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GOD’S WORD AND HUMAN WISDOM
(Acts 17:22-34)
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A.  Paul came to Athens, the cultural and intellectual center of the ancient world.  He was distressed to find that the highest of human reason and achievement could only concoct a crude idolatry.  He found that two completely human-centered philosophies had captivated and enslaved their minds.  
1.  On the one hand there were the Epicureans who taught that God was uninterested and irrelevant, that life was a meaningless accident, that there was no afterlife and no judgment day, so the purpose of life was the pleasure of unbroken tranquility, through sheer denial of all that we know to be true, remaining calm and undisturbed, prizing above all else personal peace of mind.  

2.  On the other side were the Stoics who likewise taught that God had no interest in people, that they were the victims of pre-determined fate, and the best they could do was to overcome or endure the hardships of life through grit, determination, self-will, and self-sufficiency.  


B.  And last time we noted that much of the church today seems to be devoted to these same, worldly, utterly self-centered goals.  Like Epicureanism, romantic or therapeutic Christianity teaches that God is not terribly important, but what is important is my own happiness, my personal peace of mind and tranquility, my feeling good about myself.  This is a light-hearted faith that seeks to be entertained and inspired, to think happy thoughts and feel warm feelings.  And it finds words like sin, judgment, hell, holiness, wrath, and repentance to be harsh and abrasive, unpleasing and unwelcome.  And, like Stoicism, rugged or pragmatic Christianity teaches that, once again, God is not terribly important.  What is important is me—achieving my goals, turning my dreams into reality, making all my selfish ambitions come true through personal power, charisma, wit, charm, imagination, determination, and can-do spirit.  “If you can dream it, you can do it.”  “All things are possible to him who believes…in himself.”  


D.  What would the Apostle Paul say to such a terribly misguided church today?  We need not guess or surmise, because Paul was invited to address the wisdom of this world in the midst of the Areopagus, their debating society or philosophical think tank.  And his words are very instructive to a deceived and deluded church today.     


You say, “Now let me get this straight.  Are you saying that I should NOT be concerned about my peace of mind or about making my dreams come true?”  Well, yes, that’s what Jesus said in Matthew 6.  Jesus said that we should not worry about food or drink or clothing (or peace of mind, or making our dreams come true, for that matter).  Rather we should “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added unto you.”  


What would God say to a thoroughly self-centered church, be it the false religion of romantic, therapeutic Christianity or the false religion of the rugged, pragmatic Christianity? Paul tells us four things.  Four unanticipated, unflattering, unwelcome, and wonderful truths which we desperately need to come to grips with today.  

First, God would say 

I. YOU DON’T REALLY KNOW HIM. 


A.  We need to confess our basic ignorance of God, because we don’t really know the God of the Bible.  We could not possibly know him and still live in this self-centered way.  “22 So Paul, standing in the midst of the Areopagus, said: “Men of Athens, I perceive that in every way you are very religious.  (This is not a compliment.  Speakers in the Areopagus were forbidden to flatter their hearers.  Rather, this is a mild rebuke, better translated “superstitious.”  And here’s why.  23  For as I passed along and observed the objects of your worship, I found also an altar with this inscription, ‘To the unknown god.’ What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you.”  The focus here is not on their religious worship, as though Paul would compliment anybody on being so devoted to false religion.  Remember that Paul was ‘provoked’ by their false religion.  Rather, the focus is on their admission of ignorance.  They freely acknowledge that God is unknown to them.  The indication that they don’t really know God is that they have inscribed this confession on an altar.  And Paul uses this occasion to cure their ignorance.  

B.  And Paul would say that we don’t really know God very well either, even though he would admit that we are very religious (or superstitious).  One trip to the Christian bookstore would be enough to convince him of that.  There he would find a lot of religious trinkets and nick-nacks, apparel with religious quip and stacks of entertaining videos and CD’s, but nothing too deep, and lots of books that talk about personal peace and self-help (Epicureanism) and making my dreams come true (Stoicism) (Your Best Life Now, A Better You, The Power of Positive Thinking, Tough Times Don’t Last; Tough People Do, etc.).    

C.  The main indication that we don’t really know God is that we don’t really seek him.  We don’t give ourselves to serious study of his Word, we don’t hunger and thirst to worship him, and we don’t take delight in willingly obeying him.  We seek peace of mind.  We seek personal accomplishments, to make a name for ourselves, to make our mark and to put our selves on the map.  If you really knew your God you wouldn’t be seeking these other things.  You wouldn’t be seeking personal peace of mind because you recognize that there is no peace apart from the God of peace.  You wouldn’t be seeking to make your dreams come true because you would realize how empty and worthless they are.  So the first thing God would say is that we also live before an altar to an unknown God.  We don’t really know him.  

The second thing he would say is that 

II. HE DOES NOT REALLY NEED YOU.  


Paul declares in verses 24-25:  “24  The God who made the world and everything in it, being Lord of heaven and earth, does not live in temples made by man, 25  nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all mankind life and breath and everything.”

A.  God does not need you.  In fact, it is a terrible insult to God to suggest that he is in any way dependent upon any of his creatures for their worship or service.  So we read in Psalm 50: (9-12)


“9  I will not accept a bull from your house  or goats from your folds. 10  For every beast of the forest is mine,  the cattle on a thousand hills. 11  I know all the birds of the hills,  and all that moves in the field is mine. 12  “If I were hungry, I would not tell you,  for the world and its fullness are mine.”


This also demolishes this foolish and blasphemous notion that God was lonely before the world began, and so he created us to keep him company.  God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit could never be lonely.     

