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reSTART: 1. Starting point 
Acts 17:16-32 
September 10, 2017 
Pastor Steve Richards 
 
33 years ago, I walked away from golf. It was a sport that my Dad had taught me how to play. It 
was a way for me to spend time with my dad. In fact, this is the putter that he used when we 
played together.  I continued to golf on and off again as a young adult. But in 1984, with the birth 
of our first child, I didn’t have the time and I didn’t connect well with the other men I golfed with. I 
now had a child, and none of them did. So, I walked away. It’s not that I didn’t like to play. I 
continued to watch the major tournaments on Sunday afternoons, but the longer I stayed away, 
the less I thought about it. And I got involved in other things. 
 
I wonder if that isn’t also how it is for a whole lot of people when it comes to faith. For most of 
us, the starting point began in childhood. It was a conversation with a parent, a teacher, a pastor 
or a youth director. And for a time it was all good, but then other things came along. You got 
distracted; filled your time with other things. You still return for Christmas, sometimes for Easter. 
Otherwise, you get along just fine without it. You are spiritual, just not religious. It’s like my golf 
experience. I understood the basics of the game, carried good memories, even enjoyed 
watching an occasional tournament on Sunday afternoon. I just wasn’t interested in more than 
that. 
 
Or maybe you came to faith as a child, stayed connected to a church most of your life. What you 
learned about faith when you were a child is pretty much what you still believe. It seems to work 
out okay for you. To be honest, you go to church mostly for the community, connecting with 
other people, supporting causes that matter. It feels like you are a better person for going. 
You’re religious, just not very spiritual. 
 
Or maybe your faith began somewhere in childhood, but as you got older that childhood faith 
took a hit now and then. What you believed as a child did not hold up under the challenges and 
struggles of being an adult. As a child, you learned: God is good – you even learned a prayer: 
“God is good, God is great, let us thank him for our food.” You learned that God rewards good 
and punishes evil. So you were taught to be good, because you didn’t want bad things to 
happen. You learned that God answers prayer. But somewhere along the way, you wondered 
if God is so good why does God allow things like hurricanes to cause so much death and 
destruction. How is it that bad things happen to good people and good things happen to bad 
people. And you prayed and prayed and prayed and God didn’t answer your prayer. And that 
childhood faith chips away and disappears. But you’d like something to hang on to. 
 
Karen Armstrong, in her book, The Case for God, writes …many of us have been left 
stranded with an incoherent concept of God. We learned about God at about the same 
time as we were told about Santa Claus. But while our understanding of the Santa Claus 
phenomenon evolved and matured, our theology remained somewhat infantile. Not 
surprisingly, when we attained intellectual maturity, many of us rejected the God we had 
inherited and denied that he existed. Maybe you need a reboot, a restart. You want 
something, something deeper than what you have but you don’t know and are not sure where to 
begin. 
 
This summer, I wondered if my process of returning to golf might also be a metaphor to starting, 
restarting, or taking one’s faith to a new level. I realized that in 33 years, the game of golf had 
not changed but almost everything I had learned about golf had changed – and I had changed. 
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So for the next few weeks, let me invite you to start again. Where would you start? What if you 
never read the Bible, never gone to church, where would you start? How would adults do this? If 
you would join me in this journey of faith, my hope is that something will ignite or reignite your 
faith.  
 
For the very first Christians, where did their faith begin? It wasn’t the Bible. There would not be 
what we call the Bible for another 250 years. What was their starting point? I wonder if their 
starting point might also be our starting point. This morning, I want us to listen in on a 
conversation between the apostle Paul and a group of people who knew nothing about Jesus. 
They had never heard of Jesus, even though this was about twenty years after the events of 
Jesus’ life. How did Paul know what he knew? Not from the New Testament, but from what he 
heard from Peter, John and James, the brother of Jesus – people who knew Jesus and 
witnessed the resurrected Jesus. This conversation is recorded in the book of Acts.  
 
