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‘The Unknown God’
Is Alive Today!

The apostle Paul was troubled by the idolatry he saw in Athens. Lessons from
his experiences almost 2,000 years ago are just as important for us today.

any writers do not
M have the opportunity
to visit historic places

abroad that they are writing
about. In carrying out my min-
istry, my wife Sonja and | visited
Athens, Greece, late last year. It
proved very inspiring to be pres-
ent where the apostle Paul taught.

But let’s return to the first
century when Paul preached the
gospel in Greece. To pick up the
biblical account in context, he
had left the city of Bereain a
hurry. Brethren there knew that
those who had come down from Thessa-
lonica intended to disrupt Paul’s teach-
ing in the synagogue (Acts 17:13-14).

A number of Greek ‘God-fearers,
including some prominent men and
women in Berea, realised that what Paul
was teaching about Jesus was true. First
converted to Judaism, they had checked
the Scriptures and now believed the good
news of the resurrected Christ (verse 11).

Whether by sea (verse 15) or over
land, the journey to Athens would have
taken several days. Paul had given
instructions for Silas and Timothy to
follow soon and meet him there.

The Acropolis of Athens seen between the
remaining pillars of the temple of Olympian Zeus.

A city saturated with idolatry

Arriving for the first time in Athens,
Paul was incensed by the number of
idols in the city, seeing that people were
‘given over’ to them (verse 16). The
Roman historian Pliny records that there
were more than 3,000 public statues of
deities, besides those in every porch and
entrance of private homes.

High above the city, temples had
dominated the skyline of Athens for
nearly 500 years. The Parthenon was
dedicated to Athena. Other temples
honoured Zeus and a host of other
gods and demigods.

What do we worship today?

The lives of the citizens of Athens
were consumed with false beliefs, time-
wasting superstitions and pagan cere-
monies. People suffered from a total
lack of understanding of the true God.

In this day and age, the mass media
has created living idols. We call them
celebrities.

The adoring public is treated to fan
clubs, biographies and many other
means of worship of its football heroes,
rock or punk bands, film stars and TV
presenters. The incredible sums of
money paid to celebrities today often
reflect the commercial value to support-
ing industries — match tickets, film
memorabilia, magazine articles, and per-
haps biggest of all, brand sponsorships.

Corner of Parthenon showing frieze of
battle between mythical beings.
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sions, superstitious fears, and
anxiety about death’ (Vol. 9, The
Expositor’s Bible Commentary).
He argued that the gods took no
interest in the affairs of men.
Stoicism was named after the
‘painted Stoa’ (colonnade or por-

His teaching centred on living
harmoniously with nature, and
emphasised ‘man’s rational

| abilities and individual self-

-| sufficiency’ (ibid). Theologicaly

Under restoration on top of the Acropolis:
Temple of Athena Parthenon (or ‘the Virgin’).

Many children and adults know much
more about their current heroes than
about important biblical personalities
whom God holds up as good examples.
Most are also ignorant of God Himself.

The power of logic

As he waited for Silas and Timothy
to arrive, every day Paul ‘reasoned’ with
those in the local synagogue, as well as
those in the large market place, or agora
(verse 17). This took place under the
shadow of the Acropolis high on the hill
to the east. The market was the centre of
Athenian life, with shops in the com-
mercial section, and important public
buildings nearby.

As people milled around, Paul
would engage them in conversation.
Reasoning was an accepted and popular

he was pantheistic and thought
of God as the ‘world soul’. That
too is reflected in many of
today’s popular beliefs.

Both philosophies were misguided
ways to deal with life without the need
for biblical revelation or the message
and life of Jesus Christ.

Clashes of faith and logic

Paul was confronted by followers of
these belief systems as he taught them
about Jesus Christ and the resurrection
(verse 18).

The essence of Paul's message was
foolishness to these Greeks. To have a
‘god’ come down to earth, to die for
those he had created, and then be resur-
rected was illogical to them.

Several years later Paul would write
to a congregation in Corinth about this
clash of beliefs. ‘In the wisdom of God

tico) where Xeno taught in Athens.

preach Christ crucified, unto the Jews a
stumbling block, and unto the Greeks
foolishness' (1 Corinthians 1:21-23).

The message that God’s Church pro-
claims today is the same as Paul taught
then. And much of modern society
regards it as foolish.

From an evolutionary point of view,
which is the predominant philosophy
of today, there is no provable scientific
reason to believe the gospel. Evolution
isnow the ‘saviour’ through natural
selection.

The essence of Paul’s
message was
foolishness to these
Greeks. To have a
‘god’ come down to earth
to die for those
He had created, and then
be resurrected,
was illogical to them.

