Easter Continues- Paul’s Witness- A Known God
Easter 6
Acts 17:22-31, 1 Peter 3:13-22

Dear friends in Christ,


If the apostle Paul were somehow able to come back to life, visit the Salt Lake Valley, and then preach to us based on things he had seen, I wonder what he might use as the basis for his preaching?  Perhaps it would be the many religious buildings he would see.  There’s, of course, Temple Square and the many LDS Ward churches all around.  There’s the beautiful Catholic Cathedral of Madeline downtown.  Maybe he’d walk east on 3900S and see Our Saviour’s with its unique round room, then walk past Risen Life Church, formerly called Holladay Baptist, followed by Mt. Olympus Presbyterian.  Maybe he’d say something about all this religious diversity.

Or perhaps he’d choose the large secular buildings that draw so many people.  There’s Rice Eccles stadium, home to the Utes, the 2002 Olympics, and concerts like U2 this week.  There’s Energy Solutions Stadium, home of the Jazz, and Rio Tinto, home of Real Salt Lake soccer.  Maybe those buildings would inspire a sermon for us.


Or maybe he’d look around and see all the people riding bicycles or the cars with ski racks and that would peak his curiosity.  Perhaps he would see in all the outdoor recreation an opportunity for a sermon and a Word from the Lord.


Now if he wanted to preach on the mystery of God, maybe it wouldn’t be something big at all.  Maybe he’d hold up a small cup of fry sauce from an Arctic Circle restaurant, this mysterious dipping sauce with secret ingredients that seems to be known only in Utah.  

Or maybe he’d find something completely different from which to launch a sermon.  There are certainly many things he could choose from by observing everything unique to this valley.


Paul’s colleague Peter writes in the second lesson, “Always be ready to make your defense to anyone who demands from you an accounting for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and reverence.”  Paul was able to do that, especially by finding things people could relate to in the city he was visiting.  He shared the good news of the gospel by paying attention to the context around him.


We see this in the Acts reading.  Before his ascension, Jesus told the disciples to be witnesses, beginning in Jerusalem, then moving out to Judea, then further out to Samaria, and finally, to the ends of the earth.  In this lesson, the apostle Paul is the witness, and he’s a long way from Jerusalem, both geographically and culturally.  He’s in Athens, Greece, the intellectual center of the Graeco-Roman world.  Religiously, polytheism was practiced, the belief that there were many gods, not just one.


Paul himself was well educated, and could undoubtedly hold his own in an intellectual conversation.  But before he begins his testimony, what does he do?  He walks through the city, getting to know the place, trying to find some common ground with the people.


He finds it as he looks at the various objects of worship.  He’s particularly interested in an altar that had an inscription, “To an unknown god.”  Just what was that?


Well, let me explain it this way.   Are you one of those people who always has a backup plan?  You might call it your “plan B.”  You plan for one thing, but in case things don’t work out quite as planned, you have a back-up. 
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It's not a bad idea. Certainly this is done in the military, in the business community, and even in planning for church ministry and programs. Most would agree it’s a smart thing to do, a prudent way to plan.

The altar to the unknown god was an actual altar in the Greco-Roman, polytheistic culture.   It wasn't so much for a god who was not known as it was an altar to a god who might be around, but has not yet been revealed. The god may exist, but the people don’t know it yet.   The altar was a placeholder, an empty chair, if you will, for a god who may yet show up on the scene.  It was a sort of a backup plan in case the gods you’re working with right now don't work out as well as you had hoped.


Having an altar to an unknown god was a practical matter.   That way, any gods who might be wandering about wouldn't take offense at not having an altar, and the Romans wouldn't miss out on a potential deity that might be of help to them at some point down the road. 


Paul was asked to speak in front of community leaders at the Areopagus, which the Romans called “Mars Hill.”  He uses the altar to an unknown god as the starting point for his message.  What does he say?  