One day as Paul is traveling through Greece, he comes to Athens, and he notices something 
that becomes the basis for a conversation. He looks at the city, and he’s distressed because the 
city if filled with idols. And as he walks around, he engages people in conversations about 
religion. He goes to the synagogue and talks to people. He goes to the marketplace and talks to 
people. The city is full of philosophers, and he finds a group of philosophers who debate with 
him in a deeper conversation about religion and life, and some of them ask: “What is this 
babbler trying to say?” Others remarked, “He seems to be advocating foreign gods.” 
They said this because Paul was preaching the good news about Jesus and the 
resurrection. So they brought Paul to a meeting at the Areopagus and asked him to start from 
the beginning because they had never heard any of this before. I few years ago, I had an 
opportunity to stand on the Areopagus. It is a large rock that looks over the city, and it 
functioned as the place where trials took place. Supposedly it was the place where the Greek 
god, Ares, was tried by the gods for the murder of Poseidon’s son. The Romans would rename 
it as Mars Hills, after Mars, the Roman god of war. Paul was brought to this rock and whether 
this was an official trial or the court of public opinion is not clear, but this was an important 
moment – a make or break moment for Paul in making his case for Jesus to the Athenians. 
They had never heard any of this before. And as Paul stands to address the people who have 
gathered, he describes what he has seen in Athens – a city filled with altars to a whole range of 
deities, including an altar they have labeled To an unknown god (we don’t know who that god 
is but if that god ever shows up, we are ready – just chisel a new name) In fact, here’s photo of 
it. Archaeologists found it in 1820, with the inscription “whether to a god or goddess”  
 
What Paul understands is that people have a lot of uncertainty. There are things they know and 
things they don’t know. And isn’t that why a lot of people go to church on Christmas and Easter 
– just in case. I don’t know, but just in case. Or they wear a piece of jewelry, just in case. And 
Paul says to the people gathered, “you are very religious and you want to know what’s out 
there. You know it’s something, but you don’t know, so you are ignorant of the very thing you 
worship – not ignorant as in stupid, but guessing. You are guessing because if you were 
certain there would not be this altar to an unknown god. And this is what I am going to 
proclaim to you. Paul is about to replace unknown with a name.  
 
Paul says, this God is bigger than all of the other gods put together. So big, you cannot build a 
temple big enough for him – so the whole heaven and earth is his temple. Everything you see is 
an indication that God is. This God gives you life and breath and everything else. This God 
created all people, and God did this so that they would seek him and perhaps reach out for 
him and find him, though he is not far from any one of us. Just look at all of the temples and 
altars you have built, you are seeking something. You make offerings which you burn on altars 
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hoping the smoke reaches a god you cannot see. And Paul says, you are so close. But now 
God commands all people everywhere to repent. That is, to turn away from all these other 
gods, to rethink your previous conclusions because God has done something in our lifetimes. 
God sent a man to set the world right. God has given proof of this to everyone… There is 
proof of the existence of God. We can have certainty. What has God done? …by raising him 
from the dead. They had never heard this before. It had not made the news. No one had 
written about this, but Paul is saying, I came from the place where this happened, and I know 
the eye witnesses, and I am here absolutely convinced God has done something on this planet. 
God raised a man from the dead to give us proof that God is who he says he is. And this man 
was sent for you. And when they heard this, what happened? If you were writing this story or 
there was a movie, what would happen at this point? They all would change their ways and 
destroy the other idols and start worshipping God and everyone would live happily ever after. 
That would make for a great story, but that’s not what happened. 
 
When they heard about the resurrection of the dead, some of them sneered, (because 
everyone knows dead people stay dead. Dead people don’t rise from the dead) but others 
said, “We want to hear you again on this subject.” You know people who saw this? And 
Paul said, in fact for the first few years after that happened I didn’t believe it either. I tried to 
stomp out anyone who said they did, but then one day, I met the risen Jesus. God has done 
something as proof that God knows us and loves us and can be known. And I know him too. I 
know him too. 
 
The starting point in the Christian faith. It’s not the Bible. I love the Bible, but the starting point is 
not the Bible. It’s not whether there was an Adam and Eve and whether they had belly buttons. 
It’s not whether there was really an Ark and how Noah could fit all those animals into an ark and 
whether the flood covered the entire earth. It’s not whether there were seven actual days of 
creation or the seven days were a metaphor for what God was doing over millions of years. No. 
The starting point, the foundation to start or to restart or to move deeper, there is a foundational 
question: Who is Jesus? 
 
