Acts 17:22-34

Christmas on Mars Hill
Paul walks into Athens, sees the idolatry and ignorance, and it grieves him.  But instead of bailing out of town and withdrawing from the culture in Athens he engages it and finds open doors through which to bring in the gospel.  He sees that the people are sincere, but confused and offers to help them find the truth they say they are looking for.  He introduces them to God as the Creator, Judge and Savior of the world and uses elements of their own culture to do it. 
Paul was able to take this approach because he knew what he believed and he understood what he was looking at.  Christmas provides us an opportunity similar to that on Mars Hill – there are symbols and images everywhere – there are plenty of avenues to talk to people about spiritual matters.  But in order to do so, we also have to understand what we believe and what we are looking at.  

And that’s the problem – we know what we believe, but we’re not sure what we’re looking at.  There is a lot of confusion out there about Christmas.  Is it a Christian holiday that has been hijacked by merchants or is it a pagan holiday that we need to completely withdraw from?  Most Christians aren’t really sure, and that means they can’t reach out like Paul did on Mars Hill.

The church’s response to Christmas has covered the entire spectrum over the years.  The English and American Puritans completely withdrew from Christmas because of the partying and drunkenness that was associated with the Yuletide season in England.  Things got so bad that once Oliver Cromwell overthrew the monarchy his Puritan government outlawed Christmas in England by an Act of Parliament in 1644; December 25th was declared to be set aside for fasting and going to market; shops were compelled to be open; plum puddings and mince pies condemned as being food for heathens. 
  Eventually the monarchy was restored and the holiday was reinstated in the public square but the Puritan churches and many Presbyterian churches refused to celebrate Christmas for nearly two-hundred years, even after they came to America.

And now the pendulum is swinging in the complete opposite direction.  This week I almost had a meltdown when I was driving along and saw a church advertising Breakfast with Santa.  I just about lost it!  I asked Mady: “What, was Jesus already booked for that date so they had to grab Santa?”  Now, I understand, their hearts may be right, they may be trying to reach out in the best way the can think of, but I’m just saying that maybe they should re-think the strategy a bit because in the eyes of most people, Santa Claus has nothing to do with the church – he belongs at the mall.  Ironically, the jolly old man that has become a modern retail symbol started off firmly planted in the church – we’ll talk about that a little later.
So which approach is right, total rejection or total immersion, how should we respond to Christmas?  The answer lies somewhere in the middle, and Paul will show us the path.
Look with me at his approach to the culture of Athens and then we’ll consider how we can apply the same strategy to Christmas.

Meet God

22So Paul, standing in the midst of the Areopagus, said: “Men of Athens, I perceive that in every way you are very religious.23For as I passed along and observed the objects of your worship, I found also an altar with this inscription, ‘To the unknown god.’ What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you.
As Paul walks through Athens, this is some of what he sees:
· Temple of Zeus, one of the four largest temples of the era.  Though unfinished in Paul’s day, construction was well underway and it was still impressive.  It had 104 Corinthian Columns carved out of marble; they were 56 feet high and over 5 feet in diameter.  The foundation was 354 feet long and 135 feet wide, and the whole structure was over 90 feet tall.  Inside, it contained a statue of Zeus made of gold and ivory.

· Theatre of Dionysus, home to a large festival every spring.

· Altar and statue of Athena arguing with Poseidon.
· Temples of Nike (victory); Artemis, Athena, Poseidon (which was 78 feet long, 42 feet wide, and 25 feet high), 

· The Parthenon – dedicated to the goddess Athena whom the city was named for.  238 feet in length, 111 feet wide, 34 feet tall and included 46 columns.  Included a large statue of Athena carved from gold and ivory.  The inside walls were covered with engravings that told the stories of much of the Greek mythology like stained glass windows in medieval churches that share the story of Christianity.  Outside, the temple was surrounded by other statues of lesser gods and great men who were arranged so as to appear to be offering homage to the great gods depicted in the Parthenon.

