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Introduction: In the OT, we see that God chose and blessed Abraham and then the nation of Israel to bless ‘the others’ (all the peoples of the world) through them (Genesis 12: 1-3; Isaiah 49: 1-7). In the book of Revelation, we see people from every tongue, tribe, and nation coming into the Kingdom of God (Revelation 7: 9-17 and 21: 22-27). Reaching out to ‘the others’ is a theme that runs like a thread through out the Bible, from Genesis to Revelation. We see the apostle Paul being called to be an apostle to the Gentiles, as Peter was called to be an apostle to the Jews (Acts 9: 10-16 and Galatians 2: 1-10). Through out the history of the Church, we see that God has always called and sent his people across the continents and oceans, to reach ‘the others’. We (all Christians) were once ‘the others’ or ‘the outsiders’. We were in darkness and were dead in our sins and trespasses and were heading towards eternal damnation. God in his mercy reached out to us through some of his servants and we became ‘insiders’ or ‘members of God’s family’ or a ‘holy nation’. We are called out of darkness into His marvelous light, we are now made ‘the salt and light of the world’, so that we might go back into the dark world and be witnesses, so that ‘the others’ or ‘the outsiders’ might become ‘insiders’ (1 Peter 2: 4-12 and Matthew 5: 13-16). If we understand our ‘identity’ properly as Christians, then we would know that we have the God-given mandate to reach out to ‘the others’. 


In this article, we are focusing mainly on the ‘religious others’, the ‘friends of other faiths’, because we are living in a multi-faith and multi-cultural global village where we constantly rub shoulders with the friends of other faiths. As Indian Christians, we understand this situation very well, because we have been living among Hindu, Muslim, Sikh, Buddhist, and other friends, and God has placed us among these ‘friends of other faiths’ (FOF) as His witnesses or spokespersons or ambassadors. Many of us realize that we have this responsibility of reaching the FOF (called People of Other Faiths – POF by some). However, we are at a loss to understand as to how we can be effective in reaching them. Therefore, in this article we are concentrating on certain principles or lessons that we can learn from the apostle Paul as we see him in action at Athens (Acts 17: 16-34). 

1st Century Paul in Athens - A Model for the 21st Century Christians: If we are serious about reaching the ‘religious and philosophical others’, then the Apostle Paul is a model for us, because his special and particular calling was to reach the Gentiles, FOF, to use our jargon. Moreover, the context in which Paul ministered to the ‘others’ in the 1st century is not too different from the context that we find ourselves in, in the 21st century. The Roman Empire in Paul’s time was characterized by large-scale empirical pluralism and government-sponsored religious pluralism. Romans were quite good at adopting into their own pantheon some of the gods of any newly subjugated people and they insisted that the newly subjugated people should adopt some of the Roman gods. The Greeks that Paul encountered in Athens were strong and vociferous in their arguments for various competing and powerful worldviews like the Epicurean and Stoic views that are mentioned in the text (v. 18). According to Epicurean philosophy, the gods were composed of fine atoms, lived in the spaces between the worlds, and were removed from the hurly-burly of life. Their ideal was an undisturbed life – a life of tranquility, untroubled by undue involvement in human affairs like their gods. On the Stoic philosophical view, god was all-pervasive, more or less in a pantheistic sense and so their ideal was to conduct life in line with this god/principle of reason, which must rule over emotion and passion. These and other groups like the sophists and atheistic philosophical materialists were strongly committed to religious and philosophical views that were totally opposed to the Gospel truth that Paul preached to them. They were the majority and they sneered and responded to Paul in a condescending manner (v. 18).
 This is what we find also in our own country today. So I believe there are many things that we can learn from Paul, which will make us effective in reaching the FOF in our time. 

Some Key Principles that we can Learn from Paul: There are many valuable lessons or principles that we can learn from Paul. However, we will look at only a few here, which will, I hope, make us better at the job of reaching the FOF. 

