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#3 A City full of Idols (Acts 17:16-34)
· Athens: go!
· full of idols – it is! 
· Temples to worship Zeus – Aphrodite – Apollo – Athena Nike – Poseidon. Amazing architecture, culture, beauty. 
· Parthenon, dedicated to Athena (Athens) – stunning. Engineering & manpower!
· Sculptures, statues, idols – gods & goddesses – fill museums. 
· Intellectual capital of world: Aristotle, Plato, Socrates, Pythagoras & many more.
· Incredible thinkers – deeply influential even today.
· Paul: Jewish man – believer in God. How respond?
· Greatly distressed. Upset.
· Lit: spirit was provoked – prodded.
· S/t pained by this – twisted up inside – b/c these ppl /know true God.
· Whole city heading for destruction – whole civilization headed for a lost eternity - /knowing X. Upsetting to him. 
· As we look round our city: 
· Diff gods: commerce, ambition, status, freedom. /X. Heading for a lost eternity. 
· Do we feel same distress?
· Think your office - factory – street. Distressed /know the one true God?
· Until we weep over the lost -> /care about winning the lost.
· When last time – brought s/o to the Lord, in tears – b/c your sp so provoked?
· Pr: break our hearts with what breaks yours. Rejection of you & your ways – for the lostness of lives w/o X – for looming threat of eternity w/o you.

· Paul: open-air evangelism in marketplace. 
· As he’s talking - come: present ideas to Areopagus = courtroom of the intellectuals. Say?
We instinctively worship the wrong gods (v22-23)
v22-23 People of Athens! I see that in every way you are very religious.
· Everyone, everwhere, is religious. 
· Go to Athens – easy to see: evidence all around: temples, statues. 
· What about today? Maybe: need convincing! Moved past all that.
· Explain by asking you some questions:
· What sucks money out of your bank account? 
· /Essentials. But things you /feel the need to justify
· Where your treasure [money] is, there your heart will be also[endnoteRef:1] Want to know where your heart is? Follow your wallet! [1:  Matthew 6:21] 

· What do you give your time to when you’re busy?
· Crazy week – what do you always manage to squeeze in?
· Daydream about?
· Mind effortlessly drifts to? Career? Fantasise about a rel? Dream home? Holiday?
· What are you terrified of losing? What would make your life /worth living any more?
· Spouse? Children? Career? Image?
· Any person or thing that occupies the place which God should occupy is an idol.
· Living for stuff – covetousness - is idolatry. 
· Also living for fame, wealth, power, sex, food, alcohol, parents, spouse, children, friends, work, approval of others, recreation, toned abs, holidays, even church, religion and Christian service.  
· Everything tends to idolatry.
· Problem with idolatry:
· First: Brings judgement & wrath of God – fail to give him the place he deserves.
· Second: /work. Leaves us empty - disappointed – hopeless. 
· Put hope in spouse to save you: hell -> heaven. Let you down. Even in best marriage – one day: die. Then where?
· Put hope in car: next week: scratch it.
· New PC only get slower.
· Perfect physique one day: pain, dementia, worry.
· Need s/t beyond here & now.
· Western society /done away with religion, just moulded it into a different form. 
· Instead of worshipping pagan deities like in Athens – worship: family, career, health, image, spouse (real or imagined). 
· We’ve become worshippers of ourselves. I am the centre of my universe. I will devote myself unequivocally and unashamedly to my family, my house, my happiness. 
· In Athens, at least they called them gods. In some ways we’re less intellectually honest than they were.
· So, Paul says, you are ignorant of the very thing you worship—and this is what I am going to proclaim to you.

The One True God is… creator (v24)
· v24 The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth
· Speaking to a friend recently: He started by saying: /know how you can be an engineer and a pastor. Science & faith opposite ways to look at world. 
· No: Totally go together! 
· Faith: /ignoring all the evidence and taking a leap into the dark. About following the evidence but admitting there are things we /know.
· Talked abt creation. 
· He had to admit he had no answer for where all this came from. 
· Even if - big if - we accept idea of a big bang – and laws of physics, maths - biology – worked together over more or less infinite time – and produced this. 
· Where did all the matter come from? Where did laws of physics come from? 
· Helpful starting point – discussions about faith these days.
· How do you explain it all?
· Infinite complexity of life.
· Origin of all matter.
· For sciency people to ignore those questions: wilful avoidance of uncomfortable questions.
· /Say: previous universe: expanded – contracted – cycles. 
· Zero evidence. And just pushes the problem back further. 
· I say: There is a God who made the world and everything in it.
· And therefore, he is the Lord of heaven and earth.
· If there’s a creator – there’s a master.

