
Spirit Stirring
Introduction:

I’ve been asked to preach on Acts 17:16-34. It is a story (sorry historical narrative) about Paul preaching in Athens to a culture that knew nothing of the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. They knew nothing of God, his truth, his people or his Word. It is very much a parallel with our society today and as such there are some tremendous lesson to learn. Paul and the First Century Church turned the world upside down and they did it all in a hostile, alien pagan culture. We should see these times as they did, exciting! But too many times we are pessimistic, apathetic and defeatist instead of excited.

Let me tell you a story and yes it really is a story not an historical narrative about two brothers from Texas, Budrough and Bufford, their daddy’s name was Boughregard and they came from Beaumont. Their momma’s name was Betty and their little sisters name was Beatrice. And their last name was………Smith.


Anyway Budrough and Bufford heard that the Texas Cattleman’s association was offering $500 a piece for wolves pelts because the wolves were destroying their cattle herds. (Is there anyone here today from PETA? If so you may want to leave before I finish this joke.) So Budrough and Bufford invest everything they have in traps, guns and bait and go out hunting for wolves. They search for days and find nothing, they search for weeks and find nothing. 

Finally, after months with nothing to show for their labor and running out of food, Budrough says to Bufford, “I miss Papa Bouregard, Mamma Betty and sister Beatrice.” Bufford said to Budgrough, “Yeah and I miss Beaumont and my girlfriend Belinda too.” 

So they decided to spend on more night in the woods and then head back home. That night Bufford heard something as they were asleep around the campfire and he woke up and look out into the dark. When his eyes adjust to the dark he saw a ring of 2 or 3 hundred wolves slowly creeping toward him and his brother. He could see their yellow glowing eyes and deadly fangs reflected in the now dying firelight. Slowly and quietly he reached over and nudged his brother Budrough. 
“Budgrough, he whispered, Wake up, wake up.!”

“What is it Bufford?

“Wake up Budrough. Look around us, We are going to be rich!”

Too many of us today are looking at the culture we are in and thinking we can’t do anything the tide has turned against us. Instead we should be like Bufford. “Oh, Lord there are so many lost people around me., I know we’re going to have a revival!”
Athens at the time of Paul


The population of Athens was at least a quarter of a million. As the seat of Greek art and science, Athens played an important role even under Roman sway—she became the university city of the Roman world, and from her radiated spiritual light and intellectual energy to Tarsus, Antioch and Alexandria. Philo, the Jew, declares that the Athenians were Hellenon oxuderkestatoi dianoian ("keenest in intellect") and adds that Athens was to Greece what the pupil is to the eye, or reason to the soul. –ISBE

I. Motivation Acts 17:16 

A. Paul sees the city wholly given to idolatry

1. The city wholly given to idolatry. Barnes Commentary quotes several ancient pagan writers about the idolatry of Athens, Pausanias says, “The Athenians greatly surpassed others in their zeal for religion” Lucian says of the city of Athens, “On every side there are altars, victims, temples, and festivals.” Livy says, that Athens “was full of the images of gods and men, adorned with every variety of material, and with all the skill of art.” And Petronius says humourously of the city, that “it was easier to find a god than a man there.” –Barnes
2. What Paul sees stirs his spirit and he acts.
B. Seeing a world wholly given to idolatry
1. Have we like Paul found ourselves in a non-Christian world?

2. Post Christianity and Neo-pagansim America
a) Today there are over 195 million non-churched people in America, making America one of the top four largest “unchurched” nations in the world.

b) In 49 of 50 states the population is growing faster than church attendance

c) In spite of the rise of mega-churches, no county in America has a greater church population than it did ten years ago.

d) During the last ten years, combined membership of all Protestant denominations declined by 9.5 percent, while the national population increased by 11.4 percent.
e) Here is the percentage of population actually attending church in the USA and the future projected percentage. 
f) Each year 3,500 to 4,000 churches close their doors forever; yet only as many as 1,500 new churches are started.

g) In other words for every church that starts four have closed. To keep pace with population Christians must start 2900 churches each year.

h) There are now nearly 60% fewer churches per 10,000 persons than in 1920.

(1) In 1920 there were 27 for every 10,000. 

(2) In 1950 there were 17 for every 10,000. 

(3) In 1996 there were 11 for every 10,000. 

(4) “Today 4 out of 5 are plateaued or declining.”

i) BJU has identified almost 1200 communities without a fundamental Bible preaching church. 

(1) Most of these are in the western states

(2) There are now circuit riding ministries operating in at least 3 western states.
3. Obviously we are a Post-Christian Nation, but I would also challenge you to realize that we are a Neo-Pagan Society as well.

