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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. 24The 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 anything, 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.’ 

29Since 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.”

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.”

Sermon

I was quite pleased to see that the lectionary readings for today included Acts 17, where Luke tells the story of Paul’s famous speech on Mars Hill in Athens.  The Areopagus was the seat of political and legal authority for the City, and Paul seems to have been taken there to explain his views to city council. He is not in legal jeopardy; rather the amused crowd of philosophers wants its leaders to hear what Paul has to say.

This is unique story in the book of Acts because Paul is usually found preaching to the Jews in the Synagogue, not Gentile philosophers and political leaders.  This makes the speech that much more interesting. 

Earlier in the chapter, Luke tells us that Paul does not come to Athens to preach, but to wait for Silas and Timothy while things cool off in Thessalonica. But he cannot restrain himself from preaching the gospel because the city is so full of idols.

This is Paul’s most important speech in Acts addressing a polytheistic audience. Flashing his intellect, Paul quotes two Greek poets to the elite crowd. "In him we live and move and have our being" is probably from Epimenides (6th century BCE), and 

"We are his offspring" likely comes from Aratus (3rd century BCE). In these rhetorical moves, Paul finds common ground with his audience by saying that divine power transcends physical objects like statues.   

The Athenians were a curious lot, always interested in hearing about new ideas. In vs. 21, Acts says the Athenians “would spend their time in nothing but telling or hearing something new" (Acts 17:21). 

So the crowd was interested in hearing about this "new teaching" about Jesus. They seem less interested in conversion than in the novelty of the ideas.  Like our world today people seem attracted to foreign religious ideas simply because they are new.  

While "deeply distressed by all this, Paul nonetheless begins his proclamation not with judgment, but with the observation that the Athenians are "extremely religious." Though one might read a bit of irony or even sarcasm here, Paul extends himself into the world of his audience. Yet his message is not "apologetic" in any traditional sense. He does not seek to correlate his proclamation with anything they already know to be true. 

 Seeing is not Seeing In fact, he takes as his point of departure their lack of knowledge, symbolized in the altar "to the unknown god." He then says “what therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you.”  For Paul, only the God of Israel is the true God--the one creator God; every other human-manufactured deity is a false idol. Paul’s speech directs his audience to confess that there are things they do not know, things they cannot see. 

By proclaiming the invisible and the unknown, Paul refuses to let God become just another visible deity, just another idol. Paul reminds us that we think we see is not really what we see.  In seeing visible objects we think we see what is real, but we are mistaken.  The surface appearances of things is not reality itself. 

Let us think about this a bit.  We all know that to identify a picture with the actual place would be silly.  Yet people do this.  So, if you ask someone--have you seen the Grand Canyon?  They might say Yes even though they have never been there and stood on its majestic rim.   This is why people are shocked by how big the canyon is when they actually go there. The reality of the place is totally different than the picture.  Pictures don’t make us feel small but standing on the rim of the Grand Canyon does.  

The picture is just an image, not reality.  Yet, people confuse images with reality all the time.  In our society, appearances are everything. People are judged by how they look rather than what they say.  By what kind of house they live in, or what kind of car they drive, or what kind of job they have.  Appearances are important--in fact, sometimes they are more important than the actual substance of things.

Like the paganism of ancient Greece, people today believe in a number of gods, even though they say they believe in only one God.  I like to shock my students sometimes and tell them that if an alien landed in Times Square and look up at all the bill-boards with scantly clothed beautiful young people, they would think these images are our gods.  Are they our gods?  

Is Calvin Kein and Abecrombie the symbols of our gods of youth? Like the ancient Greeks and Romans we value youth.  Back then, like now, people are devoted to the young gods, whether its the latest pop sensation like Lady Ga Ga  back then the goddess of Athena.  We value physical fitness more than wisdom;  a well-toned torso more than intellect, a slim fit more than a generous heart. 

A few weeks ago I was walking down 5th ave, and saw a huge line wrapped around the corner.  What were they waiting for?  Someone famous?  No--they were all waiting to have the privilege of shopping at the Abacrombie and Fitch. Hollister had another long line.  What’s the appeal?  It’s the image of what the object represents.   The object is invested with value, but in reality, it has no value other than the material its made out of--a piece of cotton fabric. 

Most of us are old enough to recall a time when labels were worn on the inside of our clothes, not on the outside.  Now the label has to be seen or clothing is not worth anything.  It makes no difference what the material is, or where its made.  The label is everything.  The surface image defines the value of the product.

It takes imagination to see a Abecrombie shirt for what it is--a cheap piece of cotton fabric--no more valueable than a cotton shirt from K mart.  But the devotees of these products invest them with value and pay a lot of money to wear them.  Their value is misplaced.  For by seeing the label they don’t see the fabric. The label becomes everything. 

Paul is telling us something different.  For to really see what things are is to see the image has no real meaning. This is Paul’s message to the Athenians.  Their visible deities of wood and stone have no value.  Rater, only the alter that reads--”to the unknown God” has meaning because it points in the direction of not knowing and not seeing.  If we are to really see things we must first reject the image as reality-- whether its a Abacrombie shirt or a picture of the Grand Canyon.  

Not Seeing is Seeing. Once we acknowledge that we don’t see, then we are open to really seeing things as they are.  Once we know that the image of the Grand Canyon is not real but only an image, are we ready to see the canyon for what it is--a majestic reality created by God.  Paul reminds his audience that the unknown God is the author of all that exists--the Lord of heaven and earth.  