1. Those engaged in the task of Reaching the FOF must learn about their Religions and Philosophies: Getting people to consider Christ requires us to speak of the Christian faith in categories with which they are familiar. To do this we need to understand the religious language and ideas held by those to whom we are witnessing. We cannot witness effectively to people of other faiths/religions without knowing the broad outlines of their religious goals and their means of achieving. Therefore, we should highly prize the study of other religions from an evangelical perspective and do this study very seriously and not just superficially. This is what exactly we learn from Paul. He sought bridges of understanding when communicating the Gospel to the non-Christian world, as we can see in Acts 17. He was able to do this because his educational background familiarized him with Greco-Roman religions.

Paul studied the religions and philosophies of his target audience thoroughly – not just theoretically, but practically also. We notice that he had seen (surveyed and observed!) that the city was full of idols (v. 16). He observed things and studied the situation very closely. He says in his Areopagus Address that he walked around and looked carefully at their objects of worship. He observed and studied so seriously that he even found the inscription on a particular alter (vv. 22-23). We notice that Paul used that inscription in building a bridge of communication and understanding to his audience and thus captured their attention and aroused their interest. Paul’s knowledge of their religious-philosophical system was so thorough that he even quoted some of their poets (v. 28) in the process of building a persuasive case for Christ. 

Paul’s choice of vocabulary was also influenced by his knowledge of their religious literature and culture. It has been shown that many of the expressions in Paul’s address, especially in the early parts, are the sorts of things one would have found in Stoic circles. Of course, Paul tweaks them so that in his context they convey the peculiar emphases he wants to assign to them. Therefore, following the example of Paul, we should study the belief systems of the others seriously and find ways into the values, heart, thought patterns, in short, the world-view of those that we are trying to reach. We must find bridges into the others’ frames of reference. Otherwise, no communication is possible and we will remain ghettoized and ineffective.

2. Those engaged in the task of Reaching the FOF must learn to Avoid the Negative Approach and Adopt a Positive Approach: The ‘negative approach’ is all about Christians trying to attack the whole of the belief system of the others (especially the weaknesses or errors), giving the impression that the whole of their system (be it Hinduism or Islam or whatever) is false, evil, useless, and dangerous. Christians often put off Hindu friends by attacking and ridiculing their gods, goddess, and their idols. We make a terrible blunder of using harsh, of course biblical, language in attacking their idolatry. If we study the Bible carefully, we will understand that most of the harsh language we find is directed against the idolatry of God’s people and not the idolatry of the others. 
I am not denying the fact that there is much falsehood in the religions of the others. I am not suggesting that we should compromise on truth issues or give the impression that their religion is fine either. What we are suggesting is that we should look for some things that are good, positive, and true in their religion and use them as bridges in our evangelistic encounters with them. We can positively appreciate and affirm whatever good and glimmerings of truth that we might find in their system. This way we will not offend them and put them off or ‘cut their noses before offering them the rose to smell’ as an Indian proverb goes. The implication once again is that we should study the belief systems of the FOF so that we might be able to learn about what they believe, where their systems have gone wrong, and the truths and good things they have within their systems. This is what we can see Paul doing – he uses his knowledge of their beliefs, finds something positive, commends them for it, and thus begins on a positive note. 

In Athens, Paul encounters people from completely different religious-philosophical backgrounds. The amount of idolatry he had seen there had caused great distress – he was agitated and troubled in his heart and mind (v. 16). However, he does not begin his Areopagus Address with idolatry, on a negative note. He rather begins with an affirmation and appreciation. For many of us this is very unthinkable. But fascinatingly, Paul was able to see something good and positive in the Athenians and puts that in his opening statement: “Men of Athens! I see that in every way you are very religious. . . . ” (vv. 22-23) This is an ability that does not come naturally to anyone. Paul must have cultivated this as God enabled him. Universal human religiosity is indicative of the truth that humans are incurably religious, although often the object of their religious devotions is not the true God. Religiosity or religious quest itself is good, because ultimately it is a quest for God. Paul was able to see this and use this in drawing them into what he was going to say to them. This is what we technically call a ‘positive critique’ – taking a serious look at the others’ belief system to identify the positives and truths or glimmerings of truth that are there in it. 

