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At this point, we find the apostle Paul in a “pre-Christian” culture—an atmosphere completely foreign to the Christian message. So strange, in fact, that they think he is promoting two new deities—a god and goddess: Jesus and Resurrection (17:18b, which shows us, if nothing else, how important the message of resurrection was for Paul, and how closely it must be tied to Jesus). This was “new,” this was “strange” (17:19-20). For the first time in his missionary career, Paul truly was “a stranger in a strange land.” Now, America was raised (in many ways) as a “Christian culture”; but we have moved away from our roots. We have now become more of a “post-Christian” culture: one in which knowledge of basic Christian terms and tenets can no longer be assumed; one in which the real and simple Christian message is something “new”; one in which much of what we say and do (and why) is often “strange.” How did Paul address and present the gospel in this context? And how must we? Two main convictions come to the fore:
I.
The Christian message must always engage the culture.

A.
He came, he saw, he spoke (17:16-18a). Here we find Paul, stuck alone in Athens; but saw the opportunity, and he took it. Like Caesar before him, he was a man of action: “Veni, vidi, vici,” Caesar reported back to Rome upon his decisive victory (“I came, I saw, I conquered”). Here in the opening verses we find Paul likewise bold: he came, he saw, he spoke.


1.
But what was it that stirred him to action? The opening verse tells us: it was what he “felt” when he “saw.” What did he see? Why, this was Athens: the glory of ancient Greece, the cultural and intellectual capital of the world, the home of such towering philosophers as Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, the shining jewel of architecture, science, and civics. And what did he feel? Awe, wonder (that would be our natural reaction, wouldn’t it)? No, “his spirit was provoked within him” (17:16b) when he saw this impressive city . . . completely crowded with idols. This “provoked” is that sense of divine jealousy, for a misdirected glory: “exchanging the glory of the immortal God for images made like mortal man” (Rom 1:23).



a.
So, before we go any further, let me ask: Do we feel? Often we lament the lack of Christian influence in our land, our cities, our communities. But perhaps our impact is stunted because we do not feel—both for the lost and for the glory of God (I know this is often my problem). 



b.
And America is a lot like Athens in this way: a very tolerant place, not wanting to leave anyone out, and give everyone a (relatively) equal place. In our multi-cultural, omni-religious environment, we too are stuffed with idols . . . and no real conviction (again, idolatry is any “God-substitute” in our lives, any “first love” over Him—whether that be Allah or “moolah”).


2.
And what does he do? What we find is that he channels this “deep feel,” not in a way that stiff-arms or shouts-down the sinful culture. Rather, he engages the culture with the message of Jesus.



a.
First, he does what he always does: he reasons in the synagogues (17:17a, living out his motto: “to the Jew first, and also to the Greek,” Rom 1:16). That is (in our context): he went to church, and preached to those who were there (look at 17:3), that Jesus dealt with the problem of sin and death.




(1).
These are the two things we all constantly face and can never escape, that constantly frustrate and weigh us down. We all do things that are hurtful and wrong, and we are all going to die—whether by war, disease, or old age. And chances are . . . we hate it—because it seems so wrong and meaningless, all at the same time. And you know what? You’re supposed to hate it. But Jesus dealt with our deepest issues, and offers us the freedom of forgiveness and resurrection life. Not only is guilt erased; but death is beaten!





(2).
So we need to speak of Jesus in our churches—we can never outgrow or grow tired of Him.




b.
But we also need to speak of Jesus in “the marketplace.” This is what he also did (17:17b-18a). And here he found a completely different world (as we do as well). There it was the Epicureans and Stoics, the materialists and rationalists, the pleasure-seekers and mother-goddess worshipers (hmm, sounds familiar, doesn’t it?). And when he begins to speak with them, in that divine opportunity given to him, to stand on the Areopagus (Mars’ Hill), what does he do?




(1).
He speaks respectfully (17:22-23—for these, too, are made in the image of God), and he begins with a point of natural contact: the altar “to the unknown god.” You see, in their frenzy to cover all their bases, they left a prime opportunity open  . . . for the gospel to enter.





