THE AREOPAGUS:
A STUDY IN CONTINUITY AND DISCONTNUITY

By John Span1

1 Introduction

Acts 17:1634 provides us with a story that can be read in two- mi
utes, and for which scholars have used copioustidigs of ink and
saliva for the last two millennia. Adolph Deissmann, a noted NT
scholar, called it "thergatest missionary document in the Nevs-Te
tament...a manifesto of worldwide importance in the history of+eli
ions and of religion®. Following the tradition of another German
scholar named Dibelius (1939), some see this as thd okt exan-

ple of rekting to nonChrisitan religions by what they see as Paul’s
focus on bridgebuilding, seeking common ground, cultural ateo
modation and building on their fadations. On a continuum this
might be encapsaled by the word “continuity” More recently,
what somehave perceed as a skewed emphasis on continuity has
come under considerable scrutiny. One author entitled this trend as
“a bridge too far”. This has resulted in studies to show that the se
ting and unfolding of the Areopagus scene was much more ennfro
tational than previously thought. This might be encapsulated s “di
continuty”.

1 John Spn is a missionary in West Africa with Christian Reformed World-Mi
sions.

2 Adolph DeissmanrLight from the Ancient East: The New Testament Illustrated by
Recently Discovered Texts of the Graeco-Roman World (2nd ed., trans. Lionel R. M.
Strachan, Twin Broks. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1978; orig. 1927), p. 384, cited
in J. Daryl Charles, "Engaging the (N@g®agan Mind: Paul's Encounter with &th
nian Culture as a Model for Cultural Apologetics (Acts 1734, in Trinity Jour-

nal 16 NS (1995), p. 47.
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Examples of books originating in the Arabic world that stress
‘continuity’ might include those by the Lebanese-born Fouad Accad,
author of Building Bridges: Christianity and Islam, and the life of the
Syrian, Mazhar Mallouhi by Paul Gordon Chandler entitled Pilgrims
of Christ on the Muslim Road: Exploring a New Path Between Two
Faiths. Note the stress on convergence.

On the other hand books like those of the Turkish-born Emet and
Emir Caner’s Unveiling Islam: An Insider's Look at Muslim Life and
Beliefs, the Egyptian-born Mark Gabriel’s book, Jesus and Moham-
med, the Palestinian-born Mosab Hassan Yousef’s Son of Hamas and
the Lebanese Georges Houssney’s site www.biblicalmissiology.org
much more strongly emphasize discontinuity. In fairness to all, the
accent should be on the weight given to either tendency, and not to
see this in completely black or white categories.

The purpose of this paper is to explore the continuum of continu-
ity and discontinuity, and to show that in his apologetic strategy at
the Areopagus Paul actually used both. Recent studies which inves-
tigate the themes of idolatry and a theology of religions in the pas-
sage will be considered while giving adequate attention to its narra-
tive genre. The paper will illustrate the truth of 1 Cor 1:21 at the
Areopagus: "For since in the wisdom of God the world through its
wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the foolishness
of what was preached to save those who believe."

Finally, this paper will draw the same conclusion that Mark Shaw
drew, namely, "religion represents a rebellious response to God
whose glory is arrayed before them in nature, history and con-
science."

3 Mark Shaw, "Is There Salvation outside the Christian Faith?", in East Africa Jour-
nal of Evangelical Theology Vol 2 No 2 (1983), p. 55, cited by William J. Larkin Jr.,
"Mission in Acts", in Mission in the New Testament: An Evangelical Approach,
American Society of Missiology series, 27 (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1998), p.
183.

518 St Francis Magazine is published by Interserve and Arab Vision



St Francis Magazine Vol 6, No 3 | June 2010

2 The setting in Acts

As much as the book has been termed the Acts of the Apostles, it is in
essence the Acts of the Triune God, and this is a story attesting to
that. The book details the unstoppable - in spite of increasing oppo-
sition - advance of the gospel, the Word of salvation empowered by
the Holy Spirit in ever widening circles, starting from Jerusalem and
reaching, in this particular story, to Athens.” In a word we see the
accomplishment of Isa 45:22 which reads: "Turn to me and you will
be saved, you who are from the end of the earth (LXX version); for I
am God, there is not another"

Acts had a human author, namely Luke the physician. He is all at
once an historian, a theologian, and a littérateur or a skilled writer.
He is steeped in OT scripture, knows local culture, and is creative
and most of all inspired by a Divine Author. We will find contribu-
tions of each of these woven together in the Areopagus passage.

As the second part of the Luke-Acts duo, we would expect to find
theological themes prominent in Luke in Acts as well. Two major
themes emerge in recent studies by David Pao and Kavin Rowe. Pao
shows that Luke depends heavily on Isaiah for his theology and
drawing from Isa 44-55 develops an “anti-idol polemic”. He shows
that in the first Exodus YHWH showed his sovereignty over the gods
of Egypt and subsequently delivered his people from bondage. Simi-
larly Isaiah picks up the same theme of God delivering his people
from the bondage of idolatry, idol makers, foreign gods and foreign
rulers. This is the theme that Luke picks up to show the power of the
Word of the risen Christ to deliver in an Exodus-like manner those
held in spiritual bondage to Satan, encapsulated by the image of
idols.” We will define idolatry as G.K. Beale does, as “anything the

heart clings to as ultimate security”.’

4 Cf. Isa 49:6 and its allusion in Acts 1:8, and direct quotation in Acts 13:46-47.
> David W. Pao, Acts and the Isaianic New Exodus. Wissenschaftliche Unter-
suchungen zum Neuen Testament, 130 (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000). Also,
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In his investigation of the Christology of Luke and also in his sub-
sequent analysis of Acts, entitled World Upside Down, Kavin Rowe
helps to give a deeper understanding of Luke-Acts. In response to
the question, “Who is God in Luke?”, he shows that Jesus as Lord
and Master is at the center of the answer. This sets the stage to see
that Paul will not just be preaching something about a god out there
and what he has in common with all the gods out there, and then call
it a day. Christ the Lord (kurios) sets the stage.” In his second Tem-
pleton prize-winning work, Rowe shows that “Luke aims at nothing
less than the construction of a new culture - a total pattern of life -
that inherently runs counter to the constitutive aspects of Graeco-
Roman society.” He thus prepares the reader for the fact that the
Areopagus speech must and will “turn the world upside down”.®

Luke’s description of foreign religions in the book of Acts follows
that of a posture dramatically illustrated in the Exodus. Isaiah mir-
rors this attitude. Lacking are the ideas that all religions lead to the
same God, or even that Christianity has its antecedents in other relig-
ions. In his “Jesus Against the Idols” Dennis Johnson points out that
“the stance of the Lord’s witnesses toward other religious options is
one of antithesis, not syncretism, or complromise.”9 The Christians
and Jews thus were known as “atheists” in the pantheistic, polytheis-
tic Graeco-Roman world, because they refused to acknowledge the

G.K. Beale, We Become What we Worship (Downer’s Grove, I1l: TVP Academic,
2008).

® Beale, We Become What we Worship , p. 279.

7 Christopher K. Rowe, Early Narrative Christology: The Lord in the Gospel of Luke
[reprint of deGruyter, 2006] (Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Academic, 2009), p. 201.

$ Christopher Kavin Rowe, World Upside Down: Reading Acts in the Graeco-
Roman Age (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).

° Dennis E. Johnson, “Jesus against the idols : the use of Isaianic servant songs in the
missiology of Acts”, in Westminster Theological Journal, 52 No 2 (Fall 1990), p.
352.
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existence of other gods.lo That said, it will be observed that in this
speech there was also judicious use of communication tools even to
promote the scandal of the cross. This has a precedent in the Exodus
story where Moses used a common Egyptian term “the deity says”
and radically changed its content by saying “YHWH says”, to prove
it showed that “YHWH does.”

Paul, in other biographical descriptions in Acts, shows how God
took him from being a persecutor of Christians to one of its primary
advocates. He serves as a living and breathing witness, one might
say legal representative of the ascended King Jesus (Acts 26:16)."
In the parallel passage Acts 9:15, Paul also describes his conversion
and calling in ways that are reminiscent of the Old Testament proph-
ets, Ezekiel, Jeremiah, and Isaiah."> Echoes of OT prophetic procla-
mation should be expected through the apostle Paul who, once blind
in sin himself and in fulfillment of the words of Isaiah, was to “go
and open the eyes of the gentiles” (Isaiah 49:6). In the words of Fla-
vien Pardigon, the Areopagus sermon “depicts the Apostle Paul as
the Isaianic Servant of the Lord who serves as witness in Yahweh’s
eschatological lawsuit against the idols and their worshippers.”"

Paul and his band were known as “these men who have turned the
world upside down [...] are all acting against the decrees of Caesar,
saying that there is another King, Jesus” (17:6ff). At times they were
thus seen as potential political subversives, and at others in confor-
mity with the law; they were both, and were always seen as change

1% Joel Marcus, “Paul at the Areopagus : window on the Hellenistic world”, in Bibli-
cal Theology Bulletin, 18 No 4 (O 1988), p. 145.

"' Edward Fudge, "Paul's Apostolic Self-Consciousness at Athens", in Journal of
the Evangelical Theological Society 14 (1971).

12 Kenneth D. Litwak, “Isracl's prophets meet Athens' philosophers: scriptural
echoes in Acts 17: 22-31”, in Biblica Vol 85 No 2 (2004), pp. 199-216.

13 Flavien Pardigon, ‘Paul Against the Idols: The Areopagus Speech and Religious
Inclusivism’, in Westminster Theological Journal. Volume 70, No 2, (Fall 2008) p.
374 (Abstract doctoral dissertation. See fn. 28.

St Francis Magazine is published by Interserve and Arab Vision 521



St Francis Magazine Vol 6, No 3 | June 2010

agents. This included the sphere of religion, as no place was the
same after they arrived. Paul and his companions go so far as to tear
their clothes at the blasphemy of being objects of false worship (Acts
14:14), to incite a major book burning in Ephesus, and to get thrown
out of multiple synagogues even as they are casting out demons
along the way. In this passage Paul will be found in the city named
after Athena, the Greek goddess of wisdom.

The Areopagus passage is one of a number of speeches by Paul in
Acts which have been classified as “mission speeches” to Jews (Acts
13) and to Gentiles (Acts 14, 17), and “defense speeches” (Acts 22-
28). They were designed, as Walter Hansen points out, to show that
they were proclamation of “the word of God and to make the resur-
rection of Christ their focal point.”'* It has been called a “missionary
sermon in the Judaeo-Christian tradition”" or a piece of “subversive
storytelling.”' It is also one of three notable pieces which engages
with the idea of general revelation or natural theology, namely Acts
14: 15-17 with the Lycaonians, Rom 1:18-23 and the present one.

Since the letter was written to “the most excellent Theophilus”,
likely an actual person also known as a ‘lover of God,” we would
likely find clues in the story of how believers reading this story in the
early church would find a source of encouragement for the validity of
their faith in the context of a pluralistic culture, “...so that you may
know the certainty of the things you have been taught” (Luke 1:3-4).
This audience, likely converted Jews and Gentiles, would have been

14 G. Walter Hansen "The Preaching and Defense of Paul", in I. Howard, Marshall
and David Peterson (eds), Witness to the Gospel: The Theology of Acts (Grand Ra-
pids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998), p. 295. Others have noted that there are three major
speeches, notably one to a Jewish audience (13:16—41), one to a Christian audience
(20:17-35), and one to a pagan audience (17:16-34).

' Gary Thomas Meadors, “The Areopagus Address: A Judaeo-Christian Missionary
Sermon” (Diss. MTth: Grace Theological Seminary, 1979).

' Brian Godawa, “Storytelling as Subversive Apologetics: A New View from the
Hill in Acts 177, in Christian Research Journal Vol 30 No (2007).
http://journal.equip.org/articles/storytelling-as-subversive-apologetics (2010/4/7).
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versed in the Hebrew Scriptures and would be sensitive to echoes
and allusions to the Old Testament.

Finally this story was written by the Divine author for the edifica-
tion of the universal and apostolic church throughout history, and one
would anticipate that it would be instructive for “teaching, for re-
proof, for correction, and for training in righteousness” (2 Tim 3:16).

3 The Geographical Setting

Athens was the city where, according to Petronius, it was easier to
find a statue of a god than a person. It was a center of Greek culture
with no shortage of philosophers, authors, temples and statues. F. F.
Bruce described it:

The sculpture, literature and oratory of Athens in the fifth and fourth
Centuries...remain unsurpassed. In philosophy, too, she took the lead-
ing place, being the native city of Socrates and Plato and the adopted
home of Aristotle, Epicurus, and Zeno. Her cultural influence in the
Greek world is also seen in the fact that it was the Attic dialect of Greek,
spoken at first over a very restricted area as compared with Ionic and
Doric, that formed the base of the later Hellenistic speech (Koine). It
was at this time a leading center of learning; in modern idiom we might
describe it as a great university city.'”

Centuries earlier Cicero had described Athens as the city “whence
derive education and science, belief in the gods and agriculture, jus-
tice and law, a city so highly respected that the faded name of
Greece, now well nigh extinguished, is held aloft only by the fame of
Athens.”"™ In modern day words we might describe Athens as a uni-

'7 Frederick Fyvie (FF) Bruce, The Acts of the Apostles: The Greek Text with Intro-
duction and Commentary (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1990), pp. 375-376.

'8 Hans-Josef Klauck, Magic and Paganism in Early Christianity: The World of the
Acts of the Apostles (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2003), p. 74, citing Cicero’s
Pro Flacco (‘On behalf of Flaccus’), p. 62.
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versity city with a good dose of “government sponsored/enforced
religious pluralism.”"

Thus the monotheistic, Trinitarian Paul is coming to a place
where he will likely collide with the civic intolerance of his religion.
Unlike them, he is zealously intolerant of many gods and proposes
one only. From a Biblical viewpoint, then, Athens is a place of
darkness, where the light of Acts 13:47 (=Isa 49:6) needs to set the
Gentiles free, for its philosophical ideas are called “foolishness”
when compared with God's wisdom (1 Cor 1:17-25; 3:19).

4 The dramatic setting

Since we are dealing with a narrative passage, rules for interpreting
this genre must come into play.”’ Kenneth Litwak has provided a
helpful study by showing that Luke used a tool called “framing in
discourse” to set the stage for the story. He compares this to a child
hearing two different story introductions. The first reads, "It was a
dark and stormy night..."; the second, “Once upon a time...” Obvi-
ously the reader will not anticipate a fairly tale in the first, nor a de-
tective/mystery story in the second; quite the inverse.”

While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, Paul's spirit was provoked
in him as he saw (theo-réo-) that the city was full of idols (17:16)... For
as I passed along and observed (anatheo-reo-) the objects of your wor-
ship, I found... (vs. 23)

Paul reported to the Areopagus that he had made careful observa-
tion and paid attention to the details (anatheo-reo-) of the city and its

' D.A. Carson, “Athens Revisited”, in D. A. Carson (ed), Telling the Truth: Evange-
lizing Postmoderns (Grand Rapids, Mich: Zondervan, 2000), p. 389.

2 Beverly Roberts Gaventa suggests, “An attempt to do justice to the theology of
Acts must struggle to reclaim the character of Acts as narrative.” See “Towards a
Theology of Acts”, in Interpretation, 42 No 2 (Ap 1988), p. 150, cited by Hansen,
p. 296.

