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THE UNKNOWN GOD.

KACTS xvii.

It is a matter of great thankfulness that Scripture is at alı

times minutely applicable to the circumstances in which we

are placed. One who is taught of God will perceive that

no part of the Bible is worn out, so as to become useless

by lapse of time. contains God's testimonies concern

ing man , just as he is. It describes scenes and characters

the precise counterparts of which are constantly before our

eyes to this day ; and it furnishes principles as capable of

practical use now, as they werewhen first given.

It is of great importance to be assured of the complete

ness of Scripture ; and that as we do not want the help of

tradition to explain it, so neither are we obliged to have

ourse to volumesof history, geography, or ancient cus

toms; for, as indeed might have been expected, from the

very nature of a divine revelation, the HolyGhost has given

us a book perfect in itself; and within its compass is to be

found the key to every thing that it is important for us to

know .

In reading the account of the Apostle Paul's visit to

Athens, we find much that resembles the present day. A

peculiar feature in the Athenian character, was an insa

tiable thirst for new things. The schools of philosophy,

the people in the market place, and the strangers from

other places, “ spent their time,” we are told, “ in nothing

else but to hear and to tell some new thing." Now with

us, as with them , there springs up almost daily some reli

gious, political, or scientific novelty, and not one of them is

too foolish to command attention for a little while.

C. & S.



2 THE UNKNOWN GOD.

As the opposite sects of the Pharisees and Sadducees

among the Jews, united to oppose the Lord at Jerusalem ;

so at Athens, the rival schools of the Epicurean and the

Stoic philosophers encountered the Apostle : and so also at

the present day , parties the most adverse to each other,

agree and unite together in this one thing—to oppose and

deny the truth !

The preaching of the Apostle had at least the charm of

novelty in it, and therefore attracted a little passing notice.

The intellectual and refined, but idolatrous Athenians, de

sired to know something of the “ new doctrine," and the

“ certain strange things,” which Paul spoke of. Some who

read this paper may have heard almost these precise words

used, and perhaps may have themselves employed them,

with reference to the same vital truths which were the

subject of Paul's preaching.

If the doctrine of the Cross is new : if the things of

God are strange to any of you who read this, then be as

sured that, though you do not worship Jupiter, Minerva, or

Mars , yet half an hour on Àreopagus or Mars Hill, to hear

üne Apostle, may not be time thrown away.

Let us consider his address :

“ Ye men of Athens, 1 perceive that in all things ye are

too superstitious. For asI passed by and beheldyour de

votions, I found an altar with this inscription — TO THE
UNKNOWN GOD. Whom, therefore, ye ignorantly

worship ( literally, worship without knowing him), him
declare I unto you .”

The Athenians were in error, not only because they

worshipped a number of other gods , but because they wor

shipped " (as far as this altar went) the true God without

knowing him. This was as much vain worship as that

paid to Diana of the Ephesians, or the image which fell

down from Jupiter. For God must be known before he

can be worshipped .

There was a time when the inhabitants of this country

were worshippers of idols , and erected altars to them ,

and although that time has long gone by , and they now

profess to be Christians, yet , strange as it may sound,

God is still , to the chief part of the people of England, an



THE 3UNKNOWN GOD .

Unknown God ! Jesus and the Resurrection , which Paul

preached, is as little understood by them, as by the ancient
Athenians.

The word of God declares, “ This is life eternal, that

they mightknow thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ

whom thou hast sent " ( John xvii . 3) . But the knowledge

of God, as revealed by his Son, is not possessed by multi

tudes of those who are called Christians, and who regularly

attend some place of worship. Something more is required,

than for one to “ attend a place of worship. ” The heathens,

ancient and modern , did this, and do it now. It is not

so much to the large number of all ranks and classes who

live openly wicked lives, that I now speak—but to the

" Church -going " part of our countrymen . The remarkable

altar to the Unknown God, affords matter for serious reflec

tion to them .

Let us follow the Apostle a little further :- " God, that

made the world, and all things therein , seeing that he is

Lord of heaven and earth, dwelleth not in temples made
with hands ."

These are words of solemn import in this “ Church -build

ing " age! when an edifice of stone and mortar is called as the

House of God !" . If the many places of worship in this coun

try were built in order that the children of God might conve

niently meet together to worship their God and Father, or for

preaching the Gospel to the unconverted , little need be said .