4. In an online article Albert Mohler writes, “In several ways, though, Paganism was waiting for modernity to catch up with it. The emphasis on the worship of nature in virtually all variations of Pagan faith, and the embrace of a female divinity in many, situated the religion to mesh with the environmental and feminist movements that swept through the United States in the 1970s. Exactly.  The resurgence of paganism in our times is not the recovery of ancient traditions simply reasserted in a new age, but a selective New Age embrace of pagan symbols, themes, and practices in order to add "spirituality" to ideological movements such as feminism and the radical ecologists.  The gynecological and pantheistic focus of ancient paganism is exactly what Judaism and Christianity rejected in full -- and the embrace of these ancient heresies is further evidence of the widespread rejection of Christianity.”
5. I remember when I was a young boy that preacher would warn the church members about their boat being their god, or their lawn. Anything that took the place of God was in their way of thinking idolatry. I wish it was still that simple. I wish we were only dealing with people who mow their lawn or go fishing on Sunday instead of the culture of idolatry we are facing today.

6. Today we are facing not just a personal lack of faithfulness to God or his church but the wholesale replacement of the one true God with a substitute being of worship. A being that has the complete devotion of those worshipping it. As pagan a god as anything Paul faced in Athens and just as in Athens we are “wholly given over to it.”
7. So what is this idol? What is this worshipped being which has supplanted the true creator in our nation? It is not hard to recognize the new god of America’s neo-paganism. This new god is none other than man himself. Man has supplanted God and is now the idol of which our nation is prostrating itself. Man has become his own God and he worships himself in anyway he chooses.

a) In ancient times if you wish to give yourself over to sexual appetites, you worshipped at the temple of Apophrodite in which young women were employed as temple prostitutes and for a donation you worshipped the goddess while given yourself to fornication. Now you no longer need a goddess, a temple prostitute or even a temple. Sexual sin and perversion is looked upon as the ultimate experience of physical life. We worship sexuality through pornography, strip clubs and prostitution and by so doing we worship man.
8. Sexual worship is not the only area of neo-paganism. We worship athletes, we worship politicians, we worship entertainers, we worship fame and we worship wealth we worship debauchery and drunkenness but in all these what we are really worshipping is ourselves. We have replaced the true God  and even the gods of the Greeks with man!

9. Romans 1:24 24 Wherefore God also gave them up to uncleanness through the lusts of their own hearts, to dishonour their own bodies between themselves: 25 Who changed the truth of God into a lie, and worshipped and served the creature more than the Creator, who is blessed for ever. Amen.

10. And you may say but we have always had these sins and always will and you are right but there is now a cultural difference, a societal difference. In the past we as a society, as a people, knew that these sins were wrong and we believed that we would be punished for indulging in them. We as a society believed that one day each of us would stand before a holy and righteous God and be punished. Today, however, we actually believe that all these degrading, disgusting sins are not wrong but indeed are right, good and desirable. Why? What has changed? We have made ourselves our own god and “the god that is myself” wishes us only to do whatever we want to do. There is no right nor wrong there is only desire and the fulfillment or unfulfillment of that desire. 
C. The Question is what does knowing that our world is increasingly pagan do to our spirits? Stir them or stifle them.

D. Illustration Shoe Salesman
1. Two men were sent to a third world country to open up franchises for a shoe company. After a few months one man emailed his boss and said, “I need to come home. I can’t do anything done here. These people are so backward they don’t wear shoes. How can I sell shoes to people who don’t even wear them?”

2. The second man also wrote back but he had a different outlook, “Please prepare a much larger initial order than we first anticipated. The potential in this country is unlimited. I see nothing but runaway sales for years to come. Believe it or not no one in this country has any shoes!” 

3. Paul’s spirit was stirred up and he preached to people who had never heard the gospel. How will your spirit react upon seeing the same thing?
II. Medium Acts 17:2-21

A. Paul uses three channels of communicates to reach the Athenians.

1. Paul disputed with the Jews in the synagogue, the devout persons in the Agora marketplace and with the philosophers and judges in the Areopagus. 
2. These were three mediums, three channels of communication that in some cases he chose and in other the medium chose him. 
3. The Agora, the Marketplace -The Channel of Commerce and Social Networking

4. The Synagogue - The Channel of Religion and Education

5. The Areopagus, the Court and Intellect -The Channel of Law and the Intellect

6. We are calling them mediums but they are really three arenas of battle for the souls of men.

7. The main battle arena in Acts 17 is the Areopagus and so lets spend some time there.
a) Areopagus 

(1) The Areopagus saw that the laws in force were observed and executed by the properly constituted authorities; it could bring officials to trial for their acts while in office, even raise objections to all resolutions of the Council and of the General Assembly, if the court perceived a danger to the state, or subversion of the constitution. The Areopagus also protected the worship of the gods, the sanctuaries and sacred festivals, and the olive trees of Athens; and it supervised the religious sentiments of the people, the moral conduct of the citizens, as well as the education of the youth. 

