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We've been going thru this book by Martin Thielen with the purpose of getting to the "bottom line" of what it means to be a Christian.  Two weeks ago we said that even Christians have doubts.  Last week we said that Christians don't have to believe that God is to blame for everything that happens in this world, (even cancer, car wrecks and other catastrophes).  Today we're looking at chapter 7 in this book, a chapter that deals with how Christians look at other religions.  

Will you watch this video with me?


[Show Dan Kimbell's "They Like Jesus But Not the Church" DVD, session 5.]


The days are over in America when we can just assume that the people in our town, or even on our street, are Christians just like us.  Just within the last 50 years it's become okay in America to believe in non- Christian religions - or in no religion at all.  Let's be honest.  We are NOT a Christian nation any longer.

So, how should we think about other religions?  We seem to have three choices.  One, we can say that all of the other religions are bogus and we shouldn't even waste our time trying to understand them.  Two, we can say that every religion is equally valid, that they are all simply different paths that lead to the same place, to God.  Or, three, we can both stand firm on the classic doctrine of Christianity that says Jesus IS the only way to God, while also respecting, studying and listening to people of other faiths.

You can probably tell by the way that I phrased that last sentence that I believe the third option is the best one.  I reject the first option because it's just plain rude to arrogantly dismiss another person's religion out of hand.  And if Jesus stood for anything he stood for loving all people and not being rude to them.  Yet, this is what many non-Christians say we do, and why they don't want to be a Christ follower.


Neither do I want to say, however, that every religion is equally valid, that they all lead to God, just in different ways.  Truth is truth.  2 + 3 always has to equal 5.  Anyone that says otherwise isn't trying to show you an "equally valid" way of doing math.  They're just wrong.  Truth is truth.  And here's the thing.  None of the religions of the world agree 100%.  That means either one of them is right, or they are all wrong.   And though the "Toleration Police" in America may arrest me for saying this, every religion teaches that their way is the only true way to God.  Did you know that?  Every religion teaches that their way is the only true way to God, not just Christianity.  We Christians get bad publicity in the media whenever we even come close to suggesting that Jesus is the way, the truth and the life, and that no one comes to the Father except through him.  But every religion says that only their way leads to God.  I was always taught, for instance, that in Hinduism it didn't matter if you were a Christian, or a Buddhist, or a Jew - that Hindus accepted people of all faiths.  So when I was in high school I loved studying the writings of Mahatma Gandhi, a devout Hindu who loved all people, even Christians.  And I thought Hinduism was awesome because it was so tolerant of other religions.  Then I learned that Hinduism is only accepting of other religions because they believe if you are a really good Christian, for instance, then in your next life you may come back as a Hindu!  That's important because THEN, as a reincarnated Hindu, then you can get on the one true path to God, Hinduism.  My point is that we don't have to accept this second option and obey the "Toleration Police", saying that all religions are equally valid paths to God.  None of the major religions of the world are doing that, so why should we?

It seems to me that the third option is the one that best combines love for others with the conviction of our Christian faith.  Again, the third option is to stand firm on the classic doctrine of Christianity that says Jesus IS the only way to God, while also respecting, studying and listening to people of other faiths.


This is what the apostle Paul did, when he was confronted by people of other faiths in the far off metropolis of Athens, Greece.  Did you know that Paul traveled all the way to Athens to spread the gospel?  Let's read about it.  Will you turn with me to Acts 17:16-23.  


Read Acts 17:16-23

L:  The Word of God for the people of God.


P:  THANKS BE TO GOD!


This was a fascinating time in the life of Paul.  Here was Paul - a very educated Jew, who met the resurrected Jesus in a vision one day, completely turning his life around.  And after speaking about Jesus in the local Athens synagogue, Paul was invited to speak at the famous Areopagus.  The Areopagus was a temple on a hill overlooking Athens, still there today, where philosophers used to hang out.  (The Romans called it "Mars Hill".)  And these guys were pros.  They talked about religion and philosophy and metaphysics every day.  Look at verse 21 again:  "All the Athenians and the foreigners who lived there spent their time doing nothing but talking about and listening to the latest ideas."  Every day these learned men would gather at the Areopagus , like we might gather with our friends at a Tim Horton's, and they'd talk about life.  
When Paul got there the men asked him to explain his new teaching about Jesus.  Let me ask you, could you have done it?  Could you have told them about Jesus?  If someone asked you this afternoon, "Hey, in 100 words or less, could you tell me what you believe about God and Jesus," could you?  The Bible tells us that every person who calls themselves a "Christian" should be able to do that.  1Peter 3:13  -

"Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect …" (1Peter 3:15-16)


And Paul was prepared.  He was in the big leagues, and he was ready.  Are you?  Pay attention here, because Paul is showing us in these verses how it's done.


