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Acts 17:22–31, 1 Peter 3:13–16a 

 

Let us pray for an awareness of and inspiration from God’s Spirit. 

Creator of our world, and everything in it, in you we live and move and 
have our being; we are your own children, the work of your hands. We 
pray that your Holy Spirit would move among us as we worship, 
opening our eyes to your presence, opening our ears to your word. 
Receive the worship of our hearts and minds and bodies; may it be a 
pleasing offering to you. We pray in the name of your Son, our Savior, 
Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Acts 17:16–31 

While Paul was waiting for them (Silas & Timothy) in Athens, he was 
deeply distressed to see that the city was full of idols. So he argued in 
the synagogue with the Jews and the devout persons, and also in the 
marketplace every day with those who happened to be there. Also some 
Epicurean and Stoic philosophers debated with him. Some said, “What 
does this babbler want to say?” Others said, “He seems to be a 
proclaimer of foreign divinities.” (This was because he was telling the 
good news about Jesus and the resurrection.) So they took him and 
brought him to the Areopagus and asked him, “May we know what this 
new teaching is that you are presenting? It sounds rather strange to us, so 
we would like to know what it means.” Now all the Athenians and the 
foreigners living there would spend their time in nothing but telling or 
hearing something new. 
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Then Paul stood in front of the Areopagus and said, “Athenians, I see 
how extremely spiritual you are in every way. For 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. The 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, nor is he served by human hands, 
as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all mortals life 
and breath and all things. From one ancestor he made all peoples to 
inhabit the whole earth, and he allotted the times of their existence and 
the boundaries of the places where they would live, so that they would 
search for God and perhaps fumble about for him and find him—though 
indeed he is not far from each one of us. For ‘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.’ 

“Since 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. While God has overlooked the times of human ignorance, 
now he commands all people everywhere to repent, because 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.” 

1 Peter 3:13–16a 

Now who will harm you if you are eager to do what is good? But even if 
you do suffer for doing what is right, you are blessed. Do not fear what 
they fear, and do not be intimidated, but in your hearts sanctify Christ as 
Lord. 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 respect. 
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As our first story opens, Paul is alone waiting for his fellow disciples to 
continue on their missional journey of spreading the Good News of 
Christ. Paul has traveled with his mission coworkers already to Philippi 
and Thessalonica, and now he has arrived in Athens. While waiting for 
his colleagues to arrive, Paul walks around the city, getting to know his 
new surroundings. While he walks, he notices the various statues and 
idols spread throughout the city. 

This is distressing to Paul, all of these idols, and the story tells us he 
argues in the synagogue. Now, the Greek word that is translated as 
“argued” might just as easily mean a robust conversation or trying to 
reason something out. I think I have always assumed Paul was kind of a 
fiery person, someone with a quick temper, so I just assumed he was in a 
heated argument, but I wonder if he was truly distressed by what he saw 
and needed a space to thoroughly work out his thoughts in conversation. 
Maybe it wasn’t so much a heated debate as it was earnest conversation 
with other faithful people trying to make sense of God and the world 
based on what he saw. 

The conversation in the synagogue leads Paul to also go to the 
marketplace and have additional conversation with some philosophers. 
While some dismiss Paul, others are interested and they bring him to the 
public square of Athens, the Areopagus, to explain what he has been 
talking about. There the people of Athens, as Acts tells it, “would spend 
their time in nothing but telling or hearing something new.” Historians 
have described Athens, as a place where people were intellectually 
curious, the home of philosophers and thinkers. It was also a 
multicultural and multiethnic city with a plurality of religions. Maybe 
not so much different than our world now. Through these conversations 
some scoff at Paul, some are curious and want to hear more, while others 
become followers of Jesus. 
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One of the things I like about Paul’s approach to this new place is to 
spend time in observation. And then after noticing something that makes 
him curious, and even distressed, is then to engage with people in deep 
conversation about it. Again, I think I have been too quick in the past to 
assign fervency to Paul and this conversation. I can just imagine him 
yelling at someone else. Or maybe, if not yelling, then not actually 
listening to his conversation and speaking over them because he wants to 
get his point across and has no room for someone else’s understanding 
because Paul is so assured that he is right. There is no way for us to 
know if this is true or not, of course, but I wonder if that is the attitude I 
ascribe to Paul because I have been the recipient or witness of such 
religious fervor and lack of listening by some fellow Christians. 
Someone so assured they are right that there is no room for anyone else 
in the conversation. 

I wonder if I have been too unkind about Paul because of my perception 
of others who are so eager to share their faith. Perhaps I attributed to 
Paul my experiences with other people. I remember early in our dating 
when my wife Kelly and I found ourselves in a misunderstanding that 
almost turned into a larger disagreement until we realized that we were 
responding to one another based on interactions with people we had 
previously dated. We were basing our reactions and perceptions on 
something that was not actually true. We were anticipating how one 
another might respond to something, not based on the person in front of 
us, but based on past experiences. We were responding to one another in 
fear. Fear over a possible negative reaction, fear of being dismissed, fear 
of offending the other person. I have heard that FEAR can be an 
acronym for “false evidence appearing real.” “False evidence appearing 
real.” 
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Fear is a powerful thing. It is rooted in thinking or believing that 
something bad might occur. When we are fearful, our focus is often on 
negative outcomes, even when there may not be immediate evidence of 
danger. One researcher says, “When you live in fear, you are essentially 
investing your beliefs in what could go wrong, allowing these 
possibilities to control your actions and decisions. Fear’s negativity bias 
means that it magnifies threats and keeps you focused on worst-case 
scenarios, making it difficult to move forward.”i 

This is not to say that there are not very real things of which we should 
be fearful. There are dangers and disappointments in the world that are 
very real. There are people and powers in the world actively seeking to 
do harm to others and our planet. We need to name those things and 
work against them. But, if I may say it, my fear is that we will remain in 
fear and invest too much energy into the fear and not enough in 
overcoming the things that cause the fear. 