The One True God is… supreme (v25-26)
Many ppl’s vision of God is far too small. V briefly:
· [God] is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything…
· Asia: Cambodia, Thailand, India: shrines – food, drink offerings – keep spirits – gods happy. Bring good fortune. Insult to One True God. Creator. /Need anything.
· he himself gives everyone life and breath and everything else… Every breath you take – every moment you are alive – is b/c he causes and allows your lungs to function & heart to beat.
· Even bigger: Speaking about the nations: He marked out their appointed times in history and the boundaries of their lands. Raises up empires – economies – leaders. And brings them down – as he sees fit. Supreme. That’s our God.

The One True God is… nearby (v27-28)
And yet, /distant. Nearby. So close. All around us.
He is not far from any one of us. ‘For in him we live and move and have our being.’ As some of your own poets have said, ‘We are his offspring.’

The One True God is… judge (v30-31)
v30-31 In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent. For he has set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed. He has given proof of this to everyone by raising him from the dead.
· In the past, God overlooked the ignorance people had of Him.
· His revelation: to Abraham and the children of Israel.
· They were given the truth about the true and living God. 
· They were not ignorant.  But the nations of the world were.
· But now, since Christ -> world and gospel proclaimed to all nations: God now commands all people everywhere to repent. 
· To turn away from everything else - to true & living God
· This God: /some local deity or one among many gods.
· /Belong to one people group – culture – language – or time
· He is the God of the whole earth and therefore commands all people, in every place, in every generation to turn to Him. To seek Him and find Him.
· And why is this so impt?
· Because there is a day of judgement coming. 
· God is not only creator, sustainer and ruler, He is Holy: He has a moral character. Holds us to account for the way we live our lives.    
· God he has set a day when he will judge the world with justice
· Limits to human ability to pursue justice. Police, courts.
· Atrocities take place that are never punished.
· Evil people get away with evil things.
· Our legal systems s/t fail to protect the innocent and punish the guilty. 
· Many of us exp that – esp asylum seekers – friends from other countries.
· But the God who is creator, sustainer and ruler of the whole earth is also its judge. He will judge all that has taken place.
· Not today, maybe not tomorrow, but there is a day circled on His timetable when judgement of all people will take place.
· And that judgement that catches up with murderers and child abusers, will also catch up with you and me.
· We will not escape. No one will escape.
· But what if people die before that day? Netflix: Fred & Rose West – murdered at least 12 young women – most horrific.
· Ended his own life in prison in 1995. At time: escaped justice. True?
· No. God will raise the dead. How know?
· He has given proof of this to everyone by raising [Jesus] from the dead. See logic? Everyone will face divine justice – God will raise the dead one day & each stand in his divine law-court. 
· God commands everyone to repent, to turn to Him, b/c divine justice will fall on all your sin. 
· Either on you and me
· Or on Jesus – in our place.
· Sing: Who else could rescue me from my failing? / Who else would offer His only Son? / Who else invites me to call Him Father? / Only a Holy God / Come and behold Him / The One and the Only / Cry out, sing holy / Forever a Holy God / Come and worship the Holy God

3 types of response to the msg v32-34 
· v32 some of them sneered
· Laughed and walked away. All a joke. /Anything to do w X. 
· Prefer idolatry & take chances at judgement.
· v32b some wanted to hear more
· Intrigued - /ready to make a decision. Open. You? Glad here.
· Let us help you! Hope Explored – starts this Sat.
· /Delay – opportunities may /forever.
· v34 some believed
· Some who heard the message, came to faith in Christ.
· Left their idols forever -> found the true and living God.
· Profound experience on holiday.
· Stood on Areopagus – rock – where P stood and proclaimed X in the midst of the philosophers and rulers of Athens.
· Looked around from there – T all around –> ruins. 
· That sermon proclaiming X as Lord – One True God – was the beginning of the end of the pagan gods of Greece. 
· Within a few generations – those grand T – pinnacles of human achievement – centres of Greek civilisation & philosophy – in ruins. 
· Why? Obsolete. People stopped going to T - /need to any more – discovered the true God – the “unknown God” – made known to them. 
· Once they found Jesus, they never needed to go back.
· Share communion together.
· Great way to declare your faith in J.
· Saying: I believe, Lord. With all my faults & failings – believe.
· Trusting J alone - /one of many gods – but as one true God above all.
· Or maybe /there yet. Good to have you here! Watch.
· As we confess our failings to him, impt to remember Jesus is friend of sinners. Said: whoever comes to me I will never drive away. Came to seek and to save the lost. 