2! Litwak, “Israel's prophets meet Athens' philosophers: scriptural echoes in Acts 17:
22-317, p. 210.
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objects of veneration (sébasma).” This follows the form of classical
travel accounts known as periégesis where according to Hans-Joseph
Klauck,“A foreigner enters a city or a sanctuary and wanders around
looking at statues, altars and images. He asks passers-by what these
mean, providing an opportunity to insert anecdotes and excursus.””
The key word that frames this discourse then is the word,
paroxuneto. When Paul saw that the city was ‘submerged in its
idols’ kateidlon (so Stott)™, ‘overgrown with idols’ or a ‘veritable
forest of idols (so Barrett), he had a paroxysm.” Literally, his guts

2 Anatheore6 BAGD: to examine something carefully, look carefully at ; EDNT:
to look at again and again . Sébasma BAGD: something that relates to devotional
activity, devotional object. The same, commenting on vs. 23, “The pl. together with
the verb anathedreo refers to the total visual impact of a city full of cultic monu-
ments.” In Jewish writings this word carries a negative connotation. The Wisdom
of Solomon (15.16-17) reads, “For no man succeeds in fashioning a god like him-
self; being mortal, he makes a dead thing with his lawless hands. For he is better
than the things he worships; he at least lives, but never they.” BAGD = William
Arndt, Frederick W. Danker and Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New
Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, "Based on Walter Bauer's Grie-
chisch-Deutsches Worterbuch Zu Den Schriften Des Neuen Testaments Und Der
Frhchristlichen [Sic] Literatur, Sixth Edition, Ed. Kurt Aland and Barbara Aland,
With Viktor Reichmann and on Previous English Editions by W.F. Arndt, F.W.
Gingrich, and F.W. Danker", 3rd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000).
23Klauck, p. 75.

 John R. W. Stott, The Message of Acts: The Spirit, the Church, and the World,
The Bible Speaks Today (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1990.), p. 278.
Charles Kingsley Barrett, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Acts of the
Apostles. Vol. 11, Introduction and Commentary on Acts XV-XXVIII, Corrected ed.
The International Critical Commentary (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2002), pp. 827-28.
A few commentators note that. R. E. Wycherley, "St Paul at Athens", in Journal of
Theological Studies 19 (1968), pp. 619-20, coined the term “a forest of idols”.

% The word for idol', eidalon, was not normally employed by the Greeks for their
statues of the gods and votive gifts. In classical usage it already denotes a lack of
genuine existence, since it is employed for lifeless souls, for shadowy and deceptive
images. The Septuagint and Diaspora Judaism adapted it not only to designate the
gods and their images in the Gentile world that surrounded them, but also to attack
these as pagan idols. Klauck, pp. 75-76. In its 96 occurrences in LXX, eidolon is
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churned inside of him with holy anger. Translators render this as
"vexed" (Barrett), "provoked" (RSV), "exasperated" (Talbert), or
"deeply distressed" (NRSV).

Paul shows himself to be thoroughly steeped in the OT view of
idolatry. This was the same word that the LXX translators used for
YHWH?’s revulsion of idolatry.** Note how the same word is used in
the Song of Moses in Deut 32 which has been suggested as one of
the “templates” of Paul’s speech.”’

They provoked me (paroxunan me) with foreign gods;

with their abominations they infuriated me.

They sacrificed to demons (daimonia) not to God;

to gods whom they did not know.

New (kainoi) and fresh ones came in, whom their fathers did not know.
You have abandoned the God who begot you

and forgotten the God who feeds you (vss. 16-19).

The imperfect tense of the verb demonstrates ‘not a sudden loss of
temper but rather a continuous settled reaction to what Paul saw.”*®
Paul was revolted. Along with the Deuteronomy passage he likely
recalled The Wisdom of Solomon, a Jewish document written 100
BC. It speaks of idols as an "abomination, to make men stumble and
to catch the feet of fools" (Wisdom 14:11-12). John Calvin’s com-
ments take the verb one step farther, and suggest that Paul would use
this irritation and convert it to zeal with knowledge. He states:

used to translate 15 Hebrew words for cultic images, Terry Michael Griffith, Keep
Yourselves from Idols: A New Look at 1 John. Journal for the study of the New Tes-
tament, 233 (London [u.a.]: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002), p. 33.

% Forty-nine times in the LXX, with 90% used to express divine displeasure at un-
belief, disobedience and idolatry. cf. Deut 9:7, 18, 22; 1 Kgs 16:13, 16:26; 2 Kgs
17:16-17; Ps 106 [LXX 105]: 28-29; Isa 65:2-3; Jer 8:19; Hos 8:5.

'S0, Mark Douglas Given. Paul's True Rhetoric: Ambiguity, Cunning, and Decep-
tion in Greece and Rome. Emory studies in early Christianity, 7 (Harrisburg, Pa:
Trinity Press International, 2001), pp. 49-50.

2 David Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles (Grand Rapids, Mich: William B. Eerd-
mans Pub. Co, 2009), p. 489, quoting Stott, p. 278.
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Where he doth not attribute unto him indignation only, neither doth he
only say that he was offended with that spectacle, but he expresseth the
unwonted heat of holy anger, which sharpened his zeal, so that he did
address himself more fervently unto the work.*’

Litwak suggests that, ‘Luke's audiences will naturally interpret
Paul's speech, based on this “prophetic” discursive framing as anti-
idol polemic in the mold of the prophets of old.”*® Since idolatry is a
form of perverted worship, the likelihood of worship being a domi-
nant theme in Paul’s speech will be strong. Additionally, the audi-
ence is prepared that the Athenians will interpret anything and every-
thing that Paul will say through their own grid based on their prevail-
ing worldview.

In keeping with the anti-idol polemic of the prophets we might
expect some elements like:

* A Moses-like borrowing of pagan terms and practices, and
then turning them on their head to demonstrate a polemical
confrontation of the true God YHWH and, in this case, the
false and vacuous Greek gods.

* A confrontation of the gods, perhaps in Elijah-like style be-
tween Baal, the god of thunder and the storm and the true God.
The “stage effects” prove to be much less dramatic, yet this is
a meeting between the representative of YHWH the Divine
Warrior and others on the hill of Ares, the Greek god of war.”!

% John Calvin, Commentary Upon the Acts of the Apostles, Vol 2, ed. Henry
Beveridge, trans. Christopher Fetherstone, Calvin's Commentaries XIX (Grand
Rapids, MI: Baker, 1999; orig. 1844) p.147, cited by Flavien Pardigon, ‘Paul
Against the Idols: The Areopagus Speech and Religious Inclusivism’ (Diss: PhD.
Westminster Theological Seminary, Philadelphia, 2008), p. 217.

30 Litwak, “Israel's prophets meet Athens' philosophers: scriptural echoes in Acts 17:
22-317, p. 211.

31t goes without saying that YHWH, the divine warrior, defeated all of the other
gods of war, namely Assur (Assyrians), Chemosh (Moabites), Nergal (Assyrians and
Babylonians). At Golgotha, Jesus the divine warrior/suffering servant defeated Sa-
tan.
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* Some of the following characteristics of idols as they are de-
scribed in the OT, or contrasts to them in the Living God. Ex-
amples might include:

a. made with human hands (Ps 115:4)
b. made of items like silver, gold or wood (Ps 135.15)

lacking the breath of life (Jer 10:14, 51.17)

they have no speech in them (Hab 2:8 cf. 1 Cor 12:2)

cannot see or hear or walk (Ps. 115: 4-8; Jer 10:5, cf. Rev

9:20)

they are temporal and cannot create in contrast to YHWH

(1 Chr 16:26; Isa 2:18)

g. unable to do good (Jer 10:5)

h. their owners put their trust in them (Hab 2:18)

i. their fabricators resemble them (Ps 115:8; Ps 135:18; Isa
6:9-13)

j. renders their owners “worthless”; “stupid and without
knowledge” (2 Kgs 17:15; Jer 10:8)

k. their owners exchange the glorious reflection of the true
God for the inglorious reflection of a false god (Ps
106:20; Hosea 4:7)

l. God who made the heavens is contrasted with them (Ps
96:5)

The stance of the Hebrew Scriptures with respect to images and
idols is summarized by Edward Curtis who analyses each of the He-
brew words used for them. He concludes that such were seen by
Yahweh as thoroughly repulsive as:

o a0

=

...they make the people and nation using them unclean, and so they are
likened to other sources of impurity: dung, detested things, dead bodies.
They are useless and ineffective, they have no life in them, they are
wood and stone, they are vapor and vanity. They are deceptive; they
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cannot do what their worshipers ask of them; they only disappoint and
embarrass those who trust them.*”

It would be logical, then, to see how Paul would compare and
contrast the Athenian creation of gods of their own making with the
nature and person of the Living God. Just prior to the Mars Hill ad-
dress Paul and Barnabas ordered the people of Lystra to turn away
from the vain (mataios) objects of their religion. By extension, the
religion of the Lystrans was said to be “futile, worthless, and use-
less”.* The Thessalonians, who had received the gospel just prior to
Paul’s visit to Athens (Acts 17: 1-9), were affirmed by him in a let-
ter, namely that they had “turned to God from idols (eidolon) to serve
the living and true God” (1 Thes 1:9-10).

If it is true that 1 Thess 1:9-10 is “a compendium of early Chris-
tian beliefs” then we might find a number of parallels with the Are-
opagus speech. First, it is based on Jewish [turned from dead idols,
living and true God, heaven, wrath to come] and Christian [Jesus
raised from the dead, Son which delivers us, hope in his coming] and
not Graeco/Roman beliefs. It has all the elements of Jewish prosely-
tism which we will discuss later, namely, monotheism, rejection of
idolatry and repentance based on an eschatological event. Lastly, it
includes the resurrection.>

Just as 1 Thes 1:9-10 is a statement of a response to the kerygma
or “the proclamation of the good news in the [New Testament] and

later”,”® we would expect to find the same in Acts 17. This kerygma

32 Edward M Curtis, “The theological basis for the prohibition of images in the Old
Testament”, in Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society, 28 No 3 (S 1985), p.
280.

3 Mataois: BAGD to being of no use, idle, empty, fruitless, useless, powerless, lac-
king truth. In the LXX it is used of idols, 1 Kgs 16:13; 2 Kgs 17:15; Jer 2:5, 8:19).
3 F_ C. Burkitt, "The Debt of Christianity to Judaism", in I. Abrahams, E. Bevan and
Ch. Singer (eds), The Legacy of Israel, (Oxford: University Press, 1948), p 73, cited
by Meadors, p. 73.

3% John A. Freedman, Allen C. Myers and Astrid B. Beck, "Kerygma" in Eerdmans
Dictionary Of The Bible (Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans 2000), p. 764. Freedman
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is received, in a way however, that is antithetical to the rational at-
tempt by the philosophers to reach the gods. Paul said, “I want you
to know, brothers, that the gospel I preached is not something that
man made up. I did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it;
rather, | received it by revelation from Jesus Christ" (Gal 1:11-12).
This contrast figures weightily in the speech and its contents.

In the synagogue, he used to hold discussions with the Jews and their
Gentile worshippers; and each and every day in the in the marketplace
every day with those who happened to be there (Acts 17:17).%

Paul continued to do what the Holy Spirit had commissioned Je-
sus’ followers to do, namely to preach "repentance and the forgive-
ness of sins” (Luke 24:47). Paul’s action of teaching publicly,
presenting intelligent arguments, engaging the minds and hearts of
his audience was referred to as dialégomai, from which the English
dialogue has its roots.”” This verb and cognate words are used 10
times in Acts 17-24 and always refer to a public presentation of the
gospel in the form of, "This Jesus, whom I proclaim to you, is the
Christ" (Acts 17:2-3). He touched all strata of society in his
proclamation. Thus, the content of his teaching, which would have
been done in not only words but “in power and in the Holy Spirit and
with full conviction” likely became well known (1 Thes 1:5). The

continues, ‘The word has become a quasi-technical term for the content of the early
Christian polemic, the “gospel” par excellence.’, Mounce elaborates on the meaning
of kerygma: “A proclamation of his death, resurrection and exaltation of Jesus that
led to an evaluation of His person as both Lord and Christ, confronted man with the
necessity of repentance, and promised the forgiveness of sins,” cited in Gerald F.
Hawthorne, Ralph P. Martin and Daniel G. Reid eds, Dictionary of Paul and His
Letters (Downers Grove, I11: InterVarsity Press, 1993), p. 736. Original quote in
R.H. Mounce, Essential Nature of NT Preaching (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1960),
p. 84.

%8 Translation indebted to Mikeal C. Parsons and Martin M. Culy. Acts: A Hand-
book on the Greek Text (Waco, Tex: Baylor University Press, 2003) and also Joseph
A. Fitzmeyer, The Acts Of The Apostles (Anchor Bible Commentary Series. New
York: Doubleday, 1998)

3T CE. Acts 18:4; 19:8,9; 20:9; 24:25; 17:2, 17; 18:19; 20:7 and 24:12.
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tion” likely became well known (1 Thes 1:5). The parallels of Socra-
tes engaging people in the marketplace in the same way have been
noted by some.

Also some Epicurean® and Stoic® philosophers debated (sumbdlls) with
him. Some said, "What would this one, the babbler, say if he could say
anything that made sense!” ** Others said, He seems to be a proclaimer
(kataggeleus) of foreign divinities. This was because he was telling the
good news (euangelizeto) about Jesus and the resurrection. (17:18)

This encounter between Paul and the philosophers described as
‘debated’ (sumballo) is usually a neutral term meaning ‘to meet; to

38 «“The Epicureans took their name from Epicurus (341-270 B.C.) whose philosop-
hical and ethical worldview was based on the materialistic atomic theory of Demoe-
ritus. Even the gods were viewed as in-essence material in this system. Pleasure
was seen as the chief end in life, and the highest pleasures were seen not as the sen-
sual ones but as the pleasures of the mind, in particular, tranquility — being free
from both passions and superstitious fears. The gods were seen as modeling this
quality, being far removed from the lives of human beings and taking no real interest
in them. A motto, written by Diogenes, an Epicurean, in about AD 200, sums up
this belief system: "Nothing to fear in God; Nothing to feel in death; Good [pleasu-
re] can be attained; Evil [pain] can be endured," Ben Witherington, The Acts of the
Apostles: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentar. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), p. 514.
% The Stoics, who seem to have been somewhat more popular at this time, recogni-
zed Zeno of Cyprus (ca. 340-265 B.C.) as their founder, but they got their name
from their meeting place, the Stoa Poikile or painted portico on the northwest side of
the Athenian agora. The Stoics were basically panentheists, believing there was a
divine rational ordering principle that was in all things and beings. God's relations-
hip to the world was seen as analogous to that between the soul and the body. Like
the Epicureans, the Stoics were essentially materialists, for even the essence of God
and of soul was seen as made up of highly refined matter. The goal of the Stoic
system was to live in accord with the rational principle that indwelt all things, and so
to live according to nature. Like the Epicureans, the Stoics emphasized the preemi-
nence of the rational over the emotions, believing in self-sufficiency or autonomy as
the highest good. They were also highly principled in regard to ethical and civic
duties. Witherington, The Acts of the Apostles,,p. 514.

“ Darrell L. Bock, Acts. BECNT Baker excegetical commentary on the New Testa-
ment (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2007), p. 562.
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come together.” Juhana Torkki, however, shows that the word in the
dative can also have the sense of ‘to come to blows with someone, to
join in a fight,” and the audience might have understood the double
‘entendre’*' as a dramatic foreshadowing. We will see this in the
dismissive comments made about the herald and his message.

