THE GOD WHO MAKES HIMSELF KNOWN

Sermon for the 6th Sunday of Easter, 2011

Acts 17:16-31
The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen. 

The text for our sermon today is our First Reading from before, Acts 17:16-31 While Paul was waiting for them at Athens, his spirit was irritated in him when he saw that the city was full of idols. 17 Therefore he had discussions in the synagogue with the Jews and with the God-fearing Greeks, and in the marketplace every day with people who happened to be there. 18 Some of the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers also had conversations with him, but some were asking, “What might this scrap-collector want to say?” Others were saying, “He seems to be one who proclaims foreign divinities,” because he was telling the Good News about Jesus and the resurrection. 19 They took an interest in him, brought him to the Areopagus, and asked, “May we know what this new teaching is that you are presenting? 20 For you are introducing some astonishingly strange things into our ears. Therefore we want to know what these things mean.”

21 All the Athenians and the foreigners who were living there spent their time doing nothing but either saying or listening to something quite new.

22 Paul stood in the meeting of the Areopagus and said, “Men of Athens, I see that you are very religious in every way. 23 For, as I walked around and carefully observed your objects of worship, I even found an altar with this inscription: ‘To an unknown god.’ Therefore I am telling you about what you are worshipping, although you do not know about it. 24 God, who made the world and everything in it, is the Lord of heaven and earth. He does not live in temples made by human hands, 25 and human hands do not serve Him as if He needed anything. He Himself gives everyone life, breath, and everything else. 26 From one man He has made every nation of mankind to live all over the earth. He has set the times allotted to them and the boundaries inside which they should live, 27 that they may seek God and perhaps feel their way to Him and find Him, although He is not far from each one of us. 28 For in Him we live, move, and exist; as even some of your poets have said, ‘For, we also are His offspring.’ 29 Therefore, since we are God’s offspring, we should not think that the Divine Being is like gold, silver, or stone, like an image that the art and the imagination of a human being have formed. 30 Although in past times God overlooked such ignorance, He now commands people everywhere that they should all repent, 31 because He has set a day when He is going to judge the world justly, by a Man whom He has appointed. He has provided everyone reason to believe this by raising Him from the dead.”

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen.

Dear friends in Christ,

While Paul was in Athens waiting for Silas and Timothy to join him, his spirit was irritated in him when he saw that the city was full of idols. I’m sure his spirit would have been just as much irritated today, if he were to walk the streets of our towns or cities. 

Athens had been the great centre of philosophy, the love of wisdom. For its past contributions in politics, art, literature, and the world of ideas, the city was honored by the Roman Empire. But even though its glories had now dimmed, and it was no longer the chief city of Greece, yet the love of wisdom had not put a stop to the service of idols. Where the pagan world saw glory, Paul saw shameful idolatry, and he was greatly distressed.
While waiting in Athens, Paul followed his usual practice of visiting the synagogue to discuss the Word with the Jews and proselytes there. His distress at the number of idols in the city also moved him to begin conversations in the marketplace, where he would have contact with Gentiles. The marketplace was not only a place of business. It was also where philosophers and gentlemen of leisure met for conversation and the exchange of ideas.
Some of the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers also had conversations with him, but some were asking, “What might this scrap-collector want to say?” 
There are only two religions in the world, true Christianity and everything else. True Christianity teaches salvation by faith alone, grace alone, and Christ alone. Every other religion teaches salvation by works. Paul had discussions in the synagogue with the Jews and with the God-fearing Greeks, but among them were the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers. They certainly did not teach salvation through Christ.  In fact, the Epicureans were followers of Epicurus (341–270 b.c.), who taught that the gods are not interested in the affairs of men and that there is no afterlife in which we will be called to account. His followers were urged to enjoy life by doing what is wise and right. Epicureanism emphasised seeking a pleasurable life. “Eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die,” was their catch cry. We still hear that cry today by many people. The Stoic school of philosophy was founded by Zeno (340–265 b.c.) and stresses the rational order of nature and urges people to accept their fate within it. Calling Paul a scrap-collector was an insult, suggesting that Paul was like someone who wanders from here to there collecting scrap, but not really knowing much at all. 
Others were saying, “He seems to be one who proclaims foreign divinities,” because he was telling the Good News about Jesus and the resurrection.
Paul told the Good News about Jesus and the resurrection. Was there a reason why Paul didn’t start with God’s Law? Yes there was. When you have the opportunity to share your faith with someone, it is never wise to begin with Law. Of course Law and Gospel need to be preached together, but if someone wants to know about Jesus Christ as the Saviour, you don’t scare them off by growling Law at them! No, if you do that, then they will probably leave before you have the chance to preach Gospel. You preach Law first to someone who is smug in their sin, but if someone is genuine about letting you speak, you begin by telling what Christ has done for your salvation. 