So he says, “I see you are very religious, you recognize that there may be another god that you have left out.  Well, there is; let me tell you about Him.”

24The God who made the world and everything in it, being Lord of heaven and earth, does not live in temples made by man, 25nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all mankind life and breath and everything.26And he made from one man every nation of mankind to live on all the face of the earth, having determined allotted periods and the boundaries of their dwelling place,27that they should seek God, in the hope that they might feel their way toward him and find him. Yet he is actually not far from each one of us,28for

“‘In him we live and move and have our being’;
as even some of your own poets have said,

“‘For we are indeed his offspring.’
29Being then God's offspring, we ought not to think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone, an image formed by the art and imagination of man.
Paul quotes from their own poets in making his argument.  He’s not saying they are 100% correct, just like he’s not saying that the fact they were an obviously religious people was right on; what he is saying is that they have picked up on something that has elements of truth in it and now he want to completely unveil that truth for them.

You will find that many non-Christians can be good people, there can be something “good” or “truthful” about them.  They may even be better in some ways than many Christians you know – they may have better character, they may be better at work, they may be nicer – but they still are not saved.  We spoke a few weeks ago about the fact that God doesn’t grade on a curve and it only takes one single sin to damn you to hell for eternity.  They may be doing alright – scoring a 90 or a 95, but if it’s not a perfect 100 it isn’t enough and the only way to reach perfection is through Jesus.
Paul is speaking before a group of intellectual elites and he preaches Jesus and the resurrection and God as Creator, Judge and Savior.  It is a simple message, not a complex apologetic that you have to spend years studying and reading to comprehend and be able to use in debates.
30The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent,31because he has fixed a day on which he will judge the world in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed; and of this he has given assurance to all by raising him from the dead.”

He overlooked it, that is, He withheld judgment and continued to unfold His plan of salvation.  He did not instantly destroy mankind.  Peter tells us  (2 Pe 3:9) that God is not slow as some count slowness but is willing that all should be saved. Now He has sent me to you to explain these things and you will no longer be able to say “we didn’t know.”  How will you respond?
He is Savior

32Now when they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some mocked. But others said, “We will hear you again about this.”33So Paul went out from their midst.34But some men joined him and believed, among whom also were Dionysius the Areopagite and a woman named Damaris and others with them.

People responded like they always do: some scoffed; some questioned; some accepted.  Our concern is not with how people respond, but rather, are we faithful in our testimony?
Now let’s consider how Paul’s approach applies to us.  He walked into town, took a look around, and started sharing the gospel based on what he was seeing which was a city full of idols and temples. 
We see a city full of wreaths, trees, candles, lights, reindeer, and Santa Claus.  Paul was able to turn the conversation toward Jesus because he understood what he was looking at and what the poets and philosophers were saying.  If we want to do the same thing with Christmas we need to know a lot more of the background data – we need to understand what we are looking at in the first place before we can use it as a bridge to the gospel.

Let’s start off with the first question: Is Christmas a Christian or a pagan holiday?  It’s both.

· The modern holiday we celebrate as Christmas originally existed as Saturnalia and other celebrations observing the passing of the winter solstice.

· The early church didn’t even regularly celebrate the birthday of Christ until the late fourth century and even then it was celebrated on different dates in different locations.
  The first recorded celebration wasn’t until 336 in Rome.
  Eventually as Christianity became more established in the Roman Empire Christians sought to redeem the pagan celebrations of their day by adding a Christian element to them.
· As the church spread into Europe indigenous tribes accepted Christianity and their pagan celebrations were redeemed as well and added much of the “wintery” feel so common to our understandings of Christmas.

Is this kind of relabeling of things good or bad?  Well, if you think about it, that’s actually how we live the majority of our lives as Christians.  Because we live as children of God in a fallen world we constantly have to wrestle with the question – how do I do this thing that everyone else is doing, and yet do it in a way that honors God?   How do I redeem my marriage, my hobbies, my grocery shopping, my everything?  We have to ask ourselves: what would it look like if Jesus worked at my job?  What would it look like if Jesus was the father of a toddler?  In other words, how does God want me to act in this situation so that I walk with integrity and He is glorified.

