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 Now that things with the coronavirus are starting to settle down a little bit, it’s probably 

time for us to start thinking about “normal” things again.  For the last two months, our national 

conversation has been dominated by the virus and social distancing, but those aren’t the only 

things we have to talk about.  Pretty soon, the same issues that we had been discussing before 

the shock of the virus are going to reassert themselves, especially in a presidential election 

year.  And that leads us back to the same question we should be asking ourselves every day: 

how do we Christians confess Jesus Christ and proclaim his name in a society that is often 

hostile to the church? 

 Many theologians these days would say that we in the United States live in a “post-

Christian” culture.  Our society used to be grounded in a shared understanding of God and 

morality, and that understanding was largely based on the Christian faith.  Clearly, this is not 

true anymore.  Christianity still is a powerful force within our society, but there are other 

equally powerful movements that set themselves against the church and its teachings.  Many of 

those in our country who identify as Christians do not meaningfully practice their faith.  And a 

lot of the young adults who used to fall away from church in college for a while and come back 

after they get married aren’t coming back anymore: they’re just staying away, period.  More 

and more people these days are being raised without any concept of Christianity or what the 

Bible teaches.  Hence the term “post-Christian.” 

 What’s interesting about a post-Christian society is that it actually has much in common 

with a pre-Christian society.  Societies that are pre-Christian have little to no knowledge of the 

Bible.  There are very few people in them that confess Jesus as Lord and Savior.  And they are 



not shaped by Christian morality in a meaningful sense.  The pre-Christian world was where 

the first apostles went out to proclaim the name of Jesus Christ, and it has some important 

similarities with our own era right here in the U.S.  So if we want to speak effectively to the 

people of our time, we might want to take a look at how the apostles spoke to the people of 

their time. 

 Our first reading for today gives us a helpful look at how the apostle Paul proclaimed 

Christ to a society that had essentially zero knowledge of him.  In this text, Paul was in the 

Greek city of Athens, which was an important cultural center of the ancient world.  At this 

time, Athens was a hodgepodge of different religions and philosophies.  You had the classical 

Greek pagan gods and goddesses and their temples.  You had Epicurean and Stoic 

philosophers, who were constantly debating with each other and trying to find the meaning of 

life.  And you even had a Jewish population with a synagogue there.  So when Paul arrived in 

Athens, he saw this religious and philosophical diversity and was quite alarmed by it.  The 

idols and false gods everywhere particularly bothered him.  So he went all over the city, in the 

synagogue and the marketplaces, trying to tell people about the one true God and his Son, Jesus 

Christ.  Some of the Athenians listened to him and were interested in what he had to say, and 

they wanted to learn more.  They invited him to the Areopagus, which was a public area in 

Athens where philosophers would often teach.  They asked him to explain himself further, 

since he was saying things that they had never heard before, and the Athenians loved hearing 

something new. 

 What followed was a monologue from Paul that was unlike any other speech from an 

apostle that we find in the book of Acts.  Most of the time, when the apostles were preaching, 

they were speaking to Jewish audiences, which meant that they had a shared reference point in 



the Hebrew Scriptures.  But Paul’s audience this time was not Jewish; they were Greeks, who 

had no familiarity whatsoever with the Jewish religion, let alone with Jesus of Nazareth.  Paul 

couldn’t just cite Old Testament Messianic prophecies and explain how Jesus fulfilled them.  

So he decided to think completely out of the box.  He started with a reference point that would 

make sense to his hearers.  First, he praised them for their religious devotion, drawing attention 

to their altar dedicated to the “unknown god,” which they had to make sure they didn’t miss 

someone important in their worship.  Paul claimed to speak for that unknown god: the God 

who created the universe and all people.  This God, unlike the Athenian gods, does not live in a 

temple, because he doesn’t need humans to make him a dwelling place, but instead blesses 

people with life and all they have.  He does this so that people will seek him and worship him, 

even though he is not far from them.  And to prove this point, Paul didn’t quote the Hebrew 

prophets; rather, he quoted Greek philosophers and poets.  He then went on to say that his 

hearers should not think that the true God is made of gold, silver, or stone by the imagination 

of man, since this God is the creator rather than created.  God was now commanding all people 

to repent, because on a certain day, he would judge the world by a man whom he had 

appointed for this task, the man Jesus Christ.  And this was the sign that Jesus would be the 

judge: that God raised him from the dead. 

 Does that sound like any other Christian sermon you’ve heard before?  Probably not.  

And that’s because when we pastors are preaching to you in this congregation, there is a certain 

level of knowledge that we can assume.  We know that you know who Jesus is.  We know that 

you know that he died on the cross and rose again from the dead for our salvation.  We know 

that you know that you are sinners, and can only be forgiven for your sin by repenting and 

trusting in Jesus Christ.   So when we preach to you, we can refer to all kinds of different 



things and know that, by and large, you’re tracking with us.  But Paul did not have that luxury 

with the Athenians.  He could assume a lot when he had Jewish hearers, but he could assume 

nothing with the Greeks.  So he radically changed his approach in order to speak in a way that 

his hearers understood.  He didn’t change his overall message, but he did speak in very 

different terms from what he was used to.  There’s a lesson in that for us Christians today.  We 

need to understand that our world is not the same as it used to be.  The shared religious and 

moral vocabulary that we could rely on everyone in our society having is no longer there.  

