




“Jerusalem is where God’s word is honored, and though not everyone living there is a 
believer, the culture is ultimately rooted in the reality of God and the truth of his law. 
The Temple dominates the landscape, worship is central to life … Disputes are 
settled by appeals to the law of God … Jerusalem is not heaven, of course, but all of 
culture—politics, justice, art, and the work of one’s hands and mind—all of culture 
resonates with the God who has spoken and who is Redeemer, Judge, and King.” 

“Babylon has become home to people from every part of the known world. God’s 
word and law, if acknowledged at all, are seen as simply one option among many, 
representing the provincial beliefs of a people whose god has been soundly defeated 
by the army of Anu, Enlil, and Ea, the three great Babylonian deities. The culture, 
personified in the king, is idolatrous and unjust, with morals repugnant to true 
righteousness. Here the people of God are a small minority, living among people who 
do not share their deepest convictions, in a society in which a variety of beliefs and 
values compete for acceptance.

~ Dennis Haack, “Living in Exile: A Model for Faithfulness”   .









Anyone notice that people tend to get offended easily today?
How do we typically respond when we’re offended?  (FIGHT OR FLIGHT: respond with attacks 
of our own, anger, hostility or withdraw).  

As natural as this is, it is not a “gospel response.”  That is, it is not the response that our 
Lord took toward us when we assaulted his values.  Nor is it the response of Christ’s apostles 
as they engaged a pagan culture that assaulted their values as monotheistic Jews.  

Just as God in Christ has loved us while we were His enemies and sent His Son to die for us 
(Rom 5:8), so we should winsomely and redemptively engage a world that is hostile toward 
the things of God.  This will require perspective, wisdom, and discernment for how to turn the 
idolatry of our culture into opportunities to point them toward the only thing that can truly 
satisfy.

The objective of this lesson is to (1) distinguish between personal offense and godly 
distress, and
(2) personally identify areas where personal offense needs to be replaced by godly 
distress, which will likely require repentance, faith in the gospel (as motivation and power for 
obedience), and obedience as we step out of our comfort zones.  



The model that we will look at today that presents a contrast between personal 
offense and a “gospel response” is based on the apostle Paul’s experience in Athens 
(recorded in Acts 17).  

Here was a man … 
● who was passionate about following Jesus, 
● who devoted his life to the mission of the church, 
● who was committed to personal holiness and obedience, and 
● who effectively engaged a culture that did not share his faith.  

Acts 17 is a perfect example for us to look at to think through this issue because it 
records the experience of this man when his Christian sensibilities were assaulted.  



On Paul’s second missionary journey—his first foray into Europe—he got into some trouble for 
his preaching in northern Greece in Thessalonica and Berea, which caused him to become 
separated from his friends, Silas and Timothy.  He ended up being transported to Athens 
where he waited for Silas and Timothy to rejoin him.  Acts 17:16 picks up the story at that point 
and records his initial experience in the city.

Paroxyno = to irritate, provoke, exasperate, burn with anger. (we derive “paroxysm” from it—
i.e., convulsion, fit, spasm) 

(Q) What does Luke say caused Paul’s distress?  
(The idolatry of the pagan Athenians.  Luke says the city was “full of idols.”  Xenophon spoke 
of the city as “one great altar, one great sacrifice.”  The whole Greek pantheon was there … 
every god that they knew, and even some that they didn’t, was represented throughout the city.  
Many of these idols were beautifully crafted, but many of them also were what we might define 
as pornographic.  Paul’s sensibilities were assaulted by overwhelming and blatant idolatry, 
much of which was very sexual in nature.  No wonder he was “greatly distressed.”)

So, Paul had a very visceral, intense reaction.  It hit him in the gut.  But here’s the premise of 
today’s lesson:

Despite his clear distress, Paul’s experience is profoundly different from the many 
Christians’ typical offense at non-Christian behavior.  Let’s explore the differences and 
learn from Paul’s example.  The first difference is... (next slide)



Look at what what Paul did as a result of that distress... (next slide)







(1) He did not withdraw from the people of the city.  He reasoned with both to Jews and 
Greeks interested in Judaism in the synagogues, as well as pagans in the marketplace in 
the center of the city.  