(2)   Without waiting for a formal accusation the Areopagus could summon any citizen to court, examine, convict and punish him.

b) To this court Paul was summoned, at this time it was probably meeting in one of the porticoes, the porches that surrounded the Agora marketplace and was probably not physically on Mars Hill any longer though it had began there centuries ago. 

c) Paul may or may not have been forcibly arrested. In vs. 19 it says “They took him.” It appears that he was taken but not arrested yet still under the judgment of the Areopagus court Paul could be condemned and killed it was found he was “preaching a new god.” Preaching a new god was in this time a capital offense in both Athens and Rome. 

d) Those who brought him to the Areopagus were mainly the Epicureans and the Stoics. Two very different schools of philosophy. These two schools had taken philosophy and changed it from a faith to a belief system. 

(1) The Epicureans. This sect of philosophers was so named from Epicurus, who lived about 300 years before the Christian era. They denied that the world was created by God, and that the gods exercised any care or providence over human affairs, and also the immortality of the soul. His followers had embraced the doctrine that voluptuousness and the pleasures of sense were to be practiced without restraint. Both in principle and practice, therefore, they devoted themselves to a life of gaiety and sensuality, and sought happiness only in indolence, effeminacy, and voluptuousness. Confident in the belief that the world was not under the administration of a God of justice; they gave themselves up to the indulgence of every passion; the infidels of their time. Barnes
(2) The Stoics. These were a sect of philosophers, so named from the Greek stoa / porch, because Zeno, the founder of the sect, held his school and taught in a porch, in the city of Athens. Zeno died at the age of ninety-six, two hundred and-sixty-four years before Christ. The doctrines of the sect were, that the Universe was created by God; that all things were fixed by fate; that even God was under the dominion of fatal necessity; that the fates were to be submitted to; that the passions and affections were to be suppressed and restrained; that happiness consisted in the insensibility of the soul to pain; and that a man should gain an absolute mastery over all the passions and affections of his nature. They were stern in their views of virtue, and, like the Pharisees prided themselves on their own righteousness. They supposed that matter was eternal, and that God was either the animating principal or soul of the world, or that all things were a part of God.–Barnes
e) Do you recognize these groups? They are still here and more powerful than ever. They are the atheists, the agnostics, the hedonists, and the materialists of our modern world. They may not know what they believe but they practice it with the same devotion as the Epicureans and the Stoics.
8. It is interesting what the philosophers and judges said as the reason they were interested in what Paul had to say.

a) First they asked in vs. 18, “What will this babbler say? The word babbler literally means seed-picker. They were liking Paul to one of the little birds in the Agora which would swoop in and opportunistically snatch seeds that had fallen to the ground in the market. It was a common phrase and had the meaning of someone who is grabbing bits and pieces of teaching or truth from others and then trying to present it as their own coherent and systematic beliefs.

b) Others said, He seems to be a setter fourth of strange gods. This was a serious charge for as we have said to introduce a strange god in this culture and time could be considered a capital offense. The reason they thought he was introducing gods rather than God was because Paul was preaching Jesus and the resurrection. The Greek word for resurrection was anastasis and they thought he spoke of Jesus and Anastasis, two gods.
9. Paul was motivated to sow the Gospel to all these men in all these arenas.
B. We also must be willing to Sow in all arenas to bring the gospel to all men
1. What we see in Paul’s actions in Athens is that he was willing to use any medium to reach men. The application of this point to us today is that we must take the gospel to where men are by all means possible.
a) We must take it to where they are physically, intellectually and spiritually. 

2. I know we are willing to preach in church, the medium of the religion, but are we doing all that we can to communicate the gospel through the other channels of communication we have today, in order to meet people where they are.

a) Paul was eager to take the truth to any arena, the synagogue, the marketplace or the court of law. So must we be willing to as well.

b) The passage says that Paul “disputed” with them through these mediums. The word is the Greek word dialegomai, it means dispute, reason, preach, or dialogue with. The TDNT says it means to “mingle thought with thought.”

c) In order to do that you have to reach people through the channels that are open to us today.

