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Stories are powerful. They can transport us to another time or world. They can open us up to 
adventures or experiences that on our own, we’d never know. And personal stories, can 
transform our lives — telling us something about who we are, and to whom we belong. 
 
As a child, my parents read to us before bed. But among all the books stacked in our room, my 
very favorite stories were the ones Mom and Dad would tell us “out of their head”…. Whenever 
my siblings and I asked for one of these, we were wanting to hear stories about our family. 
Why? Because telling your story reveals something new about you to others. When Mom and 
Dad told us stories about their childhood, or our ancestors — it strengthened my own roots and 
helped me understand more about who I am, in this big world. 
 
One of my favorite stories “out of their head” that Mom told was called, “How Grandma Stopped 
the Train” And it goes like this…. Once upon a time, in a land not-so-far away, lived my 
Grandma Marilynn, her 8 siblings and parents. One day, my grandma’s mom - Marie - was 
driving a car full of children, when suddenly (!) the car stalled…. Right over a train track. Great-
Grandma Marie was startled, but remained calm — she was a farmer’s wife and mother of 9, 
after all… she knew how to remain calm under pressure. As she is deciding what to do, she 
hears a familiar sound in the distance. Chugga-chugga-chugga-chugga. The train was headed 
her way - right towards the stalled car full of children. Now, what did Grandma Marie do? What 
any mother would do, I suppose. She grabbed the baby, unpinned his starch-white cloth diaper 
from his little body… and waved that cloth diaper into the air. She waved it was such 
enthusiasm, that the conductor of that train saw it as a white flag waving, and came to a stop… 
leaving the car, and all the Nelson kids, safe beside the tracks. I promise you, this is a real 
family story - and you can tell already why we loved to hear it as children, can’t you? But more 
than being an exciting story about rescuing babies from inevitable demise along the tracks — 
this is a story that told me something special about my Great Grandma Marie. She died just few 
years before I was born, so I never met her — coming to know her only by the one photo my 
Grandma kept on her dresser, and the many stories told about her. But here is what I learned 
through these stories. Marie was a patient, loving and kind woman. She was a wonderful Mom, 
a follower of Jesus, and someone that everyone loved. And, as I learned in this story of her 
encounter with the train — she was strong and brave, too. 
 
This story, along with many others told to me about my family - taught me that my story is one of 
strength and bravery, kindness and compassion, too. Telling their story, told me something 
about my own and has shaped how I view myself and place in the world. 
 
Today we are beginning a series called Telling Your Story, where for the next few weeks, we 
will be considering the ways that God’s Story and Our stories intersect, and the ways that your 
story and mine, are all part of the story of God in Christ. We’ve begun today, by hearing a 
message from Paul preached to the people on Mars Hill in Athens, Greece. Before we get into 
the details of what he said, let me tell you a little bit about the people gathered that day, hearing 
this story told. It’s believed that the book of Acts is written by the same person who wrote the 
Gospel of Luke. This is because Luke’s Gospel begins by saying: “Just as [Jesus’ story] was 
handed down to us by those where first eyewitnesses… I decided to write an orderly account for 
you, Theophilus, so you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught.” And then, 
the book of Acts begins saying this: “In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus 



began to do and teach until the day he was taken up to heaven….” From here, the writer tells 
the story about what happened after the Gospel of Luke ended. They are telling the story of 
Jesus and the early church. In Luke and Acts, the author is writing down “stories from their 
head” that were passed along to him orally, so that the story can continue to be remembered 
and shared more broadly. 
 
The story of Acts is a good one, too. It has drama and arguments. The Holy Spirit shows up, 
and the church figures out who to be the church and how to connect with their neighbors and 
people around the world. We see in that story, that the early church had a lot of similarities with 
the modern church — in that, we are all called to follow Jesus and desire to share his story 
widely… but there are many ways of doing that, and discerning the “how” and “when” isn’t 
always so simple. Through it all, however, God continues to show up - in the church, in the 
people, and in the world. 
 
