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Texts: Acts 17:22-31; Psalm 66:8-20; 1 Peter 3:13-22; John 14:15-21

Acts 17:22-31
22Then Paul stood in front of the Areopagus and said, “Athenians, I see how extremely religious 

you are in every way. 23For as I went through the city and looked carefully at the objects of your worship, 
I found among them an altar with the inscription, ‘To an unknown god.’ What therefore you worship as 
unknown, this I proclaim to you. 

24“The God who made the world and everything in it, he who is Lord of heaven and earth, does 
not live in shrines made by human hands,25nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed any-
thing, since he himself gives to all mortals life and breath and all things. 26From one ancestor he made 
all nations to inhabit the whole earth, and he allotted the times of their existence and the boundaries 
of the places where they would live,27so that they would search for God and perhaps grope for him and 
find him — though indeed he is not far from each one of us. 28For ‘In him we live and move and have our 
being’; as even some of your own poets have said, ‘For we too are his offspring.’

29“Since we are God’s offspring, we ought not to think that the deity is like gold, or silver, or 
stone, an image formed by the art and imagination of mortals. 30While God has overlooked the times of 
human ignorance, now he commands all people everywhere to repent, 31because he has fixed a day on 
which he will have the world judged in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed, and of this he 
has given assurance to all by raising him from the dead.”

Psalm 66:8-20
8Bless our God, O peoples, let the sound of his praise be heard, 
9who has kept us among the living, and has not let our feet slip. 
10For you, O God, have tested us; you have tried us as silver is tried. 
11You brought us into the net; you laid burdens on our backs; 
12you let people ride over our heads; we went through fire and through water; yet you have 

brought us out to a spacious place. 
13I will come into your house with burnt offerings; I will pay you my vows, 
14those that my lips uttered and my mouth promised when I was in trouble. 
15I will offer to you burnt offerings of fatlings, with the smoke of the sacrifice of rams; I will make 

an offering of bulls and goats. Selah 
16Come and hear, all you who fear God, and I will tell what he has done for me. 
17I cried aloud to him, and he was extolled with my tongue. 
18If I had cherished iniquity in my heart, the Lord would not have listened. 
19But truly God has listened; he has given heed to the words of my prayer. 
20Blessed be God, because he has not rejected my prayer or removed his steadfast love from me.

1 Peter 3:13-22
13Now who will harm you if you are eager to do what is good? 14But even if you do suffer for 

doing what is right, you are blessed. Do not fear what they fear, and do not be intimidated,15but in your 
hearts sanctify Christ as Lord. Always be ready to make your defense to anyone who demands from you 
an accounting for the hope that is in you; 16yet do it with gentleness and reverence. Keep your con-
science clear, so that, when you are maligned, those who abuse you for your good conduct in Christ may 
be put to shame. 17For it is better to suffer for doing good, if suffering should be God’s will, than to suffer 
for doing evil. 
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18For Christ also suffered for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, in order to 
bring you to God. He was put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit, 19in which also he went 
and made a proclamation to the spirits in prison, 20who in former times did not obey, when God waited 
patiently in the days of Noah, during the building of the ark, in which a few, that is, eight persons, were 
saved through water. 

21And baptism, which this prefigured, now saves you — not as a removal of dirt from the body, 
but as an appeal to God for a good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 22who has gone 
into heaven and is at the right hand of God, with angels, authorities, and powers made subject to him.

John 14:15-21
15”If you love me, you will keep my commandments. 16And I will ask the Father, and he will 

give you another Advocate, to be with you forever. 17This is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot 
receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him. You know him, because he abides with you, and he 
will be in you. 

18”I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming to you. 19In a little while the world will no longer 
see me, but you will see me; because I live, you also will live. 20On that day you will know that I am in my 
Father, and you in me, and I in you. 21They who have my commandments and keep them are those who 
love me; and those who love me will be loved by my Father, and I will love them and reveal myself to 
them.”

We Christians are facing our own modern Areopagus moment.  We find 
ourselves in a rapidly changing environment of social mores, belief systems, 
and disparities of various kinds among people who literally are neighbors on 
the same street. At every turn we Christian people find ourselves looking at a 
skeptical — or worse — an indifferent culture. Maybe some of you are skepti-
cal seekers today. 

