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PODCAST FOR 17th MAY 2020 – Based on Acts 17:22-30  

Today we’re going to look at this reading from the Acts of the Apostles – the stories of those early 

Christian followers and sharers of their faith. We could have continued to explore the gospel stories 

as we have in the past few weeks since Easter Day. The set gospel for today (John 14:15-21) does 

have lots to commend it to us, containing the promise of Jesus that the Holy Spirit will come to be 

with and dwell within those that love him and they (and that means us too as we read the words 

today) - they/we will never be left alone but united with Jesus, in the all-embracing love of God – 

and so enabled to live life to its fullest. 

But, despite all these good and encouraging ideas in John – my mind and heart have been drawn to 

the Acts reading and I asked for Dave to read this today from The Inclusive Bible (thanks Dave – 

that’s Dave T, as well as thanks to Dave C for masterminding the whole idea of these podcasts from 

the outset!) I often find this version helpful - in its terminology (inclusive terms for humankind, as 

well as broader ways of naming and referring to God – here God is beyond gender, Jesus is the male 

divine person that walked this earth and for the Holy Spirit, feminine nouns are used, linking back to 

the feminine words used for the Spirit in the original biblical texts) and I also like it because it’s 

different, a different version from those that I more often read from and so it speak to me afresh. I 

wanted us to hear this version today because the idea of inclusivity is held within this passage and 

seems to me to be so important – in the life of faith and in the world right now. 

In today’s passage we hear about Paul in Athens. Paul - the great early Christian missionary, 

converted in a blinding vision whilst on the road to Damascus to arrest the members of the early 

church there, who had a life-changing encounter with the risen Jesus and in a total change of heart 

turns from being one of the chief persecutors of the faith to one of its greatest exponents. It’s taken 

a while for him to be accepted by Jesus’ followers, so scared where they at the idea of this man 

(previously known as Saul) with his dire reputation for attacking the early church. He’s had to be 

sent away from Jerusalem for his own safety; worked with Barnabas, John Mark, many others at 

Antioch before being sent off, guided by the Spirit, for the first of his great missionary journeys, with 

a name change to Paul thrown in for good measure, somewhere around their time in Cyprus. 

Sometimes things went well and Paul and his companions met with people open to hear and 

respond to the word of God they shared, other times they met resistance; some people were 

persuaded to follow Jesus as Lord, others filled with jealousy and fear and attacked them – verbally 

and physically. It was a hard job being an evangelist – which means one that shares ‘Good News’. 

After lots more travelling, falling out with Barnabas and setting out with Silas, imprisonment in 

Philippi with a miraculous release which resulted in the conversion of their gaoler, facing a jealous 

mob in Thessalonica and a warmer reception in Berea, Paul is escorted to Athens – probably for his 

own safety, and waits there alone, for Silas and Timothy to join him. 

This is a tough place for Paul – he’s on his own, having faced all those hardships and now finds 

himself in a city full of idols to all sorts of different gods. Paul’s reaction to this is described in a 

number of ways in different bible versions: revolted, distressed, greatly upset – so, I think we get the 

idea that he’s not happy – possibly with his own situation as well as with that which he sees all 

around him. 
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So – what does he do? What he always does – he speaks of God. But I think it’s really interesting 

HOW he does it here. He’d started in the synagogue, as was often his custom in a new place and 

then he moved to the market place, debating with the Greek philosophers he met there, before 

being taken to the Areopagus, where we find him in today’s passage.  

He talks to them, despite his own disquiet and personal concerns, of his faith in a God who is not 

limited to a physical space or humanly-constructed place and also not limited in the divine desire to 

touch all people’s lives and have them seek God in response. He doesn’t condemn their idols and 

shrines but uses what he finds around him, to connect with those that are listening to him, in the 

hope that something he says, will touch their hearts and minds and bring them closer to the 

‘unknown God’ who is not far from any of them and sees them as beloved children. 

This message of inclusive love, brought forward even in a time of personal discomfort and 

unhappiness, using the reality of the lives of the people present, helps to root that ‘Good News’ and 

enables a response that might change lives. I think it’s interesting that ‘reform’ is the word used in 

verse 30 in our version today; the people of Athens are being offered a message that will change 

them – Yes! but not out of or into something (or some ones) that are absolutely unrecognisable from 

the people they are now; they are to be re-formed, re-made, through the sovereign power, life-

giving purpose and far-reaching, all-embracing love of God! 

I wonder what that says to us, in these days where we are now? In times when we might feel 

disquieted, alone, uncertain, distressed, upset...thinking that we’ve been through an awful lot 

already (some good, some interminable, some really tough) and wondering when it will end? (We 

might even wish to reword the opening verse of Psalm 13: “How long will this lockdown last, O 

Lord?”) 

I hope that Paul’s example encourages us to think that we can share words of faith, and hope, and 

love with others in this time – borne out of all that we have been through and are still going through, 

not divorced from the reality of the situation but speaking to it and out of it, in the hope that we 

may encourage others to see that God is close, God cherishes them as beloved children and that 

they have only to reach out and God is a close as breathing. 

Sometimes we find that hard – I’m no evangelist, I hear people say and may even have said of myself 

but when we think that it’s about sharing ‘Good News’ maybe that makes it more do-able, more 

‘us’? Maybe the promise contained in John’s gospel of the Holy Spirit that will come as – advocate, 

helper, counsellor, comforter (depending on which version you read John 14:16 from) – should 

encourage us, as we know we’re not alone; God is with us and will help us. 

In this coming week the church marks Ascension Day (Thursday 21st) – 40 days after Easter Day, 

when we remember that Jesus returned to God in heaven and the earthly experiences of his risen 

presence ended and his followers were charged with carrying on his work and sharing his message. I 

hope that this passage from Acts might help us to do that, in this age, in our communities and into 

this situation in which we find ourselves – offering words that speak with integrity, from real lived 

experience to real lives battling through illness, anxiety, job insecurity, a changed global landscape 

and the not knowing ‘how long’. 
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God is not far from any of us and in God we live and move and have our being – if we know that, 

surely we’d want to share that with others so that they may find that assurance and comfort too. 

I’d like to end with a version of The Prayer of St Teresa of Avila as an encouragement to us all: 

Christ has no body now but ours, 

No hands but ours, no feet but ours. 

Ours are the eyes through which 

Christ's compassion must look out on this world. 

Ours are the feet with which 

Christ is to go about doing good. 

Ours are the hands with which 

Christ is to bless all now. AMEN 

 


