Paul’s Missionary Journey pt. 7

Athens pt. 1.

Acts 17:16-21
1. Vv. 14-15.  Again Paul is forced to flee.  He was taken towards the coast and was accompanied as far as Athens.
   He leaves Silas and Timothy behind.  A Possible reconstruction:
a. They rejoined Paul in Athens.  Cf. 1Thess. 3:1.  
b. Timothy went back to Thessalonica.  Cf. 1Thess. 3:2.  
c. They retraced their path to Macedonia.  Cf. 18:5.   
d. Paul then traveled from Athens to Corinth where he was rejoined by Silas and Timothy.  Cf. 18:1.  
2. V. 16.  Paul in Athens.  The trip from Athens involved a journey of about 170 miles.  It was, in Paul’s day, more symbol than essence.  It long since lost its political eminence.  Though comparatively small, still it represented the apex of culture and learning.  
a. Culturally.  The sculptures, literature and oratories from the 5th century B.C. have yet to be surpassed. 
b. Politically.  Athens was the cradle of democracy, the mother of the political concept of individual freedom.  

c. Philosophically.  It was the city of Socrates and Plato and adopted home of Aristotle, Epicurus, and Zeno.  
3. Vv. 16-18a.  The affect of Athens on Paul.  Today to visit is to admire the many temples as works of art.  Not so in Paul’s day- they were temples and images of pagan gods.  
a. Paul’s spirit was provoked within him.  To a native of Tarsus they were not new.  Cf. 21:39.  To Paul, reared on the milk of torah, they were idols and nothing more.  Cf. 1Cor. 10:20.  His predominate feeling was that of indignation.  paroxu,nw- cognate to a word that comes into the English as ‘Paroxysm’.   
b. Technically he was waiting to rejoin his friends.  Paul was not the type to take a total break from the main business of his life- the commission Jesus gave Him.  

i. It confirmed what he later pronounced to the Corinthians.  The world by wisdom knew not God.  Cf. 1Cor. 1:21.  

ii. Paul attacked on two fronts.  

1. Synagogue.  He reasoned daily with Jews and God-fearing Gentiles.  

2. Marketplace.  The Agora was an open "place of assembly" in ancient Greek city-states. Early in Greek history (900s–700s BCE), free-born male land-owners who were citizens would gather in the agora for military duty or to hear statements of the ruling king or council. Later in Greek history, the agora served as a marketplace where merchants kept stalls or shops to sell their goods under colonnades.

4. V. 18a.  The two prominent groups singled out.  They were of rival philosophical schools. The Stoics were more numerous.  
a. Epicureans.  They claimed Epicurus (340-270 B.C.) as their founder.  He erected an philosophy on the atomic physics of Democritus and posed pleasure as the highest aim in life.  They highest pleasure was found in a life of ease free from pain, passions, and problems.   
i. Theologically. It was essentially deistic.  They were, therefore indifferent to the gods; they viewed them as too distant too be concerned about them.

b. Stoics
.  They claimed Cypriot Zeno as their founder (c. 340-265 B.C.)  and met in the stoa poikile, the “painted colonnade” in the Agora, where he once taught in Athens.  
i. Theologically.  They emphasized living consistent with Nature and ascribed great importance to reason and individual responsibility and self-sufficiency.  They were essentially pantheistic and viewed God as the world-soul.
  

ii. Politically.  They believed in a cosmopolis or world-state,  humanity free and equal.  
iii. Ethically.  They were marked by great earnestness and a high sense of duty.  

They were essentially rival pre-Christian approaches to life and living.  Post- Christianity has not done better.  

5. V. 18b.  Stoicism and Epicureanism are united in their assessment of the gospel of Christ.  The message of the gospel was foolishness!  Cf. 1Cor. 1:18-25.
a. Philosophically.  They call Paul a “babbler”  Athenian slang.  Lit.  spermolo,goj, a Philosophical scavenger or seed picker- a scrap-monger.  
b. Theologically.  He is viewed as proclaiming “foreign divinities”
 in that he preached about “Jesus and the resurrection.” It is something entirely foreign to their religious framework.  
Stott notes that both Paul’s speeches to pagans are misunderstood.  “The Athenians imagine two new gods, while the Lystrans think they are seeing two old ones!  Could Luke be warning his readers of ways in which pagans misunderstand?”
  
6. Vv. 19-21.  Paul at the Areopagus
.  The Areopagus was the place where the most venerable judicial court of ancient Greece met.  It had long since lost its judicial significance but commanded great respect during the time of Rome.  He wasn’t so much as being tried as invited to air his views before experts.  
V. 21.  Luke’s editorial depiction of the Athenians is as true as it is ironic.  It is true.  Bruce notes the Athenians censored themselves for this very propensity.  It was ironic.  Were they not more deserving of the title “babbler” than Paul?  So it is with the world.  
� The Byzantine text has a variant giving the impression that they pretended to catch a ship to through pursuers of the trail similar to the spies at Jericho.  


� Wickepedia.


� Diogenes summarized their views: “Nothing to fear in God; Nothing to feel in death; Good can be obtained; Evil can be endured.”  Bock citing Witherton.  P. 561.  


� Bruce. P. 330.


� Bruce sees it expressed best in Invictus.


� The word for ‘divinities’ here is daimonia, which does not always mean ‘demons’ but probably denotes ‘lesser’ gods.  They may have thought in terms of a couple of new and inferior gods.  Some have noted the similarity in sound to “Ihsw and anastasis.”  It may be intended by Luke secondarily but it isn’t likely his primary thought absent the expected clarification needed to make it explicit.  That may be too subtle.  


� Stott. P. 282.


� Areopagus means literally ‘the Hill (pagos) of Ares (the Greek equivalent of Mars), so ‘Mars Hill.’  





