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Transtorming lives for the glory of God
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Sermon Title: Declaring The Unknown God
Bible Reference: Acts 17
A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Thessalonica, Berea & Athens – Acts 17
P & S went to the Synagogue. Summary of his message was that Jesus was the Christ, that he died and that he rose again, and that all this was exactly what the OT had predicted about the messiah – v3. No miracles here (as in other places, but still many believed – v4.

Jews were jealous (v5) of Paul's ‘success’ – such a repeated theme here! Over and over this happens. Opposition spawned by perceived personal slight, agenda, preconceived ideas. This is why we have to pray for the work of the H/S to open people’s eyes. If he doesn’t we will continue to fight a losing battle against minds made up the other way. All the reasoning, explaining and proving (v2) will be useless unless H/S does his work. It’s why prayer is not an optional extra for us as a church but must always be an essential component of what we do. Meetings for prayer are great – can’t all make it, but please make time in your prayers to pray for this. We are utterly dependent on it.
Jews answer to P & S was violence. How sad when peoples only answer is abuse and force – but it’s so often the way! In a country driven by a secular agenda, which increasingly legislates against Christian morality etc we need to brace ourselves for real opposition. In non Christian Bible times it was the norm, Jesus said it’s what we should expect. And so it has always been. Paul had it, Tyndale the bible translator had it, 16th century reformers had it; Whitefield and Wesley had it – and they lived at a time when the country was still Christian! So let’s be under no illusion as though something strange is happening! Tough days are ahead, unless God has mercy on our country.
The answer? Wasn’t to stand and fight for rights but to get out – v16!

Berea – v10-15

· Noble = generous, or literally ‘better bred’! 
· Result? They ‘received’ the word/message’ [ESV & NIV], lit means they didn’t reject it, they took it. Not that they believed it but didn’t simply dismiss it out of hand. 

· With ‘eagerness’ – with keenness, readiness of mind and spirit, not dismissive, closed minded. 

· Then they ‘examined the scriptures’ - they cross referenced what was being said with the OT to see if it stacked up. Never a bad thing!

The Berean’s response when they heard something that clearly challenged their previously held views, speaks to those of us all who are believers. Their attitude to challenge is a great example to us.  
· Challenged by teaching – Sometimes we hear things we havn’t heard before or here scripture taught/applied in a way we havn’t heard before – or read an article or read a book that says things we haven’t heard or advocate things different from the way you know and practice. What do we do in those situations? Simply close our minds and assume they are wrong? Unless we know all there is and have actually come to the state of perfection then we can expect to be continuously challenged and poked and stirred! God’s will is to transform us – and transforming means to change! Trouble is we get too settled and comfortable in our ways to make the significance response God calls for. At other times the cost, the inconvenience appears too great. 

· It’s important to often look at ourselves and ask important questions like ‘How is my heart? What are my motives in even coming to church? Habit? Duty? Or real desire and passion to hear, to receive and act on it as necessary?  

But there’s another sort of challenge that’s good for us also: 

· Challenge by sceptics! I find debates and rebuffs as helpful, if not more so than acceptance because it makes me go and look and check things I otherwise simply just accept because it’s what I’ve been told! Then when it’s challenged I have no answer! Conversation with Sparks – closed mind; J2 more open.
I want to equip you so please use the Q & A box!

Result of the teaching in Berea was that many believed – v12. We should never be afraid of people questioning or checking things out. If they are genuine seekers of truth they will see it. Best if we can point then in the right direction, which means we need to be continuous learners as well!
Result also was, as usual, persecution so Paul leaves for Athens, hoping for S & T to catch him up.

Athens:

Athens, though years past its majestic peak was still in many ways the city unrivalled in culture, history, architecture, art, and learning. For the educated and cultured Paul this place must have been a place he had long wanted to visit and one would have understood if he’d taken time to indulge and delight in all the city had to offer. 

Yet none of these things seemed to strike him. Instead what he saw, all he could see was a city full of idols! As he walked around he sees it everywhere – just idols for this and idols for that – a hugely spiritual city, but full of lost people. His heart breaks for them – he was ‘greatly distressed’ v16, and he couldn’t wait for Silas and Tim to join him, he just had to do something! 

What is it that catches our attention these days – what do we see in the culture around us and in people’s lives? Opportunity, beauty, frustration, hurt? Nothing wrong with any of those – but what about the spiritual situation? You ever get like that by what you see around or by the plight of other people? Does our collective heart break, do we ever get ‘greatly distressed’ by the lack of respect for God and the hideous eternal doom of those around us? Does our heart ever bleed for them? Oh may God break our hard, selfish hearts so we share something of this passion for God’s glory, and the lost.
So Paul, seeing and feeling this did what he did best – he went into the synagogue and out into the public square, anywhere where he could talk to people – v17. In the market place two groups in particular began to argue with him - the Epicureans and the Stoics. Both had the same basic idea of God – he was distant and detached, not interested in individuals and you achieved peace by your own resolve and strength and exercise of mind. Some of these people simply dismissed him as just another ‘babbler’ with nothing of substance to say (v18) but others were intrigued enough by the message of Jesus and his resurrection – they’d not heard this before. They wanted to hear more. As a result the door of opportunity opens wider and Paul gets to speak to the town council, Areopagus (v19). Talk about Jesus – you never know where it might lead!
Remember what we said about the beliefs of the Epi’s and Stoics? God is distant and unknowable? This is where Paul starts – and all through (v24-31) he speaks about God as one who is very much interested in what goes on in the world and the people that live in it. Rather than a distant God, his God, our God is a God who is very much knows and cares and acts for people. This is the God who is unknown, but who is actually much bigger, more powerful, more active and more personal than all their little local idol gods put together! They had a little god of this place or that place, this situation or that situation – god of fire or thunder or travel, or fertility or love, etc, etc - all who needed to be kept happy by people serving them! Paul’s God, our God, is so much better than that! What does he say about him?  
· God made the world, and he’s greater than the world so can’t/doesn’t live in temples, etc! He doesn’t need them and their offering to keep his ego up – God of the Bible is totally self sufficient – v25. Yet he is involved, intimately involved – the whole earth, with every creature being is dependent on him for it’s very breath – v25; rather than being detached and aloof he’s actually personally involved in controlling everything – v26. And he wants to be known by people – v27. He isn’t aloof and distant. In fact he’s organised and designs things in such a way that positively encourages people to reach out to know him – and discover that he’s actually not difficult to find, v27. And since he made us, humans, in his image we should not think that he looks like something carved from wood or stone or gold – v29! The time for that sort of superstition is over and God now calls people to turn away from such behaviour – and instead turn to Jesus, who he has appointed to be the judge on the day of reckoning – v31. And this isn’t some idol, made up claim, the evidence and proof of this, to all people, is that God raised Jesus from the dead – v31. This is the crucial thing – the final sign from God – the resurrection of Jesus.  
This God is our God – he wants us to know what he’s like, he’s not far away. Let me ask you – what is your God like? I know he’s the God of the Bible, but is he like this God? Personal, caring, loving – but just and answerable to one day? Our God, your God, isn’t some kind of lucky charm you carry with you and stroke to appease every now and then. He’s way bigger than that and deserves so much more attention! Your God is the one you can depend on for every breath, every step, every heart beat. He doesn’t want to be distant from you or you from him. He wants to walk with you and help you in every situation, every day of the week. So draw near, cast your burdens, etc.
Everyone listened OK until he mentions this – v32; but then some started to mock him. Others were more circumspect and wanted to hear more, while others, a much smaller group, it seems believed.   
Sing: Beauty for brokenness
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