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Acts 17: The Church has one message to everyone.

We are doing a series on Acts, which was planned more than a year ago now, looking at how the church spread out from its beginnings in Jerusalem and seeking to locate and learn from what made it into the church – what the ‘marks’ of the church were - and how we can learn from their experiences; apply these marks to ourselves and grow in our own corporate life as one of the churches of Christ in our time and place.

So as we come to look at this passage let us ask the help of our Lord and Master, not only to listen but to learn: not only to learn but to apply what he has to say to us today. <<May the words of my mouth be empowered by you, may the meditations of all our hearts be pleasing to you; our Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer>>

If you have a bible it would be helpful if you had it open at Acts 17 and followed along with me
As Paul and his fellow workers go into Macedonia and Achaia this is really the first time they move into areas where there are far fewer Jews and they begin to work with mainly pagan cultures. One of Paul’s invariable practices was (as he says in Romans) to go to the Jew first and then to the Greek. When he arrived at a new place he always went first to the synagogue. One of the reasons in God’s planning was that attached to the synagogues were often non-Jews who had read and understood the scriptures – the OT – “God fearers” who worshipped God but had not fully embraced all the Jewish practices. These people of course were a fertile seed bed for the gospel, already half-way there 
The Jews did not have as strong a presence over the water in Macedonia and Achaia. David pointed out last week that there wasn’t even a synagogue in Philippi; Paul had to go down by the river. Where we are in today’s chapter there are synagogues in all three places, but there is also opposition and the opposition takes different forms. 

I am firstly going to ‘tell the story’ as it were and then pick up on a couple of points to see how they apply to us but I want you to notice that at each place, the message of Paul is described in summary as essentially the same message – very different words are used but the message is the same. The first point being that we do not make up our message, we proclaim a message given to us by God. 

So to the story. 
Last week they were at Philippi and the city magistrates having unjustly punished them desired that they depart the city, so after a word of prayer with Lydia and the church they had planted there they left and moved about a 100 miles to Thessalonica <<pointer>> going through Amphipolis and Appollonia. “ (v2) As was his custom” Paul starts teaching in the synagogue “discussing/reasoning, opening the scriptures and laying out before them” – what? That the Messiah – the Christ (in Greek, it is the same word) - must die and rise from the dead – AND – that this Jesus whom I proclaim to you is the Christ” That is the base message – God has planned -from the scriptures - The Christ must die and rise; and then Paul identifies him as Jesus. 

The proclamation of that good news had two effects which we have seen over and over again: Firstly, many believed and joined with Paul and Silas, many of the “God fearers” and also “not a few” of the leading women of the town.. “not a few” emphasising the “many” – The word of God was successful and the miracle of belief and salvation, of changed hearts and lives occurred – a church was formed (we know a church was planted here because Paul writes two letters to them which we have in our bible)

Secondly, there was opposition – led by the Jews who did not accept Paul’s message. As David said last week, the message of the gospel demands a verdict. Some choose to seek God, some choose to oppose him. (v5) The Jews of Thessalonica were jealous and used wicked men to stir up the crowd and form a mob which attacked Jason’s house and when they couldn’t find Paul they dragged Jason before the city rulers with the charge that they were teaching treason against Caesar. “That there is another king, Jesus.” 
Two things to note here: The activities of the apostles were already known about “these men who have turned the world upside down have come here too” and secondly that the word used for the city rulers is only ever used of authorities in Macedonia – the Romans tended to allow a fair degree of local independence within the overall adherence to the rule of Rome, and here in Macedonia they allowed “city rulers” This has two impacts on our story.  The charge of ‘against the dogma of Caesar’ is near to the truth. Christians do acknowledge the Jesus as their Lord – WE know it is an unjust charge, that this does not mean that Christians disobey secular authority – in fact, we are commanded to pray for our rulers - But in the context of authorities who have a degree of local autonomy provided they keep to the Roman rules this is going to be a sensitive issue. 
The decision of the “city rulers” was to take security from Jason and it is easy to suggest that there was a decision to expel Paul as a trouble-maker and take bail from Jason. Certainly Paul writing only a few weeks later said that he wanted to go back “but Satan hindered us” (1 Thess 2:18) If so, this explains (v10) why the brothers sent Paul and Silas away secretly by night – and it also explains why, when trouble arose in Beroea, that again they sent Paul away in a hurry (v14) – if Paul was under a court order from one set of “city rulers” he would not have been treated very leniently for violating the terms of his bail in another city in the same province of Macedonia.
So to Beroea: about 57 miles away <<pointer to map>>  - <(v11) 
Again Paul goes into the synagogue – and here we have one of those verses that all of us can learn from. The Jews at Beroea were more noble for they received the word with an openness of mind and daily searched the scriptures to see if these things were so. There is an immediate lesson here for all of us. These people are commended for questioning the word of an apostle! But the way they questioned was to validate what he was saying against God’s word in scripture. This is true for all of us. We shouldn’t just take what we read in a book, hear on the radio, hear from the pulpit: - we should check it against scripture. I expect you to check what I say. (And come and tell me if I am wrong<grin>)This word is our word and available to all of us. Note what Peter says about this
2Pe 3:14  Therefore, beloved, since you are waiting for <a new heaven and a new earth>, be diligent to be found by him without spot or blemish, and at peace. 

