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Have you ever heard a sermon that changed your life?  A 
message that motivated?  One that you pondered, took to heart, 
that moved you to make different choices, to change the direction 
of your life? 

The sermon we read this morning in Acts 17 was a great 
sermon, one which Luke thought was worth preserving in great 
detail and completeness, more than the other examples he chose.  
It was a model sermon.  One commentator suggests that it is an 
excellent example of how to make the Gospel relevant to the 
modern world today. 

Luke points out that Paul spent time investigating the 
culture, so that when he spoke to them, he had not just 
knowledge, but some understanding of their religious 
background. 

Then in his speech, he avoided judgement and 
condemnation, even though he was angry.  Then he began with a 
compliment talking in gently tolerant language about their 
religious symbols.  In other words, he met them on their own turf 
with courtesy and respect.i 

He started his two-part argument – creation and the Creator 
– presenting his Hebrew understanding in terms of their poets 
and philosophers, while also appealing to them as humans and 
individuals.  Having thus politely gained access to their minds by 
using their language, Paul subtly introduced them to his 
message.ii 

Paul’s approach has much to commend it in the modern day 
when generations speak different languages and society differs so 
much in its outlook from that of faith.  There is only one problem.  
It didn’t work.  It was a great sermon, but it didn’t work. 
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When Paul ended, Luke tells us, some mocked and laughed.  
Others continued to be interested but were not particularly 
moved and certainly not changed.  There is never mention again 
of the church in Athens.  There is no letter to the Athenians in 
Scripture.  The mission in Athens didn’t work, and Paul quickly 
left for Corinth.iii 

You see, people are not changed, converted, convinced by 
logic, by reason, by argument.  Faith, while certainly needing to 
be reasoned and rational, is still something of the heart.  Paul 
failed to convey the core of the matter.  He failed to do what he 
himself said was essential, “To know nothing among you except 
Jesus Christ, and him crucified.”iv  Although he told them that 
God was near, he failed to tell them how, that God, great and 
transcendent, has become imminent, that God has come in Christ 
to bring life, that through Christ God’s love has moved across the 
face of the earth.  He failed to tell them about Jesus’ ministry, 
about his love and caring and healing of people.  He failed to tell 
them about how Jesus cared so much that he was willing to die 
for us so that we might have life through him.  He failed to tell 
them the Easter message of how God vindicated Jesus and raised 
him from the dead.  He failed to tell them how a real life-change, 
which God wanted, was possible, possible through Christ and the 
Holy Spirit.  He failed to tell them that though he was put to 
death Christ is with us in the Spirit, among us, between us, within 
us, upholding us, encouraging us, upbuilding us, emboldening us.  
He failed to tell them that through baptism we receive the gift of 
the Holy Spirit.v  The message he spoke had no power, no power 
to change lives.  It didn’t work.  It didn’t go far enough.  It didn’t 
move them out of their minds and into their hearts.  They 
remained in their world and did not move into his, and into God’s.  
God was still unknown.  It didn’t work. 

What does work?  How do we speak to today’s world?  How 
do we converse and convince?  How do we dialogue with a world 
so bent on success understood as money and material goods, 
fame, status, and influence? 

I suppose we could use its language and talk in those terms.  
What we need to show the world is that faith in God, a personal 
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relationship with Christ, the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, make a 
real, positive, concrete difference in your life.  We could say that 
with God you will be rich. 

In a sermon at the end of March, I mentioned a speaker I 
had heard at a Full Gospel Businessman’s Breakfast who held us 
spellbound for a whole hour on the topic of being a King’s Kid.  
After he finished you wanted to shout, Encore!  More!  More!  
Give us more good news! 

We are, he said, the children of a King, and being a King’s 
Kid was a sign of privilege.  Christians should expect the very 
best, the best cars, the most expensive homes, the best and 
most expensive of everything.  He himself was a very wealthy 
and successful businessman.  His wealth, he said, came from God 
because he was a King’s Kid.  As fascinating a speaker as he was 
and as tempting as the message felt, it was wrong. 

Being a King’s Kid is not a sign of privilege but a call to 
responsibility.  Instead of getting all the wealth that the world 
holds before us, it may entail giving that all up.  To a rich man 
Jesus said, “Sell all you have and give it to the poor, and then 
you will have treasure in heaven.”vi  It is a call to live like people 
with an incredible destiny.  It is an invitation to be like our 
Creator, to be like the King of the Universe who is motivated only 
by love and acts only in loving ways.  It is an invitation to be like 
God’s only begotten Child, to be like Jesus and to live his kind of 
life, to hold nothing back loving God with all our hearts and minds 
and souls and strength and loving our neighbours as ourselves 
and as God in Christ loves us.  That’s what being a King’s Kid 
means. 