The audience then hears a not-so-subtle slur against Paul by
Athenians who label him with the generic “this one” and then as de-
viant - a spermolégos.” Elsewhere this slur was used for a ‘market-
place loafer’, someone who strings together ‘title-tattle’, not unlike
the little gutter sparrow that looked for crumbs on the floor of the
marketplace, from which the word originated. The slur could not be
more clear; Paul is an amateur, a wannabe, a ‘plagiarizing incompe-
tent’ (Robinson), a superficial thinker,” or as Bruce Winter points
out, an unsystematic "ragbag collector of scraps of learning."*

Rowe points out that Luke’s audience would have “an immediate
distrust” for the philosophers, as they seemed to be part of the crowd
who were quick to insult Paul.* It would also prepare Luke’s audi-
ence for the fact that Paul’s quotes of other philosophers would likely

! Juhana Torkki, The Dramatic Account of Paul's Encounter with Philosophy : An
Analysis of Acts 17:16-34 with Regard to Contemporary Philosophical Debates,
2004 (Dissertation University of Helsinki, Faculty of Theology), p. 30 quoting
Herodotus 1:80:6, while recognizing the “peaceful” use of term in Acts 4:15, 18:27,
20:14. https:/ /oa.doria.fi/dspace/bitstream/10024/3013/1/thedrama.pdf.

# Clayton N. Croy, “Hellenistic Philosophies and the Preaching of the Resurrection
(Acts 17:18,32)” Novum Testamentum 39 No 1 (1997), p. 23. Fn 5 states that “the
demonstrative ovtog is contemptuous.”

* Torkki, p. 30.

# Bruce Winter, "On Introducing Gods to Athens: An Alternative Reading of Acts
17:19-20", Tyndale Bulletin 47 (Winter, 1996), p. 80 fn 37.

* Rowe, World, p. 28. See his pp. 28-29 as well for descriptions of how this slur
was used to denigrate people. Hansen (p. 311, fn 620) shows how Dio Chrysostom
(Discourse 32.9) uses this term to describe those who stand 'at street-corners, in
alleyways, and at temple-gates, pass around the hat, and play upon the credulity of
lads and sailors and crowds of that sort, stringing together rough jokes and much
babbling and that rubbish of the marketplace.'
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be used strategically, and not some throw out information to simply
try to connect with his audience.

True to form, the Athenians do interpret Paul’s proclamation
(euangelizeto) of Jesus and the resurrection through their own grid.
They are thought to be some foreign (xenos) deities, which was a
term used according to Joseph Alexander, by the Athenians to char-
acterize something as ‘barbarous’ or ‘outlandish.”*® Thus they likely
saw Jesus (a masculine name in Greek) and his consort, the goddess
Resurrection or Anastasis (feminine in Greek)*’ in this way. They
might have even considered these ‘the personified and deified pow-
ers of “healing” and "restoration”.”*® This is not to say that they
would not be willing to incorporate them into their mixing-pot of
religions.

It is this very grid that Paul will challenge. Later in the story we
will see that this same Jesus whom the Athenians are trivializing as a
“foreign deity” will be the very One that Paul proclaims has demon-
strated his power over death via the resurrection, and so He is the
One who will judge their “foreign deities”.

The echoes of Socrates (469-399 BC) are not far from the readers.
At his trial it was said, “Socrates does evil, for he does not acknowl-
edge the gods whom the state acknowledges, while introducing other,
novel divine beings.”* It is no coincidence that Socrates also started
his defense with the words, “Men of...” The fact that Socrates’ “in-
terview” ended in death, adds a touch of suspense to the story.

% Joseph Addison Alexander. The Acts of the Apostles, Vol 2 (New York, Scribner,
1862), p. 148.

T Bock, p. 562 thinks the goddess is unlikely, but gives no adequate reason. Croy
suggests that they could have even heard the name Jesus as the “daughter of Aescu-
lapius. .. [or] the goddess of healing.”

48 Bruce, p. 351.

9 Klauck, p. 76.
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It is certainly an ironic touch that Paul’s proclamation is described
by Luke as euangelizeto,” when that very word was linked in Acts
14:5-19 to the gospel which called the Lycaonians to “turn away
from vain things to the living God who made all things.” This will
prove to be much of the content of Paul’s speech.

The introduction of foreign deities was not uncommon in Athens,
but certain protocols had to be carried out. Paul was likely seen as a
herald of these foreign deities who might introduce them, and per-
haps would come bearing a request for a temple, or a source of funds
for an annual feast day or for the maintenance of its priests. This,
too, was not a neutral proposition as Athenian history showed that on
more than one occasion the introducer of a “foreign deity” had lost
his life for not respecting protocol.”!

There is a touch of irony here, as the philosophers acknowledged
that Paul was ‘proclaiming’ (kataggeleiis’ ), as a herald was seen to
do, yet later Paul turns the table and tells them that he will authorita-
tively proclaim (kataggéllo) (vs. 23) to them what they ignorantly
“know” as “unknown”. Additionally, although it was perceived that
Paul was in Athens to ask for all the accouterments that came with
introducing a new deity, the one thing he asked of his audience was
repentance (vs. 30).

*0 This is the last of 14 occurrences in Acts of this verb for evangelistic preaching
about Jesus. Cf. Acts 5:42; 8:4, 12, 25, 35, 40; 10:36; 11:20; 13:32; 14:7,15, 21;
15:35;16:10; 17:18

>! Torkki suggests that this phrase insinuates that “Paul is not within the established
religious traditions of antiquity; the philosophers probably believe he subscribes to
one of the eastern mystery religions that were common in those days.” p. 31. Eck-
hard J Schnabel quotes Josephus who related that Ninos, a priestess of the Phrygian
god Sabazios, was put to death by the Athenians "because someone accused her of
initiating people into mysteries of foreign gods; this was forbidden by their law, and
the penalty decreed for any who introduced a foreign god was death.” Paul the Mis-
sionary: Realities, Strategies and Methods (Downers Grove, Ill: IVP Academic,
2008), p. 100. See the same, pp. 101-103, for these protocols.

52 Cf. verb form in Acts 3:24; 4:2; 13:5; 15:36; 16:17, 21; 17:3, 13, 23; 26:23.
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To add insult to injury, it is the narrator of the setting who has to
add the fact that Paul was “preaching the resurrection” as the audi-
ence misunderstood him, deliberately misconstrued him, or simply
could not care enough to pay close attention to his words. This illus-
trates what Paul said in Ephesians 4:8 that, “They are darkened in
their understanding, alienated from the life of God because of the
ignorance that is in them, due to their hardness of heart” (cf. 1 Cor
1:22-24).

5 The invitation

Paul is summoned to the Areopagus. In Athens this is the hill (pagos)
of Ares, the god of war. Just whether this is the physical hill or the
city council that took its name from the same, is a subject of debate.
Rowe, citing Barnes states, ‘The obvious meaning of the words in
Acts should be accepted: Paul was taken before the Areopagus, i.e.
before the council sitting on the hill.””

So they took him and brought him to the Areopagus and asked him,
May we know what this new teaching is that you are presenting?

You are bringing up subjects unfamiliar to our ears, so we would like to
know what it means (17:19-20)

Erkhard Schnabel states that the invitation to come and explain
his reasons for his presence and his activity of proclamation in the
marketplace to the Areopagus “was polite”.>* Pardigon questions that
conclusion and suggests that the excessive politeness borders on dis-
dain. Torkki suggests that the repetition of the words “new” and

3Rowe, World, p. 30 citing Timothy David Barnes, "An Apostle on Trial”, in Jour-
nal of Theological Studies, Vol 20 No 2 (O 1969), p. 410. Paul was told he would
appear before ‘kings’ or ruling authorities (Acts 9.15). Here it is the Arecopagus
council as well as the strateégoi at Philippi, the politarches at Thessalonica and the
anthupatos at Corinth.

5% Schnabel, p. 102.

> Flavien Pardigon, ‘Paul Against the Idols: The Areopagus Speech and Religious
Inclusivism’ (Diss: PhD. Westminster Theological Seminary, Philadelphia, 2008), p.
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strange” convey that they do not recognize his teaching.”® It has
been shown that the phrase “certain strange things” communicates
that the philosophers did not want to commit to accepting that Paul
was preaching about a certain person or deity [i.e. Jesus] but pre-
ferred to keep the discussion neutral by referring to impersonal ob-
jects, i.e. things.”” Winter also suggests that the seemingly innocuous
question “may we know” should actually be rendered with a more
directive and, we would add, potentially hostile, “We possess the
legal gght to judge what this new teaching is that is being spoken by
you.”

It has been suggested as well that the word translated, “so they
took him”, was likely more than ‘a well-intentioned attachment”.>
Elsewhere (Luke 23:26; Acts 16:19; 17:6; 18:17; 21:30, 33) Luke
used the same verb (epilambanomai ) with the sense of “to seize” or
“to lay hold of.” In 16:19 we read, “Having seized Paul and Silas
they dragged them before the Agora.” The verb and preceding prepo-
sition are the same in 16:19 and 17:19 with the sense that a person is
compelled to go to the political authorities. Rowe suggests that this
is not “simply a peaceful philosophical dialogue with his curious op-
ponents” but rather another case where Christian proclamation has
drawn the attention of the political authorities.”

225 [all following references from this thesis]. Compare this with Richard Longe-
necker who suggested “that the followers of Epicurus and Zeno brought Paul, pro-
bably half in jest and half in derision, but certainly not seeking an impartial inquiry
after truth." Richard N. Longenecker, The Ministry and Message of Paul. (Grand
Rapids, Mich: Zondervan , 1971), p. 65.

> Torkki, pp. 31-32. BAGD translates xenizo: to cause a strong psychological reac-
tion through introduction of something new or strange, astonish, surprise.

57 Winter, p. 82.

>3 Ibid, pp. 81-83.

> Rowe, World, p. 29.

8 Using the words of Barnes, Rowe describes the power of the Areopagus: "the
Areopagus seems to be the effective government of Roman Athens and its chief
court. As such, like the imperial Senate in Rome, it could interfere in any aspect of
corporate life—education, philosophical lectures, public morality, foreign cults Its

536 St Francis Magazine is published by Interserve and Arab Vision



St Francis Magazine Vol 6, No 3 | June 2010

In one of the many ironic twists that are to follow, Paul, who was
commissioned to bring (bastdzo) the name of Jesus to the Gentiles
(Acts 9.15), is asked to justify why he is bringing (eisphéro) strange
things to the ears of the philosophers.*'

The word “new” also prepares the audience for a description of
the Athenians in verse 21. It communicates less than an ideal view
of Athens. I shows that they are ready to investigate Paul for bring-
ing in something new (kainos), and yet they are described as having
an inordinate preoccupation with those things that are novel (kainds).
Theirs is an idle curiosity wanting to know something newer than the
last news heard before: they are dilettantes. The hypocrisy is obvi-
ous.

Now, all the Athenians and the foreigners living among them spent their
time in nothing other than (trying) either to say or to hear something
novel (vs. 21).

The Greek historian Thucydides (c. 460 BC-395 BC) has Cleon
tell the Athenians in a speech, “You are slaves of the newest sensa-
tion to turn up, so you have no difficulty in welcoming a novel idea.
You are addicted to the pleasure of hearing novelties.”® In his Con-
fessions, Augustine suggested that “curiosity about religious matters
is one of the primary forms that the displaced desire for God can
take: it is false desire.”” Klauck observes that this Athenian disposi-
tion of novelty and superficiality does not bode well for the procla-
mation of the gospel.”* Likely Luke is using it to show the power of
the gospel in contrary circumstances and to show who the real “relig-
ious fakes” actually were.

general constitutional position enabled it to control religion no less than any other
part of the life of Athens”. See Barnes, “An Apostle on Trial”, p. 413.

®! Given, p. 66 suggests that the two verbs belong to the same semantic field.

62 Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, 3.38, 4, quoted by Klauck, pp.
79-80.

6 Augustine, Confessions 10.35.

% Klauck, p- 80.
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6 Synopsis

Luke uses more than one-third of the Areopagus story to set the
stage. He focuses on the rampant idolatry of the city of Athens and
Paul’s resultant vexation, forgetting all the cultural achievements that
could so easily distract. Paul, true to his apostolic commission, ad-
dresses Jews, God-fearing Greeks, the public in the marketplace and
the philosophers of the day. His authoritative proclamation engages
the mind, and centers on the person of the risen Christ. The audience
of philosophers, whom Luke casts in a less than appreciative light,
uses its worldview to critique what Paul is doing and interprets his
actions as desirous to introduce a new deity to Athens.

Paul’s reaction to idolatry sets the stage for his using “his scraps
of knowledge” -likely encyclopedic as they were - to confront the
worldview of the philosophers in a manner not unlike the prophets.
With echoes of another who spoke boldly in the manner of a gadfly
to the Athenians, namely Socrates who lost his life for his convic-
tions, we also are prepared for the dialogue which is to follow.

7 Continuities and Discontinuities.
7.1 Conclusions, conclusions, conclusions???

Eckhard Schnabel in his Paul the Missionary: Realities, Strategies
and Methods, came to the conclusion after examining the continuities
and discontinuities in the approach of Paul with the philosophers,
that Paul stressed “not accommodation, but confrontation”.** D.A.
Carson summarizes the Epicurean and Stoic worldviews and com-
pares and contrasts them with Paul’s Biblical Christian worldview,
and suggests “a massive clash of worldviews”.* Todd Miles suggests
that Paul “began by confronting and denying the most basic aspect of
the Epicurean and Stoic worldviews by positing the essential truth

% Schnabel, p. 182.
66 Carson, p. 390.
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that God is God and all this He created is not.”*’ Ben Witherington
shows that Paul had popular idolatry and the philosophies of the Sto-
ics and Epicureans in his sights. Against the Stoics, “God is said to
be near and caring a good deal about human beliefs and behavior.”
Against the Epicureans, “God is distinguishable from his creation
and true knowledge of God is not simply gained by evaluating na-
ture. There must be proclamation of what God has revealed and is
now doing. Against both of these philosophies the speech affirms
resurrection, future judgment, and a teleological character to human
history."® 1In a similar vein, Malcolm B. Yarnell Il in his white
paper entitled, Shall We “Build Bridges” or “Pull Down Strong-
holds ’? which examines the emergent church and Acts 17 states:

Acts 17:16-34, which contains Paul’s famous Areopagus or Mars Hill
speech, is neither an excuse to find general revelation in other religions,
nor is it a paradigm for finding relevancy in culture rather than Scrip-
ture. [We] must build bridges of honest communication through proper
translation of Scripture; however, like Paul we must also burn bridges of
deception resident within all human cultures.®

At the same time Dean Fleming suggests that, “Although dis-
tressed about the idolatry he finds in Athens, Paul refuses to flatly
condemn the pagans or their religious and philosophical systems.
Instead, he recognizes that the Athenians, their past, and even their
religious yearnings, have been touched by the grace of God.”” This
echoes the words Lightfoot said that, when it came to pagans, Paul
had "a clear appreciation of the elements of truth contained in their

7 Todd Miles, 4 God of Many Understandings? The Gospel and Theology of Reli-
gions (Nashville, Tenn., B & H Academic, 2010), p. 91.

o8 Witherington, pp. 534-5.

% Malcolm B. Yarnell I1I, ‘Shall We “Build Bridges” or “Pull Down Strong-
holds?”” The Center for Theological Research White Paper 20, (March 2008), pp.
2,16. See www.BaptistTheology.org.

70 It would be wise to tease apart what exactly is meant by “flatly condemn
gious yearnings” and “touched by the grace of God.”

99

reli-
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philosophy".”" Fleming continues and asserts that it is important “to

recognize the signs of grace wherever they are found.”” It will be-
come evident as the passage continues, however, to see that the per-
vasive effects of sin have touched every area of Athenian life.