We have to underscore here the fact that Paul was not afraid to clash with or challenge the thinking of his audiences. He believed that unless he demolished those false beliefs that cannot coexist with the gospel truth, he could not bring the Athenians to accept the good news of the gospel (2 Cor. 10: 5). This is what we technically call a ‘negative critique’ or ‘demolition of arguments’. Commenting on Paul’s approach, Ajith Fernando says, 

Paul had earlier found points of contact with the Athenians. He did so later too. He was not afraid to agree with his audience when he could, for his sharing of the gospel was not a competitive argument he was having with them. His aim was to direct his audience to accept the truth. He affirmed whatever glimmerings of truth they already had. But he knew that when he presented the truth, he also had to show that the things that clash with the truth were untrue.

We can see that Paul was balanced in his approach. He began on a positive note and brought together the critical (showing that the others’ beliefs are false) and constructive (showing that Christian faith is true) elements in his evangelistic strategy. This strategy helped Paul to be persuasive in his proclamation. To do all this Paul must have known thoroughly both what he believed and what his audience believed. Once again, it becomes clear that Paul studied and learned about the religious-philosophical systems of the people to whom he preached the gospel. 

In our efforts to get to know other religions, we have to go beyond reading and library based study. Even here, the best thing to do is reading the books written by the adherents of these religions. We can and should read the books written by Christians too. Ajith Fernando has something practical and profound to say on this: 

But reading is not the only way to learn. Talking and being friends with people of other faiths is a good way to go beyond what the books say about these religions and to get a “feel,” a “sense” of the way adherents of these religions think and act. Even more helpful is trying to share the gospel with them. We do not need to wait until we know these religions well to share the gospel. . . . we can learn a lot while witnessing to them. Listening forms an important ingredient of witness. As we listen to them share their convictions and also listen to their objections to what we say, we will begin to learn a lot about their beliefs.

3. Those engaged in the task of Reaching the FOF must learn to Establish the Framework or Biblical Worldview and thus set the stage to introduce Jesus: Often the gospel does not make sense to the FOF, because they are not prepared to receive and understand it. They grow up with and live with their own belief system and look at what we present through that lens, which is defective and hence the gospel we present does not make sense to them. Some times, they even misinterpret it. Paul says that people are deceived by the Devil to believe in all kinds of false ideas and world-views and they cannot see the truth because they are blinded (2 Cor. 4: 4). Unless we remove those obstacles and establish the correct framework, we can never expect people to come to know the truth. Gresham Machen says, 
False ideas are the greatest obstacles to the gospel. We may preach with all fervor of a reformer and yet succeed only in winning a straggler here and there, if we permit the whole collective thought of the nation of or the world to be controlled by ideas, which, by the resistless force of logic, prevent Christianity from being regarded as anything more than a harmless delusion.

In our context, the collective thought of the nation is controlled by the false idea that ‘all religions are the same,’ or ‘all religions are just different ways to reach the same God,’ or ‘all religions are equally true’. The implication is that there is nothing unique about Christ and Christianity. So, we should engage people at the pre-evangelistic stage and prepare them for the gospel presentation and invitation. This can be achieved through personal discussions and dialogues, talks, seminars, open forums, and lectures in secular settings where we can address the false ideas that have captured the minds of people and establish a theistic or biblical framework. This strategy helps us in removing the mental blocks form the minds of our FOF so that they might be better prepared to receive the gospel or at least consider it more seriously and openly. Moreland thinks that unless a person considers the possibility that a belief might be true, hr or she can never take that belief seriously. He says, 

If a culture reaches the point where Christian claims are not even part of its plausibility structure, fewer and fewer people will be able to entertain the possibility that they might be true. . . . This is why apologetics is so crucial to evangelism. It seeks to create a plausibility structure in a person’s mind, “favourable conditions” as Machen put it, so the gospel can be entertained by a person.

