Ancient Athens: 

Gossip and Gospel

ITS 11, November 2nd, 2005

INTRODUCTION

· Just arrived from Ephesus—where I hope we will be able to meet for our conference in 2007! Was able to preach in Philippi. 
· Last time I was here:

· In 2002, everyone was preparing for the Olympics. Our churches were preparing for the some special Olympics of our own, weren’t we? Many of you were here, and a number of you were preparing for the various exercises the Lord was preparing to put you through in the coming year.

· Importance of teaching ministry.

· Competence

· Confidence

· Credibility

· A vital part of the way forward—cannot survive without it.

· But cannot with teaching alone!

· Need action. People are looking for churches with leadership and a plan; genuine fellowship and relationships; a sense of mission.

· Also we cannot be the people of God as he desires without prayer.

· My deep conviction: Continue to try to stimulate biblical teaching and preaching worldwide. I try to do this through expanding our ministry school (AIM). Last year (Rome), we were in Georgia only; September 2005—Philippines; December 2005—Nigeria; April 2006—California; over 100 distance students—not just local students—28 nations and counting…

· Why you are here: Not just to talk, vent, share, opine, think out loud… though openness is definitely one of the aims of the I.T.S. and always has had. ITS a safe place where people can propose ideas without others jumping to conclusions. It is a place where we can think theologically, without having motives judged for thinking outside the box. [“Theology is only thought applied to religion.”—Chesterton]

About openness…

· There are healthy ways to communicate in the name of openness, and unhealthy ways. Teachers and teacher-types have sometimes been criticized for lack of wisdom in how they share new ideas, how they communicate with and relate to other church leaders, etc.

· I want this opening talk to set the tone and set the stage for interactions during our days together here in Athens. We will talk about openness, rumor, and gossip. We will also talk about healthy communication patterns.

· Communication in private discussions.

· Communication when talking about third parties.

· Communication within the Discussion groups we will be forming, starting in about 20 minutes.

· Communication as we return to our church families (even as we describe the ITS).
· Communication as we write articles, stock our websites, author books, etc.
· For example, Gordon is someone I have always been able to talk to quite openly. (Andy is another.) I found my notes from a visit 5 or 6 years ago I made to Gordon’s house. Flew up and spent a day with him. We talked about everything. Every current issue and even the issues we saw coming down the road. We agreed on most things, though naturally our perspectives are different… But whether or not we saw eye to eye on a particular issue, there was respect. There was unity.

· In my July 2005 paper UNITY ON THREE LEVELS, I reasoned that unity begins in our relationship with God. We must be unified with him through his word. Then there are the one-another relationships within the local church. Finally, as to unity between congregations, there is a strong biblical case for relational unity—which is not the same thing as structural unity. Unity depends not on seeing eye to eye on everything—though the basics of the faith would certainly be included here—but the ability to disagree while still remaining connected. Let me say it again; I am talking about the ability to disagree while still remaining connected.

· As a movement—and I mean the Restoration Movement—we have never been very good at this. We who are gathered here in Athens, however, have a chance to influence history, to make a difference. 

A prime threat to unity, and the savage murderer of real biblical openness, is gossip.  Be careful about relaying rumors (Prov 18:17)—things DJ heard:

Rumors about me:

· Against evangelists

· Wrote book against discipleship and fired

· Think churches should be completely independent

· Teach no women can be on staff

· Moved from our home to another city!

· Do not believe in baptism

· Quit the faith

· Rarely did those who heard these rumors approach me to find out the truth!

Why is Gossip wrong? Why is it dangerous?

· It betrays a confidence (Prov 11, 20).

· It separates close friends (Prov 16).

· Without it, a quarrel dies down (Prov 26).

· It like choice morsels (Prov 18, 26).

· Creates divisions (3 John 10).

· No distinction made between gossip about brothers and gossip about enemies.

· It is not acceptable to gossip about someone just because you disagree with him—be he church leader, political leader, or whoever! 

· Whereas the Bible urges us to show respect to all men—politicians and government leaders included—we in western culture have a long history of bad-mouthing our leaders. Christians, however, are not to be this way. 

· The archangel Michael would not even bring a slanderous accusation against Satan!

· And whatever goes for gossip, is doubly true for slander!

Short study: The Power of Rumor in Acts

· 32 AD—6:13—Stephen “speaking against Moses and temple and Torah.” [Reminds us of the mockery of a trial against Jesus himself, 30 AD.]

· 34 AD—9:26—Disciples not very open to believing Saul of Tarsus had changed. [9:27—Barnabas makes the difference. He helped them to open their minds.]

· 38 AD—11:2—Peter criticized by Jewish Christians for association with Gentiles. Not given the benefit of the doubt. [11:18—satisfied after discussion, explanation; further discussion in 15:7, Jerusalem Council]

· Early 40s, time of Herod Agrippa I—12:15—Even when the evidence was incontrovertible, with Peter standing at the door, still the believers were reluctant to believe it. [12:16ff—face-to-face contact changes their minds.] 12:19—The word of the guards is dismissed, and they are executed, as Herod cannot imagine another explanation. [No change of mind for Herod, and his refusal to honor God leads to a despicable death.]