2Pe 3:15  And count the patience of our Lord as salvation, just as our beloved brother Paul also wrote to you according to the wisdom given him, 

2Pe 3:16  as he does in all his letters when he speaks in them of these matters. There are some things in them that are hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do the other Scriptures. 

2Pe 3:17  You therefore, beloved, knowing this beforehand, take care that you are not carried away with the error of lawless people and lose your own stability. 

For us the scriptures are the whole bible – including Paul’s letters (and am I encouraged when one apostle finds another “hard to understand”? you bet I am) – while being “noble” watch the possibility of distortion
Here in Beroea we aren’t told what the message was but we can deduce that it was the same message because they were using scripture to check it. God has planned -from the scriptures - The Christ must die and rise; and  then Paul identifies him as Jesus.

The results were the same; many believed, including again the important Greek women- “not a few”. 

The results were the same; but with a difference; the local Jews who resisted the message told the people in Thessalonica and they came down and stirred up the crowd again. Immediately the brothers sent Paul away – and did it with a bit of misdirection “as it were to the sea” but actually to Athens. As I said before, I suspect this was to avoid the charge of breaking bail.
And so to Athens – Athens was not in Macedonia, it was in a different province, Achia
According to all I can find out, there have been more books written about this speech of Paul to the Athenians than on any other comparable set of verses. That suggests to me that it might be a difficult passage. However, I don’t think it is. I think it is quite simple. I am not going to bother telling you acres of details about different Greek philosophies – Epicureans, Stoics are mentioned in the passage – but while Paul does meet their philosophies head on, it is quite clear that human ideas are not the issue in this discussion – what is at issue is God’s ideas. What is at issue is the message we have been given. So again I am just going to outline a few salient details of the story. 
(v16) Paul’s heart is ‘greatly upset’ by the idolatry around him so – therefore (beginning of v 17) he did something about it – he went to the synagogue (as usual), he reasoned/ argued/ questioned with the Jews and the “God fearers” and also, every day in the market-place with anyone who happened to be there.  It is interesting that this going to the synagogue is in this case a response to a situation - the idolatry he saw. Athens was not part of a planned evangelism campaign.

Among those who heard him in the market place were some philosophers who could not make head nor tail of what he was talking about. We, however, are given a clue which we can understand – even if they couldn’t. He was talking about – guess what – Jesus and the resurrection. The same base message. The Christ must die and rise, Jesus is the Christ.
The philosophers didn’t understand, they accused him of being a babbler, literally a “market sparrow” - a bird who picks up crumbs of philosophy and strings them together. Of course, they were very urbane men – and that is not a compliment. The two groups named would not be so crass as to deny the gods, but their philosophies were entirely humanistic. Hence the ‘foreign gods’ charge. So they took him to the philosophic “court”. The Areopagus.
When Greece had been master of the Mediterranean and Athens was master of Greece, then, some centuries before, the Areopagus had been the final court of justice. Those heady days were past, Rome provided justice; but the Areopagus was still the final court of religious and philosophic arbitration for anyone who held that Greek culture was important – and this included many upper-class Romans, nearly all of whom had Greek slaves as tutors and teachers. So while having no legal power, this place was still the final court for ideas. “tell us about this power, it doesn’t make sense to our ears”  Luke adds in a comment (v21)that all that Athenians did was discuss anything that was new. They too suffered from the cult of the modern!

