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Apologetics and Challenge

Heavenly Father, we thank You that You are the Wimdelights to come to our aid when we are
called by You to serve You, serve Your peoplet@pdoclaim Your truth. You have sent Your Spisit a
the great witness and call us to work alongside Hird by His power and with His wisdom and
understanding and with His commitment to work m hlearts and minds of those to whom You send us.
Father, we know the task to which you called uomspletely beyond us without Your help and without
Your strength. So, Father, we pray that You wakteus today, that You will take Your Word and evrit

it on our hearts and use it to shape our ministrigsank You for Your commitment to help us. Wekthan
You in Jesus’ name. Amen.

At the end of the last session we were asking guresabout 1 Corinthians 1 and 2 and considerirg th
objection that Paul renounced reason. We lookest,df all, at the challenge that Paul’'s message in
Athens was a failure and a mistake and saw the¢ ikeabsolutely no evidence for that whatsoever. |
fact, it is simply a cavalier way of approachingifiure that is deeply dishonoring to the Word afds
Second, we looked at the question of how Luke prtegeaul’s proclamation of the Gospel. It is a
fascinating study that Paul uses and that Luke taspsesent Paul's message. The variety of langisage
very, very interesting. An immediate conclusion caa draw from that is that Luke does not create an
sort of a tension between direct proclamation—eag&mg boldly the Gospel and declaring its truth—
and reasoning about it, seeking to persuade andraanpeople of its truth. There is no evidence
whatsoever that Luke sees these two in tensioneeithh other. Third, we looked at the question cditwh
Paul is saying in 1 Corinthians 1 and 2. | madepihiat that Paul is challenging the Greeks’ depande
on wisdom. We will come back to that issue latethis session.

We also said that Paul is challenging the way sofiiiee Greeks regarded the use of rhetoric simply a
a clever kind of tool to convince anyone of anythwhether it was true or not. | made the point they
like some of our lawyers today. If you can hirec@d enough lawyer (if you have the money), then you
can often get a resolution to your case that isedeto those who are poorer. That is simply a praktct
reality in the culture in which we live. If you hagomebody clever enough with words in a courtroom,
they can often turn aside issues of evidence anhl.trhat is exactly the issue that Paul is addrgss

He says this in contrast to that: “I have renourgiedraceful, underhanded ways. And by the open
statement of the truth, | commend myself to evegy®ronscience in the sight of God.”

That is a challenge to all of us in our ministrymatter what kind of context we are thinking ab@g.
we proclaim the Gospel to unbelievers, we shoutdchiae aspects of the truth from them that are
unpopular in our culture. For example, the judgneérdod, in our own moment of history, is certainly
not a popular doctrine right now, but we are cattegroclaim it clearly and boldly regardless ofawh
people think about that. It also means that inrelationships with one another as Christians we are
called to openly state what we are doing rathem #&ek to get our way by underhanded ways—not
saying the purpose of what we want to communicébe. are all aware of these kinds of problems in
church politics. It is so easy to dispense withropatements of the truth and adopt back-room and
secret ways to try to get one’s own view to predwte. Scripture challenges us to completely sdeasi
such approaches to our calling.

As we think about parallels to the point Paul ikmg in 1 Corinthians 1 and 2 about eloquence &id t
wise use of rhetoric to seek to deceive peoplernegponding to something, there are all sorts of
equivalents today. If you turn on your televisiarnyour radio or go to many churches, you will find
preachers shamelessly manipulating people by rieatakills and seeking to push people into
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emotional responses without sufficient declaratbthe truth. Of course, there should be an emation
response to God’s truth when it is properly tadggtause it touches our hearts—it touches everycaspe
of our humanity. But there is a huge differenceneen that and shameless emotional manipulation.
Several of you in this room are quite experienceghers already. Any of us who have preached for
any length of time know perfectly well that you aaake people laugh, you can make them cry, and
you can make them get out of their seats and larettie ground if you want to do those things.
However, it is not our calling to manipulate peofelo things we want them to do. We are called to
declare God'’s truth, which of course touches trethéhe emotions, the mind, and the will. We n&ed
be very careful that whatever response we seekttrgmn people is a response to the truth itseadf mot
to our cleverness. As a preacher, one has to reedhat adoption of shameless tricks that come with
the trade. Paul is passionately speaking agaiast th