(2).
And Paul takes that point of contact . . . and moves them to a biblical understanding of things. Now, in contrast to the way he speaks in “church” (synagogue), he doesn’t quote the Scripture to those who don’t know it or value it. Rather, he quotes “their authorities,” their poets (17:28). We, too, need to wise to the culture in which we live and speak.


B.
How can we engage our culture with the gospel? Broadly speaking, two things: 


1.
Approach each person with respect. Why? It is affirming our human commonality, the common ground we share with all:



a.
We are all made in the image of God.




b.
We are all sinners.




c.
We all need meaning.




d.
We all want love (long to be loved).



2.
Look for points of contact and gospel entry. For Paul, his point of entry was this “altar”; and his contact these “poets”—who expressed a gem of truth in an otherwise fallen and faulty construct. But he seized upon that truth in order to draw them toward the Truth. In this he sets a paradigm for us as well. We, too, need to notice our “altars to the unknown god”; and we need to know our “poets.” What might these “altars” be: these points of contact in our culture, these ready-made inroads for the gospel message? And who might these “poets” be: these well known figures or authorities? E.g.,



a.
If you live among Muslims (as we are all becoming more aware of their presence), you will need to approach them with respect (as Paul did), as those made in the image of God (though fallen); and you will need to know their “poet”: Mohammed, the Quran. And their “altar” may very well be their acknowledgment of Isa (Jesus). Then live the true “Jesus” among them, as an opening for the gospel.




b.
It might be our society’s desperate need of genuine relationships of grace and intimacy. This is the yearning of post-modernism, the yearning of a world dissatisfied with old answers that didn’t answer our deepest needs. How do we model this in our churches, in our families, in our relationships with “sinners”—say, the homosexual community? Do we treat them with respect? Do we approach them as “fellow sinners”? Do we affirm their longing for love? Do we use such things as these as positive points of entry for relationship and gospel influence?



c.
It might be the cry of “vanity/emptiness”—in having everything that money can buy and yet missing that sense of meaning we innately crave. This is the “old gospel” according to Ecclesiastes; but it has become the “new gospel” for our culture today (cf. Jason Stellman’s testimony). What we continue to find is that “there is nothing new under the sun”—until you find the Lord. There we find the satisfaction of significance and purpose.



d.
Our tendency has often been to distance ourselves from our secularized and sin-saturated culture; but we have been called to be agents of reconciliation—of enemies to God through Christ (2 Cor 5:18-20). And to do so, we must stay informed and involved. For (to paraphrase Paul in Rom 10:14): How can they believe if they’ve never heard? And how can they hear if we don’t communicate Him in a way that they need?
II.
The Christian message must never escape the resurrection.

A.
From common ground to foolishness.


1.
You notice in this speech that Paul began with a point of contact and common ground . . . but he leads inevitably to the resurrection. This is something he always does (cf. his other speeches in the book of Acts). The cross is “foolishness” enough to the Greeks (cf. 1 Cor 1:23); the resurrection is even more so—ridiculous! And that is what we see: at this point, some jeered (17:32). For in the Greek mindset, the body is nothing, the soul is everything. Why resurrect the body? It is something to be escaped from. But the gospel can never escape the resurrection. And we must be willing to face the jeers, and leave the results to God (for some, too, believed, 17:34).


2.
This resurrection was foolishness to the world then; and it is still foolishness to the world today—even within our churches. 



a.
According to a recent Scripps Howard poll, most Americans don’t believe that they will experience a resurrection of their bodies after they die. Only 36% of the 1,007 adults interviewed responded positively to the question: “Do you believe that, after you die, your physical body will be resurrected someday?” And this percentage includes people across the nation, across racial and economic lines, and even people who regularly attend church! 




b.
Indeed, much of what is called “Christianity” has tended to shy away from this, and there are whole denominations that no longer teach the resurrection as absolutely essential to the Christian faith. We see this sometimes even in our own circles. There are a couple of graveside services I have attended recently in which the chaplain’s messages were basically this: don’t grieve, he’s in a better place now (death downplayed, body dismissed, spirit exalted). But what are we looking forward to? Some “la-la” ethereal heaven as disembodied spirits? That’s the old paganism Paul was speaking against! Or, everything made right forever, with even death swallowed up by life? This is what is guaranteed for us in the resurrection of our Lord!