When our children were little, my favorite moments were when I could hold each of them in my 
arms – to be close enough to do that. I would come home at night and they would come running 
and hug me or if something was not right, they would climb into my lap or sometimes they just 
wanted my arm around them or to hold my hand. In their teenaged years, that changed and 
didn’t happen as often but it still happened. Today, they are adults – one lives close and the 
other far away, but I still long for those moments when we hug each other and say, “I love you.” 
That’s what God is doing. Once a week, we stop and say, “God thank you. I love you.” And 
God’s response is to hold you tight and reply, “I love you, too.”  
 
The God who made us, cares about us, and love us all. And God proves it by sending a man to 
show us what that love looks like and when people attacked and killed that man, God raised 
him. What’s the starting point? Who is Jesus? And once the starting point is clear the journey 
begins.  
 
Grow, Pray, Study for Week of September 10, 2017 
 
Weekly Prayer: Gracious God, we pray for the Holy Spirit to break through and begin anew 
your work of faith within us. Open our minds and hearts that we might have the courage and 
vision to be the body of Christ, daring to take our worship of you and serve you with our lives, 
through the grace of Jesus Christ. Amen. 
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Monday, September 11 
 
Scripture: Matthew 28:1-15 
After the Sabbath, at dawn on the first day of the week, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary 
came to look at the tomb. Look, there was a great earthquake, for an angel from the Lord came 
down from heaven. Coming to the stone, he rolled it away and sat on it. Now his face was like 
lightning and his clothes as white as snow. The guards were so terrified of him that they shook 
with fear and became like dead men. But the angel said to the women, "Don't be afraid. I know 
that you are looking for Jesus who was crucified. He isn't here, because he's been raised from 
the dead, just as he said. Come, see the place where they laid him. Now hurry, go and tell his 
disciples, ‘He's been raised from the dead. He's going on ahead of you to Galilee. You will see 
him there.' I've given the message to you." With great fear and excitement, they hurried away 
from the tomb and ran to tell his disciples. But Jesus met them and greeted them. They came 
and grabbed his feet and worshipped him. Then Jesus said to them, "Don't be afraid. Go and 
tell my brothers that I am going into Galilee. They will see me there." 
Now as the women were on their way, some of the guards came into the city and told the chief 
priests everything that had happened. They met with the elders and decided to give a large sum 
of money to the soldiers. They told them, "Say that Jesus' disciples came at night and stole his 
body while you were sleeping. And if the governor hears about this, we will take care of it with 
him so you will have nothing to worry about." So the soldiers took the money and did as they 
were told. And this report has spread throughout all Judea to this very day. 
 
Observation: Having set down Jesus’ prediction that he would rise after three days (Matthew 
16:21), we might expect Matthew to write words like, “On the third day the disciples gathered to 
greet the risen Lord.” Not even close! He wrote, “Mary Magdalene and the other Mary came to 
look at the tomb,” when no one in Matthew’s day would invent women as reliable witnesses. 
These very real women he wrote about felt “great fear and excitement,” a natural reaction to an 
unexpected encounter with the supernatural. 
 
Application: When that sealed, guarded tomb with a huge rock over its door (Matthew 27:57-
66) stood empty, it became a big problem for the Roman and religious authorities. All they 
needed to stop the Jesus movement was his dead body, but it wasn’t there! Matthew said they 
accused Jesus’ followers of the very thing they’d worked hard to make impossible: stealing the 
body. Does the empty tomb help you to choose to believe in Jesus’ resurrection? Why or why 
not? 
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, sometimes I have doubts, not entirely sure about your living presence. 
Thank you for those who put their lives on the line to believe. Help my trust in you to keep 
growing, that I may more and more enter into your joyous life. Amen. 
 
Tuesday, September 12 
 
Scripture: John 20:19-29 
It was still the first day of the week. That evening, while the disciples were behind closed doors 
because they were afraid of the Jewish authorities, Jesus came and stood among them. He 
said, "Peace be with you." After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side. When the 
disciples saw the Lord, they were filled with joy. Jesus said to them again, "Peace be with you. 
As the Father sent me, so I am sending you." Then he breathed on them and said, "Receive the 
Holy Spirit. If you forgive anyone's sins, they are forgiven; if you don't forgive them, they aren't 
forgiven." 