I am not going to go through Paul’s speech, you can read it (v22-31) but I will make a few comments. Do not think Paul was being polite when he said he could see they were godly people - “religious”. The tone of his speech is uncompromising, along the lines of ‘You think you know everything, yet you have an unknown God – and what’s more you worship him – just in case you might have missed someone out. You think you are very clever, but you actually are very superstitious’ 


But Paul isn’t just critical, he uses that as a platform to set his message – and what is the message? “God exists as even your poets know. God demands your worship. In the past he overlooked your ignorance but now demands that everyone repent. He has set aside a day to judge and has proved that by raising from the dead the man he appointed as judge”

This is a very similar message as we heard in Thessalonica. Of course, Paul doesn’t use the Jewish Scriptures, and he doesn’t – here – mention Jesus by name. The message is still God has planned – (from nature - not here from the scriptures) – His judge must die and rise; we are not told that Paul identifies him as Jesus. What I want to emphasise is that the message is essentially the same message as we have seen now four times in this chapter.

The results: Some did take the decision to seek this God and be saved by him

The results: Now this is an area where there is disagreement among the commentators: 
Many commentators have said that (v32) means “interesting! but resurrection – not very likely, still he amused us for a while we’ll have him back tomorrow” BUT  while it is true that some mocked, for the others there is no hint of them sneering in the text and it would not have been how Greek philosophers reacted, contemporary accounts suggest that they would have given him a good  (philosophic) “going over” - and not put it off until tomorrow. It seems more likely that they were somewhat stunned and wanted time to think.

Many commentators have tried to say that this philosophic attempt was a ‘failed’ experiment and accounts for Paul’s decision in Corinth (the next place he went to) “to know nothing but Christ and him crucified” (1 Cor 2:2)  BUT again I think this is incorrect

a) There is no hint here in the language used that this was a failure, and it could not have been understood that way by early readers of Acts because they wouldn’t have had the letters to the Corinthians

b) Evangelism has never has been a “numbers matter” The bible is interested in people, not numbers. Jesus told a story about 99 lambs that were safe and 1 lamb that was rescued and made it very clear that God cares for each and every individual. Some people were saved, among them one from the Areopagus (Dionysius) and one explicitly not from the Areopagus (Damaris was a woman and couldn’t have been there). But the bible makes it clear that the angels rejoice when someone – any one is saved.
c) Remember also, this was not a planned evangelistic outreach, Paul was here ‘passing through’ as it were and very much without helpers. But God’s power still worked
d) Finally the reason why such commentators are incorrect is because Paul’s message WAS “Christ and him Crucified” God has planned -  The Christ must die and rise and judge; for Paul must have identified him as Jesus (else those who did believe couldn’t have become believers) and anyway that is where he started “tell us about Jesus and the resurrection” was his brief 
These commentators are incorrect because Paul’s message always was “Christ and Him Crucified”

So that is the ‘story’, what can we learn from it?

1. The first and main point is the fact that the message we preach is given to us by God through the scriptures. This isn’t something we make up. Our message is given to us. It is a biblical message. (which means you too can be “noble and check out that what I am saying is found in scripture”)
2. 
As we look through the New Testament we can find several summaries from Peter and from Paul and they have certain central themes. “Jesus, of the seed of David, came, according to the scriptures, died and rose again and will come to judge. Therefore Repent and believe”

3. 
Not always is all of that summary in any particular place – As Jim pointed out in Acts 14 and we have seen again here, to speak of “Jesus the Messiah” or “Jesus the seed of David” is not appropriate to those who do not have the Old Testament scriptures. To say to our age “Jesus saves” is likely to get the response “and Moses invests” – in other words – so what? In this time and place our culture does not know that it needs to come to God, we have to find some way of getting through to convince them – or rather to open them up so that the Holy Spirit can convince them of their need and convict them of their sin. But whatever way we find to speak, whatever words we use to get through, the content of what we say should be the message we have been given – Christ and him crucified.
4. 
Always there must be a call to Action. Here we see it in Athens as “Repent”. In Thessalonica and Beroea there was belief - and opposition.  As David said last week the gospel is a message that demands a verdict. Those who hear the message have to decide, one way or the other.