In many ways Fleming stands on the shoulders of a number of
German scholars, namely Martin Dibelius, Hans Conzelmann, and
Ernst Haenchen whose influence has also touched the likes of Clark
Pinnock, all with a very positive and inclusivistic view of other relig-
ions. They all assert that the Areopagus speech was a synthesis of
Greek and Biblical ideas. The word convergence, after all, implies a
movement towards union or uniformity. Fleming agrees. Earlier he
had written:

He [Paul] takes advantage of the convergences between the Jewish
Scriptures and Hellenistic thought in order to construct apologetic
bridges to his listeners. Paul views Greek philosophy as an appropriate
conversation partner in his attempt to contextualize the Jewish Christian
gospel for his educated contemporaries.”

At first glance it seems that Flemming might be right. What
about Cicero’s standard outline for Stoic arguments on the nature of
God? Didn’t Paul use the exact same line of argumentation of his
De natura deorum which stated:

m Greg Bahnsen, “The Encounter of Jerusalem With Athens”, in Ashland Theologi-
cal Bulletin X1II:1 (Spring, 1980), quoting J. B. Lightfoot, "St. Paul and Seneca," in
St. Paul's Epistle to the Philippians (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House,
1953), p. 304.

2 Dean Flemming, Contextualization in the New Testament: Patterns for Theology
and Mission (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press 2005), p. 83.

7 Dean Flemming, “Contextualizing the Gospel in Athens: Paul’s Arecopagus Ad-
dress as a Paradigm for Missionary Communication,” Missiology: An International
Review 30.2 (2002), p. 203.
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First they prove that the gods exist; next they explain their nature; then
they show that the world is governed by them; and lastly, they care for
the fortunes of mankind.”

And then what about the fact that Cleanthes’ Hymn to Zeus, a well
known summary of Stoic doctrine has an outline almost identical to
Paul’s outline? The case seems closed. The notion of “conver-
gence” calls for further examination.

7.2 Moses, Pharaoh, Jewish proselytizing and
subversive storytelling

In a lecture series which responds to Peter Enns’ Inspiration and In-
carnation.: Evangelicals and the Problem of the Old Testament, John
Currid demonstrates that Enns is incorrect to state that the Biblical
writers used “crass plagiarism” to borrow stories like the creation,
flood and the Moses story.”” Like Flemming, Enns is arguing for a
convergence of ideas found in the local culture and that of the Bible.
Currid, however, shows that, for example, the Exodus accounts
“plunder the Egyptians” for their own ideas and stories and then
radically re-define them. In Egypt, the deified Pharaoh was said to
be the voice of the gods. Many Egyptian documents contained a
formula that said, “Thus says god...xyz”. In a direct challenge,
Moses comes along and says, “YHWH says”. Not only is it,
“YHWH says”, it is “YHWH does” with a powerful arm - again an
Egyptian symbol that is taken captive. It is no little coincidence that
each and every plague is a direct confrontation with the Egyptian

74Cicero, De Natura Deorum 11.4., cited by Hansen, p. 312.

75 John D. Currid, “Crass Plagiarism? The Problem of the Relationship of the Old
Testament to the Ancient Near Eastern Literature”,
http://old.thirdmill.org/sermons/compile_speaker.asp/speaker/RTS%20Virtual/site/ii
im/category/speakers#Crass%20Plagiarism (2010/4/4). Also, G.K. Beale, “Myth,
History, and Inspiration: A Review Article of Inspiration and Incarnation by Peter
Enns”, in Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 49/2 (June 2006), pp. 287-
312.
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gods. “You think you have a fertility god,” says YHWH, “I will
show you fertility”, and stinking frogs multiply to high heaven.

Jacques Ellul referred to this activity as the “subversion of cul-
ture”. He notes for instance, that the Hebrews are “set in the midst of
cultures: they do not shut themselves off from them, they know and
use them.” Then Ellul shows how they “reoriented” phrases and say-
ings and in so doing [their] meaning is radically broken”, and they
are made to “say other things”.”®

Another author, Brian Godawa might have called Moses’ actions
“subversive storytelling”. He defines this method as “the strategy of
engaging oneself in an opponent’s story, retelling the story through a
new paradigm and, in the end, taking the opponent’s story captive”.””
Thus Currid shows that each and any borrowing was used for strate-
gic purposes, and to affirm the notion of YHWH’s sovereignty in the
face of the declared and false rulership of the Egyptian gods. No
wonder then, that the Egyptians are destroyed at daybreak by
YHWH, when Ra the sun-god should have been rising to help them.

Currid’s work is solidly supported as well by detailed research of
Daniel Block on "Other Religions in Old Testament Theology".”® He
documents, for example, how the OT “exploited” the name of the
Supreme Being ‘El’ and completely re-defined it. He shows how the
OT took the Ancient Near Eastern idea of a three-story universe, par-
alleled it, and then showed how YHWH, the re-defined EL, was the
Supreme Ruler over it.

Block’s work is summarized as showing those areas where Old
Testament theology “parallels certain pagan religious ideas and prac-
tices... appropriates others, using them in certain ways without giv-

7 Jacques Ellul, The subversion of Christianity (Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans,
1986), p. 16.

7 Godawa, n.p. (internet resource).

7 Daniel Block, “Other Religions in Old Testament Theology”, in David W Baker
ed,. Biblical Faith and Other Religions: An Evangelical Assessment (Grand Rapids,
MI: Kregel Academic & Professional, 2004).
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ing assent to their veracity...and explicitly repudiates still others as
completely antithetical to genuine belief.””

We can be sure that the relationship between Ancient Near East-
ern ideas and the theology of the Old Testament was etched into the
mind of Rabbi Paul. The Exodus story would have been “the story”
of Paul as a Jewish-raised child. Undoubtedly the linkage between
the prohibition of idolatry and the Exodus deliverance in the De-
calogue figured strongly in his thinking.

This does raise a vital point about an affirmation of Islamic texts,
assuming that they are somehow benign. It also raises some ques-
tions about the so-called “dynamic equivalence” of Allah of Islam
and YHWH of the Bible. It would cause one to seriously question
the assertion of Nabeel Jabbour who is quoted as stating that, “Islam
as a religion started down the right track but jumped off the rails.”*

Gary Meadors has also shown that Paul was standing not on the
methods of Greek philosophy, but on a method of Jewish proselytiz-
ing. In its preparatory stages it expounded four fundamental doc-
trines: (1) Monotheism; (2) Divine providence guided by justice and
benevolence; (3) Reasonable morality; and (4) A future eschatologi-
cal crisis.”’ Flemming might still argue for a level of convergence of
Cicero’s method of presentation and that of Jewish proselytizing.
Yet we are still two steps away from what Paul was actually doing.

“Part ” of the process of the Jewish methods of proselytizing”
shows that the following were insisted on by the Jewish religion:

(1) it was eminently a religion of authority;
(2) it was a revealed religion, without man's consultation or ap-
proval;

7 Ibid, p. 14.

80 Georges Houssney, “Position Paper on the Insider Movement,” (Feb 16, 2010), p.
7, on http://biblicalmissiology.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/Position-on-Insider-
Movement.pdf (2010/5/12).

81 George F. Moore, "Conversion of Gentiles", in Judaism, Voll 1 (3 Vols.; Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1962), p. 324, cited by Meadors, p. 28.
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(3) it was an exclusive religion which tolerated no divided alle-
giance;

(4) it was a religion which made a man's eternal destiny depend
on his submission of his whole life to God's law."

All of these four would have been stumbling blocks to the Athe-
nian audience. To this Paul added the scandal of the cross, and the
resurrection. Divergence, rather than convergence would necessarily
result.

7.3 Different conclusions, different Biblical interpretations?

With what seems to be a difference in opinion on the observations of
the Areopagus story, one must ask how does Flemming arrive at
“convergence”, and the likes of Schnabel arrive at “divergence”?
Both are observing the same text.

It would appear to come down to a theology of religions.”’ If
one’s theology of religion stems from a largely liberal interpretation
of scripture that espouses “natural theology”, then aspects of human-
ity’s rebellion against God might be de-emphasized while cultural
connections are accented. Stephen Spencer gives a concrete example
of how this is done by those holding this view. They would say:

Paul attempted to establish the truth of Christianity by starting from
propositions affirmed by the Athenian philosophers [...] drawn from the
natural order. [They] had already begun the elaboration of a truthful
natural theology. Paul's goal was to lead them on further in that task
and then to connect this theology.*

82 Ibid, pp. 324-325, cited in in Meadors, p. 28.

83 Pardigon defines religion as “a complex human phenomenon concerned with ul-
timate realities; it is built around three main axes (their relative importance varying
from one religion to another): dogmatic/doxological (doctrines, traditions, world-
and life-view, etc.), existential (personal experience, moral directions etc.) and insti-
tutional/organizational (community, clergy, organized worship; etc.), p. 1.

84 Stephen R. Spencer, “Is Natural Theology Biblical?”, in Grace Theological Jour-
nal 9 (Spr 1988), pp. 63- 64.
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The following statements almost repeat verbatim the schema that

Spencer has outlined. The first three are voices from the Arabic
world:

a. Fouad Accad, in “Qur’an A Bridge to Faith” states, “We can

start by appreciating devotion where we find it.”®

b. The Syrian, Mazhar Mallouhi stated, "If people do not have
the revelation of God in Christ, this of course does not mean
that they do not know God."® Paul Gordon Chandler who
authored the Mazhar’s biography elsewhere gives approval to
a quote by Ambrose of Milan who stated, “All truth no matter
where it comes from comes from God's Spirit. The challenge

is to build on the truth in the other.”®’

c. Nabeel Jabbour who was born in Syria, raised in Lebanon and
spent time in Egypt states: “Islam as a religion started down

the right track but jumped off the rails.”™

d. Still others like to use phrases like, “building on the truths of
the Qur’an”, “affirming the foundation of Islam”. For exam-
ple: “Careful study of the Qur'an reveals that most of the ele-
ments of salvation, Jesus, the gospel, are indeed laying there
ready to be used and exploited. Regardless of whatever Satan
was trying to do, God insured that there is a lot of truth em-
bedded in the Qur'an. To be sure there are some problem

verses, but the gospel is there....”®

85 “The Qur'an: A Bridge to Christian Faith”, in Missiology.: An International Re-

view (July, 1976) p. 342.

8 Paul Gordon-Chandler, Pilgrims of Christ on the Muslim Road: Exploring a New

Path Between Two Faiths (Lanham, MD: Cowley Publications, 2007), p. 91.

87 Timothy C. Morgan (ed), “Egypt’s Identity Impasse”, in Christianity Today Vol.

52 No 4 (April 2008), n.p. see http://www.ctlibrary.com/ct/2008/april/23.60.html

(2010/4/6).
88 Georges Houssney, “Position Paper on the Insider Movement”, p. 7.
% Private correspondence with “A.A.”
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One wonders if the sense of the word “exploited” in item “d” is
the same as what Block was suggesting. One wonders if “appreciat-
ing devotion” in item “a” is what Paul was doing. One cannot help
but wonder if “they do not know God” in item “b” has any relation-
ship to that term in the Old Testament. One wonders how item “d”
would square away with the statement of Prov 15:8 which states,
“The sacrifice of the wicked is an abomination to the Lord. Thus the
title of Spencer’s article is provocative: “Is Natural Theology Bibli-
cal?”

Yarnell describes how he believes this convergence process oc-
curs in Flemming’s and others’ thinking. He suggests that this oc-
curs as one tries to remain orthodox on one hand, and yet espouse
liberal Biblical interpretation on the other. He sees Flemming’s con-
clusions as evidence of Flemming’s own philosophy of convergence,
i.e. trying to combine the two streams. Yarnell takes his analysis
from a continuum that was presented by David Hesselgrave and Ed-
ward Rommen in their Contextualization: Meanings, Methods, and
Models. They explain placement on the continuum as the amount of
“weight” or emphasis given to a Biblical interpretation tradition. In
their words:

[TThe closer one gets to classical orthodoxy the greater the weight given
to the biblical revelation, and the closer one gets to classical liberalism
the greater the weight given to human reason and culture.”

Continuing with the themes that we have explored, we will con-
tinue to examine the Areopagus speech for continuities and disconti-
nuities, while maintaining a classical orthodox hermeneutic, being
sensitive to Luke as historian, theologian and skilled writer.

% David J. Hesselgrave and Edward Rommen, Contextualization: Meanings, Me-
thods, and Models (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1989), p. 148.
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8 The Speech: Acts 17:22-31
8.1 Introductions (vss. 22-23)

Then Paul stood in the midst of the Areopagus and said, “Men of Ath-
ens, | perceive (theoréd) that in all things you are very religious (deis-
idaimonesterous); for as I was passing through and giving careful con-
sideration to the objects of your worship, I even found an altar with this
inscription: TO AN UNKNOWN (agnosto) GOD. That which you con-
tinually worship, acknowledging openly your ignorance (agnoountes), 1
proclaim (katangelo) to you” (vs. 22-23).”!

Paul starts his speech with “Men of Athens” which recalls his and
Barnabas’ “Sirs” at Lystra (Acts 14) and Socrates’ and Demosthenes’
defenses. It might also be seen as the fact that Paul is actually stress-
ing his common humanity with his audience. It is wise to find com-
mon ground as a fellow human with others, but not for Christians to
find common ground as co-religionists. Cornelius Van Til who
penned the important work, Paul and Athens, stressed that one
should find metaphysical common ground with other human beings,
but not philosophical common ground. Others prefer the word “point
of contact” to avoid the inclusivistic sense that common ground car-
ries.”

Paul knew that he needed to start his address in a way that was
neither too friendly, nor overly critical. He likely adopted the stance
in 1 Pet 3:16 of defending the faith with “gentleness and respect".

°I Rendition dependant on Bahnsen. Conrad Gempf translates, “What I proclaim to
you is only that which you yourselves, while openly admitting your ignorance, claim
to reverence.” Conrad Gempf, "Paul at Athens", in Gerald F. Hawthorne and Ralph
P. Martin (eds), Dictionary of Paul and His Letters (Downers Grove, Ill. InterVarsi-
ty Press, 1999), p. 52.

%2 Missiologists use the terms “bridges, human universals of culture, eye-openers,
points of entry, starting points, contact points, and keys of common ground” inter-
changeably. Van E. Sanders, “A Theological Study of Point of Contact Theory”, on
Global Missiology, Contemporary Practice, July 2004, www.globalmissiology.net.
(2010/03/27)
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He also knew “that all men are by virtue of creation by God very re-
ligious, and that all men are by virtue of sin very superstitious.”” So
then, with something of a double entendre, Paul tells them that they
have a comprehensive worldview (“all things”) and that they are very
religious (deisidaimonesterous). With Luke’s characteristic dramatic
irony, he employs a word that could be read in one way by Paul’s
audience, and in another way by the readers of Acts.”* Perhaps Paul
is winking at this point. He is affirming the religiosity that character-
ized Athens, but is using a word that has a range of meanings from

LT3

“one who fears demons”, “slavishly afraid of divine wrath” (Alexan-
der), “greatly superstitious”, to “religious”, “very religious”, to “re-
ligiously exact” (Fitzmeyer), “uncommonly religious”, to “deeply
pious”, to “having a fear of the gods”. Perhaps he said with tongue
in cheek, “I see that you make a great display of piety.”” A latter
reader of Acts might hear the echo of Rom 10:2, “Zeal without
knowledge”. Likely, however, the Mars Hill audience congratulated
themselves on their great devotion to the gods.