Prayer: Prayer of Confession 1
Most merciful God,
we confess that we have sinned against You
in thought, word, and deed,
by what we have done,
and by what we have left undone.
We have not loved You
with our whole heart and mind and strength.
We have not loved our neighbours as ourselves.
In Your mercy forgive what we have been,
help us amend what we are,
and direct what we shall be,
so that we may delight in Your will
and walk in Your ways,
to the glory of Your holy name.
Through Christ, our Lord.
Amen.

Pr: 
· Thx F: one true God - /served by human hands – self-existent one – origin of all life and sovereignly allowing every breath we take.
· Thx: set a day when you will judge the world – all wrongs will be put right – everyone held accountable. 
· Thx: forgiveness in X.

Break bread while saying...
The Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, ‘This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me.’ 

Pour wine while saying...
Then he took a cup, and when he had given thanks, he gave it to them, saying, ‘Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins .

Our tradition is to eat the bread when it is received; but wait and drink together.
Distribute bread, followed by wine.

Whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes. . 
Let us drink together as a sign of our shared hope in his coming kingdom.
All drink

Sing: Who Else Commands (Only a Holy God)





Questions for Community Groups

1. Read Acts 17:16. What bothered Paul when he came to Athens? What are some false gods that we tend to worship instead of the one true God? How can we help identify the gods that we find most alluring?
2. Paul’s approach to sharing Jesus was very different depending on who he was speaking to. What was different about how he “reasoned in the synagogue” with how he “debated in the marketplace”? Verse 2-3 might help. With God-fearing Jews he reasoned from the scriptures to demonstrate that Jesus is the Messiah. With the pagans, he started with creation, and started with the idea of who God is.
a. In our culture, who might those two groups represent? Maybe: Muslims + everyone else.
3. Paul engaged in open-air evangelistic preaching to pagan people. There aren’t many examples of that in the scriptures. (Acts 14:8-20 is another example with interesting parallels! The outcome was much better in Athens – maybe because the people were used to debating all the latest ideas – v21!) When have you heard it done well – and badly? 
4. Verse 28 contains 2 quotes from pagan philosophers. Why do you think Paul quoted them, and how does that help direct our evangelism? Paul felt very comfortable affirming what they had right, but also denied what they had wrong. If we don’t ever affirm what the world has got right, we sound like extremists who just refuse to engage with the world around us. It’s good to celebrate God’s common grace in all its forms.
5. If God himself gives everyone life and breath and everything else, how should that affect how we see him – and our own lives?
6. Probably Paul was interrupted before he got to speak about Jesus’ death on the cross. But his mention of the resurrection caused quite a stir. What three responses were there? Which have you seen in your life?
7. Pray:
a. For distress over those who are without Christ
b. For courage to speak of Him
c. For opportunities
d. For positive outcomes


Discussion questions for children
You might want to pick and choose a couple of questions to ask over lunch. Or you could do one section per day for 4 days. 

1. Read Acts 17:16. What bothered Paul when he came to Athens? They had lots and lots of gods, for everything they needed.  What are some false gods that we tend to worship instead of the one true God?
2. Read Acts 17:24-26. What are some things that Paul shared about God? What did Paul say was special about the one true God?  He made everything and rules over everything.
3. Read Acts 17:30. What does repentance mean? What did the people of Athens need to repent of when they heard about Jesus? Who does God command to repent? Who is coming again to judge the earth?
4. Read Acts 17:32-34. When Paul told people about Jesus, how did they respond? Sneered. Want to hear more. Believed. Will everyone whom we tell about Jesus believe the good news? Should we still tell people about Jesus?