First, he showed them respect - even though their idea of religion was completely, 100%, different from his.  The first thing that Paul saw when he entered Athens were all of the statues of idols, Greek gods and goddesses, that adorned the city - statues of Zeus and Aphrodite; statues of Apollo and Athena, Helios, Dionysus and all the rest.  Paul saw these idols and knew, "We're not in Kansas anymore.  These people love their gods."  

So he faced the men who were sitting at the Areopagus and said, "Men of Athens!"  I see that in every way you are very religious."  What's he doing?  He's honoring their religious perspectives.  He's not slamming them over the head with the Bible, showing them how ignorant they are.  He's praising them for caring about God, and man's place in the universe - even though he disagrees with their religious views one million percent.  

Second, he shows them that he's studied their religion a little bit.  He tells them, "As I walked around and looked carefully at your objects of worship, I found an altar with this inscription:  TO AN UNKNOWN GOD."  What was he talking about?  He's talking about the base of a statue that didn’t have any statue on it.  But the base had this inscription on it:  To An Unknown God.  The Athenians were covering all their bases.  Just in case there was some god out there whom they hadn't heard of, or hadn't thought of, they didn't want to make the god angry for ignoring him, among all of the statues of their other gods.  So they erected this statue base with no statue, but the words:  To An Unknown God.  

Paul was keen enough to have seen this altar, to have memorized what it said, and to mention it to the philosophers.  Why mention it?  Because it was a bridge, a connection, between their religious openness and Jesus.  Paul is modeling the third option for us.  For after he showed respect to their different religious convictions, and after he showed that he had studied their ways, Paul spoke for almost the rest of Acts 17 about his religious views.  And when he spoke about what he believed he pulled no punches.  He told them straight out:

- that God doesn't live in temples made with hands


- that everything good in life comes from God

- that God wants us to reach out to him and find him

- that God wants people who worship statues of other gods to repent (Yes, Paul actually suggested to these scholars that they needed to repent of their idol worship!  


- that God will judge the world through a man he has chosen for the job


- and that Jesus is that man, proven so by his resurrection from the dead.


Whoa.  You gotta love Paul.  He put it all out there.  He stood on his convictions.  He didn't water it down out of political correctness.  He told them, basically, that Jesus is God's only Son and that salvation is through him and him alone.  He stood on his convictions.

Chapter 7 of Martin Thielen's book was written because of the perception that Christians bash other peoples' religions.  But that's not what it means to be a Christian.  Jesus gave us the example of love to follow.  And Paul gave us a beautiful example of how to love people of different faith, how to show respect for their religion, how to study what the4y believe, how to listen to them share their beliefs and then, (only then), how to share our beliefs too, with conviction.


This is the American way, the exercise of our religious faith and our freedom of speech.  That's why the ruling by the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals this week in the case of Morgan, Shell, Versher and Wade vs.Swanson and Bomchill was so important.  This was a case where, ten years ago, Thomas Elementary School, in Plano, Texas, was having a winter party where kids gave each other gifts.  First grader, Michaela Wade, came to school with gift bags for her classmates, including pencils that said on them, "Jesus is the reason for the season."  However, school principle Lynne Swanson had told all teachers to search every child's gift bag before the party began.  Why?  Were they searching for guns?  Racist materials?  Pornography?  No.  They were searching for anything religious in nature.  Period.  So when Michaela's teacher found her atrocious "Jesus is the reason for the season" pencils she quickly confiscated them.

