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Last time we met, on Easter Day, | said that the point of following | For the Bible text for this talk Click
Jesus is to be really alive. | outlined the story of the Bible, which is (or control-click) Acts 17:16-34

about how to be really alive, and | said it had four main parts (You must be connected to the Internet)

I. God made everything good.
2. People chose to turn away from God and do evil sometimes.

3. God keeps responding by loving people anyway, and inviting them to turn back to God. God did this
especially through the nation of Israel, and ultimately by coming to earth in person in Jesus, who lived, died,
and rose to life again so that we can return to God.

4. After returning to life, Jesus is working to prepare a new world where good overcomes all evil, including
death, and you can become part of that new world by following Jesus, now and forever.

| ended with the question “Will you ever see Jesus face-to-face?” | said that the answer is yes, you will see Jesus face
to face, if you choose to follow Jesus. But how can | know that? What do followers of Jesus know that other people
don’t know? That’s what | want to talk about today. To get stated, let’s look at this episode where the Christian leader
Paul went to the great city of Athens, where he also faced the question, “What do followers of Jesus know that other
people don’t know.”

Here’s how the story goes in the Bible. Paul was a follower of Jesus who was famous for going to cities all around
the eastern Roman Empire and telling people about Jesus. This was about 20 years after Jesus died and was raised back
to life. On one of his trips, we went to Athens, the ancient seat of Greek culture and philosophy. He started by taking a
walk around the city, just as you maybe you took a walk around Boston when you came here for the first time. Then he
goes to the public square and begins to chat people up. In Boston that would be strange. In Boston, when someone
stands on the Common and starts yelling out a religious message, that’s

strange. But not in ancient Athens. People went to the public all the time

. . : . It should be explained that all the
for the purpose of having religious discussions.

Athenians as well as the foreigners

Here’s what Paul says to them. “Men of Athens, | notice that you are | jn Athens seemed to spend all their
very religious in every way, for as | was walking along | saw your many time discussing the latest ideas.
shrines. And one of your altars had this inscription on it: “To an Acts 1721

Unknown God.” This God, whom you worship without knowing, is the

one I'm telling you about” (vv. 22-23). In other words, You think God is unknown, but I'm here to tell you that | know.
That’s a bold thing to say. Paul is claiming that followers of Jesus know God in some way that is others don’t know God.
| wonder if the people of Athens found that offensive. | wonder if you find it offensive. That Paul, that followers of Jesus,
know God in a way that others don’t’ know.

Maybe that depends on what Paul claims that followers know that others don’t know. Here’s what Paul goes on to
say that followers of Jesus know

I.  God made the world and everything in it, and he is Lord of heaven and earth, and he gives life and breath to
everything
2. God overlooked people’s ignorance in earlier times

God’s purpose was for the nations to seek after God, and now God commands everyone everywhere to turn
back to him [“repent”]

4. God is preparing to remake the world completely good [“judge with justice”] through the work of Jesus, and
God has demonstrated his goodness and power by raising Jesus from the dead

Did you get all that? Here are Paul’s four points again 1) God made the world and everything in it. 2) People have
acted ignorantly or sinfully. 3) God has appointed Jesus to bring people back to God. 4) God has given assurance to us
all by raising Jesus from the dead.


http://www.biblegateway.com/bible?version=NLT&passage=Acts%2017:16-34

Well there’s nothing secret about these four points. They are nothing but the four movements of God’s story as
told in the Bible. The same points | reminded you of at the beginning of this talk. There’s nothing “unknown” about
these four points. Anyone can pick up the Hebrew Bible — the only Bible that existed in Paul’s day — and read about
creation, fall, forgiveness, and new life. I'm sure the other religions in Athens knew about these things too. How can Paul
claim that followers of Jesus know something about God that others don’t.

