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16 While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, he was greatly distressed to see that the city was full of idols.  17 So he reasoned in the synagogue with the Jews and the God-fearing Greeks, as well as in the marketplace day by day with those who happened to be there.  18 A group of Epicurean and Stoic philosophers began to dispute with him. Some of them asked, "What is this babbler trying to say?" Others remarked, "He seems to be advocating foreign gods." They said this because Paul was preaching the good news about Jesus and the resurrection.  19 Then they took him and brought him to a meeting of the Areopagus, where they said to him, "May we know what this new teaching is that you are presenting?  20 You are bringing some strange ideas to our ears, and we want to know what they mean."  21 (All the Athenians and the foreigners who lived there spent their time doing nothing but talking about and listening to the latest ideas.)  22 Paul then stood up in the meeting of the Areopagus and said: "Men of Athens! I see that in every way you are very religious.  23 For as I walked around and looked carefully at your objects of worship, I even found an altar with this inscription: TO AN UNKNOWN GOD. Now what you worship as something unknown I am going to proclaim to you.  24 "The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and does not live in temples built by hands.  25 And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything, because he himself gives all men life and breath and everything else.  26 From one man he made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times set for them and the exact places where they should live.  27 God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us.  28 'For in him we live and move and have our being.' As some of your own poets have said, 'We are his offspring.'  29 "Therefore since we are God's offspring, we should not think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone-- an image made by man's design and skill.  30 In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent.  31 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 all men by raising him from the dead." 





Summary from last week (#52)

The name of “Jesus Christ’ is very well-known to all, yet most people do not know the fact that “Jesus is the Christ.”  It is the same way that people have the bible knowledge yet do not understand the true meaning intended by God. God has constantly revealed the mystery of Christ through many ways such as the law, tabernacle, miracles, the cross event, etc. But people have understood those means of grace legalistically and religiously in the midst of their darkness.  Even though people try to serve God and His church diligently, their lives eventually turn to a life of turning against Him.  The bible only testifies to Jesus’ suffering, death, and resurrection. The chosen people of God in the Old Testament realized the mystery and lived their lives as antitypes of Christ.  The people of God in the New Testament finally saw the promised reality. Jesus finally came as the “Christ.” He opened a way of salvation, proclaimed the unconditional grace of God’s forgiveness, and destroyed the work of the devil. Even more, He united God’s people with Himself and established God’s church by the power of the Holy Spirit so that His chosen people could also live as “Christs.” These “Christs” must live to fulfill the same mission that Jesus did as the true prophet, true priest, and true king.  We need to protect our great truth and keep it in pure. Our mission is to keep proclaiming the truth of Christ’s suffering, death, and resurrection above all things. 

“While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, he was greatly distressed to see that the city was full of idols”

Worshiping an “Idol”(“Eidolos”<”Eidos”: image<”Edio”: outwardly seeing) means a religious condition by which one can perceive things only outwardly. So, without seeing God’s message within things, any images that just please our eyes and satisfy our worldly body can be an idol. When Paul enters in the city of Athens and sees that “the city was full of idols,” his spirit was provoked. “Athens” was the cradle of Western civilization and the birthplace of democracy and also a center for the arts, learning and philosophy, music, etc.  The city was full of many statues to worship Greek gods and the Roman emperor.  Paul tries to explain to them that the object of their worship is merely an idol, an image made by man's design and skill (v.29).  He sees their deep religiosity.  They even built an altar to worship “the unknown God” (v.23).  We can see even today that many developed cities are more filled with this kind of idol worship. The urban people exercise more their religiosity in various ways. What are the idols that are greatly worshiped by the people living in our modern society? They are such things as TV, media, movies, music, technology, computers, phones, communication networks, etc.  People become more seriously addicted to these “idols” that greatly please their soul and body.  Our generation so rapidly falls into moral decay along with their too liberalistic ideology influenced by these “idols.” Everyone becomes more obsessed with money, sex, power, fame, and worldly pleasure.  People’s mentality as well as their physical body becomes more ill and abnormal. We are facing many unexpected diseases and viruses every day. What is the spiritual reason?  Our outward appearance becomes fancier, yet our inner being is filled with more emptiness and chaos and we fall into deep darkness.  It is the result of our “worshiping idols.” Our pursuing idols for the worldly satisfaction makes us spiritually blind and deaf from the truth of the gospel.