If you find yourself in the situation where someone gives you the opportunity to explain the hope you have, then a good place to start is with some good Gospel passages: something like John 3:16 which we all know off by heart. The Second Article of the Creed is also another good place to start, because it deals with Jesus Christ, the Son. The Second Article speaks of justification – of what Christ has freely done for all mankind. That is exactly what Paul did. 
They took an interest in him, brought him to the Areopagus, and asked, “May we know what this new teaching is that you are presenting? For you are introducing some astonishingly strange things into our ears. Therefore we want to know what these things mean.” Areopagus literally means “Hill of Ares.” Ares was the Greek god of war linked with Mars by the Romans; therefore the location was called Mars Hill. Early in the history of Athens, citizens met there to govern the city, so Areopagus also came to describe the city council. This council would pass judgment on new philosophies, new religions, and foreign gods. All the Athenians and the foreigners who were living there spent their time doing nothing but either saying or listening to something quite new. Paul stood in the meeting of the Areopagus and said, “Men of Athens, I see that you are very religious in every way. For, as I walked around and carefully observed your objects of worship, I even found an altar with this inscription: ‘To an unknown god.’ Therefore I am telling you about what you are worshipping, although you do not know about it. 
Every human being will worship something or someone. All throughout Athens Paul had seen statues, altars, and shrines dedicated to a great number of deities, and in case one of them was overlooked, there was even an altar dedicated ‘To an unknown god.’ It is interesting to note too that Paul says “what you are worshipping” rather than “whom you are worshipping.” This particular altar was dedicated to an unknown, impersonal “something or someone.” Most of the philosophers of Paul’s time were pantheists. They confused the Creator with His creation by teaching that everything is god. Paul used their mistaken beliefs as a starting point from which to go on and preach the gospel of the true God.
Paul made the point that there is only one true God, and He is a living and personal God. God, who made the world and everything in it, is the Lord of heaven and earth. He does not live in temples made by human hands, and human hands do not serve Him as if He needed anything. He Himself gives everyone life, breath, and everything else. 
God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth. There is nothing that we have that God could ever want. All God wants us to do is to put our faith in Him – faith which is itself a gift from God. At our Baptism, the free gift of the Holy Spirit was given. Paul reminded the church at Corinth, Do you not know that you﻿ are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you? (1 Cor. 3:16). Jesus Himself said, “If anyone loves Me, he will keep My word, and My Father will love him, and We will come to him and make Our home with him,” (John 14:23). 

