
1 

 

THE UNKNOWN GOD, REVEALED 

 

Acts 17:22-31          Marilyn Allen 

John 14:15-21          May 17, 2020 

                      St. Helens First United Methodist Church 

 

 Paul had been to many cities of Greece and had founded a number of churches in those 

cities, but this could have been his first visit to Athens. As he waited for Timothy and Silas to 

arrive, he wandered around the city, like any other tourist. And he went to the mall – that is, the 

marketplace.  

 In the marketplace and on Mars Hill, the philosophers were happy to discuss anything 

and everything. Now Paul was always ready to preach about the crucified and risen Christ. He 

found his opening when he saw an altar “To an Unknown God.” So he began a sermon, or a 

lecture, with that. The unknown One is the Creator, Paul said. The unknown One has given the 

breath of life to all people. The unknown One is, in fact, as close as our breath. Now is the time, 

Paul preached, to pay attention to this unknown God, who is not like the other gods of gold or 

silver or stone that he had seen around the city. Now is the time to listen to the story of Jesus of 

Nazareth, the risen and living Christ, for in him, Paul was convinced, God has been revealed. At 

that point, when they heard about resurrection, some of the philosophers declared that Paul was a 

babbler, while others were willing to listen, and a few became believers. However, there is no 

indication that any Christian community formed in Athens at the time of Paul. 

 We’re a long way from Athens. We’re nearly 2000 years after the Apostle Paul. Yet I 

wonder – how do we know God? Do we simply pay lip-service to God as the Unknowable One, 

and then proceed to live our lives in service to lesser gods? The way life has had to change, and 

for many of us come to a full stop, in these months of shut-down, might make it even more clear 

what is most important to us. For a while, you’d think it was toilet paper and hand sanitizer. I 
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hope not. What we fear, what we miss, might reveal to us what is truly life-giving for us, and 

what is not as important as we thought. 

 The lesser gods of security and success have their places. Those who have been laid off, 

those who have been ill or have been caring for someone who is, have true concerns, without 

making the job or good health into a god. Those of us who are missing family members and 

friends because we can’t get together or because someone has died are truly lonely and grieving.

 But some people, and maybe some of us, have had a hard time adjusting to the changes 

we’ve experienced. They are other gods that might have been cluttering up our lives. You know 

– the god of pleasure and excitement, “Let me do my own thing”; or its opposite, the god of 

conformity – “We’ve never done it this way before.” There’s the god of rugged individualism, 

which we’re quite fond of in the western states: “I’m self-sufficient, and everyone else should be 

too.” Of course that’s not literally true, since we don’t make our own medicine or cars, and we 

don’t police or pave our own little section of the street, so we really can’t be totally self-

sufficient. We even take really good things, like career or sports (anyone missing sports?) or 

family, or personal freedom, and turn them into gods that take most of our time and attention. 

 These false gods distract us from the real God who is beyond our ability to comprehend. 

We are not nearly smart enough or experienced enough to understand the Holy One, the Spirit 

that fills the universe. We can’t prove that God exists. Yet there are many ways that God is 

revealed to those who seek, who have eyes to see and hearts to understand. Many of these ways 

are still available to us wherever we find ourselves. 

 The world of nature speaks clearly about God to some people – the balance of 

ecosystems that we so thoughtlessly ignore, to our peril; the immense size of the universe; the 

minute attractions that hold subatomic particles together, so that a table or chair appear to be 
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solid, when phsyics says they are not. Some people study the natural world and find nothing of 

God. Others think of God as Creator and in control of each tiny part. I’m somewhere in the 

middle, believing that a force for good, what we name “God” called the original building blocks 

of the universe into being, but that what we see and who we are is the result of on-going 

evolution, biological, geological, psychological. So about 40 years ago, when Mt. St. Helens 

erupted, that is part of the evolution, or on-going creation, of the earth. So natural science doesn’t 

always speak to me of God. 

 However, nature can help reveal God in another way. When I am outside, walking on the 

beach (I miss that!) or working in my yard, watching birds or listening to the rain, I feel 

connected to the world around me. That opens my inner being to the Spirit of the Eternal One in 

whom we live. My responsibilities and problems fade into the background, and I am more aware 

of what is important to this world of which I am only a small part. I can feel the nudging of the 

Spirit toward a new perspective on what seemed an hour before to be a huge problem. I can 

sense the grace and love of God coming to me, and I trust once more in God’s care. Nature 

invites me into God’s presence. 

 God may be known in the beauty of the arts. Visual art can invite us to experience the 

world of design and color, of order or chaos, which can speak to us of God’s action in the world. 

We can be challenged by haunting photos of refugees, of doctors and nurses in ICU hallways. 

We can be comforted by a glimpse of a Rembrandt Madonna and child. Music reaches below 

word and thought to touch the emotions we so carefully hold in check. That’s one reason we use 

music in worship – to touch and express our own needs and to be brought into a place of joyful 

hope. It’s not the same to sing at home by ourselves, is it? 
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 We may sense God as we move in dance or in sports. I’ve seen beautiful liturgical dance. 

Runners can achieve a meditative place where everything is working together in divine rhythm. 

The teamwork of sports builds a sense of responsibility and trust in one another that reflect the 

goodness of God. The teamwork volunteers often experience also reflects God’s goodness; we 

miss that now, I’m sure. 

 God is revealed more directly in Scripture, especially in the stories of people of faith who 

trusted God, and set out on a journey to a new place and a new identity, like the people of Israel, 

or Paul and Timothy traveling across the Roman Empire. The story of Jesus of Nazareth is the 

most important story we Christian know. Jesus revealed the nature of God by what he did – 

healing, teaching, feeding the people, calming all kinds of storms, not just at sea, but also storms 

of chaos in human minds. Jesus also revealed the depths of God’s love when he welcomed 

children; agonized over the hard-heartedness of people who should have been on the front lines 

of compassionate service; when he wept at the tomb of his friend Lazarus; and when he died 

because he remained faithful to God’s way of costly self-giving love. 

 That self-giving love of Jesus is the ultimate revelation of the love of God. The promised 

Holy Spirit gave new life to those earliest disciples and apostles, and is with us still. God is 

revealed to us when we love one another in small, daily actions. God is with us when we go out 

of our way to help someone else, and also when we allow someone else to help us. The love of 

Christ is revealed when we forgive one another – genuine forgiveness is so powerful, and so rare. 

 Where do you see hints of God? How is God’s love revealed to you? And how to you 

reveal God to other people? Jesus told his disciples, “If you love me, you will keep my word.” 

(You could read that in scolding tone of voice, but I don’t think that’s what Jesus would have 

meant.) It’s not a command, but a promise. If the love of Christ is most important to us, if we are 
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willing to accept that love for ourselves, we will be able to love one another. It won’t be a 

grudging duty. We will be able to share ourselves with friends, with family, with those in need, 

and even with those we have a really hard time loving. As we continue to live in love, we will 

find God revealed in ways we would never imagine. 

 That is the purpose of our lives. That is why we are part of a church; the church 

dispersed, at this time. We are to love with the love of God, and so reveal that love in and for our 

community. May the Spirit of Christ be in all that we do and all that we are, this day and always. 

Amen. 

 