Another kind of equivalent to what Paul is talkisgout in 1 Corinthians 1 and 2 today is the way it
possible to use the techniques of advertisingd& freople into responding to things that they haoe
fully understood. Again, as Christians we haveliscdutely reject such an approach. Think of Paul’'s
words, “By the open statement of the truth, havemgpunced disgraceful, underhanded ways, |
commend myself to every man’s conscience in thiet ©i§God.” The manner in which we present the
truth must conform to the truth itself. There minstintegrity between the manner in which |
communicate the truth and the nature of truthfit3dlere must be integrity, and that is really ssuie

for the preacher. The test of the power of my pgnearis not whether people are crying at the ena of
message. | have to look into my own heart to asétldr there is integrity in the way that | have
presented God’s message. Of course people mayecaube the truth is deeply moving, but it must not
be because of some trick | have used. Musicians/khis very well, too—that you can make people cry
and jump and dance and shout and laugh and simysby all sorts of cheap musical tricks. If yowar

a musician, you know that that is not what Godscwdlu to. If people are moved appropriately by the
power of music, that is a different thing. It iSjuhe same as it is with preaching. The issuetis n
emotion or anything else because God has createtthusmotions to laugh and to dance and to cry at
the truth. However, it must be a response to thih @nd not to the tricks of the preacher or the
musician.

That brings us to our sixth principle, clarity. € is a careful definition of the message. Golliscas

to clarify the Good News as we seek to communitat®e might express this by saying that we are
called by God’s Word to tune the message of thep@latself to the hearers’ ears and hearts. Wéaare
clear away the particular confusions that an irtiliai or a group of people have and to carefullyngef
the truth that they need to hear. We build brid¢jest is, we find points of contact, areas of agreset,
and points to affirm and commend. Then we must gi@p further. The bridges we build have the
purpose of communicating truth that is not yet knpnot yet understood, and not yet believed by the
hearers. We are to clarify the truth that they nedadear. We build a bridge so that we may crogstht
God's truth that needs to be heard.

In Acts 13, how does Paul go about clarifying theseage of the Gospel in the synagogue? We may
express it this way: he has built the bridge offtgarers’ confidence in the Old Testament Scrigture
the bridge of the expectation of the Messiah, &edoridge of their honor for King David as theiegt
king. Paul then tells them that all of these Oldtdeent passages speak of Jesus. The propheais poi
to Him as the Christ. Every detail of His birtHglideath, and resurrection demonstrate that Jesus
indeed the Messiah. So, they expect the Messialj,tthst the Scriptures, and they honor David, but
Paul tells them that their Scriptures speak of €laind their prophecies have been fulfilled in Him.
With regard to David, they believe David’s wordslahey honor him as their greatest king. The
passage from the Psalms that David quotes is faseg David wrote of not decaying in the grave in
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Psalm 16:10. He quotes that in Acts 13:35, “Yod nalt let your Holy One see decay.” Paul says David
lies in the grave to this very day. You can seddnsb in Jerusalem. He did not come out of it, but
Jesus—the One David was writing about—has comefadiie grave and has risen from the dead.

Another example of what Paul does to clarify thethtis he builds the bridge of their respect fdino
the Baptist. Then he says, “John the Baptist whorgspect so highly was focusing all of his message
on the person of Jesus Christ. He did not proclamself to the people. Rather, he turned theimétia
to Jesus and declared that Jesus was the Onéelyatiould honor rather than himself. He was not
worthy to untie Jesus’ sandals.” The way we migimsharize what Paul is doing in the synagogue is
like this: he says to the Jews and God-fearersy“Mag for the Messiah, good. | have even bettarsne
for you. Jesus is the Messiah. You believe thepBams; that is great, but the Scriptures spealesis.
You honored John the Baptist; that is great, bbhibe Baptist tells you to honor Christ.” What Pau
doing is pushing them a step further. You needbota gtep further to the place where you will find
Christ and, in Him, life itself. That is Paul cliging the message of the Gospel—nbuilding bridges bu
pushing people a step further.

What about Athens? If we turn to Acts 17, Pa@iisong the pagans. Here, of course, the challenges a
very different in terms of what Paul has to thitoat when he wants to clarify the truth. Again, Rau
pushing them a step further. First, the Atheniaaseha sense of divinity and are prepared to buld a
altar to an unknown god, so Paul declares withidente that God exists, that He rules heaven and
earth. Second, even their greatest philosopharggle to come to a knowledge of God and struggle
even more to make God known to others. Plato sartething like, “To find the Creator, the Maker,
and Father of the universe is difficult, but to ma#im known to the ordinary people, this is almost
impossible.” That was a very loose summary of Pdatmrds. The greatest philosophers of the Greeks
struggle to come to some knowledge of God, but Paidts that God has revealed Himself clearly in
creation, through his rule over history, and irtigatar, through the person of His Son. “So youéav
this confused knowledge of God,” Paul says, “butl@as, in fact, made Himself clearly known in
creation, in His rule over history and in His Son.”