B.  The insult against God is compounded when we think that God can somehow be bribed or manipulated by our worship or service.  God needs nothing at all, not even you or me.  And he owes no one anything, except his judgment for sin.  God is not beholden to anyone.  Later Paul would write to the church at Rome:  “34  “For who has known the mind of the Lord,  or who has been his counselor?” 35  “Or who has given a gift to him  that he might be repaid?” 36  For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory forever. Amen.”

This is perhaps the toughest pill to swallow.  You are unnecessary to God.  He is not enhanced in any way by your existence.  You contribute nothing to him whatsoever.  He would not be diminished in the least if you ceased to exist.  


C.  But…you need him.  “nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all mankind life and breath and everything.”  This answers the Stoics especially.  You’re trying to be self-sufficient:  only God is self-sufficient.  You need him.  In fact… 
III. HE HAS REALLY MADE YOU TO SEEK HIM.


A.  The reason why God made you and determined your times and provided for you was so that you would seek him.  Paul declares:  “26  And he made from one man every nation of mankind to live on all the face of the earth, having determined allotted periods and the boundaries of their dwelling place, 27  that they should seek God, in the hope that they might feel their way toward him and find him. Yet he is actually not far from each one of us….”

God rules the nations.  He does not exist to assist you in accomplishing your self-centered agenda, be it your quest for personal peace or personal power.  The reason we cannot suit God to our agenda is because he already has an agenda.  And you need to conform to God’s agenda.  God doesn’t really care what you think he should be like, or what you think he should be doing.  He doesn’t really care about your plans or goals—but you’d better care about his plans or goals.  He has made you and he continues to sustain your life, that you might seek him.  

B.  This is your number one job, your most important priority above all else.  Think back to what Jesus said in Matthew 6, “Don’t seek food, don’t seek drink, don’t seek clothes.”  “But,” you say, “if I don’t seek these, I will die.”  So what! Who ever said your life was the most important thing of all? Rather, you seek him.  He has made you to seek him.  


And you can find him because he is not far away! 26  And he made from one man every nation of mankind to live on all the face of the earth, having determined allotted periods and the boundaries of their dwelling place, 27  that they should seek God, in the hope that they might feel their way toward him and find him. Yet he is actually not far from each one of us….”  This is very good news.  

The Epicureans taught that the gods were far away.  They were uninterested and wanted nothing to do with us.  The Stoics taught that god was just a force, was not personal, did not seek to know you and could not be known by you, so you were on your own to make the best of it yourself.  


C.  But he is not far away.  He has a plan.  Did you ever stop to think that his plan might be better than yours? Did you ever think that perhaps God’s dream is better, incomparably superior to your dream, and that if you just throw away your dreams and selfish ambitions (your life) and seek after God’s plan, you might find true life? He has made you to seek him, but you cannot seek him and seek self at the same time.  Jesus said that no man can serve two masters, so you must choose.  He has made you to seek him, and he is not far away.

He is here right now.  And through his Son, Jesus, he has removed the last barrier.  Jesus paid the penalty for sin so that we could be reconciled to God.  You can enter into the unspeakable joy of abandoning self and finding real life in Christ.  But you cannot continue to hold on to self.  He doesn’t promise personal peace of mind, rather hardships, turmoil, suffering, and trials—giving up your self.  He doesn’t promise that your dreams will all come true, in fact, I can almost guarantee that they won’t, because most of our dreams have nothing to do with his kingdom.  He only promises that you will find true life in him. 


But you must decide, because the time is short: 
IV. HE IS REALLY COMING IN JUDGMENT.  


“29  Being then God’s offspring, we ought not to think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone, an image formed by the art and imagination of man. 30  The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent, 31  because he has fixed a day on which he will judge the world in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed; and of this he has given assurance to all by raising him from the dead.”

A.  The certainty of God’s coming judgment is assured by two facts.  First, he has already fixed the day.  It is already marked on his calendar.  This day of judgment is so certain that the very moment in time has been selected and cannot be changed.  And that day is coming for all.  Our useless philosophies cannot shield us from it.  On that day all of our wrong notions and empty hopes will be exposed, and answered and we will be utterly speechless.  Nor can we hope that our good works or noble intentions will help us. “He will judge the world in righteousness.”  His standard is righteousness, perfection, and the Bible declares in every place, “there is no one righteous, no not one.”  That day is coming, it cannot be delayed.    


B.  And God’s judgment is also certain because he has already appointed the man who would be judge.  Paul does not name him here, Jesus, but we can be sure it is him because God raised him from the dead.  The Lamb who was slain and has risen victorious is worthy to open the scroll.  He will be the judge.  The standard will be his own righteousness as the perfect man.  He has been exalted to the highest place. 

C.  And you can escape this judgment by coming to him now.  He who has made the way of salvation will welcome those who come to him.  But if you will not, then on that day he will be the one to declare, “I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.”  (Matthew 7:23)
CONCLUSION

At the mention of the resurrection, some sneered at Paul, probably the Epicureans who denied any afterlife because they were hoping there was no judgment day.  But some said they would like to hear more.  And some believed!  “32 ¶  Now when they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some mocked. But others said, “We will hear you again about this.” 33  So Paul went out from their midst. 34  But some men joined him and believed, among whom also were Dionysius the Areopagite and a woman named Damaris and others with them.”

Some believed!  It shows the almighty power of the Holy Spirit and how encouraged we can be in just presenting the gospel, presenting Jesus as the hope of the world, and how the almighty Holy Spirit can take people who are utterly steeped in paganism, utterly self-consumed with and enslaved by these lesser, worthless, worldly, self-centered goals of personal peace or self-sufficiency, and breaking them out of it, breaking them free and showing them the surpassing greatness and glory of God in Jesus Christ.   


This is very encouraging!  This is very hopeful!  This is the Gospel, the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes.
(
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