Joel Marcus shows that there is likely more of a confrontation
than meets the eye, as the Greek system of gods was in the shape of a
pyramid. The greater gods like Zeus were found at the top, and in
the middle of the pyramid there were spirits that mediated relations
between the great gods and people. These were referred to as ‘dai-
mon’ and are roughly comparable to ‘jinn’ in Islam. To the Greeks
the ‘daimon’ could be good or they could be malicious, unlike the
Biblical view of demons that is always negative. Surely Paul had in
his mind that there is only “One Mediator between God and men, the

% Cornelius Van Til, Paul at Athens (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed,
1956), p. 5.

* He does this also with the words bomés and sébasma.

% Dean Zweck suggests that the "Epicurean auditors may have picked up an ironical
intent in the epithet (at the same time approving the speaker for it), since in their
literature the word has the connotation of 'superstitions,’ "The Exordium of the
Areopagus Speech, Acts 17.22,23", in New Testament Studies 35 (1989), p. 102.
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man Christ Jesus” (1 Tim 2:5). It is because of the bridge-building
effort of this Mediator that Paul will show that the Biblical God is
not as distant as the Greeks think he is.”

By referring to his studied and careful observation (anatheoreo)
Paul demonstrated that he had more than a cursory knowledge of
Athenian culture. Whereas the guest demonstrates “studied curios-
ity,” the Athenians knew only “idle curiosity.” Knowledgeably and
skillfully Paul seized the opportunity to communicate with fellow
human beings and bring them to the question, ‘Who is the true God?’
Paul’s paroxysm at Athenian idolatry remained, and yet he could in-
form them that he would proclaim to them, as the herald of the Liv-
ing God (kataggéllo °), that of which they were ignorant. Like Jesus
who told the Samaritan woman who “worshipped what she did not
know” (John 4: 22), Paul will do the same. He will show that they
have culpably twisted their God-given religious impulses and created
a god who is a figment of their own imagination - an idol.

Paul uses a Greek word (bomos) that the OT and Jewish writings
always used for pagan altars to describe one of the Athenian objects
of veneration: the altar to AN UNKNOWN GOD. Likely the Jealous
God’s words to Israel reverberated through Paul. In Ex 34:13-14 the
Israelites are instructed to “tear down their altars (bomds-LXX) and
break their pillars and cut down their Asherim, for you shall worship
no other god, for the Lord, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God.”
The Athenians wanted to cover their bases with a god for every rea-
son and every season. This pagan altar likely was their insurance
policy in case they had forgotten one of the deities out there. It has
been called a “wild card” theology.”® This was more of an affirma-
tion of paranoid self-centeredness than their love of the true God.

% Marcus, p. 146.

7 To preach, set forth, inculcate. See Acts 4:2; 13:5; 15:36; 16:17, 21; 17:3, 13, 23;
26:23; 1 Cor. 2:1; 9:14; Phil 1:16, 18; Col 1:28. Luke uses this verb exclusively for
the proclamation of the gospel of the risen Jesus.

% BAGD, p. 413.
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Pardigon puts it well: “Idolatry is always about controlling the gods
s0 as to obtain one's wishes.””

Litwak proposes at least three OT echoes that may have guided
Paul in choosing his “script” from the altar. Both the Psalmist and
Jeremiah ask God, “Pour out your wrath upon the nations that do not
know you and the peoples who do not call upon your name” (Jer 10:
25 cf. Ps 78:6).' This likely is the lead-in to Paul’s reference to
impending judgment in verse 30. He also holds out the hope that
Isaiah 45:14 promises, where YHWH says that the nations that cur-
rently do not know Him will come to Him. In a fashion similar to
Isaiah, Paul compares the sham of idolatry to worship of the true
God. Some see an allusion to the Septuagint version of Isa 45:15,
where the nations say, “For you are God, we did not know the God
of Israel.” Pharaoh says almost the same in Ex 5:2 with the words,
“Who is the LORD that I should obey him... I do not know the
LORD....”

Purposefully Paul refers to the “what” and not the “who” that the
Athenians worship. John Polhill states, ‘Their worship object was a
thing, a “what,” and not a personal God at all.”'”" This lack of cer-
tainty of who this God is also posed a problem for John Calvin. In
his commentary on Acts he states, "Furthermore, whosoever doth
worship God without any certainty, he worshippeth his own inven-
tions instead of God."'” 1In a word, Calvin is saying that religion or

% Pardigon, p. 212, fn 81.

1% These passages resonate with the words of GC. Berkhouwer who notes that Ro-
mans 1 points to the anger of God (vs. 18): “It ever remains impossible to speak of
the general revelation of God without considering also the anger of God (vs. 18),
which condemns man's suppression of the truth in unrighteousness.” G.C. Berkou-
wer. "General and Special Divine Revelation" in Carl F.H. Henry (ed) Revelation
and the Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1958), p. 16.

11 John B. Polhill, Vol 26, Acts, electronic ed., Logos Library System; The New
American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2001, ¢1992),
p. 272.

192 Calvin, p. 155, cited by Pardigon, p. 243, fn 14.
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faith without an object of worship is pointless. Compare Calvin’s
statement with that of Kevin Higgins who adds, "A Jewish monothe-
ist (Paul) is using a pagan altar as a sign that the people he addresses
are religious and that they have in fact been worshipping the true
God without knowing it."'" He continues, “Before Paul’s sermon,
who would have guessed that the altar to the unknown god was really
an altar to the God of the Old Testament?”

Many disagree with Higgins’s observation. William Larkin
would reply with another question, “If Paul's audience has been wor-
shiping the one true God all along, why is their ignorance culpable,
something they must repent of (v 30; compare vss. 27, 29)?”'%
Chrys Caragounis is a bit more direct: “The existence of an altar to
the honour of an Unknown God can under no circumstances be a
guarantee that the Athenian populace had received authentic revela-
tion from the living God.”'”® Paul, Howard Marshall asserts, “hardly
meant that his audience were unconscious worshippers of the true
God... Rather he is drawing their attention to the true God who was
ultimately responsible for the phenomena which they attributed to the
unknown god.”'” Even Flemming agrees and states, ‘The Athenians

13 Kevin Higgins, The Key to Insider Movements: The “devoteds” of Acts” Interna-
tional Journal of Frontier Missions 21:4 (Winter 2004), p. 161.
http://www.ijfm.org/PDFs_IJFM/21 4 PDFs/Key Insider Higgins.pdf (2010/3/18).
Similarly Pieter Willem van der Horst states, “It is clear that Luke wants to present
Paul as claiming that he is proclaiming to the Greeks the God of Israel whom they
honour without knowing him”. Pieter Willem van der Horst, “ Unknown God” in

K. van der Toorn, Bob Becking, and Picter Willem van der Horst eds. Dictionary of
Deities and Demons in the Bible (DDD) (Leiden: Brill, 1998), p. 885.

194 William J. Larkin, D. Stuart Briscoe and Haddon W. Robinson (ed), Acts. The
IVP New Testament commentary series 5 (Downers, I1l., USA: InterVarsity Press,
1995), p. 256. Pardigon agrees with Larkin and states contra Higgins, “Paul is
therefore not equating the one true God, Yahweh, with an idolatrous and polytheistic
"unknown god”, p. 244.

105 Chrys C. Caragounis, “Divine revelation”, in Evangelical Review of Theology,
Vol 12 No 3 (J1 1988), p.228.

196 Marshall, Acts of the Apostles: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New
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are hardly “anonymous Christians”.”'”” Pardigon expresses the same
sentiment as Marshall with the words, ‘The meaning of the phrase is
not that the Athenians worship “him” (the one whom Paul proclaims)
without knowing they do, but that they revere that which they do not
know.” Additionally, he points out that the word for “revere”
(eusebéo) is never used in the NT or OT for worship of the true
God."” Simon Kistemaker is even more direct:

They worship without knowledge, which in Athens, the bastion of learn-
ing, was a contradiction in terms. They concede that this unknown god
exists, but they have no knowledge of him. And they must acknowl-
edge that their approach to proper worship is deficient because of their
ignorance. Paul, however, does not equate the unknown god of the
Athenians with the true God. Notice that he says 'what you worship',
not 'whom you worship'. Paul calls attention only to their lack of know-
ledge and thus takes the opportunity to introduce God as Creator and
Judge of the universe. Paul intimates that the Athenians' ignorance of
God is blameworthy and this ignorance demands swift emendation.'"

Testament Commentaries (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1980), p. 286. Also Bock,
p. 564, observes, “Paul is not equating the god worshipped here by the Greeks and
the God he will preach, but the altar is a segue into discussing the one true God."
See also van der Horst, pp. 882-885.

197 Flemming, (2002) p. 203. See footnote 17 for further elaboration.

1% pardigon, p. 245,fn 28. It should be mentioned that at times Christians are refer-
red to the noun form of the verb eusebéo

19 Simon Kistemaker, Exposition of the Acts of the Apostles (Grand Rapids: Baker,
1990), p. 632, cited by Adam Sparks, “Salvation History, Chronology, and Crisis: A
Problem with Inclusivist Theology of Religions, Part 2 of 27, in Themelios Vol 33
No 3 (December 2008). Compare Kistemaker’s statement with one made at the 2™
Vatican council in 1964: “But if some men do not know the Father of our Lord Jesus
Christ, yet acknowledge the Creator, or seek the unknown God in shadows or im-
ages, then God himself is not far from such men... Those who, while guiltlessly
ignorant of Christ’s gospel and of his Church, sincerely seek God and are brought by
the influence of grace to perform his will as known by the dictates of conscience,
can achieve eternal salvation.” Dogmatic Constitution on The Church ii. 16 (The
Documents of Vatican I, ed. by Walter M. Abbott and trans. ed. by Joseph Galla-
gher [London, 1966], p. 35) cited by J.I. Packer, “The Way of Salvation — Part IV:
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Both Conrad Gempf and Fredric Howe demonstrate that the word
order in the phrase place the accent on the ignorance of the Atheni-
ans, rather then on the word worship."® Howe writes, “The vital
principle here is that the point of contact for Paul's statement of clari-
fication was not a common knowledge of the true God of Scripture
that these hearers were encouraged to discover, as if to say that they
all along had really worshiped the true God. Far from it! Paul's real
principle is that their acknowledged ignorance is to be met with accu-
rate information! Their ignorance rather than their worship is
stressed.”

Given the double-tongued quality of Paul’s speech, it is helpful to
note, as Given did, that the audience is likely kept guessing if Paul is
accusing of culpable ignorance or excusing them for blissful igno-
rance. Just as the word “deeply religious” could do double duty, so
could the word “agnosto”. Given suggests that Paul might be saying
both “What you worship unknowingly," and "What you worship im-
properly/shamefully."""" The audience does not know whether to sa-
lute or to stone Paul.

Thus the altar inscription with its motif of ignorance (agnosto)
acts as a bookend to the rest of the speech. The same word is picked
up in vs. 30 which acts as the other bookend or inclusio. Pardigon
diagrams the entire speech as a chiasm in the following way:

A Athenians' unknowing of God (vss. 22-23: "unknown God,"
"worship in ignorance" etc.)

B Idolatry: pagan temple and ceremonies (vss. 24-25: contrasted
with God's nature)

C Man's double creational mandate (vss. 26-27: dwell and seek)

Are Non-Christian Faiths Ways of Salvation?”, in Bibliotheca Sacra 130:518 (Apr
1973), p. 112.

1o Gempf, Dictionary, p. 52 and Frederic R Howe, Challenge and Response
(Grand Rapids, Mi. Zondervan, 1982), p. 42.

i Given, p. 71.
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B Idolatry: crafting of lifeless idols (vss. 28-29: contrasted with
life-giving God)

A All nations' unknowing of God (vss. 30-31: "times of igno-
rance")'?

At this point, those looking for commonality will have a hard time
finding it. Paul is stressing divergence or at best ambiguity, rather
than convergence. He did not use the words “establish” or “verify”;
instead, he used the authoritative word “proclaim”. Not only that, he
suggested that he knew truth, and that his audience did not. Paul es-
sentially says, “As much as you have a great deal of religious prac-
tice, you are quite uninstructed. Right now I am going to proclaim to
you what you need to know, and that is the person of the true God
revealed in Jesus Christ, if you are to have an informed religion.”'"
Put more simply: “I am here today to enlighten your accumulated
ignorance concerning God.”"'* Like all humans outside of Christ, the
Athenians know of God, but they do not know Him.

This leads us to the next part of Paul’s speech in which he covers
the doctrine of God along with a theology of creation, providence
and history, up to the consummation. He reinforces his argument
with the resurrection, and insists on human responses of proper wor-
ship and repentance. This is all couched in terms that his audience
can relate to, while being totally uncompromising with the scandal of
the gospel. This is no small feat in 7 verses.

"2 pardigon, p. 296, fn 261.

13 Compare this with Joseph Alexander who suggested that Paul might have been
saying, “I perceive from one of your neglected altars, that you recognize another god
(or other gods) besides the many which you worship formally by name, and I an-
nounce to you that under this indefinite description falls the very Being whom you
ought to serve to the exclusion of all others. What yourselves acknowledge to exist
and to be worthy of religious reverence, although you cannot even name it, I make
known to you this day, in the person of the only true and living God.' Alexander, p.
153.

14 Meadors, p. 110.
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By means of repetition, Paul structures his speech. He uses the
word “God” five times, and the word “all” or “everything” eight
times. In a nutshell, he is arguing for God’s sovereignty.'"

8.2 Whatis the true God like? (vss. 24-25):
World Creator vs. pagan temple worship

The God who made the universe and all the things in it, this God being
the Lord of heaven and earth, does not take up His residence in sanctuar-
ies made by human hands, neither is He served by human hands as if he
needs something, since he himself is constantly giving life and breath
and everything else to all (people) (vss. 24-25).

Paul seems to take as a starting point where his audience is at.
Wouldn’t the Athenian philosophers resonate with a statement that
came close to Epictetus (4.76) who said, "God has made all things in
the universe?" Wouldn’t a Hellenistic Jew resonate with the sem-
blance to a line from Bel and the Dragon where Daniel says that he
cannot worship Bel because, “I do not revere man-made idols, but
the living God, who created heaven and earth and has dominion over
all flesh.""'® Paul uses words that, as Howard Marshall says, "could
also have been accepted by the Greek philosopher Plato."""” How-
ever, the ideas of “subversive storytelling” and the example of Moses
plundering the Egyptian thought constructs should inform one’s con-
siderations. It is also important to distinguish between words that
could have communicated an idea, and the idea itself.

Lightfoot, for example is very careful to distinguish verbal paral-
lels and philosophical parallels. This seems to be the Achilles heel
for those who look for convergence. They see a verbal parallel and

15 See “The Rhetoric of the Areopagus Speech”, in Mikeal Parsons, Acts (Paideia:
Commentaries on the New Testament. Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Academic, 2008),
p. 249.

16 Charles H. Talbert, Reading Acts: A Literary and Theological Commentary on
the Acts of the Apostles (Macon, Ga: Smyth & Helwys Pub, 2005), p. 153.

"7 Marshall, p. 286.
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assume a philosophical parallel. Take for instance the phrase, “hu-
mans err”. What that means to a Muslim and a Christian is very dif-
ferent. Yet the words are alike. Lightfoot states his case concerning
what seems, on the surface, to be an adaptation of philosophical
categories by Paul:

Nevertheless a nearer examination very materially diminishes the force
of this impression. In many cases, where the parallels are most close,
the theory of a direct historical connexion is impossible; in many others
it can be shown to be quite unnecessary; while in not a few instances the
resembllalréce, however striking, must be condemned as illusory and fal-
lacious.