Paul’'s ‘new’ ideas

Why is there is no mention of a
Church of God congregation in Athens?
Possibly it is due to a ban that appears
to have been put on Paul’s preaching.

He was categorised as a babbler.
Originally this word referred to a bird
picking seeds, and it came to mean a

pastime. The basis was logic,
aprocess that was stressed in
Greek schooling. Logic
helped one to reason out and
verify ‘truth’. You had to
prove your point of view.

Ancient philosophies
still with us today

The two prevailing
philosophies were those of
the Epicureans and Stoics,
popularised 330 years earlier
by Epicurus (d. 270 BC) and
Xeno (d. 265 BC).

Epicurus held that pleasure was the
chief goal in life. Sound familiar to the
popular thoughts of today? The pleasure
most worth enjoying was ‘a life of tran-
quillity free from pain, disturbing pas-

2

el g

Above: Looking down from the Acropolis to Mars Hill
(left) and the Agora, or market place (right).
Right: Closeup of the market place where Paul taught.

the world by wisdom knew not God,

[so] it pleased God by the foolishness of

preaching to save them that believe.
‘For the Jews require a sign, and
the Greeks seek after wisdom: But we

scrap collector, or peddler
of bits and pieces of oth-
ers idess. What he said
didn’t fit into a neat

{ pigeonhole.

But the dangerous
accusation was that he
was a ‘proclaimer of for-
eign gods’. If this was
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found to be so
in the judge-
ment of the
cultural court
(the Areopagus,
or ‘council of
Ares —the
Greek version
of Mars) one
could be
banned from
speaking

publicly.
‘For you
are bringing
some strange things to our ears. Therefore
we want to know what these things mean’
(verse 20).

Athenians loved a good debate about
new things. In fact, they always liked to
hear whatever the latest concepts were.
Cleon, a fifth-century-BC politician and
general, said of his fellow Athenians,
“You are the best people at being
deceived by something new that is
said’ (Thucydides, History, 2.38.5).

All we need to do is look in our
bookshops today to see the modern
parallel. Each generation sees new
ideas brought forward about alterna-
tive lifestyles, seldom with reference to
the Bible, God’ s handbook for living.

In the Areopagus Paul taught the
Greeks gathered there the following points:
* He proclaimed an ‘Unknown God’
to those present - his approach to them
was a lesson to us.

*  He complimented them on being
very concerned with the divine (verse 22).
»  He used quotes from their own writ
ers to get the truth of God across.

»  Though there were many
impressive temples around them,
the Creator God does not dwell
in physical buildings (verse 24 is
quoted from Euripides).
» Paul challenged the idea that
we can worship Him by building
great structures made by man’s
hands (verse 25).
* He countered the mythical
idea that Athenians were higher
men because they came from the
soil of Attica. We are all of one
blood (verse 26).
»  The true God controls and
determines times and boundaries
for mankind, in contrast to the philoso-
phy of deism, where the gods have no
interest in human affairs.

God is concerned for us and wants
us to seek Him (verse 28) and Paul

one of whom, Dionysius, was a member
of the council. Another prominent person
was a lady named Damaris (verse 34).
Our personal visit

My wife Sonja and | enjoyed our

visit to Athens, spending time with
the Moschidis family in Sabbath
fellowship.

But while awed by the size of
the ancient monuments still standing
around us after thousands of years, it
was obvious that earthquakes and
invasions had taken their toll on these
man-made monoliths.

When we understand that we

quoted Epimenides (ca 600 BC) and
Aratus (ca 315-240 BC) who corrobo -
rate God's intentions.

»  Verses 29-31 are the essence of the
gospel of the Kingdom of God, showing
we should worship God in spirit and
truth, repenting of our ways, and
expecting the judgement of the
world by Jesus Christ.

+ God verified that this would

be so by resurrecting Jesus from
the dead.

If Paul had talked about the
immortality of the soul, he would
have been accepted by all but the
Epicureans. While the resurrec-
tion of Jesus Christ from the dead
was the proof that logic required,
it was foolishness to most of the
members of the Areopagus.

God did, however, open the
minds of a few of his listeners,
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Christians are the temple that God is
building (1 Corinthians 6:19-20), we
realise that He always oversees His own
building projects. Jesus Christ is Head

of the Church and the foundation on
which it is constructed (Ephesians
1:22-23; 1 Corinthians 3:10).

It gives true Christians great confi -
dence that whatever He builds will be
for eternity . Always a habitation for
God's spirit. Always honouring the
Father and Son for the great plan they
have for humanity. We will be inhabit-
ing the great city of God (Hebrews 11:10).
Peter Hawkins

Recommended
Reading
For more information on what
God is building in us, write for
our free publication  Transforming
Your Life, or download it at
www .gnmagazine.org/booklet s/TL.