And so we ask: what will it look like to have Christmas for Jesus?  Can I have a Christmas tree for Jesus?  Can we tell Jesus about Santa Claus?  The answers may be surprising to some of you.

The story of Santa is perfect case study for showing us how easy it is to lose sight of meaning if we don’t reinforce it consistently.
Nicholas of Myra lived in the early fourth century he was the bishop of the church which was in the region of Lycia in modern Turkey.  Very little is actual known about the man, but he is said to have been especially kind to children and to have passed out gifts to them.  He was eventually canonized by the church and is now known as Saint Nicholas.

Saints all have feast days assigned to them and Nicholas’s happened to be December 6th.  For centuries Christians in Germany, Switzerland, and the Netherlands observed this day by giving gifts to children.
  

Saint Nicholas, Sinterklaas in Dutch, became Santa Claus

1823 – ‘Twas the Night Before Christmas was published which described Santa as being a heavyset old man with eight tiny reindeer.

1863 Thomas Nast a cartoonist drew our modern image of Santa Claus which was published in Harper’s Weekly and quickly became the standard.

1930’s – Coca-Cola picked up his image and used it heavily for advertising 

IOW - Nobody has cornered the market on who Santa Claus is - Santa needs to be RESTORED and shown to be a servant of God who was motivated by true love for others.  We as Christians have just as much of a right as anyone else to define who Saint Nicholas is.
Carols - The origin of Carols to convey meaning to the average people.
· The Catholic church traces the very first form of a carol back to the fourth century, probably from around the time the first celebrations occurred.  The earliest German version of carols date from the eleventh and twelfth centuries, the earliest French noels from the eleventh, the earliest carols from the thirteenth.

· 16th century pageants – musical plays performed on carts drawn through the streets.

· The Second Council of Tours (can. xi, xvii) proclaims, in 566 or 567, the sanctity of the "twelve days" from Christmas to Epiphany

Carols should be used to reinforce our theology and our sense of wonder – they should hit us in the head and the move us in our heart.
Creche - St. Francis of Assisi in 1223 in Italy conducted the first nativity scene.  He staged the event at a cave in Italy and conducted a Midnight Mass with carols sung by friars.
  They are a great decoration to set up around the house and use to anchor the holiday in the manger instead of the mall.
Christmas trees - have their strongest roots in Germany where they were endorsed by Martin Luther
 and appear in literature dating back to 1605 at Strasburg.
  Became most popular when Queen Victoria of England married Prince Albert of Germany.  Albert brought the tradition with him to England and in 1848 an engraving showing the royal family gathered around a Christmas tree was published in a London newspaper.  The tradition rapidly caught on and spread across the Atlantic to America.
The Christmas tree can be REDEEMED and used as festive decorations like lilies at Easter or fireworks on the Fourth of July – it’s all part of celebration and although it’s not inherently spiritual, it’s not against Christ either.

Rudolph –  didn’t come into being until 1939 when Robert Mays, a copy writer for the Montgomery Wards department store, wrote Rudolph the Red-nosed reindeer as a promotional book to draw customers into the store.

Rudolph serves as a warning of how easily materialism can creep in and suck the joy out of our celebrations.

Conclusion:

Everybody has their pen out and is trying to define what Christmas means.  Your challenge this year is to determine: what are you celebrating?  Are you doing this for Jesus, or is it all just tradition?  We have a commission to redeem all that we come in contact with – to breathe new, Christ honoring life into all that we do.  And as we do so, we also have been commanded to share that knowledge with others.
So go out, enjoy the season, revel in it – take it in to the fullest, but put Christ at the center.  You’ll glorify Him, you won’t be let down no matter how things turn out or what gifts you don’t get - and maybe doors will open for you to share Him with others.

