Sermon Acts 17:22-34 — Easter 6A — 14 May 2023
Sermon Videolink: https://youtu.be/NQoVLPhmN6s
Paul took every opportunity to give people the reason for the hope he had in Jesus. Often his witness brought people to faith in Christ. He also often suffered for doing the right thing as he respectfully spoke about the good news of Jesus Christ. People Spoke maliciously against him inciting the local authorities against Paul and his companions. As a result, Paul on many occasions had to leave a town or a city and travel to safety. At one point in his travels, having been forced to flee the city of Thessalonica and then Beroea, he ended up in Athens. Athens at the time was a very religious city with altars to many different gods. Paul was distressed to see so many gods being worshipped, with barely anyone aware of the one true God. Immediately, Paul took every opportunity to give the reason for his hope by talking about his faith in the local synagogue and the marketplace.
At the time the Areopagus was a place in Athens where those interested would gather and listen to the latest in philosophy, religion, and ideas in general. Some philosophers who had heard Paul speak took him there to tell those present about his new teaching. They took Paul there not because they believed him but because what Paul was talking about sounded strange to them and they were genuinely curious. Paul took full advantage of the opportunity.
When talking about Jesus in the synagogue, Paul could assume all those present knew God. Among the Greek philosophers and others in the Areopagus, he realized that he had to first introduce who God is. He started his speech by drawing the listeners’ attention to an altar he saw in the city with the inscription, “To an unknown God.” Paul then revealed that there is indeed a God whom they did not know. A God who is different to all the idols the locals worshipped, the God who is the Creator of all things. This God could be known. 
This God made human beings and this God determines and controls human history.  Human beings aren’t an accident of nature they are part of God’s creation. The Athenians believed they were superior to others because they had been formed from their own country's soil. Paul says that human beings are God’s offspring. God created the first human being Adam and continues to create each new human being knitting each of us together in our mother's womb. God considers every person equal and shows no favouritism based on our birth, family history, ethnicity, or race. That means there is no room for racism of any kind, and no room for ethnic rivalry of any kind because we are ultimately all related. Where people live and even the boundaries of the nations are determined by God. No one can claim to be better than another person because of their nationality, because every nation and every nationality is equally a gift from God. God created nations and governments so that human beings can live in relative peace, and find God. 

As Creator, God is also Lord of all. All living things including us human beings have received our life, our every breath from God. That means everything in creation depends on God and is ultimately answerable to God. That includes every single human being. You can ignore God as much as you want, but in the end, you will have to give an account of your life to him. For the people of Athens, this would have been a shocking thing to hear. They believed in hundreds of gods, each with their own areas of power and influence, often fighting with each other for that power and influence. Today this is also shocking news for many people, because it means that you can’t simply live life following whatever god or philosophy you want to follow. All the so-called truths that people live by aren’t of equal value. God is the one and only Lord of all and desires a relationship with all people.  
Since God wants a loving relationship with every single human being, God wants all people to find him.  Everyone in their own way is looking for God. As Luther says, ‘A god is that to which we look for all good and in which we find refuge in every time of need.’ (Large Catechism, First Part). God’s desire is that you would find him, instead of turning to poor substitutes. God is not intentionally hiding from you, and that means anyone can find God. You don’t have to be more spiritual, or more in tune with the universe. You don’t have to go through a series of special spiritual exercises or meditation. God has revealed himself by speaking to us through the prophets and the Son, Jesus Christ and God reveals himself through those who have come to know and trust him. 
The truth is that God is not far from you.  Much of the spirituality that is popular now suggests that you need to do certain things to get close to God. Yet the truth is that God is absolutely everywhere, as Paul says, ‘in him we live and move and have our being’ (vs 28). God is always distinct from God’s creation. God is present everywhere in the universe, but God is not the universe, and the universe is not God. You too are a creature distinct from God. At the same time, God is as close to you as your heartbeat. 
If you are standing on a crowded train or bus, you may have several people pushing against you even though they are all strangers, but you don’t have a relationship with any of them. Even though those people are physically near, as far as knowing each other they may as well be a million miles apart. Standing in a crowded bus is not only very uncomfortable it can also be very lonely. God is as close to you as your own heart, but if you don’t know God and don’t have a relationship with God you can feel like God is a million miles away. 
In the past God in his mercy has ignored humanity’s ignorance of his existence, but now God wants all people to know, trust and have a loving relationship with him. God wants all people to have life to the full. Before Jesus came, people had a good excuse for being confused about God and who God really is. In the past God overlooked people’s ignorance about him and God in his mercy still deals graciously and mercifully with those who do not know about him. But God does not want this ignorance to continue. He is calling all people into a relationship with him. God is no longer going to ignore those who turn away from him. The time has come for the world to know who the true God is, and to turn to him.

God has done something amazing to get everyone’s attention. He has raised someone from the dead.  This person is fully human but is also far more. This person is God in human flesh and his name is Jesus. Jesus is life because Jesus is God, the same God who spoke the universe into existence. God has revealed himself fully in Jesus Christ. When Jesus speaks, God is speaking when Jesus does, God is doing. Jesus is the reason for our hope and the hope of all humanity.
Lord fill us with the Spirit and give us the words we need to tell others the reason for our hope, that all may come to believe in Jesus as Messiah and by believing have life in all its fulness. Amen. 
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