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The Art of Neighbouring, Part 1                               Pastor Tom 
 Acts 17:22-34                          April 10, 2016 
 
 Our 40th anniversary weekend is only 2 weeks away.  We look forward to a time of celebration, reconnection 

and reflection.   Yet most important is our praise of God who has sustained this body and given us grace to continue in 

ministry for 4 decades.   

 40 years has also seen great changes in our society and the environment in which we minister.  I was 13 years 

old 40 years ago.  Our family attended Brentview Baptist Church in Calgary.  Though I didn’t pay much attention to how 

we did church, I do remember that there was a big emphasis on getting other people to come to church.  Most people 

still believed in God and many would even call themselves Christians.  Many had church experience at some point in 

their lives.  So our outreach efforts were mostly about getting people back to church or introduced to our church.  

 Today, things are quite different.  An increasing number of people identify themselves as having no religion.  A 

significant portion of young and middle age parents never went to church as a child and have little or no concept of what 

a church culture is like.   We also live in age where to claim there is only one way to God is seen as intolerant.   To claim 

absolute truth is considered arrogant.  The church is regularly charged with being out of step with the mainstream of 

society.   

 So how can we reach people around us with these kinds of beliefs?  A starting point is found in what Jesus called 

the second commandment after the greatest commandment.  “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind 

and strength is the Greatest Commandment.  The second is “love your neighbour as yourself.”  Loving our neighbours 

serves as a pathway towards influencing them for Christ.   

 We are joining with several other churches in St. Albert this month on the Good Neighbor Project.  We want to 

encourage and equip you to connect more intentionally with our neighbours to love them and introduce Christ to them.  

But if that was easy, most of us would already be doing it.   The enemy does not want us to spread God’s love to our 

neighbours nor introduce them to Christ.  There are obstacles that stand in our way both internal and external.   Some of 

you here today are facing significant challenges in your own life right now.  You face great pressure or a difficult 

situation or a health issue or some problem.  You are just trying to deal with that.  You may not even find head space to 

consider connecting with cranky Joe across the street.   
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 So today, we are first of all going to step back and recapture a grand vision of God.   We need constant 

reminders of God’s greatness and empowering to see us through our own troubles and challenges.  Then we will see the 

role He played in bringing us to where we live today.  We will conclude with taking the first simple step in getting to 

know our neighbours.     

 
 
Acts 17:22-34 (ESV) – Page 786 Pew Bibles 
22 So Paul, standing in the midst of the Areopagus, said: “Men of Athens, I perceive that in every way you are very 
religious. 23 For as I passed along and observed the objects of your worship, I found also an altar with this inscription, ‘To 
the unknown god.’ What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you. 24 The God who made the world and 
everything in it, being Lord of heaven and earth, does not live in temples made by man, 25 nor is he served by human 
hands, as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all mankind life and breath and everything. 26 And he 
made from one man every nation of mankind to live on all the face of the earth, having determined allotted periods 
and the boundaries of their dwelling place, 27 that they should seek God, and perhaps feel their way toward him and find 
him. Yet he is actually not far from each one of us, 28 for 

“‘In him we live and move and have our being’; as even some of your own poets have said, 
“‘For we are indeed his offspring.’ 

29 Being then God's offspring, we ought not to think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone, an image formed 
by the art and imagination of man. 30 The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now he commands all people 
everywhere to repent, 31 because he has fixed a day on which he will judge the world in righteousness by a man whom 
he has appointed; and of this he has given assurance to all by raising him from the dead.” 

32 Now when they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some mocked. But others said, “We will hear you again about 
this.” 33 So Paul went out from their midst. 34 But some men joined him and believed, among whom also were 
Dionysius the Areopagite and a woman named Damaris and others with them. 

 The apostle Paul is in the ancient city of Athens.  He walks around the city and sees idols everywhere.  This 

greatly disturbs him because he knows that the people offer worship to non-existent gods.  So he wants to reach out 

and introduce the true God to them.  He starts by reasoning with Jews in the synagogue and whoever went through the 

market place. Apparently in those days, the Greeks would stop and talk about philosophical ideas even when they went 

shopping.  They hear Paul proclaim Christ – someone they have never heard about before.  So they want to hear more 

about this “new teaching.”  They take Paul to a place called the Areopagus.   

