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Acts 17:22-34 

22 Then Paul stood in front of the Areopagus and said, “Athenians, I see how extremely spiritual you are in every 
way. 23 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. 24 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, 25 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. 26 From one ancestor[a] 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, 27 so that they would search for God[b] and 
perhaps fumble about for him and find him—though indeed he is not far from each one of us. 28 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.’ 

29 “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. 30 While God has overlooked the times of human ignorance, now he commands all people 
everywhere to repent, 31 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.” 

32 When they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some scoffed, but others said, “We will hear you again about 
this.” 33 At that point Paul left them. 34 But some of them joined him and became believers, including Dionysius the 
Areopagite and a woman named Damaris and others with them. 

 Athens was the Ivy League of the ancient world. The Silicon Valley of the Ancient World. The intellectual capital 

of the ancient world where all the smart people and good ideas and philosophical traditions shaped everyone and 

everywhere else. Athens was the heart of the culture, where Socrates and Plato and Aristotle shaped thought patterns 

and ethics and behaviors. The Greek commitment to education and learning wanted to shape the whole person, believing 

that specific physical forms shaped our sense of beauty, believing that to become a whole person one needed to be shaped 

not only by learning but by ethical commitments and by physical activity as well.  

I wouldn’t necessarily say that Paul’s visit to Athens is ‘country comes to town,’ but it was certainly the 

provincial person from Judea coming to the center of learning and ethics, democratic principles, and high culture. The 

apostle Paul was not familiar with the country duo of George Jones and Tammy Wynette, but if he were, perhaps he 

would be singing, ‘We’re not the jet set, we’re the old Chevrolet set,’ on his way into Athens. And one of the interesting 

things about Paul’s encounter with the Athenians as recorded by Luke here in Acts, is that he tries to engage them on 

their own terms, trying to appeal to reason and their sense of the divine, as proof of the existence of God. And based on 

Paul’s journeys and letter writing, I am pretty sure Athens is one of the few places Paul visited where he was not 
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successful planting a congregation. Eventually Christianity would emerge there, but nothing seems to have happened in 

Athens in Acts and we have no letters from the apostle Paul to the Athenians.  

And I wonder if part of the reason why is that barely anyone becomes a follower of Jesus Christ through argumentation. 

Or maybe a better way to put it is that the Christian faith is less about winning arguments and proving validity through 

reason and more about inviting people to take a leap of faith and enter into a way of life that is borderline irrational. 

Blessed are the meek, Jesus teaches. You must hate mother and father, brother and sister to follow me. Love your enemies, 

pray for those who persecute you, forgive not a lot, but an infinite amount of times. This is not logical. This is not rational. 

These are not Athens approved teachings.  

One of the enduring statements that has stuck with me and fed my faith at different times comes from the 

theologian, Lesslie Newbigin, who offers us this slightly counter-intuitive take. ‘Jesus did not come to write a book, he 

came to form a community.’1 Jesus did not come to give us the Bible, he came to form a community out of a bunch of 

fragmented, hostile, duplicitous, rebellious, individualistic, lone rangers. Jesus did not come to write a book, but to write 

his life into the chaos and mess of ours. Jesus did not come to persuade through rational argumentation, but to love us in 

spite of irrational behavior, our unenlightened thoughts, and our shaky principles . The point of Jesus Christ’s life, death, 

and resurrection was not to win us over through rational argumentation, but to give us each other, fellow sinners, 

disciples, people he did not choose us without, who come to see him more clearly, not as individual free agents, but by 

sharing common life together. 

  Robert Putnam, Harvard professor, sociologist, and the author of Bowling Alone, the book that in many ways has 

characterized our current era, documenting the breakdown of community and communal bonds and social capital the 

last 40 plus years; Putnam was invited to speak several years ago to the executive leadership at Meta (formerly known as 

Facebook), and to talk about the need to connect with people face to face and not just online or individually, but 

communally. Apparently, according to Putnam, one of the executives took him aside and said that they had the 

technology to help people connect and build better communal bonds, and could do this right now. We can build up 

social capital. Great, Putnam replied, let’s get to work, how can we make this happen? It won’t, the executive replied; our 

whole business model is built on amplifying the loudest and most extreme and divisive voices. It won’t happen.   

 
1 Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel In a Pluralist Society, 227. 



 

 

If you go to the Meta website today and look at their statement of purpose it is all about ‘connectivity,’ and 

‘giving people the power to build community and bring the world closer together,’ but at some point they learned that 

their algorithm could actually be better monetized when it was bringing people closer together in order to rage bait them 

and cause civil disarray and polarization between them. Jesus did not come to write a book, he came to form a 

community. Jesus did not come to win an argument on Facebook, he came to form a community. Jesus did not come to 

stoke the worst in us, but by his grace to see the best in us and form us into a community that is more than the sum of its 

parts, people who become more than whatever an algorithm can do to the dopamine receptors of our brains.  