Third, they recognize that human beings are Gofi&pong. Paul agrees, but then he urges themeo se
how majestic and glorious God must be becausenayn human and finite glory, are simply God’s
creatures and He is far, far greater than thoskaddenade. Again, one way to express this would be t
say that Paul tells the Athenians that their dedpegings are met in the truth of who God is. Thei
wisest thinking is fulfilled and surpassed in tegelation that God has given about Himself. Thedsm
cherished ideas are transcended and completed me¢ksage of Jesus. In essence, Paul was saying to
them, “It is good that you have a longing to knoadGilt is far better to come to know Him as the
Creator, as the Lord, as the Savior.” Or he sdyss §ood that you are seeking God to try to fihidh,

but what is even better is that God seeks us, asditd our ignorance and willful twisting of Hisitin,

He has made Himself clearly known.” He might puhis way, “It is good that you honor God as the
One who gives life. It is better to see Him in Itigse greatness as the Lord and Creator of evergythin
under heaven and earth who cannot be containesnplés or appropriately honored by a statue.”

People need to have the Gospel made clear to thesryour challenge whenever you talk to anybody
to see where they are confused, where their uradelsig is inadequate, and to clear away that
confusion and push them a step further. You adettare to them whatever aspect of the good news of
the Gospel that they particularly need to havefaar The good news is that Jesus is the Messigh,
Christ promised by God in the Old Testament. Thadgaews is also that Jesus is the Son of God who
died for our sins and rose again for our justifmat And the good news is that there is a persGival

who made heaven and earth and everything in tham.thinking about the good news now. The good
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news is the message of Christ, but the good newlsasthe existence of God and who He truly is. The
good news is that there is a God whose characterysand just and righteous and that there is a
foundation for the distinction between good and. &\hat is very good news for our generation tkat i
relativistic. Hinduism (Pantheism) has no foundafior the distinction between good and evil.
Christianity does in the character of a holy agthteous God. The good news today is that human
beings are made in the image of God. They are enifjloey have this wonderful dignity and glory that
their personality is founded in the personal natfréod. That is good news for a culture that sees
basis for human dignity. The good news is thateh®®a resolution to the problem of suffering. In a
culture like ours that sees no answer to that prohiltimately, it is good news that every tear \wél
wiped away, that death will be no more. The whobssage of Christianity is good news. Or to put it
another way, you might say every article of thegdris good news, whether | am talking about who
God the Father is as the Creator of heaven anh,ednb God the Son is as the One who became
incarnate and lived a righteous life and died far €ins and rose from the dead and is coming again,
whether we are talking about the Holy Spirit, tleed.and Giver of life. Every aspect of the Gospel i
good news.

The Gospel fulfills every right longing of the humheart. It really is good news. The Gospel answers
every honest question of the searching mind. Thep€ladelights and surpasses every good impulse of
the creative imagination. The Gospel meets andgtends the ache of need in every soul to come to
know the living God. “God set eternity in our hg'aEcclesiastes says, and the Gospel meets that
longing of the heart, soul, mind, will, and imagdioa. C. S. Lewis wrote about his own conversion in
two books Surprised by JogndThe Pilgrim’s RegressThis point that | am making here is exactly the
point that Lewis makes in the account of his ownvession. He was surprised by joy when the hopes
and longings of his inner being were completelysfiat in the Gospel of Christ. What is fascinatiag

if you look at what Lewis says as an example of.thewis’ longings were created in him by pagan
mythology (by pagan legends of the people of Sceawila, of the Norse legends, and of the Anglo-
Saxons and others). They created a longing indasttior a better world, a better universe, thagae,
you might say, where the deepest needs of the htneem and soul and imagination are met. He
eventually finds the answer to that in the GosHelis surprised by joy, the joy that the Christian
message offers.

| was recently talking about Harry Potter and | wddressing this issue. In what Lewis and Tolkien
called “mythopoeic,” fairy stories, myths, and lage from all over the world, they actually express
faithfully, to some degree, that longing for etgyrihat is set in the human heart by God. There are
echoes of the truth there and the Gospel fulfillefathose. You may be interested in a wonderfday
Tolkien wrote about fairy stories. It is publishieda little volume calledree and Leain which he talks
about the way all fairy stories long for the idéaesurrection. They are filled with the hope of
resurrection, the hope of eternal life. He write$hat essay that the Gospel is the greatest $tory
ever told. He is very careful to say he does namtbat the Gospel is simply a fairy story or aeled)
Of course it is the truth. Christ rose from thedlgahistory. That is why it is the most wonderfaiiry
story. Here, the longings of all legends, mythgl &airy stories across the face of the earth fivedrt
fulfillment in the Gospel of Christ. The Gospelisties every true need that is in people’s hearts a
minds.

Now, let us turn to one example from Jesus’ teagbiiclarifying the truth. If you turn to Matthew

chapter 22 in your Bible, this is a typical examipten the Gospels. You could find many examples of
Jesus doing what | have called “clarifying thetifutr pushing people a step further—building on twvha
they already know and then urging them to movep slkoser to the truth. We could express it thig:wa
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if somebody is on a path, what we are trying tosdaress them toward that gate in the Kingdom afl Go
and move them a step further along that road.

