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Discussion Guide

•

I Hold It (and you) Together
Connecting:
45 minutes
(The

following questions are intended to provide your
group with a way of connecting with one another so that
you might partner in the work

•
•
•

God

Getting Started:
10 minutes

•

everywhere and in everything that everything is
not God.

•

is doing in your lives.)

In what ways did God move in your life this week? In
what ways did you respond to him?
What was your biggest challenge this week? In what
ways, if any, did you invite God into this challenge?
How honest have you been with us?
(Graciously thank group members for their
honesty if they state they have held back.)

Scripture makes the point that God is there, all
around us every day in the world he created and
in the unfolding of our lives. Do you find that
it is easy to see God in your life and the world
around you, or does it just feel like life without
God thrown in? Could you elaborate?

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes
(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in ways
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

Using the notes, discuss the concept of natural
revelation. Be careful to make the distinction
that while Scripture points to God being
Read Acts 17.22-31 aloud. Try to imagine
yourself as present, listening to Paul as he
speaks in a pagan city with no exposure to
Scripture. Read the text once more, aloud.

•

In his speech, Paul argues that God is there, in
the world around us and in the unfolding of our
lives. In what ways does Paul argue that God is
there? Seek to find as many ways as possible.

•

Do you think people find it easy to see God in the
world around them and in the unfolding of their
lives? Could you explain?

•
•
•
•

If God is really there around us, what might it
take to notice and engage with him?
What, if anything, keeps us from taking these
steps? Could you elaborate?
How, if at all, might life be different if you could
see and engage with God in everyday life?
Consider concluding by talking about how
you can encourage one another to seek God in
everyday life. Consider closing by engaging in
the recommended noticing exercise coupled with
a prayer of thanks.

Context and Background

Natural/General Revelatio
The concept of Natural or General Revelation involves
God intentionally choosing to disclose aspects of his
character and power to all people at all times through
what has been made and through the providential
unfolding of history. The concept of natural revelation
is deeply connected with natural theology which is the
pursuit of truths about God by observing the created
order.

Throughout history, there has been much debate on
the existence and effectiveness of natural/general
revelation. More recent Protestant scholars such
as Karl Barth have gone so far as to deny the very
existence of general revelation. His view resonates
deeply with branches of Christendom which hold
an extremely high value of Scripture. In these faith
traditions, to argue that one can experience or learn
about God outside the canon of Scripture in some way
undercuts the validity and inspiration of Scripture.
However, Scripture itself plainly teaches that God has
chosen to reveal aspects of himself through the created
world. By observing the world around us, we can
learn that God exists, and that he is self-sufficient,
transcendent yet immanent, eternal, powerful, wise,
good, and righteous. These truths are available to all
people who would have eyes to see them. Even Calvin
noted, “wicked men are forced, by the mere view of the
earth and sky, to rise to the creator.” What cannot be
learned through the created world involves things
such as truths about the incarnation or the atoning/
redemptive work of God through Christ. These may
only be discovered through the special or specific
revelation God has provided through Scripture.

The idea of God choosing to reveal himself through
the created world and the providential unfolding of
history can be traced to the opening pages of Scripture,
for people themselves are a living testimony to the
nature of God because they are created in his image
(Genesis 1.26-28). Moses noted that the ordering
of the nations pointed to God (Deuteronomy 32.8).
David pointed out that God had chosen to reveal
himself through nature (Psalm 19.1-6) and Scripture
(Psalm 19.7-13). In his speech to Job, Elihu argues
that a storm points to the power and might of God
(Job 36.24-37.24), and God echoes this point adding

that other natural phenomena such as the changing of
the seasons reveal his presence (Job 38.1-39.30).
The Apostle John notes that Jesus was the light which
entered the world but that this light was already given
to all people (John 1.9). Paul and Barnabas speak to
the people of Lystra about the common assumption of
God as creator (Acts 14.15, 17), and Paul argues
strongly for natural revelation using Greek philosophy
in Athens (Acts 17.22-28). Perhaps the most clear
statement about natural revelation is Paul’s note that
God has plainly revealed his divine nature and power
through what has been created (Romans 1.18-20) and
that the inherent morality in one’s heart supports this
revelation (Romans 2.14-15).