Strategically, F.F. Bruce notes that "Paul starts with his hearers'
belief in an impersonal divine essence, pantheistically conceived, and
leads them to the living God revealed as creator and judge."'”” Note
the pronouns that Bruce uses: “an impersonal” finishing with “the”
and, we might add, personal “living God”. This comment accurately
reflects the altar’s inscription, “to an unknown god”, which could be
one of any or many, and not “to the unknown god”.

To defnd himself against the charge of introducing some kind of a
“foreign” deity, Paul goes right back to the source: the origin of the
universe. He describes the God who created the very place they were
standing on, and who gives them the breath they need to live. He ties
into their value of tolerance for other people’s gods, especially with

8 ightfoot, p. 291, quoted by Meadors, p. 96.

' Bruce, p.381. Compare this quote by Roland F. Ziegler who goes on to say that
Paul’s doctrine of God “then is neither identical with the sense as used by the popu-
lar culture, which is polytheistic, nor is it identical with the Stoic concept of a
pantheistic deity nor with the remote gods of the Epicureans nor with the unmoved
mover in “Natural knowledge of God and the Trinity”, in Concordia Theological
Quarterly Vol 69 No 2 (Ap 2005), p. 149.
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consideration of their antiquity. Yet he uses a phrase for the uni-
verse, “heavens and earth” which is distinctly Biblical.

Paul’s logic is as follows: Since the singular God (compare this
with the speech at Lystra in Acts 14), as opposed to one of the pan-
theon, has once and for all created everything, it follows that he is
also the rightful Sovereign over everything, namely the heaven and
the earth. Since He started everything in existence, He is the One
who gives the breath of life to his creatures. Since He encompasses
everything, He does not want to be reduced to size or pinned down to
a certain location in a human-made shrine or temple. To think that
one can appease Him with a gift is an insult to Him, because He is
the giver and wants to be acknowledged as such. Because of God’s
universal lordship, it is He who can dictate how he would be wor-
shipped.

Rather than starting at the point of creation and working up to
God, as the Stoics did, Paul reversed the flow and started with who
God is, and then defined creation as such. He is thus working from
Biblical premises and not the premises of his audience. Echoes of
Gen 1:1, Ex 20:11, 1 Kgs 8:27 and Isa 42:5, “This is what God the
LORD says - he who created the heavens and stretched them out,
who spread out the earth and all that comes out of it, who gives
breath to its people and life to those who walk on it” are obvious.
Equal are the words that might have still rung in Paul’s ears, namely
those of Stephen, “The Most High does not live in houses made by
men....” (Acts 7:48 cf. Isa 66: 1-2). Hebr 11:3 completes the picture
with the words, "By faith we understand that the universe was cre-
ated by the word of God."

Note how much of Paul’s speech echoes Jewish sentiments that
were voiced still a century later even by the Roman historian Tacitus:

The Jews conceive of one god only, and that with the mind only; they

regard as impious those who make from perishable materials representa-

tions of gods in man's image; that supreme and eternal being is to them
incapable of representation and without end. Therefore they set up no
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statues in their cities, still less in their temples; this flattery is not paid
their kings, nor this honour given to the Caesars. (Hist. 5.5.4)'%°

The Athenians had a “this for that” relationship with the gods. If I
will scratch your back, i.e. of the gods, then you must scratch mine.
Put in another way, "I give in order that you may give." In other
words, I, the human worshiper, give in order that you, the god, may
give to me.”'?" Paul’s reference to YHWH not needing anything cuts
right to the heart of this notion. Likely he was thinking of Psalm 50:
9-12 where YHWH begins, “I have no need of a bull from your
stall.” The idea of human provision is both irrelevant and irreverent.

Thus Paul is engaging in presuppositional apologetics, namely he
is confronting their false assumptions. Robert Tannehill shows the
wisdom of such an approach. He states:

The Areopagus speech may provide a helpful model of the delicate task
of speaking outside the religious community through critical engage-
ment with the larger world. A mission that does not engage the presup-
positions and dominant concerns of those being approached leaves these
presuppositions and concerns untouched, with the result that the mes-
sage, even if accepted does not transform its hearers. The fundamental
structures of the old life remain standing, and the gospel loses its cul-
ture-transforming power.'?

R. K. McGregor Wright further elaborates on how Paul engaged
with the presuppositions of his audience. Paul was guided by his
standard operational procedure of taking “every thought captive to
obey Christ” and destroying “arguments and every lofty opinion
raised against the knowledge of God” (2 Cor 10:5). Thus he corrects
a number of their mistaken notions about the nature of God. In doing

120 Cited by James Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids, Mi:
Eerdmans, 2006), p. 36.

121 Marcus, p. 145.

122 Robert C. Tannehill, The Acts of the Apostles. The narrative unity of Luke-Acts:
a literary interpretation (Minneapolis, Minn: Fortress Press, 1994), p. 215.
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so he is more confrontational than meets the eye, and than some
might care to admit. Specifically, Paul showed that:

God is not an unknowable Theion (an indefinite divine Being) back be-
hind the appearance of the world, as the Stoics thought, but contrary
also to the Epicureans, he is the sovereign Lord, the maker of "the Cos-
mos and everything in it." This shoots down Greek polytheism, in which
various phases of the world are made and ruled by various finite deities.
And contrary to the Stoics, God is not merely the rational principle im-
manent in an otherwise impersonal universe. On the contrary, he is the
one infinite-personal character behind the very meaning of the word
"being". This offsets Greek pantheism, with its ultimately monistic pre-
supposition that "All is One".'**

Paul continues his anti-idol polemic. We keep in mind Pao’s sug-
gestion that in Luke-Acts sin is defined as idolatry, which is the
“failure or refusal to recognize Yahweh to be the one and only God,
as defined in the first two commandments of the Decalogue.”'** Paul
uses the same word that Stephen used to say that God does not live in
man-made (cheiropoiétos) places. This term in the LXX is always
used in the context of idolatry in the OT. Seven out its nine occur-
rences are found in Isaiah. Isa 46:6 reads, “They hire a goldsmith,
who makes it into an idol (cheiropoiétos-LXX) then they fall down
and worship.”'* It shows an attempt on behalf of humans to control
the gods. They can put them where they want, make them appear
how they want, and give them as much space and control as they
want. The creature-Creator relationship is inverted and the god who
should be the master is now the slave, and the human who should be
the slave now becomes the master.

12 R K. McGregor Wright, ‘Paul’s Purpose at Athens and The Problem Of "Com-
mon Ground” Parts One —Three.” www.dtl.org/apologetics/wright/athens-1.htm
(2010/04/02)

124 pardigon, p. 257 fn 80.

125 Pao, p. 195. Lev 26:1.30; Is 2,18, 10:11, 16:12, 19:1, 21:9, 31:7, 46:6.
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Earlier we noted that characteristically idols are made with human
hands (Ps 115:4) and lack the breath of life (Jer 10:14, 51:17). Like
Isaiah’s parodies on the idol manufacturing of his day, so Paul in a
polemic turn says that it is God who provides the breath of life (Gen
2:7)."° Conclusion: Athenian idols are quite useless, demonstrate
culpable ignorance, and actually invoke the wrath of God.

8.3 Athenian ethnic idolatry and God’s kindness to humans which
adds to their guilt (vss. 26-27)

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, 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. (ESV)

In a single sentence in vss. 26 and 27 Paul addresses Greek idola-
trous ethnic superiority; demonstrates God’s common kindness to
humanity, his definite plans for humans in the course of history, and
their distance from their Creator. The verses start and end with God
as the subject.

Paul moves from the concept of general creation (vss. 24-25) to
God’s original design for humans along with a Biblical view of his-
tory which is directed by a personal God. The word “determined”
(horizo) shows this personal control. This same word will be used
for the appointment of the Judge of all people (vs. 31). Paul refers to
“one man” in a generic and unstated sense, namely Adam, as the start

126 See the insightful analysis of Robert B. Chisholm, Jr, ‘A worker overlays (Heb.
raga:) an idol with metal (Isa 40:19) and stretches a measuring line over his work
(44:13); Yahweh "spreads out" (Heb. raga:) the earth (42:5; 44:24) and stretches out
the heavens (40:22). “To Whom Shall you Compare Me?” Yahweh’s Polemic
against Baal and the Babylonian Idol-Gods in Prophetic Literature’, in Edward
Rommen, Harold Netland (eds), Christianity and the religions: a biblical theology of
world religions Evangelical missiological society series, No 2 (Pasadena, CA: Willi-
am Carey Library, 1995), p. 65.
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of all the nations. This will link in with the other generic and un-
stated man, namely Jesus, in verse 31. It is Jesus, the new Adam,
that Paul asserts is making a new people (cf. Rom 5 and 1 Cor 15).
Nowhere does Paul condone the Greek idea of a “first principle" such
as the Logos of Zeno who founded Stoicism, or Plato’s Good.

The text stands in comparison to Greek thought which called all
races other than themselves barbarians."”’ Not only had they con-
structed boxes to put God in, via their temples, they felt that they
were the epitome of his creation because they were “sprung from the
soil of their native Attica” or “autochthonous.”. Whereas God had
designed their “dwelling place” they were trying to make “dwelling
places” for Him. They said humans could only inhabit 2/5 of the
earth, i.e. the temperate zones, but God created the entire world for
humans.

The fact that the ethne exist is a testimony to the fragmentation of
humans after the fall. This is especially true after Babel which was
the epitome of an idolatrous attempt to reach God’s abode on hu-
mankind’s terms. In contrast, the covenant people of Israel were
known as a “people” and not as an ethne. Israel, as the “people of
God”, were chosen by God’s sovereign election from among “all the
nations upon the face of the earth” (Deut 7:6). Block points out that
the nations of the Ancient Near East were known first and foremost
by their gods.'”® That is why YHWH was so jealous to have a people
for his own. The pagan nations had perverted their “sense of the di-
vine” with which they were created, with religious drive for “seek-
ing” the true God. Similarly the Athenians wanted to find their own
kind of god on their own terms. Thus Paul says elsewhere, “Greeks
seek after wisdom” (1 Cor 1:22).

127 Tannehill, p. 496.

128 Daniel Block, The Gods of the Nations: Studies in Ancient Near Eastern National
Theology, 2nd ed., ETS Studies (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2000) cited
by Pardigon, p. 275.
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Calvin summarizes these verses: “Therefore, after that Paul hath
intreated of the nature of God, he putteth in this admonition in due
season, that men must be very careful to know God, because they be
created for the same end, and born for that purpose; for he doth
briefly assign unto them this cause of life, to seek God."'”

God’s original design is that humans would enjoy fellowship with
him as they would enjoy his presence. Thus the seeking is part and
parcel of creation design. Yet, this has been marred by the fall. Ned
Stonehouse in his timeless lecture on Acts 17 states:

Paul is not describing contemporaneous pagan religion but rather is dis-
closing the divine purpose regarding man's religious response which
was grounded in the creation of man and the divine rule over him. To
man was appointed the privilege of religious fellowship with his Crea-
tor, and this was to be attained by way of a conscious seeking after God
in response to the divine revelation. That goal had always remained, but
in "the times of ignorance" it evidently remained distant and had not
been reached."'*

The term “seeking” might at first glance be thought to condone
the philosophical speculations of the audience. Certainly it would
have echoes of Homer’s Odyssey and the blind Cyclops groping
around trying to find his cave entrance. It would echo with Plato’s
Phaedo and humanity’s search for God. However, Paul changes its
meaning. Gartner comments, “Any philosophical interpretation of the
term is hampered” by what he sees as the very rare “personal con-
struction” translated [seeking God]."””! Pardigon also shows that the
OT phrase “seeking God” is usually found in a covenantal context.
Frequently prophetic calls to “seek God” are in the context of Israel’s

129 Calvin, quoted by Pardigon, p. 164.

139 Ned B. Stonchouse, The Areopagus Address (London: The Tyndale Press, 1949),
p. 27.

131 Meadors, p- 121, citing Bertil Gartner, The Areopagus Speech and Natural
Revelation (Acta Seminarii Neotestamentici Upsaliensis, p. 21. Translated by
Carolyn H. King. Uppsala: C7 W. K. Gleerup, 1955), p. 156.
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spiritual adultery with foreign gods, and a call to return to YHWH as
their husband from the consequences of actions. Thus the call comes
in the context of exile away from God, and a turnaround to the point
of original departure (Hebrew shub). The NT concept of repentance
leans heavily on the OT term shub. This anticipates vs. 30.

Rather than a commendation that the possibility exists that hu-
mans seek and find God, the opposite is quite true. Rather than sub-
mitting to the true God, humans create gods of their own imagination
and, as Calvin states, “The human heart is a perpetual idol-factory.”
In vs. 27 Luke uses a verb form called the optative and to his readers
the rarity of this verb form, compounded with it being used twice,
would send the message: there is a very high degree of uncertainty -
almost to the point of impossibility - that the seeking will result in
finding."”> Alexander comments that this is “a vivid and expressive
exhibition of the state in which the Gentile world was placed, with-
out a written revelation or direct communication with their Maker,
yet Wli3t3h light enough to make their ignorance of God inexcus-
able.”

The words, “might feel their way (psélaphao) towards him” add
to the tentativeness of the search. This is a verb used in the LXX to
describe the groping of a blind man, e.g. Jacob in Gen 27:12, 21, 22
and Samson in Judg 16:26. The judgment on Israel results in their
saying, “We grope for the wall like the blind; we grope like those
who have no eyes; we stumble at noon as in the twilight; among
those in full vigor we are like dead men” (Isaiah 59:10). Idols have
exactly the same sight problem. They cannot see or hear or walk (Jer
10:5, cf. Rev 9:20). The idol worshipper and the idols have a famil-
ial resemblance.

Still a number of modern missiologists suggest that in the seeking
people will actually find God. Some appeal even to the Qur’anic

132 pardigon, pp. 292-293, see also pp. 147-149.
133 Alexander, p. 156.
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statement in Surah 50:60 that describes Allah as being nearer to
mankind than his own jugular vein. This translates into strategies
that are “seeker friendly” based on the underlying assumption that it
is within fallen human nature to find this God. Compare this with
Barrett who observed, “From nature the Greeks have evolved not
natural theology but natural idolatry.”"**

As hopeless as the situation sounds, Paul is fulfilling his commis-
sion to the Gentiles. He is executing the words of Isa 42:6-7 which
concern the Servant of the Lord, first of all Jesus, and then Jesus’
authorized representative, namely,

I am the LORD; I have called you in righteousness; I will take you by
the hand and keep you; I will give you as a covenant for the people, a
light for the nations, to open the eyes that are blind, to bring out the
prisoners from the dungeon, from the prison those who sit in darkness.

The epoch of ignorance can come to an end, despite all odds,
through the Spirit empowered preaching of the gospel.

‘Yet he is actually not far from each one of us...” expresses God’s
original design at creation which he extended in a unique way to Is-
rael. Deut 4:5-8 recounts Moses exhorting the people based on the
fact that they serve a living and nearby God. “For what other great
nation has a god so near to it as Yahweh our God is whenever we call
to him?”

Yet it is a situation of “so close and yet so far”. Porter elaborates
and calls this “a picture of perpetual frustration”. He describes it as
an image of humans who have eyes but cannot see and are “strug-
gling to make contact with the divine, but not being successful, de-
spite the proximity of the creator-God”."> This echoes the lot of hu-
manity described in Rom 1:18-32. It also puts the blame squarely on

134 Barrett, pp- 850-51.

135 pardigon, p. 295, fn 259 citing Stanley E Porter, The Paul of Acts: Essays in Li-
terary Criticism, Rhetoric, and Theology Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum
Neuen Testament, 115 (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1999), p. 168.
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humans, as the problem is not God’s distance, but it is human willful
rejection which in the next verses will be called the “times of igno-
rance”.