3. They really haven’t changed that much. We must still reach them in the arena of religion through our churches, writing and preaching. We must reach them the arena of the marketplace, commerce, the places where people congregate and share their thought and ideas. Today that is TV, radio and the internet. It may still be a marketplace like fairs, festival and community parades or even donut shops. We must reach them in the area of the law and the intellect. This is the voting booth, the colleges, the schools and the legislatures of our nation and our state. 
4. So let me directly confront you here in the arena of religion, Are you doing all that you can to battle for lost souls through every channel, every medium that is opened to you?

a) The arena of the marketplace

(1) You should have a website, if you can afford it you should have a radio program or be on TV. You should be on Facebook. You should use all these things as a means of informing, warning and challenging your people and of taking the gospel into the world. 
b) Are you willing to engage in the arena of the law?

(1) Sunday Oct the 11th  was Freedom of the Pulpit Sunday. How many of us even knew that?

(2) Did you know that it was only in 1954 that it became against the law in this nation of freedom to preach against a candidate by name from the pulpit? Do you know why? Because Lyndon Baynes Johnson, was being attacked from the pulpits of Texas by Baptist preachers and in order to shut them up he introduced a law that still bears his name in the Senate siccing the IRS on any pastor who dares to point out sin in a candidate and names him. 

(3) Last Sunday 84 pastors nationwide preached against political sin and named names. They are daring the IRS to arrest them and bring them to court in order to fight in the arena of the law. 

c) If you think that  they are being too political and not spiritual by doing so, please keep in mind that also in October, the Both House of  the Legislator of the United States passed an updated Hate Crimes bill which was signed by the President of the United States. That bill includes harming or fomenting hatred towards homosexuality as a hate crime punishable by imprisonment. 
d) We were have for too long refused to fight in the arena of the ballot box and our nation, churches and families have paid the price. Many of our church members are voting the way their granddaddy did and this is not their grandfather’s political parties. 

e) We have neglected the channels that God has opened up for us and we are losing souls because they have not even been challenged with the gospel. We have forgotten that we are to be on the offensive in the arenas of this sick, sinful world We must enter into all arenas and challenge those that are there. We must be there to “mingle thought with thought” and open their mind to God and their heart to Christ
f) Paul prepared himself and then trusted God for the channels to open and when they did he stepped through eager for the battle. So must we. 

5. 1 Corinthians 9:19 – 22 19 ¶  For though I be free from all men, yet have I made myself servant unto all, that I might gain the more.20  And unto the Jews I became as a Jew, that I might gain the Jews; to them that are under the law, as under the law, that I might gain them that are under the law; 21  To them that are without law, as without law, (being not without law to God, but under the law to Christ,) that I might gain them that are without law. 22  To the weak became I as weak, that I might gain the weak: I am made all things to all men, that I might by all means save some.

C. Illustration: Adonirom Judson

1.    Adoniram Judson, the great Baptist missionary to Burma of the early 1800’s, endured untold hardships trying to reach the lost for Christ. For 7 heartbreaking years he suffered hunger and privation and preached without a single convert. During this time he was thrown into prison as a spy, and for 21 months was subjected to almost incredible mistreatment. As a result, for the rest of his life he carried the ugly scars made by the chains and iron shackles which had cruelly bound him. Upon his release he asked for permission from the same ruler who had imprisoned him to enter another province where he might resume preaching the Gospel. The godless ruler indignantly denied his request, saying "My people are not fools enough to listen to anything a missionary might SAY, but I fear they might be impressed by your SCARS and turn to your religion!"
2. Adonirom Judson was a preacher in a pagan land who was not afraid to enter any arena and stay there as long as he must to preach the gospel of Christ. 
D. Transition: 

1. Let me conclude this by also adding, that the as important as the medium is it cannot replace the message. No medium no matter how powerful or all reaching will bring revival or save a single soul. The medium is not the answer but every medium should be used to communicate the answer we find in Jesus Christ.. 
III. Message Acts 17:22-31

A. Paul preached an unchanging message to a unknowing people
1. Paul stood in the midst of the Areopagus, the council not the actual hill where the first Areopagus used to meet but now in a portico in the marketplace. 