Unlike his audience, Paul tells us that this unknown power is “not far from us.”  God is not an abstract set of ideas, but an actual being present here and now, and we are created to have fellowship with this God. In vs. 29, Paul says that we should not think of God as made of gold, silver, or stone, and image formed by art or imagination.” 

Rather, we see this God when have faith and repent, for then we see things for what they really are.  For in our repentance we acknowledge that we don’t see, and that by not seeing we are open to seeing things as they really are--revealed only by God.  Not seeing opens the world of Seeing. 

So far Paul does not say anything especially controversial. The climactic moment in his speech comes when he proclaims the resurrection. At that point the speech is interrupted and the audience divides into those who scoff, those willing to hear more, and those (men and women) who believe. What happens?

It’s Paul’s emphasis on the resurrection that unnerves his crowd. The resurrection would be an odd idea for the Greeks.  They did believe in an immortal soul but not an immortal body--that is, unless one was a god like Apollo or Athena.  In some ways, Jesus fits within basic Greek religious ideas, but he also confounds and challenges them. The resurrection is a challenge to all human beliefs based on visible facts.  Once we See the truth that goes beyond the facts, we will never see things the same way again.  
Seeing is Seeing. This theme of seeing and not seeing, moreover, becomes an important feature of our second reading, from John’s Gospel. Here Jesus tells the disciples that the world will not be able to see the Spirit nor will it see Jesus, but the disciples will see them both.

 "Seeing" God is possible when we are transformed by faith and action.  John’s Gospel emphasizes that no one has seen God except for the Son who comes from God to make him known; so as we see the Son we see also the Father. 

But not all who simply see the Son with their eyes believe; indeed some reject the Son as well as the Father.  Jesus comes into the world, John says,  "so that those who do not see may see, and those who do see may become blind." Seeing Jesus is not enough--we must see through the image of Jesus to seem him for he truly is--the Son who reveals the Father. For we would not know the Father without the Son.

In order to see the truth, St. Augustine says the following:  "The mind should be cleansed so that it is able to see that light and to cling to it once it is seen.” Seeing God cannot happen unless we first see the Son.  Seeing is only possible because God chooses to be seen through the Son.

We are still in the season of Easter, where we are reminded once again that life not death has the final word.  Only a Resurrection faith leads us to a relationship with a living being. Coming to a resurrection faith is the beginning of seeing things as they really are.  

It’s like a person’s first visit to the Grand Canyon, or the young Yankee fan’s first game at Yankee Stadium, or a teenager seeing her favorite band perform live in a concert.  Once something is experienced as real, images pale in comparison.  Images cannot be confused with reality--images are images.   

Seeing allows us to see clearly.  But seeing can only occur when we are confronted with an actual reality, whether its the Grand Canyon, baseball game, a concert, or God.  If faith is a relationship with the living God, then faith can only come through an encounter with the living God. 

We’ve seen that the Son reveals the Father, but our text from John also tells us that the Spirit further reveals the Son and the Father.  For it is the Spirit who makes the presence of the Son and his Father known. In seeing God, we see the Father, Son, and Spirit.  Without this revelation, God becomes an image, a label, a human idea or construct, but not a living God. 

In our reading, Jesus calls the Spirit a paraklētos or Advocate, a term for someone who is called to one's side as a source of help. In modern contexts someone may serve as an advocate in the court system, in the health care network, or in an educational institution, while other advocates may press the legislature to act on behalf of a certain cause. 

A quick reading of John may give the impression that the Spirit is the Advocate who brings our case up before God in the hope that God will do something merciful for us. But here the direction is the opposite. God gives himself in love through the death and resurrection of Jesus, and such love is what creates genuine life. The Spirit is the Advocate who brings the truth of that love and life to people in this time after Easter, which makes faith possible. 

Jesus calls the Holy Spirit "another" Advocate, which assumes that the Son is also an Advocate (14:16). The Son and the Spirit have some similar functions. For example, the Son and the Spirit both come from the Father and are sent into the world. Jesus communicates what he has received from his Father and the Spirit declares what he has received from the Son. 

The Son glorifies God, and the Spirit glorifies the Son. Both of them teach, bear witness to the truth of God’s grace, and expose the sin of the world. And in both cases, the reaction is the same: Some see and believe, and others refuse to see and don’t believe.   

In John’s Gospel, the term “world” is a symbol for all who don’t believe--those who reject God’s covenant of grace--and God’s love to be in fellowship with us.   The world refuses to See and receive the Son or the Spirit.  

People cannot receive the Spirit while remaining unchanged.  Not Seeing by itself leads to spiritual blindness.  Only when not seeing is transformed into Seeing, do we see the work of the Spirit. Seeing is what God enables us to do. We cannot see without God’s gracious action upon us.  

God acts upon us but we must respond, so that our seeing become a lived reality.  To see we must choose to see--we must respond to God’s grace and love.  We can choose not to see, and remain like the Athenians, longing for the Unknown God.  Or we can respond to the Spirit and confidently say:  I See and believe. 

Once we See we cannot turn back, for our lives have forever changed.  Once we see the Grand Canyon or Yankee Stadium, pictures don’t matter.  Images are flat and small.   Like an Abecrombe label or a Nike swoosh. Unlike images, Reality is grand, and God’s reality is even grander. For to see the Grand Canyon is amazing, but to see the author of the Grand Canyon is more amazing.   Amen
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