8.4 Giver of life vs. lifeless representations (vss. 28-29)

For “In him we live and move and have our being”, as even some of
your own poets have said, “For we are indeed his offspring”. 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
(enthumeésis) of man.

‘Paul quoted a Greek poet, likely Aratus. [...] He must have
agreed with him. Thus we can and should use writings of other relig-
ions to persuade their adherents that God has already been working
in their religion.” So it has been said.

But is the conclusion drawn from the cursory observation true?
We would suggest definitely not. We would agree with Pardigon
who says, “Though the language is thoroughly Hellenistic, the con-
tent and the argument are strictly biblical.”'*

Paul continues his line of thought that was seen especially in vs.
25, namely that human existence and sustenance depend absolutely
on God’s benevolent care. The echoes of his statement made in I
Cor 8:4-6 are evident: “For there is [only] one God, the Father, from
whom are all things and for whom we exist.” In that classical state-
ment of New Testament monotheism, Paul also qualifies, “one Lord,
Jesus Christ, through whom are all things, and we through Him.”
Thus Paul will be arguing not from categories of Greek philosophy,
but from the uniquely Biblical and Christian God as the God and Fa-
ther of our Lord Jesus Christ.

The terms, “live”, “move” and “have being” are clear contrasts
with the idols. Jeremiah describes such as:

136 pardigon, p. 298.
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Like a scarecrow in a melon patch, they cannot speak; they must be car-
ried because they cannot walk. Do not fear them; they can do no harm
nor can they do any good.” (Jer 10.5)

Instead of living, and moving, and having being, idols have no
breath, are immobile, and inert.

Paul employs a phrase from the Stoic philosopher Aratus (c. 315-
240 BC) [or Cleanthes] to illustrate his argument and to connect with
their thought world. Some have gone as far as saying that this usage
gives ample justification for other “Christianizing” of non-Christian
texts. A number of objections must be raised. First, Paul distances
himself from a carte blanche acceptance of the quote by saying, “one
of your poets”. He does not give it the meaning that they do. Here
Cornelius Van Til remarked, “By this time the men that heard him
knew that Paul did not mean the same thing that their poets had
meant when they too said that men live and move and have their be-
ing in God and that they are the offspring of God.”"”” To atomisti-
cally take a phrase from a poet who demonstrated his paganism in
the rest of his writings, and then to “sprinkle holy water on it” is to
wrench it out of its larger context. The professor of classics, Reimer
Faber, suggests that Paul’s purpose in using the quote was “to preach
that God abhors idolatrous worship.”'"*®

Essentially, Paul was using Athenian culture, in this case Aratus,
to show them the inconsistency of their worldview. Litwak proposes
the following line of logic in Paul’s argument: “Humans are God's
offspring. Since humans are the works of God, nothing that humans
can make can represent God. If this is so, then nothing that such
lesser beings can make can equal the superior God who made them.
Since humans are like God, and humans are not like any material
thing, God is not like any material representation, be it stone, silver

137 Van Til, p. 11.
138 Riemer Faber, “The Apostle and the Poet: Paul and Aratus”, originally in Clarion
Vol 42 No 13 (1993). See online www.spindleworks.com/library/rfaber/aratus.htm.
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or gold, all of which are lesser than humans.”'® Following this, Han-

sen shows that Paul is affirming that the Athenians, while claiming to
be orthodox in their beliefs, were actually guilty of the “sin” of nov-
elty with which they were charging him. He quotes Abraham Mal-
herbe who said, “The pagan philosophers who question the apostle
do not themselves hold to the legitimating tradition; it is Paul who
does.”' They have a poet who in effect condemned idols, and yet
are surrounded by them. This is “subversive storytelling”.

Due to the echoes of Gen 1-2, Deut 32 and Isa 42, this passage is
much more than a simple affirmation of omnipresence, which could
even be attributed to Zeus. It is an affirmation of God’s salvation
plan through history, so that the “knowledge of the glory of the Lord
will fill the whole earth as the waters fill the sea” (Hab 2:14). The
original design was that this would be done through his offspring, his
vice-regents, namely Adam and his offspring. This was his noble
calling as exercising rulership over creation. To say then, “We are
his offspring”, is a painful reminder of the noble calling that was lost
due to Adam and Eve’s treason, and it demonstrates the need for a
new Adam to have “offspring” that will radiate God’s glory through-
out the earth once more.

Since the fall and his rebellion against his true Creator, human-
kind has made God-replacements as artifices of their own imagina-
tion (enthimeésis).""' With the very creativity that God gave them,
humans reduce God to objects which can be manipulated, whether
creations of their hands or of their mind. This recalls an anti-idol

139 Litwak, p. 209 . Compare William Larkin, "If like begets like, it is illogical to
suppose that the divine nature who created living human beings is like an image
made of an inanimate substance." W.J. Larkin, Acts, IVPNTC (Downers Grove, Ill:
InterVarsity, 1995), p. 259.

140 Abraham J. Malherbe, Paul and the Popular Philosophers (Minneapolis, MN:
Fortress, 1989), p. 152 cited by Hansen, p. 310,

14l BAGD: the process of considering something, thought, reflection, idea cf. Mt
9:4; 12:25. EDNT - characterized by godless evil and foolishness.
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passage which reads: “The idols of the nations are silver and gold,
made by the hands of men” (Ps 135.15).

A question must be raised at this point. Is Allah of Islam and his
surrounding religion a creation of someone’s imagination? If so,
could it be classified as idolatry? Might it be a legend, as the ANE
legends, which took original Biblical truth and twisted it into their
own design? (cf. Rom 1:18)

With sympathy for his fellow humans, Paul uses the phrase “we
ought not” instead of “you ought not.” He includes himself in the
injunction and does not wag his finger at his audience.'**

Using the Athenians’ own words, whether from an altar inscrip-
tion in vs. 23 or the saying of a poet, Paul continues to make his case.
He demonstrates that they have incriminated themselves. He sug-
gests that Aratus claimed that a god of human imagination could give
the essence of true life to the Athenians. This, according to Paul,
was the height of hubris as the God he knew would “share his glory
with none other, nor his praise with carved idols” (Isa 42:8). What
Aratus was proposing, in effect, was the crediting of a divine attrib-
ute to a pagan god, as Beale suggested, that was “true only of the
God of the Old Testament and of Jesus Christ”.'” Paul and Isaiah’s
“lawsuits” against idolatry have a similar ring. In both cases the law-
suits would lead to judgment.

8.5 Call to repentance (vss. 30-31)

Indeed, the times of ignorance, God having overlooked (or despised),
now He is commanding people—everyone, everywhere—to repent.'*
For He has set the day on which he is going to judge the world accord-
ing to the standard of righteousness by the man he has appointed, and he
has provided proof (of this) for all by raising him from the dead.

12 Tannehill, p. 218.

¥ G K. Beale, "Other Religions in New Testament Theology", in David Baker (ed),
Biblical Faith and Other Religions: An Evangelical Assessment (Grand Rapids, MI:
Kregel, 2004), p. 97.

1 See Given, pp. 72-73 for a comparison of translations.
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“Now is the day of salvation” (2 Cor 6:2); “Now he com-
mands...”(paraggélla"”). This is the language of the King’s mes-
senger, spoken with authority and urgency so that the rebels will rec-
ognize their treasonous god-replacement activities. It is the same
verb used to describe the apostle’s marching orders in Acts 10.42,
“And he commanded (paraggéllo) us to preach to the people and to
testify that he is the one appointed by God to be judge of the living
and the dead.” This is not an invitation; it is a directive. This is not a
call to complement or supplement one’s existing knowledge as the
dilettantes at Athens were prone to do; it is a call for a complete
break with the past, which Luke implies by the word “repentance.”'*°
O’Neill suggests a background of Jewish prosytelism informs Luke’s
use of the word and for him it is “the great step a Gentile takes when
he leaves behind his old religious or philosophical beliefs and turns
to the living God.”'" The alternative on the horizon of redemptive
history as Paul sees it is judgment.

Paul has been building his lawsuit, if you will, by calling in the
witnesses of the altar inscription - the poet Aratus, evidences from
nature, who the true God is, and what He has done. In contrast to
Greek concepts of time and history, Paul shows that God is person-
ally moving history “by his own authority” (cf Acts 1:7) to its final
goal."™ A definite trial date has been set/fixed for each and every
person and a Judge of highest qualification has been appointed.
(horizd) Cf. Acts 10:42; 2 Tim 4:1; Ps 9:7-8; Ps 94:2. He will ren-
der his just verdict. Since it is God himself who has taken the initia-
tive in Christ to end the epoch of “ignorance”, Paul sets before his

¥ BAGD - to make an announcement about something that must be done, give or-
ders, command, instruct, direct - of all kinds of persons in authority, worldly rulers,
Jesus, the apostles.

* See Acts 2:38; 3:19; 5:31; 8:22; 11:18; 13:24.

147 J. C. O'Neill, The Theology of Acts in its Historical Setting (London: S.P.C.K.,
2" ed. 1970), p. 151 cited by Meadors, p. 45.

148 Carson, p. 394.
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audience the urgency of the era of “now.” He thus calls for immedi-
ate and unconditional surrender from everyone, everywhere. In his
grace, God has suspended or “overlooked” immediate judgment prior
to Christ, but now that Christ has taken the brunt of that execution of
justice, only those who flee to him have any hope.'*

F.F. Bruce suggests that, "Greek thought had no room for such an
eschatological judgment as the Biblical revelation announces.""™ It
is likely that the introduction of this idea and that of the resurrection,
together, would prove to be too much for the superficially tolerant
philosophers.

The Judge who will take the bench, ironically, is the very one the
Athenians had attempted to judge. As the “second Adam” and likely
as the Son of Man of Dan 7:13, he carries a full divine appoint-
ment/designation for the task. The attestation does not lie in the per-
suasiveness of Paul’s proclamation but in the fact or proof of the
death and resurrection of Jesus.”' Stonehouse elaborates:

¥ A. C. McGiffert gives a helpful definition. ‘The “overlooking” of ignorance
which is here referred to does not imply that in pre-Christian days God regarded the
idolatry of the heathen with indifference or saved them from the consequences of
their sins, denounced so vigorously in Rom 1, but simply that the time for the final
judgement had not come until now, and that they were, therefore, summoned now to
prepare for it as they had not before.” History of Christianity in the Apostolic

Age (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Printing Company, 1897), p. 260, quoted in Adam
Sparks, “Salvation History, Chronology, and Crisis: A Problem with Inclusivist
Theology of Religions, Part 2 of 27, in Themelios (December 2008), n.p. Compare
this with Matthew Henry who states: “These times of ignorance God winked at.
Understand it [1] As an act of divine justice. God despised or neglected these times
of ignorance, and did not send them his gospel, as now he does. It was very provo-
king to him to see his glory thus given to another; and he detested and hated these
times. So some take it.” [Matthew Henry's Commentary, 6:186) quoted by Given, p.
73 fn 141.

150 Bruce, p. 361. Contrast this with Parsons who quotes Justin saying, "When we
assert that the souls of the wicked living after death will be sensibly punished . . .
we believe the same things as your priests and philosophers." Acts, p. 249.

131 Compare this James Hamilton Jr. who asserts, “The glory of God in the salvation
through judgment accomplished by Jesus and offered to those who repent and belie-
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For in raising Christ from the dead God had revealed with sufficient
clearness that the age to come had begun to be realized and that the One
who had gained preeminence by the divine power which raised Him
from the dead was One with whom men were compelled to reckon as a
unique servant of God.'*?

Paul is moving his speech from the Judeo-monotheistic idea of
God to a Trinitarian concept of God. The resurrection is a Trinitarian
affair. Although primarily the work of God the Father (Acts 13:30,
34; Rom 6:4; 10:9; Gal 1:1; Eph 1:20; Col 2:12; 1 Thes 1:10) it is
also the work of the Holy Spirit (Rom 1:4; 8:11). Jesus also ascribes
the ability of resurrection to himself (John 2:19; 10:17-18; 11:25).

In a way similar to Moses confronting the vacuous gods of Egypt,
Paul is contrasting the ‘legends’ of the Athenians and the so-called
power of their gods with the ‘fact’ of the power of the resurrection.
The sham of the Athenians has been unmasked. In contrast to the
impotent gods of the Greek pantheon, Paul shows by the resurrection
that the Triune God is the one “who delivers the goods.”'> Here on
the hill commemorating Ares, the god of war, Paul refers to Jesus
who also was “commemorated” on a hill and shows that he was the
greatest warrior of all, triumphing over death. Ares has been beaten
at his own game.

The Greeks said that "the body is a tomb" and for good reason
many tombstones in the region had an inscription which was a varia-
tion on the theme of “I was not [prior to birth]; I was [lived my life];
I am not [after death]; I do not care.” Aeschylus [c. 525-455 BC]

ve is the center of the theology of Acts (and Luke and the whole Bible)”, in “The
Center of Biblical Theology in Acts: Deliverance and Damnation Display the Divi-
ne,” in Themelios, Vol 33 No. 3 (December 2008), n.p.

152 Stonehouse, p. 39.

153 Given observes that the word (pistin) or ‘proof’ can also be translated ‘faith’ and
logically one might ask the question, ‘Does the orator proclaim that God is "supply-
ing proof by raising him from the dead" or “supplying faith by raising him from the
dead"? Given suggests that a both/and response is correct (p. 74).
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said, "When the dust has soaked up a man's blood, once he is dead,
there is no resurrection."> For the Athenian audience, and nearly all
the audiences in the book of Acts, the concept of a physical resurrec-
tion from the dead was just too much. Paul had brought them to the
point of crossroads. They had to reckon with the Risen King, “Jesus
Christ our Lord,” who “was appointed (horizo) to be the Son of God
in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from
the dead” (Romans 1:4), and not just a curiosity with some self-
imagined divine attributes.

Two framing devices are characteristic of the speech. The first is
the use of the word “ignorance” (vss. 23, 30) and the second is “pro-
claim/command”(vss. 23, 30).155 In a word, there is a resonance
throughout between the ignorance of sin and its manifestation in
Athens, and the fact that truth is proclaimed by Paul buttressed by the
fact that God commands. More simply put: divine authority meets
human rebellion. That is the very same theme that Litwak pointed
out in his framing in discourse, namely an anti-idol polemic.

8.6 Reactions to the speech (vss. 32-34)

When they heard about the resurrection from the dead some sneered at
him, but others said, “We would like to hear (you speak) about this mat-
ter again!” So Paul left them. But some men joined him and believed,
among whom was Dionysius the Areopagite. There was also a woman
named Damaris, and others with them.

154 Eumenides, p. 647f.

135 Gartner comments: “Two verbs, one at the beginning and one at the end of the
speech, further confirm that we are dealing here with a God Whose distinguishing
feature is that He reveals Himself, and not a God Whose existence emerges from
human reasoning... In the New Testament idiom, both verbs indicate that a procla-
mation of worldwide significance is being made. They are common missionary
terms, used to denote the apostolic message.” Gartner, p. 152, quoted by Meadors,
p- 127.
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In spite of confusion/ignorance at the outset of the story as to
what this gospel stood for, encapsulated by “Jesus and the resurrec-
tion”, the narrative ends with some who come to understand and re-
spond to its call. They were a fulfillment of the mandate of the Ser-
vant of Isaiah, now embodied in Paul, “To open the eyes that are
blind, to bring the prisoners from the dungeon, from the prison those
who sit in darkness. I am the Lord; that is my name; my glory I give
to no others, nor my praise to carved idols” (Isa 42:7-8; cf Acts
13:47; 26:23). The truth of 1 Cor 1:21, "For since in the wisdom of
God the world through its wisdom did not know him, God was
pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those
who believe," was evidenced at the Areopagus.