2. He said, “I perceive that in all things ye are too superstitious.” The word here for superstitious is the word deisidaimwn it is a neutral word not a negative one (from deidw, to fear, and daimwn, deity). Paul was saying to the Athenians I see you are very religious, very reverent and worshipful. He then began to preach to them the “unknown God” 
3. He tells them as he went through the city he saw altars, places of devotion, inscribed to “the unknown god.” These were pillars or small columns which had been set up at various places in Athens many years previous to Paul’s visit. During a plague that killed many in Athens a flock of sheep was let loose and everywhere the flock stopped one of the sheep was sacrifice to the god that was closest to that spot. If there was no god near then the animal was sacrificed to the “unknown god” and a pillar set up to mark the spot. 
4. Paul preached to them the unknown God, by doing so he could not be accused of introducing a “new god” they already worshipped the unknown God but did have a full knowledge of Him. Paul would now fill in the gaps of their knowledge. 
5. Paul then proceeded to preach a masterful message of the one true God, and the man appointed by God, Jesus who will judge all of the world and His resurrection. 

a) He told them that the true God was the creator of all. He was Lord of  heaven and earth, He needed nothing from man as He was the giver of  all life and breath. The true God is the  maker of all nations from one blood. The true God was sovereign. He determined the times and the boundaries of their lives.  
b) An yet even as sovereign and creator he had made it possible for man to seek after him. 
c) He is the God of life and existence. All man, everywhere are his offspring. How could we possibly think then that the one we sprang from was constructed of gold, silver or stone. 
d) Finally, Paul says God has overlooked those times but now commands all men everywhere to repent. Repent now because God has appointed a day in which He will judge the world in righteousness by that man, the man Jesus Christ, who God has ordained to be the judge of the quick and the dead. 

e) He concludes and says God has given evidence of this truth through the resurrection of Jesus. 
B. To Harvest We Must Preach An Unchanging Message
1. When we enter into the arenas of this neo-pagan world we must always carry with us one weapon the Gospel. 

2. Quote: You don’t argue people into the kingdom of God –David Pittman.
3. Scripture:

a) Romans 1:16 For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power of God unto salvation to every one that believeth; to the Jew first, and also to the Greek.   

b) John 3:14 And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of man be lifted up:  15That whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have eternal life.  Joh 12:32  And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all men unto me. 
4. You must never underestimate the power of the Gospel. Paul says it is the power of God unto salvation. If we are to believe what Paul is saying then we must realize that there is a power, unmistakable, undeniable and yet also unfathomable in the good news of Jesus Christ. There is something supernaturally intrinsic in the story of the death burial and resurrection of Jesus that draws men to salvation. We have to believe that and we have to act on that belief. We have to preach Jesus above all other subjects of our sermons and lives. 
5. Paul could have argued philosophy with the Sophist, the Stoics and the Epicureans. It is obvious in his quotes that he was schooled in the philosophies from his time in Tarsus. He often uses Aristotelian logic in setting up his arguments of theology in the book of Romans but he does not try to use these things to win lost souls.

6. Paul takes only one weapon with him when he enters the arena, he takes the glorious Gospel of Christ.
7. The message that overcomes the ages, crosses the centuries and pierces the power of sin is and always will be the gospel of Christ. 

8. No matter how much this world changes, no matter how pagan it may become to us we can only effect it with the gospel of Christ.

C. Illustration: Loyd Alexander, drug dealer, murderer, father, child of God.
IV. Conclusion
32 ¶  And when they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some mocked: and others said, We will hear thee again of this matter. 33  So Paul departed from among them. 34  Howbeit certain men clave unto him, and believed: among the which was Dionysius the Areopagite, and a woman named Damaris, and others with them.

A. What was the result?

1. Did all believe? No. Do most believe, no? Do some believe? Yes.

2. That any believed can only be attributed to the power of the Gospel. Nothing else could from such a short discourse given in such difficult circumstances bring people to salvation.

B. What will be the result in our own, now also pagan culture?
1. Will the United States be swept into revival? No. I don’t think it will. Will many be saved? Probably not. Will some be reached? Will some be turned from death and destruction? Will some be brought to repentance and faith? Will some exchange their burden of sin for the joy of a relationship with God their Creator? Yes, yes and yes. And it will be worth it every single time. 
C. Forty Wrestlers

  In the days of the Roman Emperor Nero, there lived and served him a band of soldiers known as the "Emperor's Wrestlers." Fine, stalwart men they were, picked from the best and the bravest of the land, recruited from the great athletes of the Roman amphitheater.

   In the great amphitheater they upheld the arms of the emperor against all challengers. Before each contest they stood before the emperor's throne. Then through the courts of Rome rang the cry: "We, the wrestlers, wrestling for thee, O Emperor, to win for thee the victory and from thee, the victor's crown."

   When the great Roman army was sent to fight in Gaul, no soldiers were braver or more loyal than this band of wrestlers led by their centurion Vespasian. But news reached Nero that many Roman soldiers had accepted the Christian faith. Therefore, this decree was dispatched to the centurion Vespasian; "If there be any among your soldiers who cling to the faith of the Christian, they must die!"

