
[image: To an Unknown God - St. Andrews Hespeler]

TO AN UNKNOWN GOD
A sermon preached by
Rev. Dr. Randle R. (Rick) Mixon
Lake Avenue Baptist Church, Rochester, NY
Sunday, May 10, 2026

Text: Acts 17:22-31 (The Inclusive Bible)

The Apostle Paul was on a mission. That seems appropriate for someone who was, above all else, a missionary evangelist. If we place Paul in a pantheon of superheroes, we see his avowed mission as saving the world for the one true God. As someone with a passion to spread this Word throughout the known world, we find Paul moving from one place to another, preaching, teaching, and planting churches. Like every superhero, Paul had trials and tribulations. To the church in Corinth, he writes assertively, “Whatever anyone else dares to boast about…I am more. I have worked much harder, been in prison more frequently, been flogged more severely, and been exposed to death again and again. Five times I received from the Jewish authorities the forty lashes minus one.  Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was pelted with stones, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, I have been constantly on the move. I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my fellow Jews, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in danger from false believers. I have labored and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been cold and naked. Besides everything else, I face daily the pressure of my concern for all the churches” (2 Corinthians 11:21-28). His credentials and his commitment were legendary and not just in his own mind.

As the Jesus movement grew, Paul and his followers engaged in conversation with these newfound congregations through letters, a number of which became foundational to what we now know as Christianity. They were instrumental in shaping a new religion, though that was never their purpose. We must not forget that Paul was a missionary evangelist. He was not intentionally the founder of a new religion or a systematic theology. He was out to spread the good news of what he had experienced as a bright, educated Jewish rabbi who had an incredible encounter with a Jewish reformer named Jesus. The Word for Paul was that this Jesus, though executed by Roman rule at the insistence of certain Jewish authorities, had risen from the dead, testimony to God’s abiding love for all of creation. Paul had a dramatic personal encounter with Jesus that transformed his life and launched his career of sharing his life-shaping experience with anyone who would listen.

As a particularly able missionary evangelist, Paul recognized the need to shape his message to his audience. Above all, he was concerned to be heard and understood. He was more concerned with persuading his hearers of the worth of his words than he was with ensuring consistency at every turn. Thus, we sometimes get confusing and conflicting messages from Paul as we try to understand what he was up to and how it applies to us both years and miles later. As with all of scripture, we explore what was once written down looking for it to speak truth to where we find ourselves today. What for us is the Living Word?

Having been driven from Thessalonica and Beroea, Paul moves to Athens, that ancient center of art and culture, that hotbed of philosophical sophistication and intellectual curiosity. It was a time and place in which all these elements of life were grounded in a deeply religious exploration. This is the environment in which we find Paul in this passage from Acts. It’s new territory for our superhero. How is he to address this particular community with the truth he believes in so passionately? How does he lay out his mission so it is heard and understood?

Perhaps the Athenians were superstitious people – people who covered all their bases by erecting a shrine “to an unknown God,” just in case they had missed a deity in the creation of their pantheon of gods. Or perhaps they were sophisticated enough to know there were gods or dimensions of deity that would always extend beyond the human capacity to know and understand. At any rate, the writer of Acts indicates that Paul’s initial reaction was unhappiness at finding such a proliferation of gods throughout the city. Still, he chose not to vent his anger with the Athenians over their polytheism. He looked for a different way to engage them in conversation.

While it is true that Paul claimed that he could be “all things to all people” (1 Corinthians 9:22) as the occasion demanded, it must also have been true that a personality as strong as his did not have chameleon-like adaptability. However he shaped his arguments to his audience – using his Jewish rabbinical training along with a deep-seated commitment to the one true God; his belief in Jesus as the Christ; his own dramatic conversion experience; and/or his passion for persuasion – his faith must have shown through invariably whenever he appeared on the scene and opened his mouth. Clearly, some were drawn to his message; some were mildly irritated by his certitude, though touched by what he had to say; and some were angry and alienated by his insistent arrogance in “explaining it all to them.” 

