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Passages:
Acts 17:16-34
Idea:
To facilitate conversions we must formulate connections.
Subject:
The necessity of connections in the communication of the Gospel
Title:
Reflections on Paul series: “Paul, the Preacher”, JJB, SPUC, 23 July 2006
The tsunami wave that struck Indonesia this past week & killed more than 650 people brought to mind a remarkable story from the far more deadly tsunami wave that struck various countries in that region of the world during Christmas 2004.  A 10-year-old girl named Tilly Smith was on a beach in Phuket, Thailand with her family.  It was the day after Christmas, Boxing Day, and the Smith family of Oxshott, Surrey, London was having a lovely, long-awaited holiday in that beautiful country of Thailand.
The Adaman Sea off the coast of Phuket had been as smooth as a pond that day.  It was one of those perfect days at the beach – the kind of day that makes one forget that we live in a fallen world.  Suddenly the sea began behaving strangely, and Tilly was one of the first to notice.  The sea began to bubble and froth and rush away from the shore.  Tilly seemed to know exactly what was happening.  She exclaimed to her parents that she had just studied this at school – she talked about ‘tectonic plates’ and ‘an earthquake under the sea.’  She got more and more hysterical.  In the end she was screaming at her parents and the people around them to “Get off the beach!”
The adults around her didn’t know what to make of her frantic talk.  Her parents didn’t even know what a tsunami wave was!  But when Tilly put it more simply: “Tidal wave!!” And then Tilly’s parents and all the other people around them started to dash away from the sea.  Minutes later, the water began swelling and rushing in.  “The water kept coming in,” recalled Penny Smith, Tilly's mother.  “There was froth on it like you get on the top of a beer.”
In no time at all the beach was completely covered by the Adaman Sea, and the tsuna​mi wave demolish​ed everything in its path.  The whole resort was destroyed.  However, that section of the beach, where 10-year-old Tilly Smith had been playing in the sand, was the one section where no one was killed or even seriously injured.  The reason was quite simple:  that little girl had recognized the signs of the looming and life-threatening tsuna​mi wave, and she had proclaimed a warning, loud and clear.
That’s more or less what the Apostle Paul does in Athens, with his sermon that is re​corded in Acts 17.  He recognizes the looming and life-threatening wave of judgment, and he proclaims a warning, loud and clear:  a warning for us and our ‘neighbors on the beach,’ as much as for the ‘Areopagites’ and the other people of ancient Athens.
This sermon, better than any other sermon of his that is recorded in Scripture, illus​trates a skill that Paul had absolutely mastered:  the skill of crossing boundaries and making connections.  The historian Henry Chadwick wrote this about the Apostle Paul:  “Paul’s genius as a preacher is his astonishing ability to reduce to an apparent vanish​ing point the gulf between himself and his listeners and to gain them for the authentic Christian gospel.”