5. Making this point about ‘summaries’ brings out another point: In the last comment about ‘the story’ I said that Paul must have identified the judge of the world with Jesus else they could not have become believers.  In scripture we are given summaries: There often must be more than we are given in the text

6. 
Mind you, sometimes it is a bit like the parables.  God doesn’t always spoon feed us, we have to use our God given minds to work out what is being said.
7. 
The gospel actually preached must have contained a lot more for God doesn’t just wants converts, he wants a people to love and serve him. God wants changed lives. If you think I am pulling this out of thin air; that it isn’t appropriate here I suggest that you “be more noble, search the scriptures and see if what I say is true” and look at the two letters to  the Thessalonians and especially search for the “as I told you while I was with you” type of passages. Remember, Paul was only in Thessalonica for between 15 and 27 days (3 sabbaths) and in the very first verses of the first letter to the Thessalonians he talks about “works produced by faith, labours prompted by love and endurance inspired by hope”; as he goes on he talks a lot about physical labour (“he who will not work shall not eat” comes from here and is one of the ‘remember I said when I was with you” passages) he specifically says “we instructed you how to live lives pleasing to God: (1 Thess 4:1); he talked about sexual morality, about the end times. The Gospel is a “whole life” thing and that is what Paul had given them while he was with them so the summary from our chapter in Acts v3 “it was necessary for the Christ to suffer and to rise from the dead, and saying, "This Jesus, whom I proclaim to you, is the Christ.” Included an awful lot more than just those few words and in a very short time too. God wants changed lives. The message includes the fact the God wants changed lives and pointers how to get there
8. 
 I could go on, For this is the flip side of what David said last week, the gospel demands a verdict: but it isn’t merely a one off ‘believe and be saved” verdict. It is also a verdict that we who believe and try to follow Jesus have to make every day; every day a choice to love and serve God, every day a choice to turn from wickedness and live the more abundant life that we have been given.  We not only have to be able to give a reason for the hope that is within us to the young man who comes to our door selling dishcloths. 
9. 
We are not just given the words of a message. God has made us responsible for each other and we are not saved by grace to muddle through but saved by grace throughout – he will complete what he has begun and he continues to work in us until he has made us perfect. Paul says to the Corinthians “You are my message” – The reality is that for all of us we are God’s message to each other and to the world
10. 
We are given a message to be written on our lives. We individually and as a body are called to be righteous and holy. What is holiness? What is righteousness? These are not human invented ideas - they are found in this book. So “be noble” and find out.
· We have a God who is offended if you move your garden fence so as to steal from your neighbour. (Deut 27:17)
· We have a God who calls out the stars and names them one by one but forbids us to use horoscopes. (Job 9:9 Deut 18:10)
· We have a God who detests people who take bribes (Ez 22:12)
· We have a God who is insulted if we mock the poor (Prov 7:5)

Above all we have a God who cares enough for us to die for us so that we may be forgiven when we fail  –  and empowered when we will submit to him.
Our calling is to be like him. 
This is our given gospel message. Repent and believe, == and live.
[[As an aside – is that our attitude to the bad things around us? Are we “greatly upset” at the things our culture holds to be important? -  And if we are, do we do anything about it? I have to confess that I get upset about all sorts of things, but I rarely have the courage to do anything about them – maybe I should be more engaged instead of being an onlooker, maybe we should all be more engaged in attempting to put right the wrongs of our society]]





<<an aside>>Apologetics doesn’t mean apologetically, It is not a ‘tap on shoulder’ “I say old man, would you mind frightfully if I explain – oh, no, sorry to have troubled you, sir” 


Apologetics comes from ‘apologia’ = the words for, the words on behalf of. 


Apologia are the reason for the hope within us. 


Apologia are the words we boldly proclaim
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