But when we consider they are builtto accommodate the po

PULATIONat large, so that the increase of the populace is

the ground of constant appeals for means to build others ;

when we consider that the impression upon the uncon

verted population is, that all are equally interested in the

worship, and that all can equally join in the prayers ; for

rindeed men , unconverted men, are invited to draw near

with pure heart, ” and worship God I the delusion thus

put upon souls is very awful and cruel.

Before the truth regarding human incompetency and the

free grace of God, can be preached from the pulpit to the

mixed congregation, it would be needful to undo much that

has proceeded from thereading desk, to clear away a greater

(may we not also say) a more destructive “ superstition ”

a
66



4 THE UNKNOWN GOD.

than that of the men of Athens. And before preaching the

" new doctrine" and “ strange things” concerning Jesus and

the Resurrection, would it not be needful to begin with

many a modern congregation , as Paul began at Athens,

when he beheld their devotions, and spoke to them on Mars

Hill of the Unknown God, whom they ignorantly wor

shipped ?

These reflections may pain the prejudices and feelings of

some, but the great importance of the subject prevents their

being kept back.

Again the Apostle continues— " Neither is worshipped

withmen's hands, as though he needed any thing, seeing

he giveth to all life, and breath, and all things .”

The old heathen notion that God needs something from

man, is deeply rooted in the natural heart. Hence the

beautiful Grecian temples and marbles of old . Hence

the splendid pagodas of India now , and the religious

observances of many in the present day in this country,

proceed from the same mistaken feeling . People fancy

God needs their prayers, their time, or their gifts ; andin

stead of the happy feelings of the renewed soul, and the full

heart resting in conscious peace, and finding in worship

their natural flow and joyful expression, we hear on all

sides that chilling phrase, “religious duties.” Men try to

keep the sabbath ," or they go to a place of

worship because they think it their duty . But God must

be known first as the Giver, as the Apostle here declares

him, else all attempts to give to him will be but the cold

formality of death , -- the fruitless, the ignorant, or the pre
sumptuous essays of a lifeless soul, to do what cannot be

done but in spirit and in truth.

And how abundantly Scripture speaks of God as the

Giver . “ God so loved the world , that he gave his only

begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not

perish, but have everlasting life" (John iii. 16) . « If thou

knewest the gift of God, and who it is that saith to thee,

Give me to drink, thou wouldest have asked of him, and

he would have given thee living water” ( John iv . 10) .

“ The gift of God is eternal life, through Jesus Christ our

Lord” (Rom. vi . 23) . “ I will give unto him that is athirst

pray, or to
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of the fountain of the water of life freely ” (Rev. xxi. 6).

“ This is the record , that God hath given to us eternal

life, and this life is in his Son ” (1 John v. 11 ) . These

Scriptures, and many other similarones, would be as clear

as the noon -day sun, if people would be humble enough to

leave their righteous selves, or their sinful selves out of the

question, and simply receive this marvellous gift of Him

who loves to fill the hungry with good things, but who sends
the rich empty away.

Passing over the other parts of the Apostle's deeply

interesting address, let us now dwell a little on the latter

He says, « And the times of this ignorance God

winked at ; but now commandeth all men every -where to

repent."

For a long time God's dealings had been confined to

one chosen nation, to whom were committed his oracles ;

and he overlooked all the rest of the world, suffering

all nations to walk in their own ways (Acts xiv, 16 );

“ all men every -where” are placed under the

responsibility of the preached Gospel. Observe the autho

ritative character of the message -- He commandeth . It

leaves no room for human thoughts or speculations. The

Gospel does not leave it an open question whether or not

manis altogether evil, but addresses him on the ground of

his being a tried, convicted, and condemned sinner. What

infinite grace there is in God's laying a command on such !

Every -where.” Christ was preached to Jews, Greeks,

and Barbarians (Rom. i. 14) . . If Paul were alive now , and

he beheld the character of that which calls itself Christendom

(Christ's kingdom ), he would doubtless deliver the same

message as of old, accompanied with solemn warnings

against the “ form of godliness ,” without its power, which

he long ago predictedshould arise (2 Tim . iii. 1--5), and

to which description these professing countries seem so

fearfully to correspond.