Alright, so today, Paul is in Athens, Greece. This is the home of great philosophers and artists, 
beautiful architecture and great thinkers and writers. These are a people who are creative, 
curious, and thoughtful. And all around the city, Paul sees evidence of all these things, 
especially in the buildings and statues created for and named after Greek and Roman Gods. 
The people of Athens have heard about Paul’s words and stories, so they bring him to Mars Hill 
- which is historically a place where leaders would judge important cases - and ask him to make 
his own case. In verse 19, we hear them asking: “What is this new teaching? Can we learn what 
you are talking about? You’ve told us some strange things and we want to know what they 
mean.” (They said this because all Athenians as well as the foreigners who live in Athens used 
to spend their time doing nothing but talking about or listening to the newest thing.) So Paul is 
surrounded by people on Mars Hill who are curious, though maybe skeptical, of what Paul has 
to say. These are a people who are excited about hearing stories and “listening to the newest 
thing”. Paul tells them - I see that you are a religious and spiritual people. I have seen evidence 
of your theology and culture all around your beautiful city. And I have also seen, he continues, 
that you have altars to an unknown God. What he means, is that even though the city is steeped 
in ancient Greek and Roman Gods… that the people are in the midst of their own cultural shift, 
and many were wondering about who and how any God worked in the world. In other words, 
Paul has their attention. So he continues: I now proclaim to you. God, who made the world and 
everything in it, is Lord of heaven and earth. Paul has now named this unknown god as the One 
who creates and restores all things. But he isn’t finished yet. Not only does our known and 
named God create, but… God doesn’t live in temples made with human hands. Nor is God 
served by human hands, as though he needed something. God, the creator of all things gives 
life and breath to all things…. 
 
In other words, our God does not exist to be served, but to serve. Not to be held at a distance 
and molded into shape by our hands. Rather, God is the one who gives life. Who breathes into 
your lungs. Who has inspired your creativity, your intellect, your whole life. God cannot be 
contained in a box or statue, but is bigger and nearer than your unnamed God. 
 
One of the things I love about this entire message from Paul, is that he knows who his 
audience. And he is using the lived experiences, the dialect and language choices to speak 
directly to the hearts and minds of his listeners. Paul plays to the court of reason and logic, 
structuring his sermon with a pattern and premise that would be familiar to the philosophers and 
intellects listening in. Paul is using the things that they know, to explain who God is and how 
God is active in the world. Paul is using their story to tell God’s story. And it is effective - he 
speaks to this crowd of philosophers in a way that is unique to their culture and experiences. 
But it sounds different then when he preaches to Jewish siblings, instead using their knowledge 



and practices of Hebrew scripture and customs. The best part of God’s story, is that it is a 
message of hope for the entire world. God’s goodness and mercy transcend and unite all of our 
unique experiences across culture, time, and generation. You can trust, that just as God was 
present to the people of Athens on that day. And just as the story of God changed your life in 
some way, getting you through difficult seasons, and grounding you in joyous ones. You, too, 
can trust that God’s story will make an impact in the lives of people today and for years to come. 
Just as God promised to Abraham, that the promises and goodness of God will be known 
among generations as great and numerous as the stars… the same is true for you. The story of 
God will continue to be made known and revealed in your life, in your children and 
grandchildren lives, and in the hearts of people for generations to come. 
 
But Paul isn’t finished, because he has one more BIG piece of God’s story to share. He says: 
God made the nations so they would seek God, perhaps even reach out and find God. In fact, 
God isn’t far away from any of us. In God we live, move, and exist. Paul is referencing some of 
their well known poets and philosophers, to tell the story of our God. But in case they missed 
the reference, he spells it out, saying directly: As some of your own poets said, ‘We are God’s 
offspring.’ We are all God’s children. 
 
In this entire message, Paul hasn’t yet mentioned Hebrew Scriptures, Jesus, or the early 
church. Paul is focused on telling the big picture and story of God, rooting our God, who is 
named and known, into the culture and thought of the Greek people. He’s helping them see the 
ways that God is already living, moving, and breathing among them. How do we know this, the 
people ask? Here Paul comes in with the big finale: We have seen God living, moving, 
breathing among us. We have seen God teaching, healing, restoring justice and calling us all 
children - welcoming and calling us all to him. And we have seen this God, we have seen the 
marks on his hands and his side, we have felt his breath and heard his words. And this God, our 
God? His name is Jesus the Christ. The one whom God raised from the dead. The one whom 
invites us to seek and align ourselves with his justice, mercy, and love. The one who promises 
new life for all of us, too. 
 
Paul has told this great and wonderful story to the people of Athens. And as we heard in the 
final verses of this chapter - it made an impact! Some of the people laughed at Paul. And some 
walked away, considering his words - but needing to think some more. But some, some joined 
Paul and came to believe and follow the way of the known and named God. Paul had a great 
story to tell that day in Athens. It was such a remarkable and significant day, that the author of 
Acts had to write it down and tell it to someone else. You, people of God, are part of that 
“someone else” who gets to hear the ways God’s story has been told and retold throughout the 
ages. 
 
