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SERMON  SUNDAY 17 MAY:  ST GEORGE’S PARKTOWN 

SIXTH SUNDAY AFTER EASTER 

LOVE IS THE REVELATION OF GOD 

Acts 17: 22-31  Paul extols ‘the unknown God’ 

Psalm 66 :  7-19   God made us and is with us 

1 Peter 3:  13 -22  The Resurrection is about Jesus made alive through 
the Spirit 
 
John 14: 15-21  Jesus prophesies and promises His own Resurrection  

________________________________________________________________ 

 
[1] Good morning, from the study of my home in Houghton, 

Johannesburg, during this continued lockdown period.  I am Nigel Willis, an 

assistant priest at St George’s Anglican Church in Parktown, Johannesburg. 

This recorded sermon, broadcast on Youtube is delivered not only to the 

faithful at St George’s but to all who may be curious. This is the sixth Sunday 

after Easter. May the words of my mouth and the mediations of our hearts 

be acceptable to the Lord, our strength and our redeemer.  

 

[2]  In this morning’s collect we pray that, through the power of love, we 

may receive the revelation of God. 

 

[3] In the reading from Acts, we have the famous page in which Paul 

stands in front of the Areopagus and addresses the Athenians about the 

‘unknown God’. The Areopagus is a large, very prominent rock or outcrop of 
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rock situated just a little to the northwest of the Acropolis. I have been 

privileged to be there and, I am sure, so have at least some of you, too. 

 

[4] Paul says to the Athenians, ‘The God that I proclaim made the world 

and everything in it. He does not live in shrines made by human hands, as 

though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all mortals life and 

breath and all things.’ He goes on to say: ‘In him, we live and move and have 

our being’ and ends by saying that God has given assurance to all by the 

raising of Christ from the dead. This is echoed in the psalm, in which we  

recognise that God made us, is with us and when we cry to Him, He listens 

for His love is steadfast. 

 

[5] Here Paul proclaims a summary of the Christian faith. It may even be 

described perhaps as a dense form of the Nicene or, more correctly, the 

Nicaeno-Constantinopolitan Creed. Paul is at his oratorial and theological 

best here. 

 

[6] This idea that God having made us, will not abandon us, is echoed in 

this morning’s psalm. In that psalm we recognise, overtly, that God made us, 

is with us and when we cry to Him, He listens for His love is steadfast. And 

in Peter’s first letter he tells us that the Resurrection is about Jesus made 

alive through the Spirit. 
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[7] In the gospel reading from John this morning, we hear how Jesus 

promises that the Holy Spirit will come to sustain us and through love reveal 

Jesus as Lord to us. Jesus also prophesies and promises His own 

Resurrection. Indeed, in this morning’s collect we pray that, through the 

power of love, we may receive the revelation of God. 

 

[8] What a privilege it is to live in the year 2020 and see quite superb 

television encounters with the world and all its glory! A few weeks ago, but 

during the lockdown, I was casually watching an excellent BBC documentary 

that was dealing with planet earth, Evolution and so on. During that 

programme, an obviously brilliant scientist was asked: ‘And how did life on 

Earth begin?’ His answer was: ‘We just don’t know!’ 

 

[9]  We all know persons from the educated and intellectual classes who 

find the idea of God an unseemly embarrassment, an almost superstitious 

belief without scientific explanation. Some of them are not far from home. 

We even find some of them in the church itself. But we, as Christians – and 

indeed Jews and Muslims too – call this ‘unknown factor’ that brought life 

into the world, ‘God’ or ‘Jehovah’ or ‘Allah’. As a matter of logic, reason and 

rationality, this ‘unknown factor’ has to be given a name.  Almost universally, 

this is precisely what has been done. 

 

[10]  In English and other Germanic languages we use the word ‘God’ or 

‘Gott’, in French ‘Dieu’, in Latin, (from which the French word for ‘God’ 

derives) ‘Deus’, in Greek ‘Theos’ – from which we get the word ‘theology’, in 

the Setswana-Sesotho group of languages ‘Modimo’ and in the Nguni 
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languages ‘Nkosi’.  God receives first-word, first-line recognition in our 

national anthem.   

 

[11]  If we accept that God is the one who is responsible for life on earth, it 

is easy to make the next step in faith, viz. to recognise that God, as Paul 

said, gives us our breath and that in him, we live and move and have our 

being. 

 

[12]  The next move is the leap of faith. Both Paul and Peter mention it.  It 

is that if we can be sure that God not only gives us life but also sustains us, 

how can we be sure that there is life after death? How can we be sure that 

the Resurrection is true, as both Paul and Peter proclaim it to be?  

 

[13]  A step is most often easy. A leap is usually much more difficult, 

especially when we have grown old and ‘put away the things of a child’. It 

was a debate between the Sadducees and the Pharisees at the time of Jesus 

ministry in the Holy Land. In Matthew’s gospel (22;23) we are told that at 

least some of the Sadducees a did not believe in life after death. In Acts 

(23:8) the division between the Sadducees and the Pharisees is made clear. 