The second article of the Ten Commandments prohibits us from making an image of idols. “You shall not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below” (Exo. 20:4).  The word, “idol” in Hebrew is derived from the verb, “pecel”, which means “to cut, curve, and grave.” In order to fill one’s emptiness and chaos, men try to cut and curve things and makes an image that pleases their eyes.  Then, they diligently worship the curved image as their idol at any cost, hoping that they will become stronger, prettier, and smarter.  That is their expression of the selfish and lustful religiosity, the spirit of the devil, which was started by Adam and Eve’s disobedience from the very beginning of the Fall. 

Paul tells the people of Athens, “I see that in every way you are very religious” (v.22). That is not a complement.  Having a religious mind is the same as being caught by the darkness of Satan. The word, “religious” (“deisidaimonesteros”: “deilos”: fear + “daimon”: devil) means “a mind and behavior of fearing the evil spirit.  It is a state of fearing a god who is stronger than us and being anxious if our fate is cursed by the wrath of the god that we worship.  So, people have to serve these “unknown gods” not to be punished and also to diligently pretend to be nice, kind, and pious before their idols as well as men.  In the same way, if we don’t correctly realize the mystery of Christ, our faith is no different from serving the devil who tries to copy Jesus. In other words, not knowing the truth that Jesus is the Christ is the same as worshiping  “the unknown God” as the people of Athens did. When Jesus’ disciples saw Jesus walking on the lake (symbolizes the resurrected Christ), they considered Him to be “a ghost” and cried out in fear.  Jesus immediately said to them, “Don’t be afraid” (Matt.14:26-27). Obviously, the disciples didn’t have the faith that enables them to see that Jesus is the Christ.  Their religious spirit was exposed through this incident. If one doesn’t realize the truth that Jesus is the Christ, he is, in fact, serving Him as “a ghost” (evil spirit) in fear. 

From our birth, we were born with this religious mind. That is the nature of original sin.  What is the meaning of “lust”(epithumia)? It is one’s strong desire to be a god figure through legalistically and mystically giving a sacrifice to a mighty god in anger. Therefore, he has to appease this unknown god’s wrath and persuade the god to bless his wishes by giving a sacrificial offering. However, this religious activity greatly  increases one’s emptiness and chaos.  His fear and insecurity become more serious. That is why we can see today many mental and physical problems such as chronic fatigue, occupational disease, abnormal behaviors, etc. Of course, medical aid, dietary life-control, and exercise are helpful to cure and prevent these problems. However, what is the fundamental issue?  It is about salvation.  One must accept Jesus as his own savior and Lord. He must receive the light of God so that the darkness hidden inside his heart will be cast out. All of his religious mind and lustful desire for idol worship will be exposed and demolished by the power of Christ’s life. Even after one is saved, he must continue to have intimacy with God through word and prayer to overcome the evil temptation.


Paul’s new teaching and preaching the good news about Jesus and the resurrection
After reasoning and disputing with Paul, those religious idol worshipers and philosophers regard Paul’s teaching as “strange ideas”(“Xenizo”: to receive as a guest”). What is the reason?  They have tried hard to serve and please their gods at a great price, but the God, Jesus Christ, whom Paul describes, is quite the opposite of their ideas.  Jesus Christ came down to serve us, forgave us unconditionally through His own death, and rose from His death to give us a new life.  As a result, we became God’s precious children through His sacrificial works on the cross.  This is surely a very strange idea to their lustful desire based on the knowledge of good and evil and hard to accept with their religious minds. 

Paul wants to tell the people of Athens about the “unknown God.”  First, God, the creator of heaven and earth, is not made or served by human hands (vv.24-25).  Instead, man was created to be served by the love and mercy of God who gives him life and breath.  However, after the Fall, man fell into Satan’s deception.  Men began to think that they could serve and fill God’s needs with their worldly wisdom and power. With that religious pride and selfish ambition, they have tried to build a better temple and give a better sacrifice for God, hoping that this “unknown God” will be satisfied and reward them with more power of wealth and health.  God is the creator of heaven and earth. With what kind of offerings, can we really make God happy?  All things that we can offer Him are totally corrupted because of our sins. The people who do not truly realize the reality of their wicked sin and consider themselves to be righteous always delude themselves into thinking that they can touch and move the “unknown God.”  