We’re given a great example today of how to talk about our faith. Because even though we all 
have a story to tell, I know that not all of us are comfortable telling it. It can be intimidating! Here 
are a few tips, as seen in Paul’s story: 
 
Tips for Telling Your Story 
1. Speak from your heart. 
2. Meet people where they are. 
3. Remember you can control only what you say. Not what others hear or do. 
 
You are a piece of God’s story, and it is yours to tell! When you talk about your faith, speak from 
your heart. What are the most important pieces or impacts that Jesus has made on your life? 
What part of God’s story makes your heart to flutter? 



 
Telling your story is about inviting others in to hear it well… so meet them where they are. The 
stories you tell to a child will be different than to an adult. The stories you tell to someone who 
grew up in church will be different than to someone who has never been to church at all. The 
reason we tell our stories, is because we want others to hear about the hope and healing that 
Jesus brings to our lives… not because we want to bring confusion, shame or guilt. 
 
Thirdly, and this is just a good life tip. You have control of your words and actions, not the 
responses of others. People laughed at Paul, and some joined his crew. It’ll be a mixed bag… 
but be like Paul, and keep telling and retelling the story of transformation that lives in your heart. 
 
And lastly… sometimes the best way to tell and live God’s story, is by listening to the stories of 
others. 
 
Tips for Telling Your Story 
1. Speak from your heart. 
2. Meet people where they are. 
3. Remember you can control only what you say. Not what others hear or do. 
4. Listen to the stories of others. 
 
Ours is an embodied God who lives, breathes and moves among us. This is why it is important 
that you tell and witness to the ways you see God at work. But we miss the whole picture if we 
don’t also listen to the stories that others tell us about how they have seen God at work in their 
life. 
 
Just like the “stories from their head” that my parents told me — when we listen to the stories of 
others, the ways we see ourselves grounded in the story of God will deepen and expand. We 
will have our lives transformed by accounts of God’s goodness in their life. We will have our 
hearts softened and opened to see ourselves as one body of Christ - though our life 
experiences vary. And we will have a better understanding of the story of God in Christ, the 
greatest story of all. 
 
So, dear ones, what are the stories that you will tell this week? What are the stories you will 
uncover and hear? May God add a blessing to hearing, telling, and living of your life, and God’s 
story this week. 
 
Let us pray: Holy God, you are the creator, the great author, the redeemer of our lives and faith. 
You have written a story seen, not only in the twinkling of the stars, but in the beating of our 
hearts. Fill us with confidence to tell your story, as it is our own. And keep us open to witnessing 
the ways your story continues to unfold in the lives of your people here and everywhere. Amen. 
 
Grow, Pray, Study for the Week of February 5, 2023 
 
Weekly Prayer 
Almighty God open my heart to receive your great story as it is proclaimed in scripture and in 
my life. Where I have unbelief, help me to trust. Where I doubt, help me to have faith. Remind 
me that your story is my story because I am your child. In the name of Jesus, I pray: Amen. 
 
Monday, February 6 
 
Scripture: Acts 17:22-25   



Paul stood up in the middle of the council on Mars Hill and said, “People of Athens, I see that 
you are very religious in every way. As I was walking through town and carefully observing your 
objects of worship, I even found an altar with this inscription: ‘To an unknown God.’ What you 
worship as unknown, I now proclaim to you. God, who made the world and everything in it, is 
Lord of heaven and earth. He doesn’t live in temples made with human hands. Nor is God 
served by human hands, as though he needed something, since he is the one who gives life, 
breath, and everything else. 
 
Observation  
Paul is speaking at Mars Hill, which is located in Athens, Greece. Its location alone tells us that 
Paul is speaking to a people who are interested in the study and practice of religion, philosophy, 
art, and architecture. Athens is one of the oldest cities in the world, and home of many cultural 
and technological achievements. As Paul walked the city, he saw evidence of this, witnessing 
sculptures and altars, pointing to the beliefs of Athenians (of course the name of the city itself 
comes from the goddess Athena). Paul begins his message at Mars Hill with a powerful witness: 
“What you worship as an Unknown God, I proclaim to you God, who made the world and 
everything in it...” 
 