It is recorded that the Pharisees believed in life after death, the Sadducees 

did not. Paul, who was a Pharisee, had always believed in an afterlife. In the 

OT, in Daniel, it is recorded that everlasting life awaits some of us but not all. 

 

[14]  The debate about whether there is life after death and, if there is life, 

what kind of life it may be continues within Judaism even today.  In 

mainstream Anglicanism today, we believe that there is much that we, as 

Christians, can learn from other religions.  Certainly, in my own opinion, there 
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is much wisdom in the Jewish view that one should not dwell too much on 

the question, ‘Is there life after death?’ It is best to get on with life in the here 

and now and make the most of. A morbid obsession with death and what 

happens thereafter can be most unhealthy indeed. 

 

[15]  When it comes to what heaven is like, Christianity is indeed largely 

unspecific. Think of Paul’s famous words in 1 Corinthians 2:9: ‘Eye has not 

seen, nor ear heard what God has prepared for those that love Him.’ Think 

too of Jesus famous paradoxical saying in John’s gospel: (14:2-3) that ‘In my 

Father’s house are many mansions.’ In my experience of life, Christians tend 

to be good at not thinking too much about what heaven may be like. Call to 

mind, for example, the light-hearted jokes and cartoons about a bearded old 

Saint Peter at the ‘pearly gates’ and cherubs floating on clouds playing their 

harps. 

 

[16]  But it must require extraordinary moral and intellectual discipline to 

live one’s life uncertain or even indifferent as to whether or not there is life 

after death, a heaven or not. It is here that Christian faith is powerful, helpful 

and indeed directive. Ours is a Resurrection faith – ‘finish and klaar’ – as 

they say on the Cape Flats.  Now there may be some debate about what we 

mean by ‘the Resurrection’ but at very least it means that, after His 

crucifixion, Jesus came to His disciples, as Spirit, and said to them: ‘You 

remember I used to talk about eternal life and the kingdom of heaven? Well 

I am there and here it is marvellous beyond words and lo, I am with you now 

and always!’ 
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[17]  So, in those moments of Resurrection, we receive four life-changing 

revelations: (i) that there is life after death; (ii) that heaven exists; (iii) that 

inasmuch as Jesus is both transcendent and immanent, He is indeed the 

Incarnation of God Himself and (iv) that Jesus is with us and sustains us 

through the power of the Holy Spirit.  In the Resurrection, the triune God is 

revealed. Jesus said at the Last Supper: ‘I will reveal myself.’ And so he 

does. 

 

[18]  In this morning’s gospel reading, as I have mentioned already, Jesus  

not only prophesies and predicts His Resurrection but He also does 

something more. He provides a concrete the answer to the doubters about 

the existence of heaven.  It is intellectually easy enough to believe that the 

unknown factor, responsible for the Creation of heaven and Earth, is what 

we call God. It is also easy enough to believe that it is God that sustains 

Creation in its being and gives us life. But what about life after death? 

 

[19]  Jesus tells us that the answer to that question is love. Love exists. We 

all experience it. Love is part of life and, therefore, (ipso facto – as lawyers 

would say) part of God’s Creation. Is it really possible to believe that the 

unknown God who creates and sustains the world, who gives us life and 

love, is so cynical as to abandon us upon our death, more especially, when 

we have loved Him?  And, if so, what is the whole point of Creation? Is life 

on Earth some futile exercise? 

 

[20]  In the gospel reading this morning Jesus tells His disciples that love 

will reveal both God and who Jesus himself is.  Love, he says, will show the 

way. Indeed, it does. The lessons this morning teach us some hugely 
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important and beautiful things. In this morning’s collect we have prayed, most 

beautifully, that through the power of love, we may receive the revelation of 

God. May this morning’s lessons direct and sustain these prayers. 

 

[21]  Finally, my sisters and my brothers, what of the coronavirus (or more 

precisely, the covid-19 virus), in all this? Well, if Jesus was God incarnate, 

what was He doing on the cross? The question provides the answer: bad 

things happen but no cross, no Resurrection. Hard though it may be for us 

to see it right now, in the long run, the world may well be a better place as a 

result of the covid-19 virus. There are a few signs of it already perhaps. Our 

awareness that we are all sisters and brothers and in it together has certainly 

grown. You can call it love and, out of that, will come many of the solutions 

to some of our big, big problems. God’s steadfast love will sustain us. 

 

[22]  But we need to remember that, just as human beings were responsible 

for the Crucifixion, so too are human beings responsible for the spread of the 

covid-19 virus. Furthermore, we all bear some responsibility for some of the 

appallingly bad decisions, all around the world, that have been made to deal 

with it.  We need to remember that not everyone was a witness to the 

Resurrection or believed in it. We, as Christians, are going to have to use 

our imagination and find the courage to suggest new ways of being.  But God 

is our strength and our salvation. His steadfast love endures forever. 

 

In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen. 