In today’s text, he was dragged into Areopagus, the court of public and religious opinion in Athens to account for himself before the authorities. As a good missionary evangelist, he was cunning in his courting their attention and favor. “Citizens of Athens, I note that in every respect you are scrupulously religious.” He introduced a notion that might speak to them, something like Augustine’s famous, “Thou hast made for thyself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless until they rest in Thee.” Or as William Barclay has written, “God has made [humans]so that instinctively [they long] for God. There is that in [humans] which makes them grope in the darkness after God because [humans are children] of God and kin to God” (William Barclay, The Acts of the Apostles: Daily Study Bible Series, p. 143). According to commentators this is an ideal that would have appealed to the religiously minded Athenians. It provided an entryway for Paul to go further in laying out the gospel.

It is interesting that this passage from Acts contains words that have become familiar favorites to many who seek to center their lives in the holy. Following the thought of Stoic philosophers, Paul refers to God as the one in whom we “live and move and have our being.” Though this phrase, ironically, comes from Greek thought not Judeo-Christian tradition, it still has become a key concept in contemporary Chrisitan thought. This reference has inspired thinking such as Paul Tillich’s notion of God as the “ground of all being” and Marcus Borg’s panentheism. “This concept imagines God as the encompassing Spirit in everything that is, is. The universe is not separate from God but in God.”  

I have always been drawn to this notion that it is in God that we “live and move and have our being.” At the same time, I must say I also share some of the ancient Athenians tribute to “an unknown God.” As persuasive as Paul’s arguments are for his view of faith and practice, of the God who emptied Godself in the person of Jesus of Nazareth, who took human form and still embodied the Christ, the resurrected One who saves creation from destruction and for God, this is not all. You have heard me say and will hear again that I love William James’s naming God as “the More.” Whatever we say, whatever we think we know and understand, there is always more. So, it seems to me that there is a very real sense God is inevitably an unknown God, not something we can capture in a meme or a systematic theology, not someone we can hold in an icon or dangle on a keychain.

The Athenian tribute “to an unknown God” gave Paul an invitation to share what he knew and understood of the Holy. Maybe it does the same for us. It is in the richness of sharing what I do know and understand, what I have seen and experienced with you and your perspective that we move more fully into the God in whom we continue “to live and move and have our being.” Your story encounters my story, and a new, richer story emerges.

In our collective unknowing and longing for spiritual fulfillment we find companions on the way, community that sustains and enlivens. We may not have all the answers, but we have each other and that is gift from God. So, we live in a sort of holy tension between the known and the unknown. Sometimes it is enough; sometimes it is not. Sometimes we are content to be and sometimes we long for more, maybe even “the More,” the unknown God. 

There is an ancient prayer that I love to quote that asks, “O God, how can we know Thee? Where can we find Thee? Thou art as close to us as breathing and yet art farther than the farthermost star? Thou art as mysterious to us as the vast solitudes of the night and yet art as familiar to us as the light of the sun. O God, how can we know Thee? Where can we find Thee?” To live in this holy tension, to give ourselves to an unknown God, to accept a certain amount of ambiguity and uncertainty is our lot in life. We turn to one another, sharing what we do know and understand, what we have seen and experienced and we find sacred companionship, blessed community.

We are people on a journey. We need one another and the piece of the vision of God each has as we travel together. Trusting the truth we have found find in ancient words and practice, the faithful ministry of ones like Paul, the life and ministry of Jesus, the Christ, the great cloud of witnesses to faith, hope, and love throughout the ages, the dimensions of the Holy we find in our daily living, we take heart and journey on. While our hearts may be restless at times, deep down they know that there is so much more to come. We look to the future where we might know more fully as we are known. For now, we hold each other as close as we can and together take another step. Amen.
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