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Acts 17:22-31, Ps. 66:7-18; John 14:15-21

It’s hard to tell whether Paul’s famous speech at the Areopagus in Athens is a triumph or a disaster of evangelism.  He has done his preparation well, searching out the various shrines and temples of the city, talking and listening to the people and picking up on their concerns.  He is trying to tap into their worldview and is also learning to use their religious language.

The Athenians are natural philosophers and love a good argument, so Paul is quickly able to draw a crowd which is happy to enter into a religious debate.  Paul starts cautiously, with compliments.  He has noticed, he says, that they are a deeply religious people.  You can almost see the audience nod and preen themselves slightly.  Indeed, Paul goes on, they seem to be prepared to worship just about anything, and to put up altars to nothing in particular, just in case.  Is the audience now frowning, wondering whether that’s still a compliment, or perhaps a criticism?

Paul continues this style of praising and critiquing; first complimenting them on their number of altars, and then telling them that altars are useless, as he builds up to his climax, the introduction of Jesus.  But the crowd isn’t ready for this.  Paul has correctly identified their religious instincts.  They like novelty, variety.  They want to control God through the services they offer to him, and they think that is best done by keeping all their options open and performing sacrifices at as many altars as possible.

All of this might appear to be somewhat farcical to us, in the manner of a Greek comedy, were it not for the fact that in essence, if not in substance, this is indeed the same behaviour in which our own culture and society indulges.

So many of us are driven by and strive for unknown or unworthy goals.  As a society we may have many more labour saving devices and gadgets than previous generations, but that seems to have added to the frenetic and disjointed nature of modern life, rather than adding to our peace and calm.  Many of us live under relentless pressure and stress, whether that is young people sitting endless exams or the constant pressure of adulthood to earn more, rise up the ranks, improve our standard of living, eke out the pension, or just to keep going.  But to what end?  What is it that motivates us to direct so much of our energy, passion and resources towards that sort of concern?  

Christianity is certainly not hostile towards us seeking to do our best in the workplace, or caring for the material needs of ourselves and our families and I’m not at all suggesting we opt out of mainstream society to form some sort of alternative commune.  What Christianity’s role is, is to sit within a given culture, and to challenge us to address what our ultimate motivations and goals are, which shape the way we play our part within contemporary society.  Is the driving force in our life the desire to be seen to be successful, to earn more money, be one better than our neighbours, pursue an interest, or so on?  Or is the driving force in our lives the recognition that God loves and cherishes us and wants us to live lives which reflect the ultimate goodness, sacrifice and triumph of Christ?  That’s not to say that all Christians should walk around with cheesy grins name-dropping Jesus into every conversation, but it does mean that Christians, by virtue of being Christians, should prioritise seeking God’s presence in their lives, and should shape all their dealings with family, friends, colleagues and strangers, all their decision making, all their basic morality which underpins their value system in accordance with the example of Christ.  

So when St Paul saw that the Athenians were worshipping an unknown god, he sought to reveal to them that the only God, the maker of heaven and earth and all that is in it, is the God revealed to us through Jesus Christ.  He said to the people, ‘you’re instinct was right – praise God and worship him – but do it with your eyes open and you will see that what you are worshipping is our living God, who cares passionately for his creation, and who wants you to know him, and who wants to have a role in your life’.  As Christians we learn that once we turn to face in the right direction, we’re half way towards our goal already, because God will come half way to meet us.

And how did the Athenians take to this?  Well, not very well.  They wanted a god whom they could control, whom they could buy with their worship.  They certainly didn’t want a god who would judge them.  So Paul’s assertion that the only true God is not to be bound or controlled or bought, He is in fact utterly free and wants nothing, was deeply unsettling and threatening to them.

So, having demolished their religious props, what is Paul offering instead?  He offers the man, Jesus.  He is asking them to swap their great profusion of ideas and hopes, all their sources of religious insurance, for faith in one man.  There is no easy shortcut to security, only the thorough way of repentance and forgiveness.  And Paul asks the sophisticated Athenians to believe this because God has shown it to be the truth by raising Jesus from the dead.

The crowd are bored now; it no longer sounds exciting enough.  To believe that God might focus all truth and meaning in one man, Jesus, is hard, but mostly because we, like the Athenians, like novelty more than commitment, like the idea of controlling God more than the idea of giving God control, like the idea of our lives having meaning, but want the meaning to come from ourselves rather than God.

So the question is just as biting now as then.  How will we respond to Paul’s challenge?

Amen.