(2) He did not withdraw from the idolatry of the people.  He “looked carefully” at the idols 
prior to engaging the philosophers in the Areopagus on Mars Hill, and he quoted a Greek 
poet writing an hymn to Zeus and applied it to Yahweh, and then he quoted a Greek Stoic 
philosopher to reinforce his point!  In other words, he thoughtfully and discerningly 
immersed himself in the surrounding “distressing” culture so that he could find a 
way to connect with the people of that culture. He was acting like a missionary seeking 
to make a bridge to the gospel to people who did not know the one true God.

Discernment means, by definition, intentionally engaging the surrounding culture—actively 
engaging the literature, art, and media of the unbelieving world in which we are called to live 
as salt and light.  
Much of that material will offend Christian sensibilities, but that should not surprise us.  
We’re in Babylon, not Jerusalem.  We shouldn’t be surprised when Babylonians make 
Babylonian movies.  

Despite the expectation that we’ll be offended, Paul commands us not to withdraw... (next 
slide)



Remember Jesus’ “High Priestly Prayer” in John 17 that we looked at last week:

“15 My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you protect them from the evil 
one. 16 They are not of the world, even as I am not of it. 17 Sanctify them by the truth; your word 
is truth. 18 As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world.”



When an offended Christian withdraws from the surrounding culture, not only is he 
distancing himself from the apostolic model, but he is also distancing himself from 
Christ.  

[Show 2 quotes]

(Q) What does it suggest about us when we withdraw due to offense?
(Encourage responses.  Some points to consider:
1.  We think we are “clean” and others are “corrupted,” which at the end of the day is a form 
of self-righteousness.
2. On the other hand, we may acknowledge our weakness and inability to be faithful in the 

face of temptation, in which case the call is to grow to maturity so that we can engage in 
appropriate ways in appropriate places (given our gifts, temptations, callings).

3. What else?)



(Q) How do you respond to Stott’s call to engage those who are so very different from 
us?





Realize that idolatry was the chief sin of OT Israel.  Their trust in false gods instead of 
Yahweh was the reason they experienced exile.  This was an in-your-face, explicit offense 
toward a faithful Jew.  Nevertheless, Paul was able to get beyond his personal offense and see 
it as an opportunity to address them.  

(Q) What did Paul have in common with the Athenians?
(He was a devout follower of Christ, and they were incredibly religious.  Spirituality (of some 
sort) was important to both of them.  A relationship with the divine was important.  Granted, 
their spirituality was depraved and false, but nevertheless, he was able to recognize the need 
in them to connect with the God they were groping toward but did not know.  Their very idolatry 
became the occasion for sharing the gospel.)

(Q) What points of common ground can we find with the idolatry of our culture?
Open-ended... Consider:
● movies that have a false understanding of spirituality (e.g., the picture of heaven in “What 

Dreams May Come,” the quest for reality and true understanding of the world in “The 
Matrix,” 

● the desire for tolerance and peace behind a “COEXIST” bumper sticker, etc.
● A longing for everyone to be treated fairly by a liberal social justice crusader
● a sense of security and “peace” through alcoholism.  



The thing that is incredibly striking here is not simply that Paul was familiar with Greek poetry.  

What is striking is that he quotes approvingly a poet who was clearly referring to Zeus!
Paul is actually creatively misapplying the statement from a pagan poet that is only true when 
applied to the true God.  

It’s the subversive nature of this that lends its power.  A pagan assumption (that we are Zeus’ 
offspring) is shown to be untrue, not by challenging it directly, but through agreement in such a 
way that it is assigned a radical new meaning:  it’s actually true, not of Zeus, but of the God 
who rose Jesus from the dead.



The concept of heart idolatry will help you with this:  what is a good desire that is 
sought in someone or some thing other than God?  How does the kernel of 
appropriate longing that motivates them to pursue their idol bridge to the gospel?







Denis Haack put it this way... (next slide)



(Q) Response?  Thoughts?

Summary of “Lessons from Athens”:
1. Godly distress leads to engagement with the surrounding culture rather than 

withdrawal from it.
2. Godly distress moves us to creatively find points of contact with the surrounding 

culture.
3. Godly distress is concerned for and passionate about the glory of God.  It is this 

motivation that undergirds all efforts to engage the culture and creatively and winsomely 
share the gospel.





Take a minute to pray where you’re seated.  

And then, if you’re comfortable sharing, I’d love to hear some specific thoughts that you 
have about what you sense God is saying to you about this.