 It was the hill of Aries, the Greek god of war or Mars Hill as the Romans called it.  This picture shows the 

Areopagus below the Acropolis or high place in Athens which contained the great temple or Parthenon which was 

dedicated to the goddess Athena – the patron goddess of Athens.  On the hill below, they held court or discussions 

about religion and morals.  The verse just prior to our text tells us “the Athenians and foreigners who lived there would 

spend their time in nothing except telling or hearing something new.”   
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 So Paul begins his address by engaging them about their religious interest.  “Men of Athens, I perceive that in 

every way you are very religious.   I looked around and observed objects of your worship – meaning the idols.” But then 

he talks about finding an altar with the inscription “to the unknown God,” or “to an unknown God.”  Now there was a 

Greek legend about a Greek wise man, Epimenides, from about 600 years before Christ.  During a plague he advised the 

Athenians to sacrifice sheep at various places to the appropriate god.  If you didn’t know the name of the local god, you 

would just offer sacrifices to an unknown god.  

 Paul saw an altar with an inscription “to the unknown god,” somewhere in Athens. Then he says “What 

therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you.”  Now he’s not saying that they were actually worshipping the 

true God and now Paul was going to reveal that to them.  At best, they were worshipping some idea or concept of the 

supernatural or divine.  Though they believed that some gods had a higher power or authority than other gods, they 

didn’t believe in only one God.  Yet Paul uses the unknown god altar as a gateway to proclaim the true God.   

 He then unfolds some profound and comforting realities about our God.  I pray that these will especially 

encourage you if you have been overwhelmed or challenged or put down by the struggles of life recently.  Sometimes, 

we need to regain the big picture of God and His control over things so we can be assured that things aren’t spinning 

beyond His control or His good purposes for us.   

 So there are several characteristics or activities of God that we see from verses 24-27.  What is God like?   1) He 

is the creator of the world and everything in it.   Verse 24 – “The God who made the world and everything in it.”  If you 

ever think that what you’re facing is bigger than God’s ability to handle, you need to remember He created the world 

and everything in it.  During Spring Break, our family spent a few days in Banff.  I asked Lori at one point, “what is it 

about the mountains that brings such rest and comfort?”  She answered “it’s their vast size.  They testify to the 

greatness and ability of God.”  It’s true.  When you spend time in the mountains or by the ocean, we gain some sort of 

perspective that there is someone bigger than us who can control and govern these vast forces.   

 2) He does not live in temples made by hands.   Now that must have rocked those Greeks a little.  If they looked 

up, they would see the great temples.  The Parthenon was right above them.   In each city, there was a temple to the 

local god of that region.  But if God made the world and everything in it, no temple could contain him.  Yes, it’s true that 

the Jews built a temple for God in Jerusalem.  But this was simply a place where God would choose to present Himself to 
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interact with man.  The temple could never contain him.   Remember, God is Spirit.  He is transcendent meaning He 

lives beyond the boundaries of space and time.  This is part of his greatness. 

 3) He has no needs.  Verse 25 – “Nor is he served by human hands as though he needed anything.”  Now this 

was an indirect slam against pagan worship.  The Greeks and other pagan worshippers spent most of their time 

attending to their god’s needs.  So the god apparently needed food so they offered food.  The god would need sacrifice 

to appease his or her anger.  The god would need motivation to send rain on the earth.  So they had temple prostitutes 

available to worshippers to stimulate the god’s willingness to send rain.  Their gods had all these needs that if met might 

move them to action and blessing on the people.   

 But God does not need anything.  Think about that.  God has no needs.  God is not deficient in any area.    God is 

not worried about North Korea.  He’s using North Korea to accomplish His purposes.  God is not concerned that his 

popularity numbers might be a little less than Donald Trump’s in New York.   God is not up there wondering how He’s 

going to get us through that situation.  God does not have needs. We are the needy ones.  We regularly come to the end 

of our resources – financial, emotional, physical, knowledge, lack of pathways, capacity and strength.  That’s why we 

must continually come to the God.  Paul wrote this encouragement to the Philippians in 4:19.  “And my God will supply 

every need of yours according to his riches in glory in Christ Jesus.”  So God is the creator of the world and everything in 

it. God does not live in temples made by hands. God has no needs. 