That is when | think about my father dying of canloack in 1972. | was going to visit him every dang
day and praying about this all the time becausg tficourse, is something that we cannot do by
ourselves. We need the work of the Spirit in peggtearts. | was trying to push him a step further,
step closer, toward the Gospel by clearing awayhemarea of confusion. | did this by showing aeoth
area of inadequacy in Marxist thinking because be avMarxist. | wanted to move him a step closer
along that road toward the knowledge of Christ. Amat is what you find Jesus constantly doing as he
interacts with people. This is a very interestirgraple. Jesus often does this with very penetrating
guestions. Penetrating questions are one of theAzss to move people a step further to make them
realize their present understanding is inadequate.

Matthew 22:41 says, “While the Pharisees were gathtogether, Jesus asked them, ‘What do you
think about the Christ? Whose son is he [whoseatetant]?—that is what the word “son” means
here—'Whose son is he?’ ‘The son of David,’ thepliel.” You see, they know the Old Testament
well. And there are, of course, many messianic Ipeofes that declare that the Messiah is going @ be
descendent of David or Jesse, David’s father. hishiasays, “...the branch from the root of Jesse.”
Isaiah 9 says, “The descendent of David who isgytrreign over his throne and over the whole world
forever.” So, there are many, many propheciesghwaiguite explicitly that the Messiah is the son of
David, or the descendent of David. They are right,Jesus says to them, “How is it then that David,
speaking by the Spirit, calls him [the Messiah]d®For he said, ‘The Lord said to my Lord, ‘Sitat
right hand until | put your enemies under your fdéDavid calls him Lord, how can he be his son?”
That is a great question. Jesus, of course, wainguesalm 110, another messianic psalm. He isigayi
to them, “You have not read well enough. The Mdssanot only David’s son; he is also David’s Lord.
Just look at what David himself said, “The Lorddsen my Lord, ‘Sit at my right hand.” The Messiah
David's Lord. He is my Lord and so he is urgingrth® think more deeply about who the Messiah is,
and he really blows them away. That is what heiagl He sends them off to think. Jesus is conlstant
doing that with people. He is pushing them a stethér. He is seeking to advance their understandin
You could think of Paul simply saying, “Let yourrogersation always be full of grace, seasoned with
salt, so that you may know how to answer everyohke “salt” there is the salt of God’s truth that
needs to season, to change, and to clarify in acdpush people a step further along the road to an
understanding of the Gospel. That is the sixthqgypie.

Finally, the seventh principle is the principleabiallenge—the need to challenge the heart, the,mind
and the will. This is our final principle. Whenewbe Gospel is proclaimed, it must come as a angdle
to its hearers. For people to come to a saving kedye of Christ, they have to repent and belieee th
Gospel. They have to turn away from their sin andfwhat they have believed, whatever they have
put their trust in, or whatever they have lived &part from Christ. Without that repentance, withibwat
turning, there will be no salvation. It is as simpk that. We are quite aware of this if we recogni
somebody as what we might call an obvious sinverdiin flagrant disobedience to God'’s
commandments about truth telling, respect for opfe&ple’s property, or about sexual fidelity. Like
Paul says in Ephesians, “Let the thief no longealsbut let him do his work with honest handstsu t
he may have to give to those in need.”

| remember having a conversation with a guy who rgaponding to the Gospel. He was staying with us
at the English L'Abri. This was many years ago, hedad lived for years as a thief. He had not done
an honest day’s work probably for five or six yearshis point when | was having this conversation
with him. | turned to that passage in Ephesiansraad it to him because he was saying he wantbd to
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a Christian, to believe in Christ. And | said, “W¢his is the Gospel’s challenge to you.” His r@sge
was, “No way. No way. | am not prepared to do andsb day’s work. | am quite happy to be a
Christian. 1 want to believe in Christ, but | amrteénly not going to stop being a thief. It is tgood a
way of life.” We had a discussion about it anditiga him, “Well, if you were serious about comitoy
faith in Christ, this is going to have to happeecd&use Christ calls us to submit to His authofihat is
what coming to Him means—acknowledging Him as Lasdvell as Savior.” He did not like that at all.
| said to him, “Well, if you are really serious alidhis, | am going to continue to pray for youtaetly,
but God is going to deal with you about this.” Amelwent away obstinate and carried on thieving. A
few months later, he was in prison for a couplgesHrs. He was caught by the police and spent tkie ne
couple of years in prison. There, God spoke toveny powerfully. He had to be challenged in that
area.

Whatever obstacle is in the way of an individuahaag to faith and repentance has to be dealt \aiti,
the Gospel has to challenge it. This is true fargone, whether they are a thief like the man kepaf,
whether they are living in the service of some ptia, believing some other philosophy or into some
other religion, or whether they are living for sokied of personal idol that controls their lifegthhave

to be challenged. The Gospel must always comechalkenge. If there is no challenge, then the Glospe
has not been faithfully proclaimed. Luther putistway, “You can preach the Gospel with the lotides
voice and in the clearest manner at every poinggixehere it is under attack and you have not
preached it at all.” If you are not prepared tollemge the idols of an individual’'s heart and ttiels of

the culture in which we live, you have not preacttedGospel faithfully.