Paul said, from one man He has made every nation of mankind to live all over the earth. He has set the times allotted to them and the boundaries inside which they should live, that they may seek God and perhaps feel their way to Him and find Him, although He is not far from each one of us. For in Him we live, move, and exist; as even some of your poets have said, ‘For, we also are His offspring.’ In creating one man, Adam, God created all the descendants of Adam. The nations who cover the earth in all their variety of stature and colour and appearance descend from a single ancestor. Their migrations and accomplishments are in God’s hands. Empires rise and fall according to His will. Civilisations and cultures and the geography and history of nations are ordered by Him. Today however, it appears that our future is in the hands of men. If we want our children to live in a good clean world, then we better do something about it! Of course we need to be good stewards of God’s creation, yet no trust whatsoever is placed in the hands of Almighty God to take care of us. 
God has demonstrated His power and intelligence in creation in the history of nations so that people will realise that an intelligent and powerful being is in charge of the universe. It is God’s intention that man should seek Him, reach out to Him, and find Him. The people who had built an altar ‘To an unknown god’ had sought but had not found.
Therefore, since we are God’s offspring, we should not think that the Divine Being is like gold, silver, or stone, like an image that the art and the imagination of a human being have formed. 30 Although in past times God overlooked such ignorance, He now commands people everywhere that they should all repent, 31 because He has set a day when He is going to judge the world justly, by a Man whom He has appointed. He has provided everyone reason to believe this by raising Him from the dead.” Perhaps now, more than ever, the world needs to stop worshipping false gods and repent. Paul told the people of Athens what he had told the people at Lystra who wanted to offer sacrifices to him and Barnabas (Acts 14:13). Repent! God did not immediately punish idolatry in the past. Ignorance was not innocence, but He chose not to destroy the idolaters at once. But now He has revealed Himself in His Son, Jesus Christ, and He calls all people from every nation and tribe to turn from idols to Him. Time is short! Every day brings us one step closer to the grave, and therefore judgment. Contrary to what some false teachers say, we do not know the time nor the day when the Lord will come again, but He is going to judge the world justly. 
The day will come when every human being must give an account of what he or she has done with the gift of life. Your own life is very precious to God, so do you use your body to bow down to worship false gods, or to worship the one true God? Paul did not immediately put a name to the Man whom God appointed to be judge, because he wanted the Athenians to think about who it could be. 

We know who the one true God is. He is the same God who guides us in all that we do; He is the same God who comes to us through His Word and Sacrament; He is the same God who nourishes us and promises us that He will be with us till the end of the age. He is God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, three Persons but one God. It is this God in whom we worship. It is this God whom Paul wanted the Athenians to worship, and it is this God with whom we pray that more and more will turn from their false worship of idols, repent, and receive the Good News about Jesus and the resurrection, and be saved to all eternity. Amen. 

The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 
PRAYER FOR THE SIXTH SUNDAY OF EASTER.


Lord, our God, You alone know the plans that You have for us and our world, but we rejoice and worship You because we know that they are loving plans.  In Your goodness, You spread life, love, beauty, and joy throughout Your creation.  In Your grace, You lighten the misery of our sinful lives, and bless us with pardon and peace.  If it is your will that we must pass through troubles, enable us to turn them into opportunities, for Your glory.


We give You our warmest thanks for the precious gift of Your Son, Jesus, whom You have sent that we may have life in all its fullness.  We praise You that He has humbly come into our world, has taken on Himself our sins, and has carried them to death on the cross.  We glorify Your name for our release from the power of death, and for our sure hope of heaven through His resurrection.


Heavenly Father, we thank You for the privilege of being Your spiritual priests, as we pray in Jesus’ name.  We thank You for Your promise to hear all our prayers.  Keep us close to Jesus each day in faith and love, gladly hearing His Word and following Him, wherever He leads us.  Send Your Word out into the whole world, that it may achieve what You have planned for it.  Let us as Your representatives, whom You have called out of darkness, proclaim Your light in this dark world.  Give us the courage also to speak Your word of judgment when people reject Christ, the Cornerstone.


Bless Your Church on every continent.  Renew Your people to be a loving fellowship of believers, a family of trust and prayer, and people who are ready to serve the needy in love.


Lead all the nations of the earth along the ways of justice, righteousness, and peace.  Look with special favour on our country.  Give to our Prime Minister, to the Premiers of each State, to our cabinets and parliaments, to our police and to our courts, such qualities of heart and mind that they may carry out their duties earnestly, wisely, and fairly.  Protect us from all enemies, both within and without our country.  Remove all strife from us.  Inspire obedience to all law and order.  Fill all citizens with love of holiness and moral purity.  Grant that all who work in industry may find joy in their work and receive proper rewards for their efforts.  Give satisfaction to those who work in the professions, as they work for the good of all.  Give those who farm the soil favourable weather.  Bless their work of feeding the world.


Bless all our loved ones, and make our homes places of peace.  We remember especially the sick, the troubled, and the bereaved.  In Jesus’ name free them from the burdens of their pain and sadness.


Keep us standing strong and steady in faith.  Since serving You is never useless, give us the opportunity to be busy in Your work.  In Jesus’ saving name we offer You these prayers.  Amen.
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