Application  
Paul tells the people that our God, named and known in Christ, is not a distant or mysterious 
deity, but one who creates, redeems, and restores all life. Some did not understand, but many 
became curious and eventually counted themselves among early Christians. Where do you see 
a named and known God in your life? As you think of times in your life of joy or when you felt as 
if everything “clicked into place” - where did you notice God at work? Conversely, at times of 
struggle or discernment, how did you experience a God who is named and known? 
 
Prayer    
God of many names, draw me nearer to you today. Reveal something about your goodness to 
me, and help me expand my understanding of you. Thank you for being a “known and named” 
God, who cares deeply about me. Amen.  
 
Tuesday, February 7 
 
Scripture: Acts 17:27-30   
God made the nations so they would seek him, perhaps even reach out to him and find him. In 
fact, God isn’t far away from any of us. In God we live, move, and exist. As some of your own 
poets said, ‘We are his offspring.’ “Therefore, as God’s offspring, we have no need to imagine 
that the divine being is like a gold, silver, or stone image made by human skill and thought. God 
overlooks ignorance of these things in times past, but now directs everyone everywhere to 
change their hearts and lives. 
 
Observation   
As we observed yesterday, Athens is a home of thinkers, writers, and philosophers. As you read 
this portion of Paul’s message, notice how closely he considers his audience as he teaches. He 
uses language and imagery, even the style of making his argument, in a way that would be 
easily understood and recognized by the Greeks gathered around to listen. This is an important 
reminder for us, too. God will find means in our daily life to help us better understand God. And, 
when we witness and tell our story to others, Paul gives us an example of meeting people 
where they are, and helping them to see God right there, in the midst of their story. 
 



Application  
Paul reminds us that we are made in God’s image. Take time today to consider every person 
you meet and notice the unique ways they are made in the image of God. But also notice today 
the times you are tempted to make God in our image. Though easy to do, try not to limit your 
imagination, expression, or understanding of God. Then, consider: how does viewing one 
another as someone made in God’s own image change your heart and life?   
 
Prayer    
Holy God, Mighty Christ, Ever-Present Spirit, be with me today. Help me to remember that you 
have made all people in your image and guide my heart to glean glimpses of you in those 
around me. As others see your image in me, may my words and actions tell a story of your 
goodness and grace. Amen.  
 
Wednesday, February 8 
 
Scripture: Acts 17:32-34   
When they heard about the resurrection from the dead, some began to ridicule Paul. However, 
others said, "We'll hear from you about this again." At that, Paul left the council. Some people 
joined him and came to believe, including Dionysius, a member of the council on Mars Hill, a 
woman named Damaris, and several others. 
 
Observation  
I’ve always had the impression that Paul was one of those preachers who could tell a long story, 
and had a voice that could carry across the hillside. Mars Hill, where the crowd is gathered, is a 
hillside that had natural acoustics, ready to amplify and reverberate the story of Christ told thru 
Paul’s words. Notice the response because it is varied! Some ridiculed Paul. Others said, 
“maybe next time.” And some decided, right then, to join him. This included an Athenian judge 
named Dionysius (who became the first Bishop of Athens), and a woman named Damaris.  
 
Application  
This month, our sermon series is “Telling Your Story.” And here is what I want you to notice 
today... Paul tells his story, and the story of Christ. In doing so, he changed lives! Some who 
heard him preach made an immediate shift in their practices and beliefs. But that wasn’t 
everyone. Some needed to hear the story again, or see the ways that Paul lived his life... or 
maybe build some relationships within this early church. And some laughed, not even ready to 
consider opening that door. You know what? This might happen when you tell your story, too. 
And it’s okay. Paul keeps showing people to Jesus in his words and actions, loving others just 
the same. That’s what God calls you to do, too. (And remember, not even everybody listened to 
Jesus either! You are called to tell your story, and to follow Jesus... and trust that God is at work 
in their lives and heart too, even if we don’t yet see it.) 
 
Prayer   
Gracious God, make me an instrument of your peace and love. Give me courage to speak, and 
to listen. Make me curious about the ways you are present in my life, and the ways you are 
active in those around me. Help me to tell your story, as I know it. Help me to learn and listen to 
your story, as others know it. Amen.  
 
Thursday February 9 
 
Scripture: John 1:14 



The Word became flesh and made his home among us. We have seen his glory, glory like that 
of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth. 
 
Observation  
A mini Christmas story, wrapped up in this one verse. God made home among us. Right here, 
with you and me. And God continues to be at work in our lives, telling a story of creating, 
redeeming, and sustaining through God’s creation. We can see it in nature, in animals, and in 
one another. We have seen God’s glory... and it is all around! 
 