In the Old Testament, fellowship with God was allowed only in the way that God ordered, such as in the temple and through sacrifice.  In the New Testament, Jesus Christ who was the real image of God’s temple and sacrifice came down and made Himself known to His people.  God has tried Himself to open a wide access for His chose people to enter into the way of intimacy with Him and enjoy His abundant mercy and grace.  Those who now know this mystery of Jesus Christ don’t have to serve God in fear but should have confidence and trust to be served by their God the Father.   “For the LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and awesome, who shows no partiality and accepts no bribes” (Deuteronomy 10:17).   God only accepts the worship, service, and offerings in which we have made true confession to Christ Jesus.  Otherwise, He considers all of our religious service and behaviors as “bribe” by which we try to fulfill our ambition. God is also omnipresent (everywhere).  “One God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all” (Ephesians 4:6).  He is not confined to things we make or controlled by our bribes.  God’s presence is with us in our church building because of the “Christs” who have already become God’s holy temple. It is not because we have built a nice place for His dwelling. 

Paul continues to proclaim the truth about God the Creator. God “has made of “one blood” all nations of men to dwell on all the “face” (“prosopon”- outward appearance of what is inside) of the earth, and has determined the “times”(“kairos”- God’s appointed time) before appointed and the bounds of their habitation”(KJV). There are many nations and different ethnic groups. However, everyone was created through one blood, i.e., people are born and live by the breath of His life.  The first man, Adam, received God’s breath and became “a living being.”  The source of creation comes from God’s life.  God put His creatures on the face of the earth. People are made to dwell in the truth revealed in Christ and to give glory to God.  Also, people are called to walk in God’s presence and fulfill God’s mission within His appointed time.  For this reason, all people and all things are created.  Through Jesus Christ, men could seek(touch) God and find His will more clearly. The word, “seek” (pselaphao) means, “ to handle skillfully, or  to verify by contact.”  “That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched (“pselaphao”)-- this we proclaim concerning the Word of life” (1 John 1:1). God is not far away from us.  He wants us to be very close to us as if we can touch Him.  He wants to walk with us every minute.  Our deep intimacy with our God, the creator of heaven and earth, become our present reality through Jesus Christ.  So, Paul says that we must stop our false zeal and religious activity before idols. 

It is clear to us that there is only one creator in heaven and earth.  The purpose of creation is to reveal His glory. But the corrupted men changed God into many strange gods in order to fulfill their own ambition and lustful desire.  The first article of the Ten Commandments is “You shall have no other gods before me.” It means that we should not serve God as strange idols.  If we do not know the spiritual reality that Jesus is the Christ, God will be served as other gods in our eyes. “Since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them.  20 For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities-- his eternal power and divine nature-- have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse” (Romans 1:19-20).  From the creation, people could come to realize truth through God’s common grace. But now by the special grace revealed through Christ Jesus, we can clearly recognize who God is and have deep intimacy with God whom we can call Father. “But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ” (Eph. 2:13).  How amazing God’s grace is for us? Without God’s special grace, if we can’t realize the truth of Jesus Christ, we can never escape from the bondage of our false religiosity and idol worship. 

Conclusion
Paul warns us that we should not make an image of an idol “by men’s design and skill” (v.29).  The word, “design”(“enthumesis”: in anger by giving a legalistic sacrifice) has the same root of the word, “lust”(“epithumia”).  Man’s design, desire, and thoughts are all based on the knowledge of good and evil.  Men’s design and desire to make idol images are provoked by the devil’s deception. Men’s anger and ambition are hidden motive behind all of their worship and service to their unknown gods.  We are now free from the false spirit of idol worship through Jesus Christ. We became wonderful children of God who can constantly receive His abundant love and mercy.  Christ’s suffering, death, and resurrection made our relationship with God very close as if it is a Father-to-son relationship.  Therefore, our worship and serving are completely different from those of idol worshipers. Let us continue to dwell in truth and discern any religious activity still remained in us 
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