Connecting to Others “Real World”
A number of years ago I had a gentleman in our church that, “to say the least,” was a bit eccentric.  He was under the impression that a pastor had no ideal what went on in the “real world.” What he didn’t understand was the fact that pastors deal with real people with real world problems regularly and that he lived in the real world just like everyone else.  Maybe some people think pastors live on cloud nine, a realm in which pastors have perfect communion with God and are never exposed to the realities of every day life. Not only do pastors have their real world to deal with but that of those in the church family, also.
In Acts 17 the apostle Paul found himself in the great idolatry laden metropolis of Athens, surrounded by pagan temples, idols of every flavor, and their many worshippers. This was supposed to be the intellectual capitol of the world and all the great philosophers ended up in Athens.  The most popular event of the day was to gather together and to listen to each others new ideas about anything and everything, especially “the gods.”  (For all the Athenians and strangers which were there spent their time in nothing else, but either to tell, or to hear some new thing.) Acts 17:21 (KJV). The Apostle Paul listened to their rhetoric and finally could not sit silent anymore.  Now while Paul waited for them at Athens, his spirit was stirred in him, when he saw the city wholly given to idolatry. Acts 17:16 (KJV). Paul was given the floor at Mars’ Hill and began to share the Gospel unlike any other way that is recorded in the Book of Acts. Paul’s approach shows his wisdom and savvy as a great communicator.

The first thing Paul did was to “connect” to the Athenian philosophers’ real world. Paul did two things to open up the door to enter into the world of these men on Mars’ Hill. First, he mentioned that he saw that they were “superstitious,” or we might say “religious,” because of all the gods they worshipped.  Secondly, Paul saw an altar that had been built and had been labeled, “To the Unknown God,” and used it as a launching point to share the Gospel with those who were present that day.  It is believed that many years before a plague entered the land and a philosopher from the island of Crete had advised them to set a number of sheep free in the city and where ever the sheep would stop they were to offer prayers and the animal as a sacrifice to the “god” that would be in the vicinity.  Some sheep laid down where there was no god in the area so they built altars and sacrificed to the “Unknown God” hoping to end the plague.  As he began, Paul pointed to that altar and said, “For as I passed by, and beheld your devotions, I found an altar with this inscription, TO THE UNKNOWN GOD. Whom therefore ye ignorantly worship, him declare I unto you.” Acts 17:23 (KJV)  

Paul now has their attention.  No doubt these great thinkers of the day came with a defensive attitude, thinking things like, “What does this foreigner from a small out of the way country think that he can teach us academicians.  He knows nothing of our way of life in this great city.  Look at our statues of our gods, and you want to teach us about religion.” In every audience you usually have the “arms crossed, I dare you to teach me if you can,” student.  The defensive walls drop, the arms uncross, as Paul begins to share about the “Unknown God.”  Not only does Paul have their attention but he has won the right to teach them.  Sometimes we have to earn the right to teach an individual by connecting to their “real world.”
Paul’s message to the Athenians in Acts 17 is broken down into three distinct, yet simplistic categories: the introduction, the body and the closing (remember, I said simplistic).Teaching hasn’t changed over the centuries, although modern educators say that each lesson or message needs, the anticipatory set-up, the input step and the closure (another way of saying, the introduction, the body and the closing).  
Paul begins with an introduction that grabs their attention.  There are five minutes that are the most precious to any lesson or message, they are the first 2 ½  and the last 2 ½ minutes.  Paul could have started his message with an Old Testament Scripture, a rehearsal of Jewish history, an explanation of how he ended up in Athens or even a vivid description of Christ’s death, but he chose an introduction that they were familiar with and one that peaked their interest immediately.  Sometimes as teachers we want to get to the meat of the message and we by-pass the most important segment of class where we have a chance to make a connection that will open the door to the heart of the lesson, the introduction. 

In the body of Paul’s message he says, “That they should seek the Lord, if haply they might feel after him, and find him, though he be not far from every one of us: For in him we live, and move, and have our being; as certain also of your own poets have said, For we are also his offspring.” Acts 17:27-28 (KJV).  Not only is Paul entering the world that they live in, he masterfully displays his intellectual credentials without coming across braggadocios.  Very subtly he drops in quotes from Aratus and Cleanthes, two Greek poets who were popular at that time.  In doing so he is showing that he knows something about their world and that he studied and read the same poets.  In essence Paul is saying “I’m teaching about the same God that your poets wrote about.”  

The other 2 ½ minutes that are valuable are the ones that call the hearer to a response or action concerning the message that has been shared. Paul concluded his message with a call to repentance because one day we will all stand before the Judge.  When Paul finished there was no doubting what he expected in response to the message he shared.  Luke tells us in Acts that after Paul’s conclusion some mocked, some said they wanted to hear more later and some believed and cleaved to him.  
As Paul spoke to these pagan theologians he entered into their “real world” which gave him the opportunity to give them a glimpse of his world.  I know that this is the A B C’s of teaching and preaching but I must ask you the question, “Are your lessons or messages built upon the foundation and structure of an introduction, body and conclusion or do you ricochet all over as one who has no aim?”  Let me ask you another question, “Do understand the world that your student or listener lives in and do you identify with that world in any way?”  Take the time to connect to your hearers real world (not their Sunday world) and you will find the enthusiasm, involvement and effectiveness of your lesson or message will climb to a new level. 
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