Acts 17:22-34

Meet God: Creator, Judge, Savior

Areopagus, hill of Ares, Gr god of war – Roman ‘Mars’, Mars Hill

Both the court and the geography – like wall street is both a street and the stock exchange

Which god?  Definitions are EVERYTHING.

You are giving up your life – your time, talents, and treasures in pursuit of NOTHING instead of the true God.  You are spending your life consuming and sacrificing for an idol that is nothing.  You have a philosophy to live by or a goal to pursue, but what do you do when it comes time to die or when you don’t attain your goal?

He is Creator – the point is His control and providence over creation regardless of how you interpret the various clauses.
** This is how they are trying to reach the gods of their day.  How are we trying to reach those of our day?  What are our temples?  What are the sacrifices we bring there?
1.  Education – we sacrifice and go into debt to get an education, but then how many of us couldn’t find work in our field, or at least the kind that we wanted?  

God is not a housecat, we don’t have to take care of Him.  So consider, what do we bring Him and why?

Stoics said you found ‘salvation’ by looking for it, and by finding and then living in accord with reason.  We look around and we find great human beings, but none of them is great enough to save us.

My son looks like me.  He bears my image.  And, b/c he is my son, no one doubts that I should provide for him, raise him, and discipline him.  My son really likes Greg – what if he started ignoring me all time and just kind of started viewing Greg as his dad even though I am still providing for him, feeding him, clothing him, etc.  What if he just took all those things, ignored me, and kept following after Greg?  I’m making myself known to him, but he is rejecting me because he wants a dad who can play the drums and fly airplanes.

He is Judge

· Idolatry

What was tearing Paul up was the fact that so much time, talent, and resources, had been spent in the pursuit of ‘gods’ that didn’t even exist. 

Remember too, that for the Jews, the Ten Commandments expressly forbid graven images of God.  This must have been a different experience for Paul.

To the unknown god – at least they had intellectual honesty – they said, maybe there is another god, we’re not sure.


Our God on the other hand rules out this possibility completely with the 1st Commandment.

Doesn’t live in temples made by hands – He allowed His presence to dwell there, but it cannot contain Him.  Cf. the dedication of the temple with Solomon.

What do you give to the God who has everything? – He is not served by human hands as if He needed anything.  He made everything – therefore, anything that you offer to Him as a sacrifice, was really His to begin with – it’s like giving your children money so that they can buy you a Christmas present – I used to do this for my mom.

If we are His offspring, we should reflect Him, and He is not Gold or Silver or Wood, instead, He made us in His image.  Man did not design his god, God has designed man.

God is Creator, Judge, and Savior

There are absolutes regardless of how you feel, regardless of how zealous and devote you are, you are wrong and your zeal doesn’t count for anything.

What is important at Christmas:

Giving gifts

Family

Decorations – the romantic ideal (creates a longing for heaven)

Being out – 

Entertainment (music and movies) – they are conveyors of culture – put a Christian context behind the Grinch and Scrooge.

What do you give to the God who has everything? – He is not served by human hands as if He needed anything.  He made everything – therefore, anything that you offer to Him as a sacrifice, was really His to begin with – it’s like giving your children money so that they can buy you a Christmas present – I used to do this for my mom.

There is nothing else like a human being – there is no way that gold, silver, or stone could have given birth to us.  What out there in the world is greater than man and therefore is able to give birth to him?

Always start your apologetics here – there is a God, He made the world, He will judge the world.  A true presentation of the gospel always begins with God’s perfection and man’s rebellion

Epicureans did not believe in life after death.  Stoics believed that only the Divine Spark continued, so a bodily resurrection was foreign to both.  But the bodily resurrection is VERY important because it is central to the whole gospel – God made something that was good in the first place, it fell, and now He (as only He can) is recrafting it, but since He made it perfect in the first place, He is returning it to that state.  
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