The multitude of cathedrals, churches, and chapels, the

keeping ofseasons and days, would not blind the Apostle

to the real condition of the mass of professing Christians,

Athens and Areopagus would be vividly brought to bis re
membrance. He would find his old sermon to the Athe
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nians needed not much alteration to adapt it for most

modern Englishmen ; aye, Church -going Englishmen and

The UNKNOWN GOD might now, as formerly, be

his text ; that same altar would, as it were, meet his eyes

in every place, with this difference only, that in addition

to what was inscribed before, moderns have carved upon

it the name of Jesus, whom likewise they “ ignorantly

worship . "

All men are commanded to repent. It is not that some

need a little more, and some a little less, of the mercy of

God ; for all have sinned, and come short of the glory

of God (Rom. iii. 23), and all' are dead in trespasses

and sins ( Eph . ii: 1 ) . Unbelievers, whether learned or

unlearned, rich or poor, high or low, moral or licentious,

amiable or unamiable, all are commanded to repent. And

this word signifies much more than the limitedsense often

given to it . The force of the word repentance is nothing

less than an entire change of mind . It is not simply

being sorry for sin ; this is not “ repentance towards God "

( Acts xx. 21 ) , (even Judas repented in that sense) though

godly sorrow is one of the consequences of it. For no

one is really sorry for sin who has not measured it by the

cross , and no one has truly repented, who has not believed

in the Lord Jesus Christ. One cannot scripturally preach

repentance and faith apart from each other ; when genuine

they are inseparable . God, then, commandeth all men

every -where to repent,_ " Because he hath appointed a day

in the which he will judge the world in righteousness, by

that man whom he hathordained ; whereof he hath given

assurance unto all men, in that he hath raised him from the

dead ." . We read likewise in 1 Pet, iv. 5 , that God " is

ready to judgethe quick and the dead. ”

Man is no longer under probation . No further experi

ments are now needed to prove his hopeless character ; all

those terminated when the Son of God was crucified . No

more powerful motive could enforce the offer of present grace

than this fact. Whatever forecastings of the future may be in

men's minds ; whatever their ideas of the amelioration of the

world, still the awful word remains, a day is appointed for

it to be judged --whether men believe it or not - for it is
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written , “ He will judge the world in righteousness.” The

righteousness of God will be the test of every thing then .
But by whom will God judge the world ? God himself

gives the reply :-ByHim who once was born a babe in

Bethlehem , Jesus of Nazareth ! to whom, among other won

derful titles, belongs that of “ the mighty God I” (Is. ix. 6) .

By Him who taught and went about doing good in the land

of the Jews, and in Jerusalem ! By Him whom they slew,

and hanged on a tree, and who was laid in the tomb of

Joseph of Arimathea ! By Him whom God has raised up

from the dead, and by so doing, “ has given assurance unto

all men ” that the world is to be judged .

But now , before this day of judgment comes, God is long

suffering, not willing that any should perish , but that all

should come to repentance. He hath sent forth the testi

mony, that whosoever believeth , shall not come into the

judgment, but is passed from death unto life ; and the re

surrection of Jesus, which is God's testimony of the judg

ment of the world , is God's assurance also of justification to

the believer (Rom. iv . 25 ) .

Lastly, we follow the narrative a little further

And when they heard of the resurrection of the dead,

some mocked : and others said , We will hear thee again of

this matter. So Paul departed from among them. Howbeit

certain men clave unto him, and believed : among the which

was Dionysius the Areopagite, and a woman named Dama

ris , and others with them .” Such was the result of the

Apostle's sermon to the Athenians . And neither those

who mocked, nor those who said they would hear him

again, ever did hear him ; for he departed from them and

from their city ; leaving behind, however, a testimony such

as it never had before, and under the heavy responsibility

of which, Stoics , Epicureans, the common people, the

mockers , the devout persons, and those who politely put

off the Apostle to another time, equally lay.

The assembly on Areopagus soon dispersed. Each re

turned to his former “ devotions,” or “to tell or to hear

some new thing . " The various temples and altars were as

well served as before. And the altar to the Unknown God

kept its place among the rest ; and probably after a little
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1

while, ceased even to bring to recollection the important

discourse that had been made about it. But though time

has consigned to oblivion most of the Athenian temples

and idols, and few now care to enquire what were the

opinions of their philosophers ; Paul's address still remains,

fraught with life and eternal happiness to every poor sioner
,

who like Dionysius, Damaris, and the others, believe his

testimony concerning Jesus and the Resurrection .

That appointed day of judgment, of which the Apostle

spoke, is fast approaching. Then will the unbelieving

Athenians remember the sermon on Mars Hill . Then will

unbelievers in this, and other nations, remember the oppor

tunities they have had ofhearing the truth, which they

neglected or despised. All will then indeed hear again

ofthis matter,"not from a messenger of mercy, but an

executor of wrath . And (O that men would be awakened

in time) how will merely nominal Christians, how will igno

rant worshippers appear then ; when they stand before the

throne of the UNKNOWN GOD " ?
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