· 48 AD—14:11—The people of Lystra are determined to interpret that the miracle was done by Hermes, not Paul, and are violently opposed to any other interpretation. [Still, many are willing to accept the truth, v. 21.]

· 49 AD—16:21—Philippians spread false idea that Paul is advocating illegal practices. [Vindication comes only in 16:39—after the beating—when magistrates escort Paul and Silas out of town.] 17:6—Thessalonians insist Christians are troublemakers, defying Caesar’s decrees. [Paul has to escape town; there’s no changing their minds.] 17:18—Athenians say Paul seems to be advocating foreign Gods. [He is only partially vindicated when he addresses the Areopagus, and some members become believers. You cannot make someone open his mind!]

· Skipping 50-52 AD—18, 19—well known but unfounded charges…

· 55 AD—20:30—Paul tells the Ephesian elders that some will rise up and distort the truth. [Especially easy to do when one isn’t there to defend himself.] How easily the truth is distorted!

· 21:21—Jerusalem church believes Paul has taught Jews to give up their Jewish heritage. Nothing could be farther from the truth! [21:26—By taking part in a Jewish vow, Paul attempts to dispel the rumor.]

· 21:29—Jews wrongly assumed that Paul had brought a Gentile into the temple area. V.34—shouting different things, hard to get to the bottom of things. [Can you relate?]

· 56 AD—24:5—The lawyer Tertullus has found Paul to be a troublemaker, and one who has desecrated the temple. 25:7—Jews bringing many serious charges they could not prove.

· 58 AD—28:21-22—Roman Jews had not heard about Paul, except that there was controversy. Commendably, they wanted to hear him for themselves.

Being open-minded is a choice, and an attitude; it is a way of listening. But this is not our natural inclination, is it?

Finally, let’s return to our topic: “Ancient Athens: Gossip v. Gospel.” Hopefully you find the title and subject to be relevant, a propos, germane, appropriate. Glancing back two millennia:

Athenians 

19So they took Paul and brought him to the Areopagus, saying, "May we know what this new teaching is that you are proclaiming? 20For you are bringing some surprising things to our ears, so we want to know what they mean." 21(All the Athenians and the foreigners who lived there used to spend their time in nothing else than telling or listening to something new.)—Acts 17:19-21 NET

“…The Athenians relapsed into their perennial squabbles about the form their government should take. The city was divided into as many parties as there are geographical features in its territory. The party of the Hill supported an extreme democracy, the Plain an extreme oligarchy, while the Shore formed a third party, which wanted a mixed form of government somewhere in between, opposed the other two and prevented either of them from getting the upper hand… it seemed as if the only way to put a stop to its perpetual disorders and achieve stability was to set up a tyranny.”—Plutarch, Solon 13.

(It should be explained that all the Athenians as well as the foreigners in Athens seemed to spend all their time discussing the latest ideas.)—Acts 17:21 NLT

Why are we here? What motivated us to make this trip? Somehow said,

· Small minds occupy themselves with people (gossip, slander)


Tabloid newspapers, magazines, celebrity gossip; errant brothers.

· Average minds—with events

Weather, sports, activities

· Great minds—with ideas

Doctrines of Scripture. 

Ideas: this is where we need to focus! The greatest idea, if I can call it that, must surely be the gospel of Christ. We are here not to gossip, but for the gospel! What does the gospel focus on?
1 Corinthians 21 When I came to you, brothers, I did not come with eloquence or superior wisdom as I proclaimed to you the testimony about God. 

Word study
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Not:

· the gospel of prosperity

· the gospel of growth

· the gospel of entertainment

· the gospel of easy believism

Summing up:
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12% Gospel of Christ    







11% Gospel of Kingdom… 







8% Glory of God/Christ  







1% each—peace, grace, salvation

1 Cor 2:2For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified. 3I came to you in weakness and fear, and with much trembling. 4My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit's power, 5so that your faith might not rest on men's wisdom, but on God's power.

What do we see? The focus is on God, not man; his kingdom, not the church; his glory, not ours.

Conclusion

· We must learn how to speak (Eph 4:29 NRS—Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only what is useful for building up, as there is need, so that your words may give grace to those who hear).

· We must learn how to listen (439x, hear 1856x; James 1:19—let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger).

· We do not want to be

· Teachers of the law who don’t know what they’re talking about (1 Timothy 1)

· Teachers of the demonic (1 Timothy 4)

· Busybodies (1 Timothy 5)

· Conceited false teachers who love controversies (1 Timothy 6).

· No, we want to be

· Teachers in faith and truth (1 Timothy 3)

· Able teachers (1 Timothy 2)

· Into Discussion Groups 