I once had the opportunity to hear Fredelle Brief speak.  She 
is a Jewish woman who speaks often about interfaith matters.  
She spoke about how the creation stories reveal the meaning of 
life.vii  The meaning of life is that we are God’s children and that 
God has breathed God’s Spirit into us.  God’s Spirit lives within 
us, and so, she said, each time we breathe out we have a choice 
to make, will this breath make the world a holier place, - or not?  
Will the words we breathe out make whole, - or break down?  Will 
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our living be as God’s child, - or not?  The meaning of life is to 
live as if we truly are God’s children with an incredible destiny. 

In Luke’s version of the events when Jesus dies, when he 
leaves, the Holy Spirit comes and fills us.viii  In John’s version, 
Jesus promises his disciples the Holy Spirit and returns to breathe 
the Holy Spirit into them.ix  At baptism, Luke tells us, the Holy 
Spirit comes upon us, within us, and is renewed within us.x 

That’s the richness, that’s the economics of the Spirit.  And 
be persuaded that what I speak of is not abstract.  The 
arguments of Paul in Athens were abstract, philosophical, 
interesting and curious, but not moving and motivating. 

No, what we are speaking about today is not abstract; it will 
change your life. 

You may remember this story that circulated at the time of 
the Columbine massacre.  Cassie Bernall was an ordinary child, 
cute, gregarious, smiling.  In about grade nine things started to 
change.  Her writings revealed an interest in violence and 
satanism.  She dabbled in witchcraft.  Her life was dark and 
foreboding, and she contemplated suicide. 

Her parents took action.  They switched schools and 
monitored her activities.  About all she was allowed to do was go 
to the youth group at her local church.  Her pastor told her 
parents that there was no hope for her.  One weekend they 
allowed her to go away on a youth retreat with the church.  A 
miracle happened.  This gloomy, head-down girl returned with 
light in her eyes and bounce in her walk. 

“Mom,” she said, “I’ve changed.  I’ve totally changed.  I 
know you’re not going to believe it, but I’ll prove it to you.”  She 
was changed.  She read her Bible.  She hung a What Would Jesus 
Do bracelet on her knapsack.  She participated in the outreach 
ministry of her church in Denver. 

Then one day as she sat in the library of Columbine High 
School in Littleton, Colorado, two young men with guns came in.  
The story that circulated at the time was that one of them came 
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up to Cassie and asked her, “Is there a God?”  “Yes,” she 
answered, and he killed her. 

Years later, it was discovered that it was probably another 
girl by the name of Valeen Shnurr who was asked that question.  
Nonetheless, a friend of Cassie’s, who was behind the same table 
but not shot, testifies that Cassie was killed because she was 
praying. 

Regardless of the true details of Cassie’s death, her life story 
is the true story of a troubled teenager who encountered God and 
experienced a dramatic change that gave her the confidence to 
face both her life and her death.  She put her life in God’s hands. 

Her mother Misty wondered, “What would I have done?  I 
might have begged for my life.  She didn’t.  She may have been 
17, but she’s probably a better woman than I will ever be.” 

In a conversation with her mother, Cassie had said, “Mom, it 
would be OK if I died.”  She said, “I would be in a better place.  
And you know where I’d be.”  The presence of God’s Spirit with 
her made a concrete, positive difference in her life, - and in her 
death.xi 

I hope and I pray that none of our children ever has to face 
violent death, but we all know that our children will meet many 
other dangers and threats and challenges in their lives.  It is my 
hope and my prayer that we will have equipped them to meet 
those dangers. 

A number of years ago, I heard Rev. Dale Lang speak at the 
Aurora Prayer Breakfast.  Afterwards, he came to visit St. 
Andrew’s College, as well as a number of other schools.  You may 
recall the Dale’s son Jason was shot and killed at school in Taber, 
Alberta eight days after the Columbine shooting.  Rev. Dale Lang 
has been reflecting on and speaking about that since.  He said 
that the key to building safe and peaceful schools is to build up a 
loving and caring environment, one in which students aren’t 
picked on or excluded for being different, one where our children 
can come and be welcomed and cared for by others.  That would 
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be awesome and radically different.xii  So would it be for our 
world. 

What do we want for our children?  There are many things I 
want but the most important is a warm heart, compassion, a 
relationship with God, victory at the end and victorious living 
now.  That is what I want for them.  Victorious living.  That’s 
want I want for us all.  Through the gift of God’s indwelling Spirit, 
the Spirit of Christ, that is a possibility.  Thanks be to God.  
Amen. 
                                            
i Cf. 1 Peter 3: 15. 
ii Philip W. Gilman, “Phil’s Musings”, Sermonshop Ecunet discussion group. 
iii Cf. 1 Corinthians 16: 15. 
iv 2 Corinthians 2: 2. 
v See, e.g., Peter’s Pentecost sermon in Acts 2. 
vi Matthew 19: 21. 
vii Genesis 1 and 2. 
viii Acts 2. 
ix John 14 and 28. 
x Many references.  See, e.g. Acts 19: 5, 6. 
xi Various sources for the original story, including ABC News and Time.  For the questions 
about the veracity of the story, there are many websites to investigate. 
xii The Toronto Star (Tuesday, May 4, 1999), pp. A1, A7. 