Let us look at our examples again. In Acts 13 Faud the synagogue. There are several areas of
challenge in this passage. They are fascinatingtadwould have cut Paul's hearers to the heart. |
fact, that is exactly how it describes the respafs®me of them at various places in the book @EA
There are several areas of challenge. First, Pellenges these people in the synagogue about the
unjust trial and death of Jesus in Jerusalem. ldkadgs that it is God'’s people, Israel, and theliens—

the very ones who have been appointed by the lookebd the people in the service of God—who have
put the Messiah to death. That is one of Paul' ehges—that the priests (the leaders of the wprehi
God), the kings and the teachers of His Word (tréh8s and Pharisees, those whom God has appointed
to proclaim His truth to lead the people) are theywones responsible for the death of the Mess&iah.
people listening to Paul in the synagogue, thistrhage come as a shocking and outrageous charge.
And, of course, it is one of the reasons why sofitee@Jews present get so angry when Paul preaches
the Gospel. He does not accuse; he simply stateagtsober history. He insists that the trialesus

was conducted without adequate evidence of crirserdiang the death penalty. That is his charge. For
those listening to Paul, accepting what he saidnin@a&ery radical change in their thinking andha t
direction of their lives. The present rulers of geople have led them into the rejection of Goddsm
important messenger. The Messiah was crucifiedcasramon criminal. That certainly calls for
repentance. That is Paul’s first area of challenge.

His second comes in what Paul has to say aboutaweof Moses. Paul, of course, recognizes that the
law was given to the people by God. But Paul isdistis message that the Law of Moses can never
justify the people. It can never make them acceéetmbGod. That is one of the points that he cotoes

in the climax of his message—that Jesus died tdyjukem from everything from which the Law of
Moses could not justify them. He essentially sayhem, “You are right to devote your lives to oingy
God’s commandments, but no matter how hard youwty,will never be able to keep the Lord’s
requirements in such a way that you will satisy ttemands of God, God’s standards. Only Jesus can
justify you; for through his death your sins wi# orgiven.” Again, this message comes as a shgckin
challenge to the people in the synagogue. The fleavs would have thought of themselves as devoting
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their whole lives to obeying the law. The Gentild® had come to the synagogue were attracted by the
moral standards of Judaism by the law. Many ofdhmple would have seen their obedience to the
law as the guarantee of their salvation, the guaeaof their justification. Paul said, “Absoluteigt.

You will never be justified.” Paul's words are demdang a complete turning around in their
understanding of the law, that it could not justligm, and their understanding of themselves,theat
obedience to the law was completely inadequatate them. That is a second area of challenge.

A third area of challenge comes at the very endanfl’'s message where he quotes the prophets. Verse
40 says, “Take care that what the prophets hawedess not happen to you. Look, you scoffers, wonde
and perish for | am going to do something in yoay that you would never believe even if someone
told you.” Paul warns them that if they do notdisto his words with open hearts, they will be like
scoffers against God against whom the prophetsedatdere, Paul’s challenge is very direct. “Are you
going to fulfill God’s warnings against those wyloud, scornful, and rebellious hearts?” Paul’s
purpose was to challenge these people to recogmze¢hey cannot just claim to be the people of God
This is one of the great problems of Judaism atttme. They thought, “We are the children of
Abraham. We are God'’s people. We are the ones athe the temple, who have the law, who have the
prophets, and who have the Scriptures—the promedhave the lot and nobody else has it. We are
blessed and nobody else is.” Of course, theresenae in which this is true. They indeed have these
blessings, but they took pride in themselves artdmgratitude to God. What Paul is saying is “kist

you people. The fact that you belong to the chgeaple, the chosen nation, and that you have edketh
blessings, does not necessarily mean that younkirit salvation. So watch it, you proud, rebelso

and scornful people. Membership of the nation ddbis not enough to save you.” Paul directede¢hos
three challenges at the very heart of what thesplpeghought it meant to be a faithful worshippgr o
God. The strengths and glories of Judaism at tfm&t Wwere the hope of the Messiah as the delivdrer o
the nation, devotion to the law, ownership of Gdd/srd, and the conviction of being God’s people.

Let me repeat those points: the hope of the Messahe deliverer of the nation (that is their ogg

for the Messiah to destroy the Romans, giving thawck their land), devotion to the law (a
righteousness the world had never seen), ownealgod’s Word (“God gave His Word to us”), and
the conviction of being God'’s people (“We are thesen nation”). Those things were the glories of
Judaism, their pride and security, the basis fofidence in a hostile world, and their sense ohidg.