 4) He gives to all humanity life and breath and everything.  No He doesn’t. Verse 25 again – Nor is he served by 

human hands as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all mankind life and breath and everything.  Hmm 

– God gives us life.  God gives us breath.  Those are two pretty basic and fundamental requirements to actually function 

in the world.  If you can’t breathe and you can’t live you don’t have much of a life.  Yet God provides that for 6 or 7 

billion people and a planet where they can live. Unlike the lifeless gods of the Greeks, our God is not only alive but is the 

giver of life.  

 5) He determines the times and places where people live.  Verse 26 – “And he made from one man every 

nation of mankind to live on all the face of the earth, having determined allotted periods and the boundaries of their 

dwelling place.”  The New International Version puts it like this – “He determined the times set for them and the exact 
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places where they should live.”  The interpretation of this verse must start with every nation.  God determined certain 

periods of time for nations to exist and where they would live on the earth.   

 But God does not only deal with nations.  He deals with individuals.  What if God determined the times and 

places where we live today?  Do you think that you, or you as a couple or you as a family were the only one’s involved in 

making the decision about where you live today?   

Think about the different factors that contributed to where you live today.  Some of us were born here.  But we 

didn’t have any control over that.  Baby waiting – Room filling our top 3 choices for countries in which to be born.  God 

chose for us to be born to parents who lived in Canada.  Some of you emigrated here from other countries.  Think about 

all the details, decisions and people involved that eventually led to the decision to make the move across the border or 

across the sea.   Why did you make that move?  Maybe the political situation threatened you.   Maybe you were 

oppressed and forced to flee.  Maybe the lack of opportunity motivated you.   Maybe a government leader made a 

decision that affected you.  Remember Caesar Augustus’ decision that the whole Roman Empire would be taxed?  That 

resulted in Joseph and his pregnant betrothed wife Mary to make the journey to Bethlehem so that Jesus would be born 

in the place He needed to be born in to fulfill prophecy.  The decision of a government or leader may have been used by 

God to move you to Canada as your dwelling place.   

Then think about how you ended up in the Edmonton area.  Maybe you were born here.  Maybe your work led 

you here.  Maybe you married someone from here.  Maybe the economy of Alberta at the time you were looking for 

work brought you here.  Maybe you retired here because of the health care or a family member.   

Now think about the house, apartment or condo that you live in.  Did you wake up one day and decide, “I want 

to live on lot 25, in subdivision 15 in community 7.  Yes, that’s my dream – I need to go to live on that lot!”  No.  You 

searched for what was available at the time you were looking.  You brought with you the preferences and tastes that 

came with your God given nature and personality.   You had been given the opportunity to make a choice.   You 

eventually came to the place you now live in and concluded that this would be home.   Yet God has “made from one 

man every nation of mankind to live on all the face of the earth, having determined allotted periods and the boundaries 

of their dwelling place.”   
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Why did God do this?  Verse 27 – That they should seek God, and perhaps feel their way toward him and find 

him.  Yet he is actually not far from each one of us.”  This is a picture of someone feeling along a wall in darkness trying 

to find their way.  Paul says that God placed people in certain times and in certain places so that they might find him.  

Now if you’re a Christian here today, you have already found God or God has already found you.   

But what about the people who live all around where we live today.  Have they found God?  If God had a role in 

placing us where we live and them where they live, might part of His purpose be so they can find God through us?  

Maybe they are feeling their way about in darkness just looking for someone to guide them to the light.  And you live 

right beside them.   

What is our responsibility to our immediate neighbours – the people we live beside?  What is God’s mission on 

our street?  This question was answered in the world famous parable of Jesus called the Good Samaritan.  A teacher of 

the law comes and asks Jesus what he must do to inherit eternal life.  Jesus answers with a question – what is in the law?  