   The decree was received in the dead of winter. The soldiers were camped on the shore of a frozen inland lake. It was with sinking heart that Vespasian, the centurion, read the emperor's message.

   Vespasian called the soldiers together and asked: "Are there any among you who cling to the faith of the Christian? If so, let him step forward!" Forty wrestlers instantly stepped forward two paces, respectfully saluted, and stood at attention. Vespasian paused. He had not expected so many, nor such select ones. "Until sundown I shall await your answer," said Vespasian. Sundown came. Again the question was asked. Again the forty wrestlers stepped forward.

   Vespasian pleaded with them long and earnestly without prevailing upon a single man to deny his Lord. Finally he said, "The decree of the emperor must be obeyed, but I am not willing that your comrades should shed your blood. I order you to march out upon the lake of ice, and I shall leave you there to the mercy of the elements."

   The forty wrestlers were stripped and then, falling into columns of four, marched toward the center of the lake of ice. As they marched they broke into the chant of the arena: "Forty wrestlers, wrestling for Thee, O Christ, to win for Thee the victory and from Thee, the victor's crown!" Through the night Vespasian stood by his campfire and watched. As he waited through the long night, there came to him fainter and fainter the wrestlers' song.

   As morning drew near one figure, overcome by exposure, crept quietly toward the fire; in the extremity of his suffering he had renounced his Lord. Faintly but clearly from the darkness came the song: "Thirty-nine wrestlers, wrestling for Thee, O Christ, to win for Thee the victory and from Thee, the victor's crown!"

   Vespasian looked at the figure drawing close to the fire. Perhaps he saw eternal light shining there toward the center of the lake. Who can say? But off came his helmet and clothing, and he sprang upon the ice, crying, "Forty wrestlers, wrestling for Thee, O Christ, to win for Thee the victory and from Thee, the victor's crown!"

Notes and other illustrations: 

17  Therefore disputed he in the synagogue with the Jews, and with the devout persons, and in the market daily with them that met with him.

(And in the market. In the forum. It was not only the place where provisions were sold, but was also a place of great public concourse. In this place the philosophers were not unfrequently found engaged in public discussion. –Barnes) 
 (What will this babbler say? Margin, base fellow. Greek, spermologov. The word occurs nowhere else in the New Testament. It properly means one who collects seeds; and was applied by the Greeks to the poor persons who collected the scattered grain in the fields after harvest, or to gleaners; and also to the poor, who obtained a precarious subsistence around the markets and in the streets. It was also applied to birds that picked up the scattered seeds of grain in the field, or in the markets. The word came hence to have a two-fold signification. 

1. It denoted the poor, needy, and vile; the refuse and offscouring of society; and, 

2, from the birds which were thus employed, and which were troublesome by their continual unmusical sounds, it came to denote those who were talkative, garrulous, and opinionated; those who collected the opinions of others, or scraps of knowledge, and retailed them fluently, without order or method, It was a word, therefore, expressive of their contempt for an unknown foreigner who should pretend to instruct the learned men and philosophers of Greece. Doddridge renders it, “retailer of scraps.” Syriac, “collector of words.” – Barnes)

(He preached unto them Jesus. He proclaimed him as the Messiah. The mistake which they made, by supposing that he was a foreign divinity, was one which was perfectly natural for minds degraded like theirs by idolatry. They had no idea of a pure God; they knew nothing of the doctrine of the Messiah; and they naturally supposed, therefore, that he of whom Paul spoke so much must be a god of some other nation, of a rank similar to their own divinities. 

And the resurrection. The resurrection of Jesus, and through him the resurrection of the dead. It is evident, I think, that by the resurrection (thn anastasin) they understood him to refer to the name of some goddess. Such was the interpretation of Chrysostom. The Greeks had erected altars to Shame, and Famine, and Desire, (Paus. i. 17,) and it is probable that they supposed “the resurrection,” or the Anastasis, to be the name also of some unknown goddess who presided over the resurrection. Thus they regarded him as a setter forth of two foreign or strange gods.—Jesus, and the Anastasis, or resurrection.- Barnes)
19  And they took him, and brought him unto Areopagus, saying, May we know what this new doctrine, whereof thou speakest, is?

(It was unlawful in Rome or Athens to introduce “New gods.” Paul went at risk of punishment in order to preach the gospel to these pagans.) 

