$3.19 -- I couldn’t believe it.  


I was shocked and appalled.  





It was the day after the beginning of the second Gulf War. The day before gas had cost about $1.80 -- suddenly it cost $3.19.  





I was on empty and I was on my way to visit at Johns Hopkins.  So I stopped and bought just five gallons -- just enough gas to get me through the day. 





Yesterday gas cost about $3.65.  There’s no doubt about it -- that is a very high price -- but I wasn’t shocked.  Yesterday I filled the whole tank at that price.


_________________________________





Hopefully you know me well enough to know that this isn’t a sermon about politics or gas prices.  This is a sermon about morality.


_________________________________





Morality rarely changes over night.  It changes in small increments -- usually slow enough for us to hardly notice.





That’s why I talked about the gas price from five years ago.  


It jumped from 1.80 to 3.19 over night.  I was shocked.


When gas goes up to 3.60 in five cent intervals; I’m less shocked





If I was used to watching The Brady Bunch.  And the next evening I turned on the TV and saw Queer Eye for the Straight Guy -- I’d be shocked.





However, if I had watched TV all throughout the intervening years -- I probably wouldn’t be so shocked.





I see unmarried couples on talk shows talking about their sex lives all the time -- without a hint of embarrassment that they are not married.  


When did that become mainstream?





If a family on TV goes to church it is perceived as “out of the ordinary,” and the whole trip to church is usually treated like a joke.  





When did everybody on TV start saying “Oh my God!” all the time?  That clearly and directly breaks one of the Ten Commandments -- you know.





Recently we have caught two or three so-called companies running scams and trying to get us to pay fake bills.  Wasn’t there a time when people at least feared God enough to not mess with church?  


When did it come to this?





The answer is that it didn’t happen over night.  It increased little by little -- so slowly we didn’t even notice.  Until now -- look at us now.  Look at our society now.


_____________________________________





In our first lesson for today we hear about Paul arriving in Athens:  Now while Paul was waiting for them at Athens, his spirit was provoked within him as he saw that the city was full of idols.





Other translations say he was, “was greatly distressed,” “was deeply troubled,” “spirit was stirred in him,” and his “Spirit was angered” when he found the city full of idols.





The question for us today is this:  Are we greatly distressed, deeply troubled; are our spirits angered when look around and see sin out in the open and our God being disrespected?  





The world has lost its moral compass -- have we lost our moral compass too?





Society’s acceptance of a much weaker moral code has had an effect on us -- it has made it harder for us to look at sinfulness and be shocked by it.  It’s harder for us to be like Paul and by greatly distressed or have our spirits angered.





It’s hard for us to look around and be distressed that we are surrounded by idols like Paul was distressed when he entered Athens.


________________________________________________





I’m talking about being grieved by sin.  I’m talking about being really bothered by immorality.  Sometimes it seem like we aren’t offended anymore.  Sometimes it seems like hard work to wade through an evening of TV or even a gathering of extended family and recognize each sin for what it really is -- an offense to God and other people.


_________________________________________





So are you ready to be called old-fashioned, behind the times, out of sync with reality?  


Are you ready to call a sin a sin?  





What did Paul do when he was in Athens and his spirit was greatly distressed?


____________________________





It says he worked closely with the local government to enact strict laws that banned idols and matched perfectly with Christian morality.





No. He didn’t do that!  Not even close.





If he had done that and the government cooperated (which wouldn’t happen anyway), he would have had a city full of people acting good in public and sinning like crazy in private.  





That’s what moral laws do -- apart from Christ.


__________________________





Instead Paul approached the people the right way -- the only way that could make a true difference.





He told them about Jesus!





So he reasoned in the synagogue with the Jews and the devout persons, and in the marketplace every day with those who happened to be there. 





That’s how Paul helped the people in the city full of idols -- he told them about Jesus -- the only one who can really take care of a sin-problem.





He also tried to see things from their point of view.  


He reasoned with them by beginning with what they already knew and believed.  


He said, “I see you have an altar to the unknown god -- let me tell you about the known God.” 


He also used the words of their own poet to witness to them about Jesus.


________________________________





I can think of some modern-day equivalents.  What if I heard someone flippantly saying: “Oh my God!”  And I used it as an opportunity to tell them about my God.





“I hear you calling on God all the time, are you thinking about Jesus?  He’s always been faithful to me -- I call on him too.”


Maybe someone mentions hell.  I can tell them that Jesus died for my sins and took them away and I don’t ever have to worry about hell.





Maybe somebody gives you a hard time about going to church.  That’s the perfect opportunity to explain why it’s not like they show on TV -- it’s for everyone.





Somebody might say that all religions lead to the same place -- sincerity is the key.  You might say that you don’t understand then how other religions lead to heaven without God paying for their sins first.





What happens when people tell you that everyone is basically good?  I’d tell them that I’m good only because I’m forgiven.  God sees me as good because when he looks at me he sees the goodness of his Son.  


_______________________________________





In closing, just think about it.  You know your habits and your moods and your judgments -- the way you treat people and the way you want to treat people.  And yet you are good in the eyes of an all-knowing, all-powerful God because you know his son.





When it’s all been said and it’s all been done he’ll ask me, did you know my son!
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