3.
Granted, the resurrection might seem like foolishness . . . until we search deeper (that innate need for death defeated, the wrong made right). And the resurrection is absolutely crucial to the Christian faith. Without it, the faith is not even truly “Christian.” As Paul said in 1 Corinthians 15: “If Christ has not been (really, physically) raised from the dead, your faith is in vain, your faith is futile; and we are of all people most to be pitied” (15:14, 17, 19).

B.
But what difference does the resurrection make? All the difference in the world.


1.
It makes a difference in my eternal soul. This resurrection of Jesus from the dead is a bold declaration. It is God’s “stamp” that “Jesus is Lord.” Because He not only died on the cross but is raised from the dead, He is the Lord who can save you from the judgment and futility of sin and death. As Romans 10:9 tells us, “If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved”; and “everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved” (10:13). So claim him with your heart and mouth, and you will receive this most precious gift—what the Bible calls “salvation.”


2.
It makes a difference in my day-to-day life. As I said, the resurrection of Christ is a bold declaration (17:30-31). It is God’s “stamp” that “Jesus is Lord”: Lord of the world, Lord over death, and Lord before whom I will stand. How does this affect or change my life?



a.
Peace. Because Jesus is raised from the dead, He is Lord of the world. This is the “settled calm” that the world is not out of control, but under control. And it is the “blessed assurance” that, even though it might look like the world is “going to hell in a handbasket,” since Jesus is Lord everything will be made right, forever. This changes things; this changes my whole perspective. As the hymn refrain goes: “Because He lives, I can face tomorrow. Because He lives, all fear is gone. Because I know He holds the future; and life is worth the living just because He lives.” This is the “peace” that Jesus gave to His disciples when He appeared to them after His resurrection (Jn 20:21ff)—and how it changed them, and how it changed the world! But do you know that peace?



b.
Hope. Because Jesus is raised from the dead, He is Lord over death. We are always surrounded by death; we are constantly reminded of death. Every day you can turn on the “bad news” (I mean “evening news”) and hear of the latest murder. Every day we live with the Iraqi War. Even this week we have relived the crucifixion. Death is horrid; death is inescapable. But His resurrection is the guarantee that death itself is defeated. For if there is no resurrection, then death still wins in the end (death is left unchallenged, undefeated). And God will not let that stand. He is “Lord of heaven and earth”: Lord at its beginning, and Lord at its end. So as the Lord of life, Jesus had to be raised; and since He is the Lord of life, we must be raised as well. As Jesus said: “Because I live, you also will live” (Jn 14:19). For if Jesus is Lord, death cannot be.



c.
Accountability. Because Jesus is raised from the dead, He is Lord before whom I will stand. We are not autonomous beings—not in life, and not in the afterlife. Yes, the resurrection is a tremendously joyous moment. But it is also a tremendously sobering moment. For it also means that I will have to stand before this resurrected Lord one day for judgment (17:31a). Are you ready to stand before Jesus: the One who went to the cross to take away your sin? Your sin is either canceled when you cast yourself before the cross: “Jesus, take it away.” Or it is carried with you for that day, to present before the righteous Judge. And can you stand with that (no one can)? Are you living in light of that day? Who is the Lord of your life? What have you done with your sin? (Death is its incessant reminder.)

As we often hear, there are two words you’re never supposed to use (oops, messed up); two words you’re always supposed to avoid (oops, there it is again): “always” and “never.” Because life is never so cut-and-dried; and there are always exceptions (ugh, just can’t escape it). But not with the Christian message. (1) The Christian message must always engage the culture. For what good is a message that no one understands, or that doesn’t gain a hearing, or make an impact? And (2) the Christian message must never escape the resurrection. It’s our tendency; and it’s still that point of “foolishness”—the cross is bad enough! But what good is a gospel that doesn’t “rock your world,” a Jesus who doesn’t actually win over the one thing we all hate and must all face: death itself? But with Jesus, because of His death on the cross and resurrection from the dead, we can know not only that our sins are forgiven—if we only ask and name Him Lord, but also that everything will indeed be made right, forever. And that is Good News indeed! 