Georges Houssney points out that the movement of those who
believed is towards Paul, and not Paul towards them, i.e. “They
joined him”. Houssney finds this instructive for those who advocate
that believers should stay inside their former religious system, nota-
bly the insider movement in Islam."*

True to form, some trivialized the very message that could save
them from the guilty verdict of the Judge, and yet others asked for a
further audience. Those who sneered at the ultimate proof of qualifi-
cation for judgment and of the Father’s stamp of approval are them-
selves proof that “those who worship worthless idols, have them-
selves become worthless” (2 Kings 17:15). As G.K. Beale summa-
rized, “What people revere, they resemble, either for ruin or for res-
toration.”"”’

9 Observations
9.1 Continuity

1. Paul showed continuity with his audience as a human, "We too are
only men, human like you" (14:15). He uses words like “we ought”,

156 Houssney, p. 9.
157 Beale, p. 16.
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“us”, to make human connections."”® That said, he did not shy away
from his apostolic/prophetic role to speak as one commissioned by
God to “open the eyes,” all the while recalling the spiritual and
physical blindness that had been his.

2. Paul showed restraint from the intense anger that idolatry pro-
voked in him, and showed a level of respect for his “people/men of
Athens”"™ This was even in light of the fact that comments that were
made were intended to label and trivialize him. He did not return
insult for insult. He separated himself from the disdain that most of
the audience had for the gospel and consequently himself as its mes-
senger. This was done without taking this as a personal offense.

3. Paul used words and concepts that his audience could compre-
hend. J. Daryl Charles comments, "While Paul utilizes the utmost in
skill and erudition to ensure that the packaging of his message does
not offend his audience, the ggntent of the Christian apostolic keryg-
ma inevitably is scandalous.”

4. Paul used his physical and spiritual observation skills to see the
possible “points of contact” with his audience. The “subversive sto-
ryteller”, like Moses, needs to get ‘inside the head’ of his audience.

18 Ajith Fernando describes this stance as: "On the one hand there is firm belief in
the wrongness of life apart from Christ. On the other hand there is a respect for all
individuals because they are intelligent human beings endowed by God with the
privilege and responsibility of choosing to accept or reject the gospel. This caused
Paul to reason with them about the truth of God."” The Christian's Attitude Toward
World Religions (Wheaton: Tyndale House, 1987), p. 26, cited by Miles, p. 90.

15 Matthew Henry states: ‘He did not, as Witsius observes, in the heat of his zeal
break into the temples, pull down their images, demolish their altars, or fly in the
face of their priests; nor did he run about the streets crying, “You are all the bond-
slaves of the devil,” though it was true; but he observed decorum, and kept himself
within due bounds, doing that only which became a prudent man.” Matthew Henry,
Acts to Revelation Vol 6 of Matthew Henry's Commentary on the Whole Bible (Pea-
body, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1996), p. 181 cited by Given, p. 72 tn 137.

16 Charles, p- 59.
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He challenged the Athenians at their own game, and in effect told
them that they did not live up to their own highest ideals. That said,
one still must recognize culpable ignorance for what it is.

5. Paul connected with the sense of the divine in humans. As Luke
Timothy Johnson observed, Luke ‘simply shows Paul picking up the
inchoate longings of this “exceptionally religious” people and direct-
ing them to their proper object.” That said, Johnson also observed,
‘Luke does not construct or canonize a “natural theology”. The grop-
ing search is not itself the finding.”'®'

6. Paul used communication tools to logically and methodically pre-
sent his argument for a Biblical-Christian worldview. Carson calls
this presenting the metanarrative or the big story that “makes all the
little stories coherent” first.'®

7. The request for further information (vs. 32) likely demonstrates
that a door for further conversation was still open. Likely this was an
evidence of God’s grace working through Paul’s speech and disposi-
tion.

Seeming Ambiguity
Paul used words and phrases that could be interpreted variously de-
pending on who the audience was. To the Greek audience he may
have re-enforced their religious pride for a moment with the word
“deeply pious”, but to his Christian audience another sense would
have been conveyed.

9.2 Discontinuity

1. A sense of the divine in every human does not translate into obe-
dience to the Trinity. In fact, the converse is true for as Barrett sug-
gested, “From nature the Greeks have evolved not natural theology

11y, Timothy Johnson, p. 319.
162 Carson, p. 394.
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but natural idolatry.” Paul was willing to confront the pervasive ef-
fects of the fall on human nature.

2. "God's Word (whether oral or written) interprets God's world", and
not vice-versa. Paul was consistent here with the Biblical world-
view.'® As Meadors noted: “The Areopagus address is not an assimi-
lation or adaptation of Greek philosophy with a view to winning the
Athenian intellectuals, but it is rather a model of a Judaeo-Christian
missionary sermon to pagan Gentiles.”'®

3. Paul did not have a “hopeful” estimation of the non-Christian re-
ligions of his audience. Rather than seeing them as "accurate yet
partial” knowers of God, he sees them as "knowledgeable suppres-
sors of truth”.'® Conrad Gempf illustrates: “The Athenians imagine
two new gods while the Lystrans think they are seeing two old
ones!”'® He concludes that in both cases their sense of objective
truth was warped.

4. Judgment day and resurrection were sure to offend. Paul did not
shy away from bringing his audience to the crossroads of decision. It
1s as William Larkin observed, that Paul’s “contextualized construc-
tive enl%?gement and correction necessarily lead to a call for conver-
sion”.

5. Paul’s speech was informed by thoroughly Biblical categories of
creation, fall, redemption and consummation. He started with crea-
tion which is found in Gen 1, and ends up with the final Judgment,
found in Revelation. His speech spans the entire Biblical revelation.
It is the God who thus reveals himself in word and deed that con-
fronts the mute and inactive idols of Athens.

163 Spencer, p. 62.

164 Meadors, p. 7.

165 Spencer, p. 71.

166 Bruce, p. 282, fn 25.
167 Larkin, p. 86.
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6. His views on general and special revelation are identical to those
found in his writings. Undoubtedly, Paul knew that it was God who
would open people’s hearts to what he had to say, due to his thor-
oughly Biblical anthropology. This stems, as Todd Miles points out,
from the fact that Paul's understanding of humanity in his gospel is
"theocentric rather than cultural, sociological or anthropological"'®.
This would limit any manipulative methodology to gain his audi-
ence’s consent to faith.

7. Contra Flemming, Paul did not see the “truths” of the pagan phi-
losophers as “an equal conversation partner” with that of the gospel.
He did not waver from his stance of “destroying every argument”.
He employed the tools of “subversive storytelling” to maximum ad-
vantage to deconstruct their worldview. In this story, as in a similar
fashion to the OT, “one does not need to read far in the biblical text
before encountering pagan notions that have been adopted and ex-
ploited for Yahwistic purposes, but without the process giving assent
to the veracity of those notions."'”

8. It was God’s command (vs. 30) and Paul’s proclamation (vs. 23)
that were to unmask religious rebellion, also known as “ignorance”
or “idolatry”.

9. Ethnic and religious pride was not a taboo that Paul could not
touch in the aim of “never offending at all costs”. He tackled it head-
on.

10. Considerable risks were taken in presenting the gospel. They
included questioning the “this for that” arrangement that the Atheni-
ans had with their gods; the suggestion that this intelligentsia were
actually ignorant; the questioning of any and all of the religious prac-
tices of the Athenians, especially the construction of temples. While
the Stoics looked for impersonal resignation, Paul called for personal

168 Miles, p. 92.
189 Block, p. 49.
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repentance. This self-introspection and self-critique were anathema
to a novelty addicted, curiosity seeking audience.

10 Conclusion

Paul’s presentation starts and ends with YHWH, the Creator, Sus-
tainer, Sovereign and Judge revealed through the risen Christ and
Lord Jesus. It ties its ideas together by the use of time. In the past it
stresses creation; in the present, God’s dominion and providential
care; and in the future, judgment. It is a thoroughly God-centered
summons to created humans, especially Athenians, to recognize their
rightful place before Him. By means of presenting a Biblical Chris-
tian worldview in words they can comprehend, Paul offers an alter-
nate worldview for his pagan audience. Paul uses the anti-idol pro-
gram found in Isa 40-55 and throughout the OT to drive home his
point. He “plunders the Egyptians” if you will, and even re-
interprets their own material for them using his worldview. This
groundwork allows his audience to see their need for Christ and act
on it. It is also a strong affirmation to the first Christian readers of
God’s control of history and his commitment to those with whom he
is related by covenant, like the Israel of old.

“A text without a context is a pretext” so goes the line. The Are-
opagus speech can only be interpreted in its broader Biblical context.
The same must be said about the two widely-cited and often ap-
pealed-to “Greek” texts, namely the inscription of the pagan altar and
the words of the pagan poet that are found within the speech. Both
illustrate the “so close and yet so far” dilemma of fallen humanity,
with respect to God.

What might have appeared on the surface to be continuities, fre-
quently turned out to be discontinuities when the larger context is
considered. That said, any attempt to isolate methodologies based on
pulling ideas out of the text in an atomistic fashion will necessarily
lead to a confused message. Paul avoided this at all costs. Should
we?
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Our investigation of the nature of idolatry presented in this pas-
sage confirms the stance of Shaw who stated that "religion represents
a rebellious response to God whose glory is arrayed before them in
nature, history and conscience."'”

The challenge is to measure one’s love for God, as evidenced by
hatred of God-replacements. Vincent Cheung has the last word:

To the extent that we are not distressed and indignant about non-
Christian beliefs, we probably do not have a corresponding love toward
the true God. Indifference toward and appreciation for anti-biblical re-
ligions, philosophies, beliefs, and cultures constitute treachery against
the kingdom of God.'”'

For further reflection

In light of the above exegesis of the Areopagus text, how should one
analyze the following statements?

A. Michael Youssef, an Egyptian Christian associated with the Hag-
gai Institute for Advanced Leadership Training, Atlanta, Georgia,
claimed, "Just as the Apostle Paul found it legitimate to use the un-
known god on Mars Hill to introduce the Athenians to the true and
living God, I, too, through the pages of the Qur'an, try to point my
Muslim friends to the Savior of the World.”'"

B. Adam Sparks, in analyzing Clark Pinnock’s work, shows that the

latter suggests, “Paul's Lystran sermon represents a gracious and un-
derstanding appreciation of their past and their culture. In a later vi-

" Shaw, p. 55 cited by Larkin, “Mission”, p. 183.

" Vincent Cheung, Presuppositional Confrontations (Boston, Ma: Reformation
Ministries International, 2003), p. 16.

172 Michael Youssef, Making Christ Known to Muslims (Atlanta, GA, Haggai Insti-
tute, 1980), p. 4 quoted by Sam Schlorff, “The Translational Model for Mission in
Resistant Muslim Society: A Critique and an Alternative”, in Missiology An Interna-
tional Review, Vol XXVIII, No 3 (July 2000), p. 307.
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gnette, Paul is described in Athens as acknowledging the good inten-
tions of the Greeks in worshipping the unknown God. Evidently
Paul thought of these people as believers in a certain sense, in a way
that could be and should be fulfilled in Jesus Christ.” Pinnock con-
tinues in the same book to state that because Paul quoted a pagan
poet in vs. 28, one should see this as a celebration of the "fact that
such people as this have insight into the truth of God and his

95 172

ways”.

C. Ergun and Emir Caner suggest that a number of missiologists are
following the subsequent line of argument:

* Paul shows that these philosophers were ignorantly worship-
ping the true God of Christianity (Acts 17:23).

* He used their false gods to preach the true God to them.

* In their worship they had established a place in their hearts
for the true Creator.

¢ Therefore, we can, on the mission field, speak of Allah as
God, because Muslims simply do not know His nature.'”

D. Abd-al Masih writes, “Allah is the unique, unexplorable, and in-
explicable one - the remote, vast and unknown God. Everything we
think about him is incomplete, if not wrong. Allah cannot be com-
prehended.”'™

172 Sparks, - n.p. Internet resource.
http://www.thegospelcoalition.org/publications/33-3/salvation-history-chronology-
and-crisis-a-problem-with-inclusivist-theology-of-religions-part-2-of-2/ citing Clark
H. Pinnock, A Wideness in God's Mercy: The Finality of Jesus Christ in a World of
Religions (Grand Rapids, Mich: Zondervan, 1992), pp. 32, 96.

1" Ergun Mehmet Caner and Emir Fethi Caner, Unveiling Islam: An Insider's Look
at Muslim Life and Beliefs (Grand Rapids, Mich: Kregel Publications, 2009), pp.
105-106.

1" Abd-al Masih, “Who Is Allah in Islam?”, on www.light-of-
life.com/eng/gospel/g4105efm.htm (2010/4/2).

176 Samuel Marinus Zwemer, The Moslem Doctrine of God (New York: American
Tract Society, 1905), pp. 118-119.
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E. Raymond Lull wrote a book in the Middle Ages entitled, De Deo
ignoto et de mundo ignoto (The Unknown God and the Unknown
World). In 1905, Samuel Zwemer wrote, “Islam is proud to write on
its banner, the Unity of God; but it is, after all, a banner to the Un-
known God. Christianity enters every land under the standard of the
Holy Trinity - the Godhead of Revelation. These two banners repre-
sent two armies.”'’®

F. The Southern Baptist International Mission Board “principles of
contextualization” read:

#2 “We affirm that there is a biblical precedent for using “bridges” to
reach out to others with the Gospel (Acts 17:22-23). The fact that Paul
mentioned an aspect of the Athenians’ idolatrous worship was not a tacit
approval of their entire religious system. He was merely utilizing a re-
ligious element of their setting (an altar to an unknown god) to connect
with his hearers and bridge to the truth. Similarly, our personnel may
use elements of their host culture’s worldview to bridge to the Gospel.
This need not be construed as an embracing of that worldview. It should
be noted that Paul not only used their system to connect, he also con-
trasted elements of it with the truth. Our evangelism must go beyond
bridges to present the whole unvarnished truth of the Gospel (1 Cor
15:1-4).'"
G. Bill Nikkides stated: “In contrast to much literature by or in sup-
port of C5, the goal of contextualization is not to make the gospel as
Islamic as possible. It is [...] to communicate the unchanging truth
to an Islamic audience so that it makes sense to them. In other words,
it is a bridge from Islam not toward it. Paul mentioned Greek poets
in Athens so that he could build a bridge from philosophy to
Christ.”"’

' Wes Kenney [posted by] “Principles of Contextualization”, Southern Baptist
Today (Nov 10, 2007) http://sbctoday.com/2007/11/10/principles-of-
contextualization/ (2010/1/5)

76 Bill Nikkides, ‘Evaluating “Insider Movements”: C5 (Messianic Muslims),” St
Francis Magazine Nr 4 (March 2006), p. 12.

St Francis Magazine is published by Interserve and Arab Vision 581



St Francis Magazine Vol 6, No 3 | June 2010

H. Christopher Wright in his The Mission of God wrote: “Since
God’s mission is to restore creation to its full original purpose of
bringing all glory to God himself and thereby to enable all creation to
enjoy the fullness of blessings that he desires for it, God battles
againsl‘[77all forms of idolatry and calls us to join him in that con-
flict.”

17 Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of God (Downers Grove, I11: InterVarsity
Press, 2006), p. 188.
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