Well, he proclaims that there is only one God, not many.  He challenges polytheism.  There is one God that made the world and everything in it.  This one God is not somehow contained in a shrine made by human hands.  This one God doesn’t need anything from us, since God has created us, not the other way around.  In creating us, God has put within us a longing to know God, our creator.  Paul says God made us we the intent that we might search for him, and hopefully find him.  God wants us to know him.  I’m reminded here of St. Augustine, the early church father, who wrote, “Our hearts are restless, until they rest in You, O Lord.”  How true that is.  How many among us have had restless hearts, only to find peace when we finally placed our trust in God?
Here Paul is very clever in his message, quoting two Greek poets whom his hearers would have known.  Even your own poets witness to one God, he implies.   Even they write “In him we live and move and have or being,” and “For we too are his offspring.”

  Paul brings home this message to this Greco-roman audience by suggesting this one God is not unknown at all.  In fact, the world would ultimately be judged by one man who God appointed, one man who God revealed and raised from the dead.  That one man, of course, is Jesus, God’s own son.  It’s Christ’s resurrection that proves all this.  The necessary response to what God has done in Jesus is to repent and place your trust in the one God.  
What that means for the people of Athens listening to Paul is that there is no more “Plan B.”    In Jesus Christ, God has become known, and the option of laying out a place marker for a god who may come along has been removed. In other words, no more "Plan B." No more backup plans or alternative strategies. For Paul, and I think ultimately for us, all the eggs go in the basket of one God, fully revealed in Jesus. No more hedging our bets, no more "safety" options. This God wants it all, our complete trust.


I’m reminded of the story of the two hospital nuns, dressed in their distinctive black and white habits, who were driving in their car and not watching their gas gauge.  Sure enough, they ran out of gas.  Fortunately, they had passed a gas station not too far back.  Unfortunately, they didn’t have a gas can to put any gas in.  What they did have, was a bed pan.  So, they walked back, filled up the bed pan with gasoline, and carefully returned to their car.  They took a funnel and began to pour the gas from the bed pan into the tank.  Just at that moment, a truck driver drove up slowly, rolled down his window and shouted, “Now that’s faith!”  Yes, that’s faith.  And it’s faith in the one God, who raised Jesus, that God wants from us.  
Now it would be easy from where we sit to be critical of the Romans, who had many gods and even covered all their bases by keeping an altar to an unknown god, just in case the others didn’t work out.    But in its own way, it makes some spiritual sense.  Why not place our complicated lives in the hands of  any number of deities, even ones who haven't shown up yet? Doesn't it make sense to cover all the bases? Isn't it just being practical in a spiritual sort of way?

And if we’re truly honest, don’t we still do that?   Are we able to completely lay aside all the things that we use as backup plans in our lives, in favor of complete faith in God through Jesus Christ? Okay, so maybe we don't actually build an altar to an unknown God. But could it be that we do hedge our bets a bit when it comes to totally trusting in God? 


Do we have a multiplicity of gods who get our allegiance and our trust, along with the God revealed in Jesus? Maybe instead of the twelve gods of the Romans, we have other gods,  like money, security, family, or pleasure or social status. 


You see, I think we have more in common with the Romans of Paul's day than we might imagine. I think that we, like many people, hedge our bets when it comes to our faith.  We hold back, unable to fully trust.

And so, like the people of Athens to whom Paul spoke, we are also called to choose. 

In a world full of voices that that yak, plead, and beg for our attention and our loyalty, the voice of Jesus bids us pick him. Jesus, the good shepherd, calls us by name. In a culture where countless gods of material wealth, power, and influence reach out in seductive song to us, the God of love who raised Jesus from the dead, calls us to place our trust in Him.

Yes, there are many gods out there, both known and unknown, tempting us to follow.  But we who gather here today, come to sit at the feet of the Creator of heaven and earth who has come to us in Jesus Christ. We are called to turn in our idolatrous and feeble back-up plans, and to place our full trust in the one God.  And, when we fall short of that and continue to cling to things other than God, which we will, we plead for God’s mercy and grace, asking that God will help us fully trust.  Spiritually, that’s really why we come each week. It’s to re-align our faith in God and place our trust in Him. 

I suspect that if Paul were to preach to us today, the context would be different but the message much the same. The only God that matters is the one who raised Jesus from the dead.  Place your trust in Him.   That’s all that counts, and that’s more than enough.  Amen
 

1
5