Several years ago, in 2019, I had opportunity to hear the author and 
historian Jon Meacham speak. He had written his latest book, “The Soul 
of America: The Battle for Our Better Angels.” In this book, he set out to 
calm people’s fears by showing that, what President Lincoln called, “the 
better angels of our nature,” have repeatedly won the day. He recognized 
that there was a lot of angst and fear in the present moment and he 
wanted to call attention that things had been bad, or even worse, in 
American history, and that we have come through it. In the book, he 
writes about the Civil War, Reconstruction, backlash against immigrants 
after World War I, the resurgence of the KKK in the 1920’s, the fight for 
women’s rights, the anti-communist witch hunts of Joseph McCarthy, 
and the fight against Jim Crow. He does not diminish the threats of those 
times, but he does outline how in those hard moments in our history and 
national life, people took up the cause and led the country to look 
forward and not backward and to assert hope over fear. 
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Meacham writes in the introduction of his book, “History … shows us 
that we are frequently vulnerable to fear, bitterness, and strife. The good 
news is that we have come through such darkness before.” 

Meacham writes further, “The opposite of fear is hope.” He says, “Fear 
feeds anxiety and produces anger; hope, particularly in the political 
sense, breeds optimism and feelings of well-being … Fear points at 
others, assigning blame; hope points ahead, working for a common 
good. Fear pushes away; hope pulls others closer. Fear divides; hope 
unifies.” 

Hope, also, is a powerful thing. If fear leans toward the negative, hope 
leans toward the positive. Hope allows us to focus on the potential good 
in uncertain situations, trusting that things can improve, and that our 
better angels can prevail. 

The same research on fear I mentioned earlier says this about hope. 
“Hope isn’t about being unrealistic or denying the challenges you face; 
it’s about shifting your focus from what could go wrong to what could 
go right. When you choose hope, you are actively deciding to invest 
your beliefs in positive possibilities. This simple shift can have a 
profound impact on your well-being and transform how you experience 
life.”ii 

The reading from 1 Peter says, “Do not fear…. 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 respect.” Maybe similar 
to my misreading of Paul’s approach in Acts, I realized this week that I 
have often misread this particular passage from 1 Peter. In the past, I 
have read this passage, particularly as it is paired with the story in Acts, 
as a call for us to share our faith, to share with others what we believe. 
In fact, I preached from this text not too long ago and suggested this 
very thing to you all, and said we all need to have an elevator speech to 
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be able to share with others in the time it takes to ride an elevator, what 
our faith means to us and why we are Christian. 

And while I think that is still a good idea, I realized this week that this 
passage does not exhort us to talk about our faith, our belief, but rather, 
it tells us to be ready to talk about our hope. Faith and hope are different 
things.  

I think our hope flows from our faith. We may have faith that God is 
present in the world. We can believe in faith that God is for us, which 
gives us hope that even in the face of difficult things, God is still at work 
in us to bring about a better future. And our faith that God is present, our 
hope that the story is not complete, compels us to acts of love. 

And did you also note that when we share our hope, we are to do so in a 
spirit of gentleness and respect. This is not a brow beating of getting a 
person to think like you, but it is offering of how we navigate 
disappointment and despair. It is an invitation to something meaningful 
and deep. It is to provide an imagination for those who long for a better 
way and a better world. There is a tenacity and daring to hope. Hope 
allows us to put one step in front of another, and to keep going. 

I was struck a few weeks ago when Deb DeMeester preached on the 
passage of the disciples encountering Jesus on the way to Emmaus about 
the phrasing of some of the language in the story. In the story, Jesus 
comes alongside the disciples, and they do not recognize him at first. 
They tell this unrecognized Jesus about the events of what had occurred 
over the last few days, they share their despair at the death of Jesus, and 
their inability to believe the women that Jesus had been risen from the 
dead. As they talked with Jesus about these things, the disciples said, 
“but we had hoped…” It struck me, that because they had lost their 
hope, they had lost the ability to see Jesus. 
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I think like Paul, it is helpful to take the time to observe. It is helpful to 
be attentive to where we see God at work in the world. It is so easy in 
the face of everything that seems to be going wrong, to give into fear 
and despair. Which, I think, is all the more reason to cultivate looking 
for God and accounting for our hope for a better world. Again, this is not 
to diminish the bad things, but it is meant to strengthen the muscle that 
allows us to continue on in the face of the bad things. Hope allows us to 
name the fear, but not to live there. And we do this in gentleness and 
humility, trusting that God will continue to reveal Godself, in even the 
tiniest of things. 

In her poem, Aurora Leigh, Elizabeth Barrett Browning. writes about 
noticing the divine. She says, 

“Earth’s crammed with heaven, 
And every common bush afire with God, 
But only he who sees takes off his shoes; 
The rest sit round and pluck blackberries.” 

Friends, let us spend time looking for and naming the holy all around us. 
And let us share the hope that is in us. In doing so, in faith, we can know 
that God is for us, that gives us hope to bring about better things and 
compels us toward love. 

Amen. 

 
 

i https://traumaresearchuk.org/blog/choosing-hope-over-fear/ 
ii Ibid 