5	
	

Thomas, the one called Didymus, one of the Twelve, wasn't with the disciples when Jesus 
came. The other disciples told him, "We've seen the Lord!" But he replied, "Unless I see the nail 
marks in his hands, put my finger in the wounds left by the nails, and put my hand into his side, I 
won't believe." After eight days his disciples were again in a house and Thomas was with them. 
Even though the doors were locked, Jesus entered and stood among them. He said, "Peace be 
with you." Then he said to Thomas, "Put your finger here. Look at my hands. Put your hand into 
my side. No more disbelief. Believe!" Thomas responded to Jesus, "My Lord and my God!" 
Jesus replied, "Do you believe because you see me? Happy are those who don't see and yet 
believe." 
 
Observation: The disciples, crippled with shock and grief, were in hiding after Jesus’ death. 
They feared the Roman authorities would come for them next, and they thought Jesus’ mission 
had died with him on the cross. Then the resurrected Jesus appeared to them, and 
commissioned them to continue his work. Jesus encouraged all of his followers to believe in him 
even when they couldn’t physically see him. 
 
Application: The disciple Thomas gets the nickname “Doubting Thomas” from this story. But 
who could blame him? Jesus’ resurrection was (and is) the most astonishing, miraculous event 
in history. Jesus called all his followers to believe and trust in him, even when they couldn’t 
physically see him. In what areas of your life do you have “Thomas” moments, when it’s hard to 
trust that God is at work? When have you been able to join Thomas in responding to Jesus, “My 
Lord and my God”? 
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, sometimes it’s hard to believe and trust you in all areas of my life. Help me 
to believe in you today, even when it’s hard to see how you’re working in my life. Amen. 
 
Wednesday, September 13 
 
Scripture: Philippians 2:5-11  
Adopt the attitude that was in Christ Jesus: Though he was in the form of God, he did not 
consider being equal with God something to exploit. But he emptied himself by taking the form 
of a slave and by becoming like human beings. When he found himself in the form of a human, 
he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. 
Therefore, God highly honored him and gave him a name above all names, so that at the name 
of Jesus everyone in heaven, on earth, and under the earth might bow and every tongue 
confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 
 
Observation: It did not take centuries for Christians to begin speaking of Jesus as God. 
Philippians used a Christian hymn from the year 40 A.D. or so that called Jesus “Lord.” 
Surprisingly, that hymn quoted words from Isaiah 45:23-25 (which were about Israel’s God). The 
starting point, the “big bang” of faith was Jesus, the Christ, risen from the dead. 
 
Application: The New International Reader’s Version sums up this hymn’s view of the depth of 
Jesus’ descent: “He did not think being equal with God was something he should hold onto… 
He came down to the lowest level. He obeyed God completely, even though it led to his death.” 
That seems completely opposite from what this world practices. Work your way up, strive to 
come out on top – that’s the world’s way, but it’s not at all what we see in Jesus. Humility and 
service are God’s preferred way. In what ways does this deepen your sense of what it means to 
say you want to be like Jesus? 
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Prayer: Loving Lord, you gave and gave—the early Christian hymn said you emptied yourself. 
Teach me how to live that way, so that I might be filled with your grace and power. Amen. 
 
Thursday, September 14 
 
Scripture: Colossians 1:15-22 
The Son is the image of the invisible God, the one who is first over all creation, because all 
things were created by him: both in the heavens and on the earth, the things that are visible and 
the things that are invisible. Whether they are thrones or powers, or rulers or authorities, all 
things were created through him and for him. He existed before all things, and all things are held 
together in him. He is the head of the body, the church, who is the beginning, the one who is 
firstborn from among the dead so that he might occupy the first place in everything, because all 
the fullness of God was pleased to live in him, and he reconciled all things to himself through 
him— whether things on earth or in the heavens. He brought peace through the blood of his 
cross. Once you were alienated from God and you were enemies with him in your minds, which 
was shown by your evil actions. But now he has reconciled you by his physical body through 
death, to present you before God as a people who are holy, faultless, and without blame. 
 
