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(Mars Hill)
I’ve never been to Greece. I’ve watched a travelogue. I’ve studied some of the literature and artwork of the country. My kids recently reminded me of all of the old legends from Greek mythology that I knew (or didn’t know) when they did a unit on the subject of ancient Greece last term in honour of the Olympics. I’m not especially knowledgeable about Greece, its people, or its customs. Still, it would surely be on my wish list of places to visit on that Grand European Tour that I would love to make someday.

Recently, I heard our pastor give a sermon on a famous visit to Athens made by the Apostle Paul in the first century.  A passage in Acts 17 is one of the rare surviving records of what kinds of things the great Apostle to the Gentiles actually said in order to win them over to Christ. 
The pastor pointed out that Paul went out of his way to find common ground with the polytheistic Athenians by making the altar to the “unknown god” the starting point of his sermon in the Aereopagus. The environment of the unfettered idol worship of the day grieved Paul’s spirit. However, instead of focusing on the things where he disagreed with a pagan lifestyle, Paul focused on the one thing that he could find that served as an interim Old Testament for this people group. The altar to the “unknown god” served as an indicator that God had set eternity in their hearts. From this starting point, the Apostle was able to point forwards towards Jesus. As he did so, Paul was not averse to using his vast knowledge of the Greek language, culture and literature in order to build a bridge to the gospel message of Jesus.
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In this message to Greek Gentiles Paul did not spend his time quoting Jewish Scriptures. The Apostle used such a tactic to good advantage every time he entered a Jewish synagogue in the diaspora. He was obviously master of expounding upon the Scriptures in an evangelistic encounter. To the Athenians, however, he quoted Greek poets.
Paul introduces the person of Jesus into his presentation to the Gentiles once he has carefully set the stage for understanding Jesus’ life, death and resurrection in the context of a larger narrative of God’s work in all of human history. Absent from his speech are religious terms and concepts from Judaism which would have proved confusing for his Gentile audience.

The response to Paul’s message was mixed. Three thousand did not convert in one day upon hearing the great Apostle’s masterful message. Some scoffed, some were interested in engaging further, and some became followers of Jesus. 
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In attempting to communicate with unchurched students today on iamnext, we attempt to put many of the same principles into practice. Engagement is happening primarily at a bridge building level through articles of interest on common felt needs for students. We try to refrain from using churchy language and concepts. Common cultural habits, phenomena or objects serve as starting points for further dialogue. Our format allows for different responses to the invitation. While some may be ready upon a first visit to commit to Christ, many others will be sceptical or hostile and leave off any further hearing of the gospel, while still others will seek further engagement before moving towards Jesus.

There is another famous story coming from ancient Greece, this one surrounding the Trojan horse. While the contents of the mysterious horse may have been a rather bad surprise for the inhabitants of ancient Troy, we trust that there will be a good surprise in store for the inhabitants of cyberspace who choose to come and visit with us at iamnext. Jesus in his incarnation was God’s surprising good news for the world; the Word made flesh. Iamnext attempts to “put skin on” a Christian worldview which hardly seems like “good news” to many students today.
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Pray for us as we seek to engage students in the marketplace of today’s online Agora. Pray that the Campus Internet Ministry team will come up with innovative ideas on how to adapt appropriately to both to the Internet environment and to reaching unchurched young adults. Pray for us echoing Ephesians 6:19, 20 that we may be like the Apostle Paul who wanted to be both skillful and bold when dialoguing with the Gentile philosophers and everyday folk in Athens.
Thanks for your ongoing support in prayer.
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