This is what exactly we see Paul doing in his Areopagus Address.
 He established a framework (within which the truth about Christ makes sense) with nine key elements. First, he established that God is the creator of the whole universe (v. 24). He achieves two things by this, showing that God is other than the created order (pantheism is wrong) and that humans are accountable to God. Second, Paul clarified that God “is the Lord of heaven and earth and does not live in temples built by hands” (v. 24). Third, Paul further clarified that God “is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything” (v. 25). The point s that God does not need us, because God is self-existent and independent of his created order as far as his well-being, contentment, and existence are concerned. This rules out polytheism. Fourth, Paul argued that in contrast to God, we humans are utterly dependent on God – “he himself gives all men life and breath and everything else” (v. 25b). Fifth, he turned to human origins and insisted that all nations descended from one man (v. 26). This is a crucial truth, because it is connected to other truths like sin, death, and salvation. Sixth, Paul hints that something had gone wrong in God’s universe, when he talks about the purpose of God’s providential rule over all – that some would reach out for him and find him (v. 27). It is implied here that all humans do not know the God who created them. Seventh, Paul who argued for the transcendence of God in point one, now turns to the immanence of God when he says that the God he has in mind is “not far from each one of us’ (v. 27), and “we live and move and have our being in this God and we are his offspring” (v. 28). This is all an expression of God’s nearness to us and of his personal and immediate concern for our well-being. Eighth, in verses 29-30, we see that Paul stated clearly that idolatry is reprehensible (implying that it is a sin). This again is a key step, because without establishing what the problem is (or bad news) he cannot rightly introduce the solution (or the good news). We can see that Paul is progressively preparing the stage to introduce Jesus and his role as Saviour. Ninth, lastly Paul focuses on a certain view of time or philosophy of history. The Greeks, like our Pantheistic friends, had a cyclical view of time and history. Paul demolishes that false view by establishing a linear framework (past-present-future being connected and time moving forward from creation linearly), which is the biblical view. He also talks about a time of final judgment in future (v. 31). With this, the setting up of the stage to introduce Jesus is completed. Now Paul moves on to the subject of Jesus or the gospel and it is to this that we now turn our attention. 

4.  Those engaged in the task of Reaching the FOF must learn to Ensure that the Nonnegotiable Gospel is not Trimmed or Sacrificed to make it Acceptable: In verse 31 we see Paul introducing Jesus at last. He does not flinch from affirming the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. It is when he talks about the resurrection that the hearers were much offended and his address ended. Some of them openly sneered (v. 32). Paul, with all his experience (twenty years of thrilling, challenging, and brutal ministry), would have known that something like this could happen. Still he did not trim the gospel to make it less offensive and more acceptable to his audience. My guess is that he might have presented the full gospel (1 Cor. 15: 3-8 and 1 Cor. 2: 2) or at least all the irreducible and nonnegotiable components of the gospel. Following the example of Paul, we too, in our efforts to connect wisely with and to communicate relevantly and winsomely, should ensure that we are not sacrificing or leaving out any of the essentials of the gospel. No matter how offensive and unacceptable it might be to our FOF, we cannot afford to abandon the nonnegotiable content of the gospel, which has some offense integral to it. 
Conclusion: We will close with two concluding comments. First, the outcome of Paul’s message was that some sneered, others became open, and a few became followers of Paul and finally believed in Christ (vv. 32-34). We should expect the same kinds of response even today. Second, there are many other things that will help us to be effective in reaching the FOF like meaningful relationships with them, authentic Christian life, consistent prayer for them, etc. We should do all that we can. But the priority should be on our unflinching commitment to the gospel, which alone is the power of God unto salvation and to the actual communication of it as often and as much as possible, without being ashamed (Rom. 1: 16). Let us follow the example of Paul, the greatest evangelist-apologist-missionary in history, knowing that in spite of all the changes we see, the truth and some tested and truth-based principles do not change across time and cultures. 
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