Observation: The letter to the Colossians incorporated another early Christian hymn in praise 
of Jesus. Again, this is clearly a first-century document, not some later formulation by a church 
council. Like other first-century Christian writings, these verses did not seek to explain the 
mystery that Jesus was divine. They just stated it as the reality Paul and the early believers said 
was transforming their lives. 
 
Application: The cross was not to change God; it was to change us. This passage taught that 
once you were alienated from God and you were enemies with him in your minds, which was 
shown by your evil actions. But now he has reconciled you by his physical body through death. 
In what ways has Jesus changed you, and drawn you closer to God? 
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, for embodying God, for showing us God’s ideal for what it means to be 
human, I thank you. For drawing me into God’s eternal reality, forgiven and reconciled, I offer 
you my praise and worship. Amen. 
 
Friday, September 15 
 
Scripture: 2 Peter 1:12-18 
So I'll keep reminding you about these things, although you already know them and stand 
secure in the truth you have. I think it's right that I keep stirring up your memory, as long as I'm 
alive. After all, our Lord Jesus Christ has shown me that I am about to depart from this life. I'm 
eager for you always to remember these things after my death. 
We didn't repeat crafty myths when we told you about the powerful coming of our Lord Jesus 
Christ. Quite the contrary, we witnessed his majesty with our own eyes. He received honor and 
glory from God the Father when a voice came to him from the magnificent glory, saying, "This is 
my dearly loved Son, with whom I am well-pleased." We ourselves heard this voice from heaven 
while we were with him on the holy mountain. 
 
Observation: In Peter’s day, as in ours, skeptics said the stories about Jesus were made up. 
Peter directly refuted that idea, vowing that no one dreamed up the story of Jesus. Instead, he’d 
seen it! One Bible commentary says: “The Resurrection of Jesus is not a belief that grew up 
within the church; it is the belief around which the church itself grew up, and the ‘given’ upon 
which its faith was based.” 
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Application: In verse 15, we find a touchingly personal expression of a key reason for the 
Bible’s writings: “I’m eager for you always to remember these things after my death.” Peter (and 
the other first century witnesses) was convinced that what they had learned from Jesus was 
indispensable and life-changing. In what ways do you open your mind and heart to the written 
record of Jesus’ life, and of what the apostles taught about him? 
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, the writers of Scripture didn’t write for profit or fame. They wrote so that I 
could know what they had seen and experienced of you, and could find in it the same life and 
power they found. Give me persistence and perception as I read my Bible. Amen. 
 
Saturday, September 16 
 
Scripture: Matthew 16:13-17 
Now when Jesus came to the area of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, "Who do people 
say the Human One is?" They replied, "Some say John the Baptist, others Elijah, and still others 
Jeremiah or one of the other prophets." He said, "And what about you? Who do you say that I 
am?" Simon Peter said, "You are the Christ, the Son of the living God." Then Jesus replied, 
"Happy are you, Simon son of Jonah, because no human has shown this to you. Rather my 
Father who is in heaven has shown you. 
 
Observation: When Jesus walked on earth, there were many opinions about him. The 
disciples’ answer to his question (“Some say John the Baptist, others Elijah, and still others 
Jeremiah or one of the other prophets”) was actually softened. They knew that some hated 
Jesus and bitterly opposed his message. Though holding it would be costly, Peter stated his 
conviction: “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” We’ve read what first-century 
witnesses said. The question is now addressed to us in the twenty-first century. 
 
Application: Author Phillip Yancey wrote, “There are two ways to look at human history. One 
way is to focus on the wars and violence, the squalor, the pain and tragedy and death… If I take 
Easter as the starting point, the one incontrovertible fact about how God treats those whom he 
loves, then human history becomes the contradiction and Easter a preview of ultimate reality. 
Hope then flows like lava beneath the crust of daily life.” So Jesus’ question echoes through the 
years to each of us: “Who do you say that I am?” In the end, only you can answer. This is the 
starting point of faith. 
 
Prayer: Jesus, so much of the time I’m like the father who came to you and cried out, “I have 
faith; help my lack of faith!” In a busy world of skepticism and materialism, help me keep 
building up my capacity to believe you. Amen. 
 


