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OUR OLD TESTAMENT LESSON 

Zephaniah 3:14-17 (NLT) 

Sing, O daughter of Zion; shout aloud, O Israel! Be glad and rejoice with all your 

heart, O daughter of Jerusalem! 15 For the Lord will remove his hand of judgment 

and will disperse the armies of your enemy. And the Lord himself, the King of 

Israel, will live among you! At last your troubles will be over, and you will never 

again fear disaster. 16 On that day the announcement to Jerusalem will be, “Cheer 

up, Zion! Don’t be afraid!17 For the Lord your God is living among you. He is a 

mighty savior. He will take delight in you with gladness. With his love, he will calm 

all your fears. He will rejoice over you with joyful songs.”  

OUR EPISTLE LESSON 

2 Corinthians 5:17 (NIV) 

17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come:[a] The old has 

gone, the new is here!   

 

OUR NEW TESTAMENT LESSON 

Acts 17:16-29 (NLT) 

16 While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, he was deeply troubled by all the 

idols he saw everywhere in the city. 17 He went to the synagogue to reason with 

the Jews and the God-fearing Gentiles, and he spoke daily in the public square to 

all who happened to be there. 18 He also had a debate with some of the Epicurean 

and Stoic philosophers. When he told them about Jesus and his resurrection, they 

said, “What’s this babbler trying to say with these strange ideas he’s picked up?” 

Others said, “He seems to be preaching about some foreign gods.” 

19 Then they took him to the high council of the city. “Come and tell us about this 

new teaching,” they said. 20 “You are saying some rather strange things, and we 

want to know what it’s all about.” 21 (It should be explained that all the Athenians 



as well as the foreigners in Athens seemed to spend all their time discussing the 

latest ideas.) 22 So Paul, standing before the council, addressed them as follows: 

“Men of Athens, I notice that you are very religious in every way, 23 for as I was 

walking along I saw your many shrines. And one of your altars had this inscription 

on it: ‘To an Unknown God.’ This God, whom you worship without knowing, is the 

one I’m telling you about. 

24 “He is the God who made the world and everything in it. Since he is Lord of 

heaven and earth, he doesn’t live in man-made temples, 25 and human hands 

can’t serve his needs—for he has no needs. He himself gives life and breath to 

everything, and he satisfies every need. 26 From one man[f] he created all the 

nations throughout the whole earth. He decided beforehand when they should rise 

and fall, and he determined their boundaries. 

27 “His purpose was for the nations to seek after God and perhaps feel their way 

toward him and find him—though he is not far from any one of us. 28 For in him 

we live and move and exist. As some of your own poets have said, ‘We are his 

offspring.’ 29 And since this is true, we shouldn’t think of God as an idol designed 

by craftsmen from gold or silver or stone. 

SERMON: 

We’ve come to the final sermon in our Bring series this morning. I want to 

reiterate the vision that we are currently talking about and implementing, that of 

Bring, Build and Bump. Today, we’ll be talking about how God is bringing us into a 

continual relationship with Him. 

 

We have a dog named Annabelle. Annabelle is a Lhasa apso/cocker spaniel mix. 

When we got her at the SPCA in Cincinnati, they told us that she didn’t do well 

with small dogs. It turned out that she didn’t do especially well with people 

either. In fact, over the years she and my wife Summar have formed a non-

aggression pact, which is about as good as their relationship is going to get. For 

years, when Summar would get too close to Annabelle, she’d let out a small 

growl. She did the same thing to me for a while until I basically just hugged her 

enough that she gave up. Even though she was initially not that friendly, she now 

follows me everywhere. And that’s probably because I give her a lot of attention, 

a lot of treats, and share my food with her, which anyone who knows me knows 



that this is a small miracle in and of itself. In short, I love this dog and she loves 

me. Summar isn’t jealous. I don’t think.  

My point in telling you this story is that Annabelle is never very far away when I 

am home. She’s usually in the room I’m in, she goes where I go as a rule, and very 

rarely is she distant. It’s a little strange to be loved that much by an animal, and 

it’s the first time I’ve ever had an animal like me this much.  