Two years later, third grader Jonathan Morgan brought some equally scandalous gifts for his classmates at their winter party:  candy canes with a poem attached called "The Legend of the Candy Cane", which explained the Christian origin of the candy cane.  Again, principle Swanson's order was carried out.  The classroom teacher searched the gift bags for any item that was religious in nature, found the candy canes and confiscated them.  Jonathan's father who was also at the party asked if he could pass out the candy canes himself to other parents who wanted them.  He was told no.


One year later, at Rasor Elementary School, also in Plano, fifth grader Stephanie Versher was giving out tickets to a Christian play to her friends at school.  Jackie Bromchill, school principle, heard about this and ordered Stephanie's teacher to stop Setphanie, to collect all of the tickets, even the ones that other students had taken, and to destroy them.  


Shortly after that, Stephanie tried to give out brownies at her school birthday party and pencils that said, "Jesus loves me this I know for the Bible tells me so" on them.  You can probably guess what happened.  Principle Bromchill stepped in, allowed the brownies to be given out, but not the Jesus pencils.  When school was over Stephanie tried to give the Jesus pencils out to her friends.  Principle Bromchill saw her doing it, grabbed her, took one of the pencils out of her hand, took her to her mother who had just arrived to pick her up, threatened to get the police involved and to expel her daughter if she ever gave out anything religious on school property again.

This was the last straw.  The parents of the children took the two principals to court.  And this past Wednesday, after years of legal proceedings, the court ruled that the two principals violated the students' rights to freely exercise their religion and to speak freely of it, as spelled out in the 1st amendment of our Constitution:

"Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech …"


The only reason that I mention this story is because we live in a world now that is doing everything they can to stop religious free speech.  Why?  Because our world believes that all religions are equal.  There's nothing special about any of them, so it's not right to promote one over another.  If you go to the Cole Auditorium at Edinboro University, for instance, and look up you will see a painting of Jesus, with his name clearly printed out.  But then you look around and you realize Jesus is just one name among many on that ceiling.  There's Shakespeare and Milton.  There's Plato and Newton.  There's Einstein and Copernicus.  That ceiling is a perfect illustration of a world that believes all religions, and all philosophies, are equal.  And if all religions are equal as our world today says, then there's nothing special about any of them; and if there's nothing special about any of them then no religion should be allowed to promote itself over any of the others.   That's the world we now live in.

It's going to take boldness to do what Paul did on that hill overlooking Athens 2,000 years ago, surrounded by statues of idols, talking to a crowd of skeptics who were hearing about Jesus for the first time.  It's going to take boldness for us to stand on our own Areopagus, whether that's a boardroom or a classroom, and somehow tell people our story.  What IS our story?


Well, several years ago a group of theologians gathered in England to ask one question:  "Is there one belief completely unique to the Christian faith?"  As they were debating their answers back and forth, the famous author C.S. Lewis walked into the room.  "What's going on?" he asked them.  They told him they were there to ask themselves a question:  "Is there one belief completely unique to the Christian faith?"  

C.S. Lewis said, "Oh, that's easy:  it's grace."  And he walked out of the room.


After much more discussion, the theologians realized that Lewis was right.  Christianity is the only religion that teaches God loves us unconditionally.  For in every other religion a person has to DO something first before God will accept them:


- In Buddhism you must follow the eightfold path of enlightenment, a process that takes years and means leaving your family.


- In Hinduism you must rid yourself of all desires, or completely devote yourself to God, in order to break free from the circle of reincarnation, a process that takes many, many, lifetimes to complete.


- In Judaism you must keep the Old Testament Law, as well as the rules written by Jewish teachers for thousands of years.


- In Islam you must keep the Law of the Koran, making sure when you die that your good works outnumber your bad works.


Martin Thielen writes, "In one way or another, every religion of the world requires people to earn God's approval - every religion except Christianity.  The one belief that is completely unique to the Christian faith is grace:  God's unconditional love and acceptance of us just as we are."


THAT'S the story we have to tell to the nations.  Jesus loves us, this we know, for the Bible tells us so!  This is our message to the world.

Will we have the courage to tell it?  Will we have the courage of Paul at the Areopagus, or the courage of Michaela Wade, Jonathan Morgan and Stephanie Versher in their schools?  

Here's your assignment.  This week, what could you do in your school, in your workplace, in your family, or in your community group to lift up the name of Jesus and let people know that God loves them already?


Let us pray - 

