gospel did not take root there probably lay more in the attitude of the Athenians themselves than in Paul's approach or in what he said.