It might be a stretch, but in a way, Annabelle’s proximity to me reminds me of a 

part of the passage we’re talking about this morning. In a far, far different way, 

God is always near, whether it may seem like it or not. In this passage in Acts that 

we read this morning, Paul is talking to the Athenians about God, and sharing with 

them what, to them, are some new ideas about what and who God is. They liked 

this kind of stuff. They met in the Aeropagus and that’s all they did all day was talk 

about new things. They liked the sharing of ideas, and, and that’s pretty much 

what they spent their time doing. They liked the back and forth, the conversation, 

the learning. There are a lot of sermons on this passage, many having to do with 

how Paul tells people that their “unknown God” is the God that he is now 

revealing to them. But there’s a curious little sidebar in this passage that I want to 

call out this morning, talk about, and encourage you with. It’s verse 27b: “He is 

not far from any one of us.” 

One of the things that we talk about in our relationship with God is that it ebbs 

and flows. Sometimes it feels like He is near; other times, it feels like there is a 

distance between God and us. And while how we feel about that is somewhat 

valid, it’s really not the way God deals with us. He isn’t away on business and then 

returns in a week to find us in a mess that he has to clean up. He isn’t too busy to 

attend to every prayer or concern. On the contrary, he is never far from us. But 

that has implications that might make us a little uncomfortable.  

You see, one of the things we like to do is ascribe good things that happen to God, 

and bad things that happen to either the devil or circumstance. And I understand 

that. After all, we know we serve a good God who has done the greatest work of 

all for us through His Son Jesus. Through Him, he reconciled us to himself by the 

forgiveness of our sin, given for us. We love this, as we should. We rejoice in this, 

we revel in this, it is our rally cry and our comfort. But we’d be remiss if we 

thought or taught that this was the end of the story. Here’s what I mean: 



God seems to be in the business of changing us here on earth. Paul tells us that if 

anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17). The new has come, the old 

has gone. But we must consider this to be an ongoing process. There is a process 

of brokenness that occurs over and over again as we are refined by God. Psalm 

51:17 says that “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit, a broken and a contrite 

heart—these, O God, You will not despise” (Psalm 51:17). This is a continual thing. 

And it’s not a bad thing. When we are going through a time of brokenness, it can 

feel like God is not present or far away, but understand that God is doing the 

breaking, the tearing down so that he can build back up.  

When I was a kid the town my dad lived in went to work restoring their old 

municipal building. They started by tearing large sections of it down to the point 

where there was one wall standing, bolstered by all manner of supports. It was 

the weirdest thing to see a wall standing up without a building attached to it. And 

yet, now the building stands stronger and better than it did before the 

renovation. We have to remember that during a renovation, there’s demolition, 

and that God does that as well as the building up. James says it well in chapter 

one of his book: “My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into various trials, 

knowing that the testing of your faith produces patience” 

This, we must remember, is a good thing. This breaking down and building up. 

Because this is how he moves us to do His will. And He’s always doing this, this 

process. It is continually happening. So God is never very far in the good or bad 

times, but how He is present might be something to consider. God is present and 

active in our suffering so that it produces a harvest of righteousness. He allows 

these things to happen, even causes them to happen, so that we can be 

continually transformed. The cross was not the end of the change in our lives; it 

was the beginning.  

So back to the passage at hand. When Paul is preaching to the Athenians about 

God, they already have a monument to an unknown God. They were hedging 

their bets on whether or not there was a god they didn’t know yet. So when Paul 

sees this, he says, “I know who that is.” And he knows that because God is not 

distant from us. Through the work of the Holy Spirit, God is pursuing, calling back 

the lost. God is close, even when he seems so far away. For example, take a look 

at Paul in the book of Acts. When Paul is in Berea or Thessalonica, he’s always got 



the same message. He’s single minded. He never lets circumstance dictate what is 

the most important thing. He’s fellowshipping with Cornelius? It’s time to talk 

about the Gospel. In the synagogue? Still the gospel. Being flogged and 

imprisoned? Still more Gospel. Exchanging ideas at the Areopagus in Athens? 

Gospel again. Whatever Paul goes through, there’s God, telling him to preach. He 

goes through imprisonment and punishment, people who are so disagreeable 

that they run him out of town. But it doesn’t matter to Paul because Paul knows 

that circumstance doesn’t dictate God’s proximity to us. These trials that God is 

allowing, or some might argue, purposefully putting Paul through, are doing 

something within the man himself, teaching resilience and a laser-like focus on 

the Good News of Jesus Christ.  