If you look carefully, Paul doesn’t claim that followers of Jesus know anything about God that others don’t know.
Everyone can easily find out all they need to know about God. You don’t have to follow Jesus to know all about God.
Paul acknowledges this. “God’s purpose was for the nations to seek after God and perhaps feel their way toward him
and find him.” (v. 27) Notice the last words “and find him.” Paul says that we are all able to find out about God, without
needing help from Jesus. Of course we are. “In God we live and move and exist...we are his offspring.” (v. 28) Paul said
the same thing even more clearly later in a letter he wrote to the Christians in the city of Rome: he says it even more
succinctly. “What can be known about God is plain to everyone, because God has shown it to them. Ever since the
creation of the world his eternal power and divine nature, invisible though they are, have been understood and seen
through the things he has made.” (Romans |:19-20)

Followers of Jesus don’t know anything about God that anyone else doesn’t. Followers of Jesus know God in a way
that can only come from following Jesus. Followers of Jesus know God, because Jesus is God. And Jesus’ death and
resurrection breaks through the barriers that keep you from knowing God and loving God with all your heart, and all
your soul, and all your mind and all your strength. Only followers of Jesus know God to the max, because only Jesus is
God, and therefore only Jesus can give you the power to know God.

| hope I'm being really clear about what Paul is saying. Paul NEVER says that Christians are better than other people.
In fact, if you read Romans chapters 9, 10 and | I, you see that Paul thinks that Jews are better than other people. And
even pagans Paul has a lot of respect for. Paul wasn’t being sarcastic when he said to the Athenians, “| see you are very
religious in every way.” They were very religious. They just didn’t know who they were worshiping.

Paul is not claiming that Christians are better than others. Rather, what Paul is claiming to be better is Jesus. Jesus is
what is better than anything else in this world. Followers of Jesus are not better, but Jesus himself is the best.

Followers of Jesus aren’t better than anyone else, Paul says, because anyone can know Jesus. Anyone can follow
Jesus no matter what their religious background is, no matter what nationality, no matter which sex, no matter what
socio-economic status they are. Everyone can follow Jesus!

Paul has only one criticism of anyone’s religion: “We shouldn’t think of God as an idol designed by craftsmen from
gold or silver or stone” (v. 29). Paul doesn’t think much of idols. Idols are too small, too worthless, too powerless to
substitute for the real God. If you start following Jesus, you might discover you’ve been worshipping an idol. That’s good
advice if you worship a statue of Athena. That’s good advice if you're a long-time follower of Jesus, too. Whatever you
think you’re worshiping, be careful that it doesn’t turn out to be an idol.

OK, anyone can follow Jesus. So what!? Let’s take some examples from the four movements of God’s story that Paul
is talking about.

The first movement is creation. You don’t have to follow Jesus to find God in creation — say in a beautiful sunny
spring day. But to sense that God is present in human beings (despite how much we
mess up God’s creation), to find that God is present even in yourself even at your . ) )
worst, it might take following Jesus to do that. Everyone know that there’s a gap We will be like him.
between the human creature and the divine creator. But Jesus bridges that gap, by | John 3:2
being both human and divine. And because Jesus connects across that gap, you can
connect with God by following Jesus. That’s what Paul’s proclaiming in Athens. By following Jesus, a person can become
truly part of God’s creation.

The second movement of God’s story in the Bible is the Fall, when people chose to sin and fall away from God. You
don’t have to be a follower of Jesus to know that people do evil things and that the world does evil thing back. You
don’t have to follow Jesus to weep over the evils of the world. You don’t have to follow Jesus to know about the
scourge of cancer. But to be truly present with someone who is has cancer — to find God’s presence with you if you
have cancer — that’s the point of following Jesus. To know God, to feel God’s love, in the midst of death, that’s the
point of following Jesus.



The third movement of God’s story is repentance and forgiveness. You don’t have to follow to Jesus to know you’re
not perfect. Anyone who says that Christianity is the only basis for morality is being ridiculous. You usually know when
what you’re doing is wrong. | know when I'm trapped in destructive habits. | don’t need to follow Jesus to know how
bad | can be. | need Jesus to do something about it.