Paul is really challenging them and saying, “Tisatot enough. It will never save you. In fact,dll

these things are an obstacle between you and Qedsuyou repent and put your faith in Christ albne.
He challenges them not to be proud of these tHigi$o humble themselves and become dependent on
the mercy of God in Christ. That is Paul's challeng the Jews.

There is a fourth one in their later discussiontt@next Sabbath from verse 44 onward, and tlas is
fascinating one. It says, “On the next Sabbath atrtiee whole city gathered to hear the Word of the
Lord. When the Jews saw the crowds, they werdlfiléh jealousy and talked abusively against what
Paul was saying. Then Paul and Barnabas answersdibldly: ‘We had to speak the Word of God to
you first. Since you reject it and do not consigaurselves worthy of eternal life, we now turnhe t
Gentiles. For this is what the Lord has commandedi thave made you a light to the Gentiles that yo
may bring salvation to the ends of the earth.”” fhee applying a messianic promise to themselves as
proclaimers of the Gospel about Christ, who islidgiiet for Gentiles. Of course, this makes the Jews
really mad, and they incite a persecution agaiast Bnd Barnabas until they get expelled. This is
another area of challenge. “God’s Word is for thentses, too, not just for you. In fact, you ard no
even worthy of it. You declare that you are notd@ogoing to delight to save the Gentiles.” That
infuriates them because, again, it strikes at gstlof their pride. Do you remember Jesus doiragibx
the same thing in the synagogue in Nazareth ifirsispublic message? He talks about occasions from
Israel’s history in the ministry of Elijah and His where God saved and cared for Gentiles. All the
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widows were starving to death, but it was a Gentiggow who God cared for. Israelites were dying of
leprosy and struggling with leprosy, but it was en@le who God healed. They were so angry they
wanted to Kill him at his first message. So Jesusally challenging them in this area. You seeses
doing this all the way through the Gospels. “Younkhyou are children of Abraham. God can raise up
stones and turn them into children of Abraham. ¥oaichildren of the devil.” These issues of their
confidence in the law, their confidence in thegntity as the chosen people, and their confidemce i
owning the temple and the promises of the Messighthe areas where Jesus is constantly challenging
the Jews as He presents the Gospel because thiénedrarrier between them and God.

What about Paul among the pagans? In Acts 17 desaf challenge are very different, but agairy the
focus on what is at the heart of the way of lifel #ime worship of the Athenians. Paul’s first aréa o
challenge is idolatry. That is everywhere appaocenMars Hill. “You should know better,” he says,
“than worshipping at these temples. God is thetorea everything. He does not inhabit structures
made by people. Of course he does not. This islesfoidea. How can you possibly think it is fitgito
worship God under the form of these statues? Tidedée adorned with gold and silver and precious
jewels are simply the product of human design. Meaorship of these temples and statues is ignorance
and folly.” It may seem obvious to you that thislatry of the Athenians should be challenged, bst |
think that the buildings on Mars Hill were sometloé most beautiful buildings the world has evensee
They were absolute marvels of architecture and safrtieem still are. People still go from all oveet
world to see those buildings—Ilike the Parthenore Statues of the Greek gods were some of the most
marvelous statues that have ever been made. Theyhaadly ever been surpassed in terms of the
artistic skill, beauty, and glory of them. You kngatvey were wonders of the ancient world and Paul
says, “You have to repent of this stuff.” That refpy challenging. He told them, “This is foolisisse

and ignorance compared with the true worship of.&aii have to turn away from this stuff to worship
the true and living God.” That is the first areacbillenge. The second is closely related to it.

Paul commends the Athenians on their desire tomree quotes their writers with approval, and he
expresses appreciation for the thinking of theStand Epicureans. But Paul goes on to tell thexn th
their schools of philosophy, their wisest thinkels,not have sufficient wisdom to lead them totthe
and full knowledge of God. Paul tells them thatamparison to the clarity of God’s revelation of
Himself in Jesus Christ, all their wisdom is darkmand ignorance. This challenge that the greatest
thinking of the Greeks was ignorance and darkmessinparison with the truth made known by God in
Jesus (a Jew they had never heard of) must haekesththem to the core. They treasure their wisdom.
Paul, in 1 Corinthians 1 and 2, says, “Greeks sasttom, but | declare Jesus Christ. He is the wisdo
from God.” So, Paul's second challenge is, “Youddwne some great thinking, but it is darkness and
ignorance in comparison with what God has reveafddis wisdom in Christ.”