Application  
Everyone has a story to tell. Whether we look to social media, the newspaper, the library, or our 
favorite streaming service... stories are everywhere! We get drawn into them, because they help 
us learn about the world, about ourselves, about others, and about God. As important as it is to 
practice naming and telling our own story – it is also important to make space to listen to the 
stories of others. God will change your life and heart through their stories. Today, take time to 
read or listen to some stories of others who changed the church and world. In recognition of 
Black History Month, here are 20 Black change-makers to learn and read about: 
 
https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2020/February-web-only/black-history-month-20-stories-
christians-archives.html 
 
If you’d like other ideas for participating in Black History Month, here are 29 Ways from R-
Squared, a division of the UMC General Commission on Religion and Race: 
 
https://www.r2hub.org/library/29-ways-you-can-participate-in-black-history-month 
 
Prayer   
God made flesh, thank you for coming to live and be among us. Help me, like generations 
before me, to see your glory all around. Help me to learn more about you through the stories of 
your people. Guide me to your goodness, lead me by your truth. Amen.  
 
Friday, February 10 
 
Scripture: Psalm 66:16     
Come close and listen, all you who honor God; I will tell you what God has done for me: 
 
Observation   
This Psalm is all about singing praises to God. Its opening verses declare: “Shout joyfully to 
God, all the earth! Sing praises to the glory of God’s name!” (v1-2). It continues to by making 
witness to all the good things God has done throughout creation, the ways God has been 
faithful individually, and now... the Psalmist is about to tell you a story of their own. We get the 
impression this is a significant moment in their life. Psalm 66 could be summarized in this way: 
“God has done SO many incredible things, but let me tell you about what God has done for me. 
I never thought it would be possible...” 
 
Application  
Have I got your attention? You want to know what they write, don’t you? First, try your own hand 
(or pen). And consider: what would you write next if you were the Psalmist? What would you say 
about what God has done for you? Here are a few reflection questions to get your story started:  
What is your earliest memory about Jesus (church or faith)? Who was most influential in 
teaching you the story of Jesus?  How has following Jesus made an impact on your life? What 



story do you hope your life tells? Now, once you’ve finished... here is Psalm 66 in whole. You 
can read their entire story for yourself (but it’s verses 16-20 when we hear their final witness): 
 
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm%2066&version=  
 
Prayer   
Thank you God, for being faithful to me, and to all of creation. Help me to continue to tell my 
story, and see it as part of your own. Amen.  
 
Saturday, February 11 
 
Scripture: 1 Peter 3:15   
Instead, regard Christ the Lord as holy in your hearts. Whenever anyone asks you to speak of 
your hope, be ready to defend it. 
 
Observation  
This is one of those verses that might be meant to “live” on a bathroom mirror, or someplace 
you’ll see it regularly. Whenever anyone asks you to speak of your hope.... What is the song of 
your heart? What words would you use to describe your hope? Notice it isn’t a question, it’s a 
sentence that knows and assumes that you have in your heart the hope of Christ, ready to 
speak. Be ready, beloveds. The world needs a word of hope, and it lives in your heart. 
 
Application  
Yesterday, you wrote a portion of your own story. Now here are three tips for living and sharing 
it: (1) Stop Comparing. You have been created and redeemed by a God who calls you good, 
and names you beloved. Your story of God’s presence in your life is enough. (2) Keep Noticing. 
God is not done with you yet! Your story has not been finished. Pay attention to the people and 
places that God is partnering with in your life. Notice where God is calling you for this next 
chapter. (3) Start Talking. Your story might seem insignificant to you, but it could be the 
message of grace that someone else is waiting to hear! Don’t be shy or downplay the ways that 
Jesus has transformed your life. Because the person you tell might be praying for the same!  
PS. As I’ve been writing this note, this song (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ieOL4X3nk2c ) 
has been playing in the background. Take a listen! It’s singing our story, too: “Shout it. Go on 
and scream it from the mountains. Go on and tell it to the masses, that He is God.” 
 
Prayer   
Dear God, you are holy and mighty. Thank you for making me part of your infinite and incredible 
story. And thank you for being a part of mine. Reveal the people and places you are calling me 
to tell my own story. Give me courage to speak and opportunities to act, knowing that you are at 
work in my words and actions. Amen.  
 
 
 
 
 