How do you read it?”  The expert replies with the Greatest and second commandment.  “You shall love the Lord your 

God with all your heart and with all your soul and all your strength and with all your mind, and you shall love your 

neighbour as yourself.”  Jesus responds, that he has answered correctly.  But then the text tells us the lawyer wants to 

justify himself.  So he asks “And who is my neighbour?”  Why would he ask that question?  Did he want to make sure 

that the people he was treating as neighbours qualified as neighbours?  Did he want to ease his conscience that he could 

choose whoever he liked as his neighbour or whoever he felt comfortable caring for?  We don’t know.  But Jesus 

answers with the parable which teaches the principle that anyone we come across in life who is in need is indeed our 

neighbour.  

So our coworkers and fellow bus travelers and classmates and teammates are our neighbours.  But what about 

those people who live beside us?  Some of us might have good relationships with our neighbours.  Some of us might 

have shared our hope in Christ with them. But we also might remember times where we blew opportunities to love our 

neighbors or share with them.   

In our house in Ottawa, our yard backed onto a beautiful home in an exclusive cresent. There was no fence 

between our yards and theirs.  They had a little girl who constantly came over and joined us in whatever we were doing. 
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If our kids were out swimming in the little pool she showed up with her bathing suit.  We got to know her and her Mom 

a little.   

We wanted to build a fence so we could let out the dog.  So the lady told me to wait until her husband was 

home.  One evening, he was out barbecuing and I introduced myself.  We talked a bit about the fence and about living in 

the neighbourhood.  Then he asked me what I did.  I told him I was a pastor.  He didn’t understand what that was.  So I 

compared it to kind of like a priest except we’re allowed to get married.   

Then he said something that was a perfect opening for a deeper conversation.  “Well, I don’t think it matters 

much which church or faith you belong to.  As long as you’re a good person, you’ll be okay.”   What a perfect 

opportunity for me to share my belief.  But I was scared and didn’t really want to turn him off.  So I didn’t really say 

anything. I didn’t want to affirm what he said.  But I also didn’t want to wreck our 5 minute old relationship.  “I’ll share 

with him another time,” I said to myself.   

But I never got another opportunity to talk with that man.  Within a few weeks, the weather changed.  People 

were outside less.  And then we moved out here.  Thankfully, God is merciful and forgiving.  But I pray that something 

we shared with his wife or daughter might have gotten to him.   

There have been times where just connecting with people has led to tremendous opportunities to share.  When 

we lived in Deer Ridge, we befriended an older Dutch couple that moved in next door.  Then when they went through a 

time of hardship, Lori was able to share her hope in God through hard times. Now, in our new neighbourhood of North 

Ridge, we are the old couple on the street.   But there are plenty of opportunities to connect because there are lots of 

kids and lots of people outside.  But it starts with being available and making a little effort and knowing their names.    

How many of you know your neighbour’s names?  You see that insert in your bulletin with the house surrounded 

by 8 other houses.  Would you take a moment with your family and write down or name out loud the 8 closest 

neighbours to your house or condo or apartment or acreage?  List the names of the people who live in the 8 closest 

houses, apartments or condos to you.   

How many can list all of them?  
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How many have filled out 5 of the 8 boxes?  I only know 2 out of 8 of our neighbour’s names.  It’s hard to love 

someone if you don’t’ know their name.  So I have a little assignment this week.  Find out your neighbours names of the 

8 people who live closest to you.   

Prayer of the week – God give me a desire to be in relationship with my literal neighbours.   

God deeply cares about each one of us.  He cares about where we live and participated in getting us there.  He 

cares about the people who live beside us.  He will empower us to connect with our neighbours if only we will turn to 

Him for opportunity and strength.   

Maybe you are here today and you don’t know Christ.  You have never reached out to God.  You have never 

found Him.  But this text talks about how you can feel your way toward God and find him. He is actually not far from 

you.  You live and move and exist by His power and His gift of life.  You are his offspring.  So he calls you to come to Him; 

come home to Him and turn away from life apart from Him.   