(Ver. 19. And brought him unto Areopagus. Margin, or Mars’ hill. This was the place or court in which the Areopagites, the celebrated supreme judges of Athens, assembled. It was on a hill almost in the middle of the city; but nothing now remains by which we can determine the form or construction of the tribunal. The hill is almost entirely a mass of stone, and is not easily accessible, its sides being steep and abrupt. On many accounts this was the most celebrated tribunal in the world. Its decisions were distinguished for justice and correctness; nor was there any court in Greece in which so much confidence was placed. This court took cognizance of murders, impieties, and immoralities; they punished vices of all kinds, including idleness; they rewarded the virtuous; they were peculiarly attentive to blasphemies against the gods, and to the performance of the sacred mysteries of religion. It was, therefore, with the greatest propriety that Paul was questioned before this tribunal, as being regarded as a setter forth of strange gods, and as being supposed to wish to introduce a new mode of worship. See Potter’s Antiquities of Greece, b. i. ch. xix; and Travels of Anacharsis, vol. i. pp. 136, 185; ii. pp. 292—295. –Barnes)

(Areopagus may designate either the hill of Mars (v. 22,AV), which was situated between the market place and the Acropolis, or the council, which met in ancient times on Mars' Hill. Verses 22, 33 make the latter more probable. This council was not a trial court but a group of men who supervised religious and educational matters. Paul appeared before this council to give an account of his "philosophy," apparently to enable them to determine whether he should be permitted to teach in Athens. 21. The Athenians and the foreign residents were noted for their curiosity, being eager to know "the last new idea" (Lake and Cadbury). 22. Mars' Hill is the same word translated Areopagus in Acts 17:19 and should be so rendered. Standing in the midst of this council, Paul attempted to make a point of contact by observing that they were very religious. This is a better translation than too superstitious, although both meanings are possible. -from The Wycliffe Bible Commentary, Electronic Database. Copyright (c) 1962 by Moody Press) 

20  For thou bringest certain strange things to our ears: we would know therefore what these things mean.

21  (For all the Athenians and strangers which were there spent their time in nothing else, but either to tell, or to hear some new thing.)

22 ¶  Then Paul stood in the midst of Mars hill, and said, Ye men of Athens, I perceive that in all things ye are too superstitious. (very religious) 
23  For as I passed by, and beheld your devotions, I found an altar with this inscription, TO THE UNKNOWN GOD. Whom therefore ye ignorantly worship, him declare I unto you.

(Your devotions. ta sebasmata. Our word devotions refers to the act of worship—to prayers, praises, etc. The Greek word here used means, properly, any sacred thing; any object which is worshipped, or which is connected with the place or rites of worship. Thus it is applied either to the gods themselves, or to the temples, altars, shrines, sacrifices, statues, etc., connected with the worship of the gods. This is its meaning here. It does not denote that Paul saw them engaged in the act of worship, but that he was struck with the numerous temples, altars, statues, etc., which were reared to the gods, and which indicated the state of the people. Syriac, “The temple of your gods.” Vulgate, “your images.” Margin, “gods that ye worship?” 

I found an altar. An altar usually denotes a place for sacrifice. Here, however, it does not appear that any sacrifice was offered; but it was probably a monument of stone, reared to commemorate a certain event, and dedicated to the unknown God. –Barnes)
(Whom therefore ye ignorantly worship There is here a fine paronomasia, or play on the words. The apostle tells them that (on their system) they were a very religious people—that they had an altar inscribed, agnwstw yew, to the unknown God: him therefore, says he, whom, agnountev, ye unknowingly worship, I proclaim to you. Assuming it as a truth, that, as the true God was not known by them, and that there was an altar dedicated to the unknown god, his God was that god whose nature and operations he now proceeded to declare. By this fine turn he eluded the force of that law which made it a capital offense to introduce any new god into the state, and of the breach of which he was charged, {#Ac 17:18}; and thus he showed that he was bringing neither new god nor new worship among them; but only explaining the worship of one already acknowledged by the state, though not as yet known. – Clarke) 
(It has often been maintained that in Athens Paul attempted the intellectual approach and tried to be a philosopher among the philosophers rather than preaching the simple gospel of Jesus Christ. This is not a valid criticism, for the heart of the early Christian proclamation was the resurrection of Jesus Christ, and this was Paul's central emphasis in Athens. No message could have been more unpalatable to Greek philosophers than that of bodily resurrection from the dead and a day of judgment. A message of personal immortality in a disembodied state would have been acceptable, but the assertion of bodily resurrection was "untactful." Paul did not water down his gospel; he proclaimed the truth that struck at the very heart of Greek philosophy. - from The Wycliffe Bible Commentary, Electronic Database. Copyright (c) 1962 by Moody Press)

   See what vitality the Gospel has! Plunge her under the wave, and she rises the purer from her washing; thrust her in the fire, and she comes out the more bright for her burning; cut her in sunder, and each piece shall make another church; behead her, and, like the hydra of old, she shall have a hundred heads for every one you cut away. She cannot die, she must live; for she has the power of God within her.