Many people don’t believe in sin anymore, or at least they would define it very differently than 

the Bible does.  Many others believe that religious explanations for the world’s existence are 

no longer necessary, since science has told us everything we need to know.  Still others balk at 

the concept of truth altogether, and claim that truth is defined by each person on the individual 

level.  Our typical “you’re a sinner, Jesus died for you” message doesn’t work very well for 

people who don’t believe in sin, don’t believe in the supernatural, and don’t believe in 

objective truth.  We need to be able to translate the Gospel message we hear in this 

congregation into terms that speak to the worldviews and concerns of those who are outsiders.  

Otherwise, our message will not make any sense, and it will fall on deaf ears. 

 So how do we do that?  How do we speak the Gospel in a way that effectively 

addresses people outside the church today?  Well, I’m going to give it a try here this morning.  

I’m going to give you a couple examples of some Gospel proclamation that I believe is more 

tailored to our situation today.  You’ll notice that they kind of sound like Paul’s speech at the 

Areopagus.  That’s intentional, because I’m using him as a model.  Okay, here we go: 

 “I see that you care very much about social justice.  It’s obvious that you want 

historically marginalized people to be treated better than they have been.  Discrimination and 



oppression are great evils that have plagued human society forever.  It’s great that you want to 

do your part to try to make things better for people.  Let me tell you about someone else who 

feels the same way you do.  His name is Jesus.  He was a peasant in ancient Israel who spoke 

out against the leaders and religious elite of his day.  He preached good news to the poor, and 

he ministered to his society’s outcasts, people like tax collectors and prostitutes.  The leaders 

didn’t like him, and so they conspired against him to have him executed by crucifixion.  But 

the third day after he died, the God who created this universe raised Jesus from the dead and 

vindicated everything he said and did.  That same God promises that he will send Jesus back to 

judge the world and punish those who have oppressed or exploited people weaker than they.  

True, Jesus’ concept of justice and righteousness is different than the way most people think 

about it today, and is probably different from the way you think about it too.  Nevertheless, 

God raised him from the dead, and so we should listen to him and allow him to define what 

true social justice is.  If we do that, we might find that we were mistaken about some of what 

we need to do to make this world a more just place.” 

 Here’s another possibility: “I know that you have great confidence in modern science to 

solve the world’s problems.  And you have good reason to be confident: science has done 

much good for humanity.  It has led to better health care, greater food production, and 

technologies that make our lives much safer and more comfortable.  We can travel long 

distances very quickly because of science, and we can see into the deepest parts of the ocean 

and the furthest reaches of space.  Science has been of great benefit to humanity, it’s true.  But 

science has caused a lot of problems too.  It’s led to weapons of mass destruction, addicting 

screens, and intrusive surveillance technologies.  Plus, today’s scientific facts might be 

regarded as false pseudoscience a century from now.  Remember, it was scientists who said 



that the earth was flat and that it was the center of the universe.  It was scientists who claimed 

that some races of people were superior to others and recommended programs of ethnic 

cleansing in some situations.  Can we really trust science to tell us the absolute truth, all the 

time?  But there is one person whom we can trust: Jesus.  He claimed to be the way, the truth, 

and the life, and God proved that Jesus spoke the truth about himself when he raised Jesus from 

the dead.  Jesus has promised that those who follow him will be guided into all truth, and the 

truth will set them free.  Some day in the future, Jesus is going to return to judge the world 

according to his perfect standard of truth.  With whom do you want to stand: the scientists who 

have often been proven wrong, or Jesus, whom God sent to earth and raised from the dead?” 

 There are a lot of other ways we could confess Christ to people in our society today.  

These two examples are not meant to be exhaustive, nor are they meant to be some kind of 

“silver bullet” that will guarantee faith on the part of those who hear them.  But I do believe 

that they proclaim Jesus in a way that addresses the situations and concerns of many people 

whom we might encounter.  They will not succeed in convincing everyone, or even most 

people.  Paul didn’t convince everyone with his speech at the Areopagus.  When he spoke of 

the resurrection of the dead, some people mocked him, others weren’t so sure, but a few 

legitimately came to faith.  And that’s ultimately what we Christians are trying to do.  We will 

not convert the whole world to Christianity, but God will bring some to faith by the Word that 

we proclaim.  And following the example of the apostle Paul, we will confess Christ in a way 

that helps hearers in their particular situations to understand how he is their Lord and their 

Savior.  The Bible is a big book, and it gives us all kinds of way to speak the Gospel.  As 

discerning Christians, we will proclaim Jesus in any and every way we can to help all people to 

know him and to receive the blessings of forgiveness, life, and salvation in his name. 



 Whenever we think that the task of proclaiming Christ in this post-Christian culture is 

overwhelming, we need to remember the example of the apostle Paul.  He went into a pre-

Christian culture with literally no knowledge of Jesus and effectively preached the Gospel to 

his hearers.  He did not convert all of them, but he did convert some, and those few received 

the hope of eternal life in Jesus’ name.  That’s what keeps us going as faithful proclaimers of 

Christ: the desire for others to share the same joy that we have in knowing Jesus and having 

hope for the future.  As he was with Paul, God will be with all of us as we seek to share the 

Gospel with our friends, family, and many others whom we encounter.  He has promised to 

bless the Word that we proclaim and reap a harvest with it.  May we have absolute confidence 

in his presence with us, so that we too may boldly share Jesus and bring the light of 

Christianity back into our post-Christian world.  Amen. 