Strangely Paul was unable to break through with the cultured and intellectual elite of Athens but was wildly 

successful building a Christian community in Corinth, a cross section of the wild and wooly first century Mediterranean 

peoples, who got drunk at communion, engaged in ritual sex acts, took each other to court, taunted each other over 

which one had the best spiritual gift, and also happened to be very same people to whom Paul wrote these words: ‘If I 

speak in tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy going or a clanging cymbal.’ And if I can 

preach the birds out of the trees and have so much prophetic justice that I can contribute to the bending of the moral arc 

of the universe, if I have the most sincere devoted faith and knowledge of God, ‘but do not have love, I am nothing.’ If I am 

the most generous person who ever lived, if I give away everything I have and reject all earthly possessions, but do not 

have love, I gain nothing. Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or rude….it bears all things, believes 

all things, hopes all things, endures of all things.’  

To quote the enlightenment philosopher and rationalist Blaise Pascal, from his Penseés, ‘the heart has its reasons 

which reason knows nothing of…we know the truth not only by reason, but by the heart.’ Or to hear it again: ‘Jesus did 

not come to write a book, he did not come to write down an ironclad list of rules or to spend his time developing a policy 

handbook, or even sit down to write a novel, he spent all his precious and limited time trying to form a community.’ 

 And while Paul might have experienced a failure to launch in Athens, it happened eventually. And in spite of our 

own failures, whether it comes through rage baiting or other forms of social isolation, Jesus is at work, trying to rewire 

us, through the waters of baptism, through the renewal of our minds, through the life together we share in Christian 

community, through the pulpit, font, and table, to be the Christian community together, not just so we can win 

arguments or edify ourselves, but for the sake of the whole, for the good of the larger world, to make an impact on people 

we may never meet.  



 

 

Life together as a community of faith is about more than just the sentimental tugging on the strings of the heart, 

and more than winning theological debates, we are meant to be more than just brains on a stick and more than individual 

souls communing with the divine but not connected at all to other human beings. In a world where everyone is chasing 

the next dopamine hit, where we are in danger of becoming imprisoned to our own advances, in a world where the 

politics and polarization of the age seek to become our primary identity, in a world where what it means to be a human 

being is up for grabs and not a given, I think investing our lives in the work of creating Christian community, forming 

followers of Jesus Christ, and enabling people to become truly human is not only worthwhile and needed, but maybe 

what saves us from our worst selves.  

‘Jesus Christ did not come to write a book, he came to form a community.’ Jesus Christ did not come to make us 

godlike, to take us up to heaven, to make us pristine, but he came to humanize us, to make us more than our fight and 

flight reflexes, more than the chemical reactions of our neural receptors, more than tribalists who only see humanity in 

their own group or ideological kin. The goal of our lives, according to Jesus, is to become truly human, not by ourselves, 

but only with each other…to become the people we are in Jesus Christ together…to become more than the sum of our 

parts…more than the transitory pleasure of a dopamine rush after a click…more than individuals who have a personal 

relationship with God but no community with anyone else.  

When we walk out there, it is easy to forget our humanity in Christ, and to think it is our performance that 

defines us. We are what we achieve; its our performance that defines us and makes you more human (and more 

acceptable) than others. I am going to be honest, I have fed on that lie. Others tell us that we are what we are able to 

produce…or what we are able to amass makes us who we are. But the Christian community stands at the baptismal font 

and tells us ‘you are loved therefore you are.’ That’s what makes you a fully human being. You are an important part of 

God’s good creation, you have been given gifts to be put to use, you are loved by Jesus Christ to infinity and beyond and 

have been claimed as part of his community, you are a work in progress through the love of the Holy Spirit.  

Winning arguments, even important ones, do not make Christian community. Convincing others of the 

righteousness or the righteousness of our cause, may create a sect, but not a Christian community. Turning faith into an 

intellectual achievement will not sustain a Christian community; nor will the numbers in our bank statement. 

Algorithmically stimulating our dopamine receptors won’t do it either. I think what Paul found out in Athens is that 

Christian community is so much more elusive and more comprehensive and also more simple than winning arguments or 

appealing to reason, more than curating our individual identity, and more than the manipulation of our dopamine 



 

 

receptors. It requires all of us, every part of us, and cannot happen on our own, but through the love of Jesus Christ and 

the life together we share in Him. Jesus not only takes seriously the whole person, but the good of the whole community, 

and thankfully his love never stops trying to re-wire us, our hearts, our souls, and our minds, until we are able to better 

reflect it. Thanks be to God. 

  

 


