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Year A:  Easter 6a   Acts 17:22-31; Ps 66:7-18; 1Pet 3:13-22; Jn 14:15-21 
St. Barnabas, Florissant – May 17, 2020 
 
Focus Sentence:  “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.” 

 
SERMON 

I offer these thoughts in the name of God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit…. 
 

In our reading this morning from the Acts of the Apostles, we hear the Apostle 

Paul preaching about God and Jesus to the Athenians at a place near the Acropolis 

called the Areopagus.  Areopagus means “hill of Mars (or Ares),” and apparently takes 

its name from an ancient myth which says the god Ares (or Mars) was tried there for the 

murder of the son of the god, Poseidon (or Neptune.) 

In his preaching, Paul appeals to the Athenians’ own religious searchings, when 

he mentions an altar he had seen in their city with the inscription, “To an unknown god.”  

Paul tells them that he is now proclaiming to them the very real existence of this 

unknown God who made the world and everything in it.  In a beautiful section, Paul 

goes on to say that this God made all nations from one ancestor, and that God set 

things up so that every human person would search for God, grope for God, and 

ultimately find God. 

Of course, as Paul informs the Athenians, “God is not far from each one of us,” 

because God dwells in us, and we in God. 

PAUSE 

In today’s passage from the First Letter of Peter, we are instructed to “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 reverence.” 

The Greek philosophers who are listening to Paul, and presumably debating with 

him, are doing so while he is giving that certain “accounting for the hope that is in [him].”  

And Paul appears to be doing this with “gentleness and reverence.” 
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The author of the First Letter of Peter, who may have been not Peter himself, but 

a close associate, was writing to early Christians who were most certainly facing the 

prospect of actual persecution on account of their faith in Jesus Christ, and so he writes 

a lot about suffering, particularly suffering unfairly. 

Having a discussion about God and Jesus can obviously be a different type of 

experience in the “outside,” the marketplace, as opposed to having it “inside” the church 

walls.  While we in 21st-century America are unlikely to be subjected to suffering or be 

persecuted for our efforts, we might well meet with a certain amount of skepticism or 

even scorn. 

Incidentally, just after the passage we heard read from Acts this morning, it goes 

on to say in verse 32:  “When they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some scoffed; 

but others said, ‘We will hear you again about this.’”  So Paul gets a mixed reaction; 

some are open to further discussion, while “some scoffed.” 

PAUSE 

I wonder how many of us are willing or even able to “give an accounting for the 

hope that is in [us]”?  …especially if that “accounting” is to be given in the public 

marketplace?  I know that I would be nervous about opening myself to “scoffers” and 

questioners.  But isn’t that what we’re called to do because of our faith in Jesus?  Aren’t 

we supposed to share the “hope” that is ours because of that faith? 

We Episcopalians aren’t especially comfortable with what we call “evangelism,” 

but those Baptismal promises we’ve made say that we will “proclaim by word and 

example the Good News of God in Christ.”  But then, maybe that word, “example,” will 

get us off the evangelism hook just a bit. 

While we may not be good at the kind of “evangelizing” that Paul is conducting in 

Athens, we can find some comfort in the words attributed to St. Francis of Asissi:  

“Preach the Gospel at all times.  Use words when necessary.”  Let your lives preach the 

Good News by example! 
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Of course, even this “silent” preaching sometimes results in scoffing from 

observers, so just where can we find the strength to fulfill our Baptismal mission? 

Well, if you were listening to the Gospel reading from John this morning, you 

should recall Jesus telling his disciples (and us) that he “will ask the Father, and [the 

Father] will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever.”  The word “Advocate” is 

in the original Greek “parakletos” or Paraclete in English.  A “parakletos” in ancient 

times was someone who was “called to stand by your side” particularly in a court of law, 

someone you could literally “lean on.”  In modern times, this term is comparable to the 

“advocate” who stands with, and speaks for, children in legal situations where they 

cannot speak for themselves.  I think it’s remarkable that, just a few verses further on in 

John, Jesus says, “I will not leave you orphaned.”  Imagine yourself as an orphan, as 

that “motherless child,” who has no one to stand with you, speak on your behalf, and 

support you.  Jesus is telling us that he won’t leave us on our own, in that state, but that 

our “Parakletos” will abide in us, and will be in us.  Our “Advocate,” the Holy Spirit of 

Truth, will strengthen us and enable us to fulfill our Baptismal mandate. 

PAUSE 

Remember that things are about to change.  Since April 12, we have been 

celebrating the Easter season.  We’ve been hearing about the various interactions of 

the risen, physical Jesus with his disciples.  But Thursday, May 21st, we commemorate 

Ascension Day, forty days after Easter.  Jesus’ physical presence will no longer be with 

us, and we’ll be on our own to face, if not actual persecution, then at least “scoffers.” 

Jesus, too, continually challenges us.  Twice in today’s Gospel reading, Jesus 

tells us, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.” And “They who have my 

commandments and keep them are those who love me… .”  Remember that this 

morning’s passage is set withing the “long goodbye” Jesus is saying at the Last Supper.  

And, at that Supper, Jesus washes his disciples’ feet and tells them, “Love one another 

as I have loved you.”  Take care of one another, sacrifice yourselves for one another; 

that is Jesus’ commandment and challenge to each one of us.  And keeping that 

commandment will indeed be the proof that we love Jesus. 
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Ten days after Ascension Thursday is Pentecost, the day our “Parakletos,” our 

Advocate and Strengthener, descends on the disciples with sound and fury.  We receive 

that same gift at our Baptisms, and we have heard Jesus’ promise that that Spirit will be 

with us forever. 

And so, take heart, fellow Episcopalians and fellow evangelists.  We have what 

we need to “give and accounting for the hope that is in [us]” and to open ourselves 

willingly to would-be scoffers.  The Spirit of Truth will be right here with us and in us.  

Thanks be to God. 

And let the church say, 

                      AMEN.  ALLELUIA! 