The “Areopagus” of our Acts text was both a place and a group. It’s a 
small rocky hill northwest of Athens (Latin for “Mars Hill”). It was the most 
prestigious council of elders in the history of Athens. Across the centuries it 
changed, so that by Paul’s day it was a place where matters of the criminal 
courts, law, philosophy, and politics were adjudicated. This was often the place 
where diverse ideas came together and had their forum. 

Today Christianity is no longer the presumed religion of the masses. 
Mainline Protestant communities no longer dominate American life.  The fast-
est growing religious affiliation is “none.”  It’s not hard to imagine that we’re 
like Paul — visitors in a new city.  Whether we are from Houston or trans-
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planted here, the city is very different than it was even 10 years ago. While 
many of us are excited about its growing diversity, its dynamic urban life, and 
its relatively strong economy, it does present new challenges and opportuni-
ties for people of Christian faith and for our churches.

Our modern Areopagus is multi-faceted. The skeptics are not just the 
poets, philosophers, and lawyers of Paul’s experience but are the poor and dis-
enfranchised. Many have been sold a prosperity gospel by other branches of 
our faith and left disappointed. They have not been introduced to the suffering 
servant Christ who walks with us, redeems us, and offers abundant life in the 
midst of our circumstances. The intellectuals and the marginalized and those 
in between are our Areopagus council. They are asking us, in one form or an-
other, to tell us about this Jesus and about this resurrection.

Our question then is: How do we communicate an ancient faith in this 
modern world in ways that will be heard without compromising its very core?

Well, Paul shows us it can be done. 
Our namesake, the apostle Paul, finds himself alone in Athens, the center 

of classical Greek learning and culture. He is alone waiting for his friends Silas 
and Timothy to join later from a prior missionary excursion.

Paul traveled some 10,000 miles to be here. And in this old city of Ath-
ens, already 5,000 years old by Paul’s day, we find that he was not holed up in 
a house church waiting for people to come and see him, he was not standing 
over in the corner of market square, he was engaging people in the center of 
the city’s life, on the streets, meeting them where they were. First, the Jews in 
the synagogues and now the intellectuals of Athens — getting to know them as 
he meandered through the city.

Paul was sneered at, rejected, and viewed with cynicism while others 
followed. It was a mixed reaction at best. We should expect the same and not 
deem our missionary efforts a failure but simply par for the course with Paul.

It is probably an assumption on my part that we are actually willing to 
share our faith in the modern Aeropagus of our work places and social circles. 
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I am aware that many of us would rather stay to ourselves, attend worship, 
practice our faith privately, and respect other’s privacy. 

Why was it then that Paul felt compelled to share his faith? 
And why should we?
We can only suppose that when someone experiences the sort of conver-

sion he had that you can’t help but tell someone about it. 
But second, we learn from our text that on this particular trip, Paul is 

disturbed by what he sees around the city and therefore is more motivated to 
share a word of hope at the council.

People were looking for God in all the wrong places. It was a city full of 
idols. Time to change Paul said — the God who created you, created you for 
something else, for someONE else far greater. Time to stop worshipping stone 
idols, beautiful art, that is the creature rather than the creator Itself, the art 
rather than the artist.

Time to change — repent, turn from worshipping the idols, we might 
say, of career advancement, the idol of the latest technology, designer wear, 
A-list school or top grade, turn from worshipping the idol of status and turn 
more fully toward God!

Paul understood the city. He immersed himself in it and then used its 
own words and symbols to convey the message of Jesus: “I see how religious 
you are in every way.”

Paul was not afraid to use the language of the marketplace, the words of 
poets here, the symbols of the culture to proclaim what is true about God. 

So I wonder then if it just might be the language of the marketplace for 
us, of poets, musicians, dramas, ancient and unlikely saints that will help us 
communicate this compelling story of Jesus to a rapidly changing world. 

Consider poet and one time skeptic Christian Wiman, who has now 
come back to the Christian faith. He shares about the tensions and balance the 
church must hold as we try to communicate the story of Jesus in the modern 
world.
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Mystical experience needs some form of dogma in order not to 
dissipate into moments of spiritual intensity that are merely 
personal, and dogma needs regular infusions of unknowingness 
to keep from calcifying into the predictable, pontificating, and 
anti-intellectual services so common in mainstream American 
churches. 