In other words, Paul was an expert at formulating connections so as to facilitate con​versions to the Savior Jesus Christ.  This skill of formulating connections was not merely a gift that the Holy Spirit had given to Paul.  I think we would all agree that Paul did indeed have the gift of evangelism, but Paul took this spiritual gift and developed it into a well-honed skill.  For example, Paul read pagan poets … can you believe that?!  It’s true!  Both in his letter to Titus and in his sermon here in Acts 17 he gives two different quotes from the poet Epimenides of Crete; he quotes the Cilician poet Aratus here in this sermon as well; he quotes Menander, the author of Greek comedies, in 1 Corinthians 15:33; and he even quotes from the Hymn to Zeus written by Cleanthes!  There is only one reason I can think of why Paul would spend his precious time read​ing and learning a hymn that was written to the god Zeus:  that reason is to become better able to formulate connections between Gentiles & the Gospel of Jesus Christ.
This is a skill each one of us can develop, and should be developing.  It is one thing to learn the Bible well from cover to cover; this certainly has its benefits.  But notice how many times Paul quotes the Old Testament during this sermon in Athens … he doesn’t quote it once!  That is be​cause his listeners weren’t at all familiar with the OT; quotes from the OT wouldn’t have meant anything to them.  But they were familiar with Greek poets, so Paul does his best to use certain lines of Greek poetry to lead his listeners to an understanding of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  This is vitally important, Friends, be​cause without formulating meaningful connections for our listeners, it will be very un​likely that we will lead them through actual conversions to the Savior Jesus Christ.
Notice that Paul doesn’t just stay in the synagogue, the place of worship, where the Jews and God-fearing Gentiles tended to congregate, but he tours the city.  And as he does, he notices more and more idols until he becomes deeply disturbed and even angry.  The Greek word there that describes Paul’s reaction to all the idols is one from which we get our Eng​lish word ‘paroxysm,’ which means a sudden, violent outburst of emotion – usually anger.  Paul was enraged at the core of his being, just as God would be when his people Israel would give in to worshipping idols.
On Paul’s tour of the city, however, he found one altar that would enable him to later make a very helpful connection:  an altar with an inscription that read “TO AN UNKNOWN GOD.”  Altars apparently had such generic inscriptions on them from time to time; in fact, in the Temple of Demeter on the acropolis of Pergamum archeologists believe they found an inscription that reads “TO GODS UNKNOWN.”  They cannot be certain, since a few letters are missing.  But in any case, Paul evidently found such an inscription and remembered it for the sake of a possible future connection.
Like God with his idolatrous OT people, Paul controlled his righteous anger, and he reasoned with the people – which included, by the way, listening to the points of view of those whom he was trying to reach.  Paul did not do all the talking.  And the text says that he ‘disputed’ with Epicurean and Stoic philosophers – Paul debated with the best of them.  Both the Epicureans and the Sto​ics had teaching chairs in the illustrious Athens University at that time.  The Epicu​re​ans believed that pleasure was the chief end in life, but the highest pleasure in life was not sensual, it was believed, but mental:  tranquility of the mind was what Epicureans sought above all else.  The Stoics got their name from the stoa (can anyone tell us what a stoa is?), where they tended to sit and discuss their days away.  Stoics were highly principled people, believing that self-sufficiency, in line with rationality, was the highest good that humankind could attain.
Paul boldly speaks to these learned philosophers about Jesus and the resurrection, whom they evidently thought to be two different gods. They refer to Paul as a ‘babbler,’ or as one who gossips about tidbits of knowledge or philosophy that he has gathered; the word picture is of a bird picking up and dropping seeds here, there, & everywhere.  They are clearly not impressed with Paul and his so-called babbling, so they literally arrest him – they take him by force – to a meeting of the Areopagus, which was more or less the ruling ‘Religious Council’ of the city of Athens.  There he is invited – or ra​ther ordered – to present his strange ideas so the Council could properly judge them.
Paul even presents himself and speaks in learned Greek style.  Assuming the position of an orator, he stands in their midst and speaks like a lawyer in the court.  He first very keenly establishes common ground with his listeners, then he courteously cor​rects mistaken views of who God really is, and finally he carefully presents his two most controversial points:  the coming final judgment by the one whom God has ap​pointed, and the resurrection of that one from the dead.  Both of these ideas com​plete​ly clashed with the Greek mindset of the day.  Nevertheless, Paul presents them.  He doesn’t shy away from them, because they are at the very heart of his message.
Notice that Paul describes God as being truly self-sufficient – the concept that the Stoics most highly valued.  There were rumors of a lot of ‘divine jealousies’ floating about in the Greek world of Paul’s day.  Every god needed to have his or her temple, and his or her sacrifices, or else the god or goddess could actually get jealously angry and take the anger out on whole cities or countries of people.  Not only that, but seem​ingly important, egotistical people needed to be honored with statutes and the like – such tributes were found throughout the city of Athens (and many can still be seen today).  Well, the one true God didn’t need such support; he was truly self-reliant.
Like a man familiar with a path, leading men down that path in the dark of the night, Paul led his listeners toward God and toward an appeal to repent and be converted.  “In the past God overlooked such ignorance (as yours), but now he commands all people everywhere (including you) to repent.”  Notice that Paul includes his listeners indirectly, but not expli​citly.  He does not insult their intelligence, but he leads them to their own crucial con​nections along the way.  This autonomous, eternal Creator God, from whom we’ve all come, will also be the one whom we will all face as our Judge.  There is no escape or excuse.  We must be prepared.

Making connections for our listeners, and leading them to implied connections, does not mean that we water down the truth so that it is easier for them to accept.  It doesn’t mean that we simply add sugar to the medication of repentance.  The Athenians had a strange notion that they had originated from the soil of Attica, the land on which they lived.  And the poet Eumenides put these widely accepted words in Apollo’s mouth:  “When the dust has soaked up a person’s blood, once he is dead, there is no resurrec​tion.”  Paul plainly and clearly conveys that that idea is simply wrong.  With passion that comes out perhaps best in the original Greek, Paul declares, “God has given proof of this (appointed judgment) to all men by raising (his chosen one) from the dead!”
Then, as always, Paul got a variety of responses.  Some sneered and ridiculed him and his ideas.  Some expressed a willingness to hear more.  And a few men became follow​ers and believed.  Was Paul wildly successful here in terms of numbers?  Certainly not.  In fact, here in Athens, where he preached his most famous sermon, he apparently did not even succeed in establishing a church.  Nevertheless, he left a few true believers behind, and according to tradition, Dionysius later became the first bishop of Athens.  Moreover, Paul left us this priceless sermon that illustrates so remarkably well that:   to facilitate conversions we must formulate connections which help people to Christ.
Tilly Smith did just that sort of thing.  She studied hard in school and learned how to read the signs of the tsunami – even though she had never experienced one before.  She was a believer, and she acted upon her belief.  She raised the alarm, made crucial connections for those around her, and saved many lives as a result.  Pondering the fact that at nearby resorts whole families were lost in the wave, the manager of the hotel where the Smiths were staying simply said of ten-year-old Tilly, “She’s a hero.”
When you think about it, the Judgment Day that Scripture forewarns us about again and again and again will be much like a deadly tsunami wave.  It’ll wipe out the wicked and will cleanse this world from corruption once and for all.

Not because we are worthy, but because God is gracious, has he provided and pro​claimed that there is a trustworthy way of escape.  His name is Jesus.  The question is, are we ready, willing, and courageous enough to lead others to him?  Are we able and brave enough to formulate basic connections for our listeners, and thereby facilitate authen​tic conversions to Christ?
It may require that we read some ‘pagan,’ or at least non-Christian literature.  It will re​quire spending lots of time with people who know little or nothing about Christ or the Bible.  It will involve listening to them and making helpful links between biblical truth and their knowledge and experience.  It may even involve opening our homes and showing hospitality to those whom we would seek to win to the Savior.  But it will all be worth it, because a spiritual tsunami is coming, and the Lord promises to richly reward those who raise the alarm & confidently lead others to safety in Jesus Christ.