· Spurgeon
Paganism resurgence in America –Albert Mohler
Samuel G. Freedman of The New York Times  took a look at the resurgence of pagan religions and practices in postmodern America.  He found Michael York, a serious-minded pagan who observes Samhain "the autumnal new year for Pagans," and the historic precursor to the modern holiday of Halloween.  Reading the names of his ancestors while facing a pagan altar, Mr. York remarks that, on Samhain, "the veil between the worlds is understood to be thinnest."

Freedman also found the Rev. Selena Fox, senior minister and high priestess of Circle Sanctuary, a Wiccan church in Barneveld, Wisconsin.  Rev. Fox won a major legal battle when the Department of Veterans Affairs agreed to allow the Wiccan pentacle on the gravestones of dead Wiccan soldiers.  “Our symbol was literally being carved in stone and taking its place alongside the symbols of other religions," she said.  "Our religion was at last getting equal treatment. It was one of those crossroads moments.”

The most significant feature of Samuel Freedman's report is his recognition of how ancient paganism experienced a resurgence in postmodern America -- now claiming as many as 500,000 to 1 million adherents of one sort or another:

In several ways, though, Paganism was waiting for modernity to catch up with it. The emphasis on the worship of nature in virtually all variations of Pagan faith, and the embrace of a female divinity in many, situated the religion to mesh with the environmental and feminist movements that swept through the United States in the 1970s.

Exactly.  The resurgence of paganism in our times is not the recovery of ancient traditions simply reasserted in a new age, but a selective New Age embrace of pagan symbols, themes, and practices in order to add "spirituality" to ideological movements such as feminism and the radical ecologists.  The gynecological and pantheistic focus of ancient paganism is exactly what Judaism and Christianity rejected in full -- and the embrace of these ancient heresies is further evidence of the widespread rejection of Christianity.

"From academia to the military, in the person of chaplains and professors, through successful litigation and online networking, Paganism has done much in the last generation to overcome its perception as either Satanism or silliness," Samuel G. Freedman writes. Well, whatever you want to call it, the resurgence of paganism is a keen reminder that old heresies never die; they just fade away only to return once again.

�16 ¶  Now while Paul waited for them at Athens, his spirit was stirred in him, when he saw the city wholly given to idolatry.





�17  Therefore disputed he in the synagogue with the Jews, and with the devout persons, and in the market daily with them that met with him.


18  Then certain philosophers of the Epicureans, and of the Stoicks, encountered him. And some said, What will this babbler say? other some, He seemeth to be a setter forth of strange gods: because he preached unto them Jesus, and the resurrection.


19  And they took him, and brought him unto Areopagus, saying, May we know what this new doctrine, whereof thou speakest, is?


20  For thou bringest certain strange things to our ears: we would know therefore what these things mean.


21  (For all the Athenians and strangers which were there spent their time in nothing else, but either to tell, or to hear some new thing.)





�22 ¶  Then Paul stood in the midst of Mars’ hill, and said, Ye men of Athens, I perceive that in all things ye are too superstitious.


23  For as I passed by, and beheld your devotions, I found an altar with this inscription, TO THE UNKNOWN GOD. Whom therefore ye ignorantly worship, him declare I unto you.


24  God that made the world and all things therein, seeing that he is Lord of heaven and earth, dwelleth not in temples made with hands;


25  Neither is worshipped with men’s hands, as though he needed any thing, seeing he giveth to all life, and breath, and all things;


26  And hath made of one blood all nations of men for to dwell on all the face of the earth, and hath determined the times before appointed, and the bounds of their habitation;


27  That they should seek the Lord, if haply they might feel after him, and find him, though he be not far from every one of us:


28  For in him we live, and move, and have our being; as certain also of your own poets have said, For we are also his offspring.


29  Forasmuch then as we are the offspring of God, we ought not to think that the Godhead is like unto gold, or silver, or stone, graven by art and man’s device.


30  And the times of this ignorance God winked at; but now commandeth all men every where to repent:


31  Because he hath appointed a day, in the which he will judge the world in righteousness by that man whom he hath ordained; whereof he hath given assurance unto all men, in that he hath raised him from the dead.