Third, Paul challenges them in their sense of sapgr. The Athenians believed that they were a
superior race, that they were God’s gift to humariitey looked down on other nations and people as
ignorant children and slaves who needed to leatimeatteet of the Athenians. Paul, in contrast, says
“The human race is one. You are just like everybeldg.” That is what he tells them. “God has made
from one man every nation of the earth. You hageramon ancestry. You are no better. And true
wisdom has not come from Greece. It is come framels The real judge of the human race, the one
with superiority, is this unknown Jew, Jesus. Hgamg to be appointed by God to be the judge ef th
whole of humanity, including Athenians. You are soperior. You are not in the position of judging
others because you will be judged by an unknown”JEmat is Paul’s third challenge—"You are not
better.”
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His fourth challenge has to do with the resurrectbJesus from the dead. This is the issue that ha
caused some of these guys to say that Paul washéebaa bird just going around picking up strange
ideas from here and there. That is what the weedalily means. He is a seed pecker. He is a bgbbler
just sifting through the refuse of ideas. That lwthey are saying. They are being as rude asctirey
It is the resurrection that causes them to makierésponse. Almost all of the Greeks believed in an
afterlife. Not all Greeks did because some of thare totally secular in the sense that they betleve
that life is just birth to death. They believedam afterlife, but for them the afterlife was purspyritual.
For the Greeks, the afterlife was a state wherspimg would be set free from the bondage of thdybo
and the material world. They thought of the bodg #re material world as inferior. The physical, for
them, was temporary and lower. The spiritual wasneil and far higher.

Escales, one of the great Greek tragedians, wndtesiplay “The Amenities” these words spoken kg th
god Apollo, “Once the dust drinks down a man'’s bloee is gone once for all. No rising back.”—the
most literal translation of the Greek there is “fidhiss no resurrection.”—“No spell sung over thevgra
can sing him back, not even father can"—that i$,aven Zeus, the greatest of the gods, can brimg hi
back to life—“There is no resurrection.” A fascimat thing about that is that these words in the pla
come on the occasion when the Areopagus is fitstded, when it is first instituted. So this notierat
the heart of the life of these people. Here, theynaeeting at the Areopagus on Mars Hill, andsat it
very founding there is this statement by one ofgbés, “There is no resurrection.” But Paul dedate
the end of his message, “There is resurrection. l@&sdyiven proof of this truth to all people bysmag a
man from the dead. This man is Jesus who will Isedaup to be the judge of everyone.” Paul is
challenging the notion of the worthlessness oftibey. This is one of the most difficult ideas fhet
Greeks, and Paul is just challenging it directlhére will indeed be resurrection. There alreadyy ha
been resurrection. You are all going to be raiggcand God has given proof of this by raising up
Christ. God made us as physical spiritual beingsvier. The body is not inferior nor is the material
world.” Just as with the Jews, Paul has challerspede ideas and beliefs that are at the very héart o
what it meant to be Greek, to be Athenian. Thesasdvere their glory and their pride. Paul is gyto
say, “These most precious convictions, these nresiqus practices that are at the heart of yoar éfe
inadequate. They are not enough.” And he is catliregn to question them so that they may be humbled
before God, turn away from pride in these thingsl jput their trust in Christ so that Christ is tre
who gives them their wisdom, their source of baagtiheir sense of identity, and their secure ancho
for eternity.

If you reflect on these challenges either in Athens the synagogue, you should notice this: Faul
challenging the most precious things at the hdattese people’s culture. He challenges the most
precious beliefs and convictions of the Jews, andHallenges the most precious convictions anefseli
of the Greeks. The reason for this is simply tatshe heart of all sin is pride. This is true wiere
people are. At the heart of all sin is pride, andride is almost always put in God’s most spegitib
to us, whatever they may be. For the Israelitesag God’s gift of His Word, of His Law, of callirdis
people, Israel, to be His treasured nation, argrarising them the Messiah. These are the most
cherished things for the Jews. Yet it is precislbbse things and their confidence in those thihgs t
Paul challenges. It is not that God had not giversé gifts, but they had turned them into a soofce
pride. They had become a barrier between the peoplésod. This is true for the Greeks as well. For
the Greeks, God’s most precious gifts to them wleeegifts of general revelation, the gift of wisdom
philosophy, poetry, drama, architecture, and saudptYet, it is these things that Paul challendesy.

gift of God, especially His most precious giftsgicery culture or every individual can become an
idol—things we worship in the place of God. We wipsthem not because there is something
inherently twisted about the gifts that God gives liiecause of the rebellion and pride in the human
heart. We can turn into idols God’s most beautftts whether it is His Word, wisdom, beautiful
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buildings, artistic abilities, or whatever. Anotheay to put this would be that the bridging poimtgny
culture or to any individual, the points you commemd affirm, are also going to be the points ya&u a
going to have to challenge because the bridgingtpa@ire those areas where people are holding onto
God's gifts. But the area they have to be challdrigeexactly the same place because we turn God’s
gifts into idols.