This is so different from the way we often see trials in our own lives. We don’t 

always see them as opportunities to preach and teach about this amazing thing 

that God has done in our lives. Instead, we may be tempted to feel sorry for 

ourselves, or feel defeated. But what’s been defeated is death, not us.  

So, when we consider the idea of bringing people into this thing called 

Christianity, it’s not that we’re just bringing us into salvation, but the all-

encompassing good news that is found in Jesus Christ. We no longer have 

circumstance feel meaningless. It all accomplishes something.  

And, as it pertains to our series Bring, we are brought into contact with the one 

true living God throughout our good times and bad. In fact, we know that so 

many times it’s the bad stuff of life that forces the issue about faith in God. This is 

not by accident. In the same way that God used groups like the Hitties or the 

Babylonians to bring about repentance in Israel, God uses situations in our 

personal lives to bring about repentance. In short he’s there in the good times 

and bad, and He’s never very far.  

Our subheadings under the “Bring” part of our vision says this: God brings us into 

a right relationship with Jesus by connecting us with Himself, by connecting us in 

church, and by connecting us in a life group. In all of these towns throughout the 

book of Acts, Paul is planting churches. It may not always say it explicitly, but 

that’s what he’s doing. He’s doing God’s work to bring people not only closer to 

God, but closer to each other. When he speaks to a group of people, and they all 

of the sudden believe, that’s a new church and a new life group. They are people 



believing in Jesus who are worshipping Him and doing life together for the sake of 

God.  

And let me take a moment to encourage you in this: we have many groups of 

people at Messiah, and we call them life groups. We have a men’s ministry that 

meets twice a month. We have our quilters and bears groups that do ministry by 

providing items to people in need and who want to remember their loved ones. 

We have groups that study the Bible, groups that do service projects, and groups 

that fellowship. And why do we have all of these groups? To bring people into a 

continual relationship with God. They’re not merely social groups for the sake of 

social groups. They exist to encourage each other in our relationship with Christ, 

whatever the form is that they take. And this is significant because this is a part of 

how we do the things Christ commanded, to love our neighbor, to show the love 

of God to others. This is no small thing. As we taught and sang at our Vacation 

Bible School this summer, we are “better together”. We were designed to be a 

part of group of believers; we were not made to go it alone in our faith.  

In all of this, I want to again encourage you that God is not far away.  

Think about a time when you had an especially difficult situation occur. Maybe 

you’re going through one right now. It could be a physical or mental thing that’s 

personal, it could be that you’ve been wounded emotionally by someone else, 

there could have been a tragedy that you just can’t see your way through. And 

then think about the people that rallied around you during that time. God, 

through His people, is not far away. I want you to know this morning that God is 

actually doing something through all that negativity. And because of that, it’s not 

just something to endure. Instead, our times of hurt and frustration can be a call 

to action. It might sound a little strange, but those times are always opportunities 

to draw close to Him and to others. And in light of how God is bringing people to 

Himself, those times are often when others can see God working in our lives. The 

tough times aren’t wasted. They are doing something in the kingdom. Which, of 

course means that, if God is working in them, He’s not far away, ignoring our 

pleas and petitions.  

To close, I want to share a story with you about one of my ministry professors. His 

name was Dr. Girdwood, and in one of our pastoral training classes, he set out the 

way that he shares the Gospel. He said that he’d take people through the Gospel 



of John, start by reading it and writing down attributes of Jesus, and then asking 

the question, “wouldn’t you like to have a friend like that?” I thought it was a 

brilliant way to frame it. And that’s the real question of salvation, wouldn’t we all 

like to have a friend who loves us unconditionally, forgives us our transgressions, 

tells us the truth, and refines us. As much as I love my faithful dog Annabelle, she 

can’t do all that. But we know that Jesus can, and because of that, we want to 

allow God to bring us continually toward Him, to know what it’s like to have a 

friend who is never far from us. The same savior that Paul preached in Athens is 

the same savior that works and does amazing things in the lives of His people 

today. Wouldn’t you like to have a friend like that indeed. In the name of Jesus, 

Amen.   