Knowing Jesus, feeling Jesus’ love, accepting Jesus’ death in place of your own punishment, that’s what can give you
the power to actually change your life. Another part of the Bible puts it like this: “Christ suffered for sins once for all,
the righteous for the unrighteous, in order to bring you to God” (| Peter 3:18). How can knowing Jesus bring you to
God? Think of something in your life that you’re so ashamed of you hardly dare to admit it to yourself. You know what |
mean, something you did or said so shameful it keeps you from loving yourself completely. Something you try to avoid
the full truth of, even to yourself, yet it haunts the edges of your dark daydreams. There’s a shame that haunts my
darkest dreams, something very specific | did years ago, and it still haunts me. It is so shameful to me, I'm not going to
say it out loud.

But what if you could know with absolute certainty that God would forgive you even of that? Not only would God
forgive you, God already has forgiven you, if you'll just ask. Not only has God forgiven you, God’s even forgotten it. In
God’s kingdom, your secret sin doesn’t even exist. Once God forgives your sins, they are really gone!

There was once a priest in the Philippines who carried a secret sin he had committed many years before. He had
repented but still had no peace. In his church was a woman who claimed to have visions in which she spoke with Christ.
The priest was very skeptical about that. So to test her, the priest said, "The next time you speak with Christ, ask him
what sin your priest committed while he was in seminary." The woman agreed. A few days later the priest asked, "Well,
did Christ visit you in your dreams?" "Yes, he did," the woman replied. "And did you ask him what sin | committed in
seminary?" "Yes," she said. “Well, what did he say?" said the priest. The woman replied, "He said, 'l don't remember."

The point of following Jesus is to know for certain, that God is forgetting your sins, to feel it in your guts, making
them not even part of the real you. And thereby you are to be able to become the real you. You’re no longer stuck
being the unreal you.

The fourth movement of God’s story is new life — eternal life. You don’t have to be a follower of Jesus to desire
more from life than what you have now. Everyone knows what it’s like to wish you didn’t have to die. But even when
we’re alive the life we have now seems like partial life. Like you’re always waiting for life to happen. Like real life is going
to begin soon, just as soon as you get your act together. According to the Talmud, a certain Rabbi Zusya once said, “In
the coming world, they will not ask me: ‘Why were you not Moses?” They will ask me, ‘Why were you not Zusya?””

The point of following Jesus, according to Paul, is to become truly
alive, alive as the real you that God made you to be. Do you see what
Paul is saying? Judgment day is the day of life, not the day of death. That’s
the assurance we have because God raised Jesus from the dead. Jesus
has already died death for you. And since Jesus is alive again, you can be
assured of life again too. | say you can be “alive again,” but maybe it

God has set a day for judging the
world with justice by the man he has
appointed, and he proved to
everyone who this is by raising him
from the dead.

would be more truthful to say “really alive for the first time.” All that’s Acts 17:31
left for you and me to do is to live life really alive as yourself. That’s what
eternal life is — life that’s really alive as the real you.

Eternal life is not fulfilled until eternity, but you get a foretaste of it in ordinary life. Think of the moments when
you’ve felt uncommonly alive. The birth of a child, a great love, fulfilling work, a time you felt God’s presence in worship,
or prayer or nature. Now imagine experiencing God’s presence like that all the time. And imagine experiencing God’s
presence without the secret shame, the nagging feeling of being an impostor, without the fear it’s not real, not really for
you. Now you’re imagining the fullness of eternal life. Following Jesus is the way to turn the imagining real life, into
experiencing real life.

So how about you. Does following Jesus bring you into a life that’s more alive? If it does, take a moment — say, if
you come to communion — and feel the real life in yourself. If you are not following Jesus, or you haven’t decided yet,
of if you are following Jesus but it isn’t making you much more alive yet, treat yourself with gentleness and reverence, as
Paul would, as Jesus would. “| see that you are very religious in every way.” Maybe it would be a good idea to ask Jesus
to make you more alive. Maybe it would be a good idea to do it today. You could use the time of communion to quietly
ask Jesus, “Would you make me really alive please?”