Let us finish by looking just very quickly at a qule of areas where we have to challenge peoplarin o
culture today. If we do not challenge people asé¢héhey are not going to hear the Gospel. Orteeis t
area of our wealth. We are the wealthiest natienitbrld has ever seen. Most of us experience a life
that has a kind of comfort that would have beemagjinable for the majority of people just a fewngea
ago. But it is obvious to any of us that our weattlr material prosperity, and marvelous physidés g
have become very easily a source of pride, seléfaation, and idolatry. In Matthew 6:24 Jesusiput
very simply, saying, “You cannot worship God andey” There are lots of people who have to be
challenged in that area. Your heart needs to biecigeed in that area, and my heart needs to be
challenged in that area. That is one of the idblsuo culture and of you and me. If you do not know
that, you do not know yourself very well.

Second, we need to challenge our culture’s undeistg of freedom. Our freedom is one of the very
great gifts of God to this nation. As | said earliaside of America we have the greatest freedwen t
world has ever seen, but freedom is an idol ofoalture. The biggest idol for our culture is a degor
autonomous freedom to define for myself what | a@e to do.

The third challenge is closely related. It is s#firmation—the value placed on the individual. Agat
is a wonderful thing that there is a unique digityhe individual and that every individual master
However, you do not have to be a wise person togmze that love for one’s self, love for the
individual, is destroying every social institutionthis culture. Every family and every social ingion
suffers at the relentless pursuit of self-satistectThis is at the heart of New Age religion.dtthe
heart of most pop psychology. Almost every comnatigbu will ever see on the television is saying,
“You have to live for yourself and nobody else,tdarou have to challenge that.

A fourth idol of our culture is tolerance. It issnderful thing to delight in diversity and to rege in

the cultural and racial diversity in this socieByt that delight in diversity can very easily be@the
refusal to value what is true and good and to valabove all other things. In such a context the
Christian claim of truth is an offense againstitt@ of tolerance. There is only one way of salvafi

only one name under heaven—the name of Christ—bghageople can be saved. That is offensive. It
is offensive to talk about money in this culturéwriStians do not want you to preach sermons about
money. Nobody wants you to preach sermons abosbpal freedom. Nobody wants you to preach
sermons about self-affirmation and the pursuindividual satisfaction. People do not like you
preaching sermons about tolerance. If it is dort@aéright way and really challenges them as vegitl(
not just people outside), then these are not popuéas of preaching. Why? It is because theyrare t
idols of our culture, and they are the idols of baarts. But that is where the Gospel has to becpes

in this society; otherwise, we are not preachiraj @ll, not in any way that is faithful. You areigg to
have to give an account to God one day as to whgthehave challenged the idols of people’s hearts
that stand as barriers between them and God andlibaate them from each other. You cannot claim,
as the apostle Paul does, to be clear of the lbad men—-I am innocent of the blood of all mehg
says—if you do not challenge the idols of the timehich we live. It is no accident that the heessof
our time in the church revolve around these idésars ago | was sent one of Robert Schuler’s books.
He sent one to every pastor in the United Statekjtavas calledd Theology of Self-AffirmatioMhat

a surprise that would be to one of the heresi¢geofime in which we live.
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If you wanted to design a message in a contextaddéctly fits the culture in which we live, gottoe
Crystal Cathedral. The health, wealth, and prospgaspel is a theology that is designed to apfeeal
this culture—not in the sense of building bridged aroperly respecting people, but a theology ithat
entirely shaped by the culture and that does nalteaige the culture. It encourages wealth and fggsri
it, which encourages freedom and the individuabpitrof self-satisfaction. Proponents say theseakire
blessed by God and just wonderful things so we lshjost enjoy them. But this theology is baptizing
the idols of the culture in which we live. It isetame with that whole shift in evangelical theglog
toward such a wideness in God’s mercy that peaotebe saved no matter what they believe as long as
they are sincere. That is going to become likeeatgriver, like the Mississippi in full flood, flang
through the churches in the generation to comeuseci cuts at the heart of one of the idols of our
time. But God always calls us—and this is true Wwhetou are talking to an individual or whether you
are talking to a group of people in a culture—tallgnge those areas where the heart is captiveeto t
idols of the time, the idols of the culture. Itige for you as an individual. Your greatest pesd@ifts
that God has given you are areas where you have toost aware of temptation and idolatry. If God
made you super intellectual, it is a wonderful bifit that is going to be your idol. If God made you
good-looking, or sexually attractive, that is gotngoe your idol. You better be careful. You may
commit adultery and bring dreadful discredit to @espel. If God gives you wealth and material
comfort, be careful because that is going to be ianl. It is true of anybody here, whatever your
personal gifts are. If God made you meek and geihikea wonderful thing, but be careful. You will
end up becoming flexible and pliable and abandothegruth in the face of pressure. Your strengths
are your weaknesses. You need to know that. Thvelas Paul is doing. That is what Jesus is doirgy. H
is attacking the strengths that become so redu#ydols and the great weaknesses.
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