Light on the Lessons

Acts 17:22-31; 1 Peter 3:13-22; John 14:15-21

Sixth Sunday of Easter; Cycle A; April 27,2008
Leader Guidance

Materials Needed


+ Bibles for everyone (variety of translations often useful)


+ Lectionary sheets (very convenient if you use them in worship)


+ Chalkboard, newsprint, overhead, or another means for displaying information and recording thoughts. 


+ Basic reference books for use as needed: Bible dictionary, Bible atlas, concordance, a one-volume Bible commentary.


+ Read articles on “Areopagus,” “Acropolis,” “Athens,” “Epicureans,” “Stoics,” and “Wisdom” in a good Bible dictionary.

I Getting Started

Continue to use the Easter exchange: L/ Christ is Risen. R/ He is risen indeed. Read the lessons aloud before discussing them. Ask participants to share prayer concerns. Then turn to the question in “Getting Started.”


1. Luther defined a god as anything which commands our ultimate trust. Money, fame, prestige, power, and more can serve effectively as gods. In reality, we worship many idols along with the true God.


2. Encourage participants to share their feelings. Many fear loss of a spouse or loved one and the loneliness that follows. Some fear being abandoned by their employer in today’s difficult job market. Talk about ways to deal with such fears. Point out that John 14 deals with just that issue.


3. We have made gods of national identity and out nation-state. We need to see ourselves as the astronauts see is: together on a small planet hurling through space, with no colors or borders as on a map to separate us. The Christians vision is of believers gathered from every nation into the fellowship of the church which transcends national borders and identities to be a “heavenly commonwealth.”

II Check the Texts

1. Acts 17:22-31
Share information you gathered on the Acropolis, Areopagus, and Athens. If possible, show some pictures.


A. Have Acts 17:15-21 read aloud. Share information you gathered on Stoics and Epicureans. Read the notes, and then go to the questions. Paul spent his time arguing for the faith in synagogues and in the public spaces where Athenians loved to gather. The Athenians loved being on the intellectual avant garde; anyone of substance had plenty of slaves to take care of the chores, leaving the fortunate one ample time for stimulating discussion. They, more than Paul, deserved the title “Babbler.”


B. Read each section aloud then ask the group to come up titles; choose one they agree on and write it where all can see, then move to the next section. Possible titles: 22-23, Introduction (to win them with flattery!); 24-25, One God; 26-27, One People; 28-29, One Worship; 30-32, Challenge: turn to the one God because of Jesus.


C. In Acts 13, Paul reviews Jewish history, names Jesus, and quotes Scripture. In Athens he spoke more like a philosophical tract. The difference, of course, was the setting. Paul could adapt himself to his audience; read 1 Corinthians 9:19-23. Both sermons, however, express a challenge to believe.


D. Verse 34 suggests that Paul made few converts in Athens. His remarks in I Corinthians 1:18-25 may reflect Paul’s disappointment with the way the Athenians received him. 

2. 1 Peter 3:13-22


A. Suffering unjustly is connected with making a defense of one’s faith. Early Christians sought to share their faith (such as wives converting their husbands, 3:1ff) and this often brought condemnation and ostracism. We would experience pretty much the same thing today; don’t we think those who pass our salvation tracts are a bit fanatical, even slightly nutty?


B. “Blessed” in verse 14 makes an obvious connection with the Beatitudes, where the 8th and the 9th (Matthew 5:10-12) undergird the thought in verses 13-17.


C. Responses will vary, but “baptism…now saves you…through the resurrection of Jesus Christ” would work. So would verse 18a. Peter` notes that Christ suffered for our sins, became alive in the spirit, proclaimed to those in “prison” (thus, our creedal statement, ‘he descended into hell’), joined us to him in baptism, and ascended to heaven with the Father – all “to bring us to God”! 


D. Noah and baptism share water imagery. Water destroyed in Noah’s time, while baptism gives life, but the flood cleansed the earth of sin, as baptism cleanses us. Baptism is connected with the resurrection, for through the water we unite with the Risen Christ. Romans 6 makes the same point, stressing the new self idea and our promise of eternal life with Christ.

3. John 14:15-21


A. In verse 12, Jesus promises that the disciples will do greater works than he. To do this, disciples need three things: prayer (verse 14), obedience (verse 15) and the Holy Spirit (verse 16). The presence of the Spirit makes the first two possible. Probably, most of us are thinner on obedience than the other two, but responses will vary. “Greater works” is tricky. Jesus, and not us disciples, saved the world, so what are our “greater works” Most likely, John means works enhanced by the redemption Jesus has already won on the Cross. Thus, we can proclaim the fact of deliverance, rather than the hope or promise of deliverance.


B. To see the Spirit – or to see God or God in Christ – requires the eyes of faith, a vision the world does not have. In John, the “world” represents unbelievers.


C. Spend time on this because it could lead to some good insights. Study Proverbs 8:4-12 carefully. Wisdom here is personified. She was created before the world began (verse 22). She was an early figure of the logos (John 1:1). Current biblical scholarship is exploring how Jesus expressed wisdom in his ministry. Wisdom is truth; it follows God’s path and brings life (verse 35). 


D. The “but” makes a distinction between what the world sees and what believers see. Jesus will be gone from earth (the world’s vision) but still “seen” by believers who live with the Risen Christ daily.


E. The reference is to the last days, when Jesus returns in judgment. On that day, believers will be safe because they are in Christ.


F. We know love by the way it expresses God’s commandments. This verse reminds us that love is not simply a warm emotion. Love involves action, doing things for others and for God.

III What Does It All Mean?


1. Responses will vary. Encourage conversation on this topic. It is a difficult one for many to share, but an important one to encourage.


2. Responses will vary. Paul gives a clue in his Athens sermon: begin where others are and move from there. Ask participants to tell about conversations on faith that have gone well.


3. We enter the community of the redeemed by grace alone. But that community has standards and norms, a way to live. We live God’s way in thankful response to the grace that saved us, and not in order to win entry to God’s people. However, being both saints and sinners, we should not expect perfection on God’s path. We confess our failing and move on as forgiven people. We should never say, “I’m not a very good Christian.” We are Christians (i.e., saved) because we confess Jesus as Lord and Savior, even though we may be very lazy disciples.


4. Responses will vary. Let participants share their experiences. You might consider the three-fold approach in John 14:14-17. Often, doing service for others in Jesus’ name (e.g., Habitat or a soup kitchen or visiting the sick) leads to a deepened spirituality.


5. We have many gurus to tempt us. But Christians can legitimately gain spiritual insight from many sources. At the same time, for us, our focus must be clearly on Christ; who is, for us, the all in all. Ask participants to share what insights and benefits to their own faith they have gained from all the current talk about spirituality and its practices.

IV Into the Week

Share experiences with “Into the Week” from last session. Invite suggestions for other ideas that will put the learning of this session into practice in the coming week.
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