It means that conservative churches that are infused with the 
bouncy brand of American optimism one finds in sales pitches are 
selling (popcorn and nothing else). 

It means that liberal churches that go months without mentioning 
the name of Jesus…have no more spiritual purpose or significance 
than a local union hall. 

It means that we — those of us who call ourselves Christians — 
need a revolution in the way we worship. This could mean many 
different things — poetry as liturgy, focused and extended silenc-
es…but one thing is for sure: we must refine or remake a language 
that is fit for our particular religious doubts and despairs — and 
of course (and most of all!) our joys.

For many of us who are cradle Christians, born and bred into the faith, 
the forms of worship and prayer, the times and the way in which we do them 
will do just fine. And for many they will. But I do believe that people “grope” 
for God, search for God as Paul names here in ways that elude our traditional 
grasp. 

It will take forward-leaning churches like this one to create ways of con-
necting and communicating the story of Jesus to a modern world of seekers 
and skeptics who are also searching for God. Rather than changing what we 
do, it simply means adding to, exploring, and making room for fresh expres-
sions that are still rooted in the ancient faith.
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Encountering the new world we’re in means other imaginative efforts, 
too.

In a creative and ambitious Areopagean kind of endeavor, Dennis and Ei-
leen Harvey Bakke created the Harvey Fellows Program. Each year they iden-
tify, equip, encourage, and fund Christian graduate students who are enrolled 
in a program ranked in the top five of their field. They actively seek to interface 
the Christian faith with the marketplace, especially in those strategic spheres 
of influence where Christians might be under-represented — media, govern-
ment, science, academia, and so on. In the first 12 years since the program’s 
inception, they boasted 168 Harvey Fellows worldwide, representing 21 coun-
tries and more than 40 academic and vocational fields. The Foundation has 
awarded more than $4 million in scholarship funds to Christian graduate stu-
dents. I think Paul would have approved.

That same year in 1992, Christian graduate students at Harvard inau-
gurated what eventually became known as the Veritas Forums, resulting in a 
wonderful book called Finding God at Harvard that contains the Christian sto-
ries of more than 40 Harvard faculty, alumni, and friends. Their stated mission, 
too, is decidedly Areopagean: 

We create forums for the exploration of true life. We seek to in-
spire the shapers of tomorrow’s culture to connect their hardest 
questions with the person and story of Jesus Christ. 

In partnership with more than 50 major universities now, the Veritas Fo-
rums have brought the Areopagus to intellectuals, exploring anything and ev-
erything in public university settings that incorporate performances, lectures, 
music, film, seminars, debates, and the like in interactive formats intended to 
encourage rather than suppress honest, public dialogue and debate.

St. Paul’s can be such a forum for Houston.
One modern Areogapus is found in intellectual settings. But again our 

modern Areopagus is multi-faceted. The skeptics are not just the poets, philos-



ophers, and lawyers of Paul’s experience but are the poor and disenfranchised 
and everyone along the economic and social scale. Their search, our search, is 
for the same God.

Once in another church and community I served there was a young man 
who began visiting our congregation. He attended worship and I would see 
him around town. He had spent a brief time in prison, struggling with addic-
tion. Obviously he was searching, or “groping,” Paul might say. 

One day at a local gas station, I stopped by to fill up and get a few things 
and there he was, sitting outside the store. We stopped and talked a while. 

“I’m really enjoying visiting the church” he said. “I’ve visited lots of 
churches, heard lots of sermons and have sung many songs. I’ve been to prison 
and back and seen lots of things.”

“I’m really liking the Methodists and I think it’s about, I think it’s all 
about — it’s about love, isn’t it?”

“Yes, Paul, it’s about love.” 
And right there outside that gas station we had a kind of Areopagus mo-

ment that reminded me of the essential truth of the story of Jesus. 
And so we’re commanded to love — in the halls of power and on the 

streets with the powerless — it is love that binds us together, and it is love that 
compels us to share love’s source.

Ultimately, well-crafted arguments for the faith are not the point. The 
faith lived out in the flesh — in love — is what we learned from Jesus and is ul-
timately what Paul was after in the city of Athens. 

I just believe that the love of Jesus is the compelling hope for the streets, 
the alleys, the business, the ghettos and the household…and if we’re willing to 
go together to all these places, we’ll be in good company with the apostle Paul.  

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen

Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.
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