Clearly, Scripture

supports the idea that God has
revealed aspects of his nature through what he has made
and how he has involved himself throughout history.
Paul argues that God intends that this revelation draw
people to him (Acts 17.27), although the reality is
that people often refuse this truth (Romans 1.1832). The existence of natural revelation raises issues
concerning salvation. Specifically, the question is raised
as to what revelation is necessary to find and experience
salvation? The most liberal scholars argue that general
revelation alone is enough to find God and experience
his redemption. However, traditionally, the Church has
argued that general revelation is enough to turn one to
God but that only the specific revelation of Scripture can
lead one to experience salvation.

The Text

Acts 17.22-28:
God is everywhere, but is not everything
Paul’s speech in Athens is one of the most studied
speeches in all of Scripture. How one interprets it
depends on which lens one chooses to wear. One
may read it as if Paul was basing his speech on Greek
philosophy or Old Testament theology. Many people are
uncomfortable with Paul proclaiming the Gospel using
Greek philosophy as his foundation, but this not only best
fits the Athenian setting but also the point Paul wishes
to make about natural revelation. Truths about God
can be discovered in the world around us, a point Paul
uses Greek philosophy to demonstrate. While Paul relies
heavily upon Greek philosophy to speak to the Athenians,
he does not say anything contrary to Scripture. This is

especially important to note as it underscores the point
that even though truths about God may be discovered
from what surrounds us and may even have been
noted by other religions, these truths will in no way
contradict Scripture.

Paul was in Athens because a crowd from Thessalonica
had stirred up a great uproar in Berea so that Paul
was forced to flee and await the arrival of his mission
companions, Timothy and Silas (Acts 17.10-15).
While Paul was in Athens, he continued his practice of
proclaiming the Gospel in the local synagogue and also
the marketplace. Most likely, as fitting with the pattern
in Acts, Paul moved to the marketplace only after he
was rejected by those in the synagogue. Paul’s gospeloriented preaching dismayed the Athenian people,
particularly the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers who
wondered if Paul was proclaiming two new gods: Jesus
and Resurrection. Because of Athens’ role as a great
center for learning and thinking, these philosophers
invited Paul to speak to a wider audience at a gathering
place called the Areopagus.

When he spoke, Paul began with a starting point which
the Athenians could understand, idolatry rather than
Torah. As a pagan center of learning, the Athenians
would have no understanding of or exposure to
the Jewish Scriptures. However, they were adept
with pagan worship which involved idolatry and the
philosophical criticism of such worship. Paul began
by noting that the Athenians were a religious people
because there were a great number of idols, including
an altar to an unknown god. Here Paul points to the
common human longing for the divine by noting that
even the Athenians longed to engage with God and
that they had an innate sense that there was a god(s)
they had missed. Paul claims he wishes to proclaim
this god to them because they are ignorant of him. It
is interesting that Paul indicates the depth of their
ignorance because he notes they are worshiping a thing
and not a personal being.

Paul has to explain this god to the Athenians by arguing
that it is the creator God who made everything. This
was something of a foreign concept to pagan theology.
However, the Stoic philosophers did argue that a
common force was behind the creation of all things,
the divine logos. Therefore, Paul starts by grounding
his argument in Stoic philosophy, and he continues this

vein throughout. This should not surprise us because
much of his audience was made up of Stoics. Next, Paul
criticized the pagan worship of idols, both because of the
use of Temples and the idea that the gods were dependent
upon human sacrifice. In pagan theology, sacrifices fed
the gods and the gods were strengthened by the worship
of people. In this way, the gods were incredibly dependent
upon people. Paul argues that the creator god was too
big to fit in a Temple and be represented by an idol and he
was self-sufficient, not needing to be served by people.
Both arguments had previously been made by the Stoic
philosophers as well as other Greek philosophers. Plato
had argued (5th cent. BC) that the worship of heavenly
bodies was far superior to idols. Zeno, Euripides, and
Seneca had scorned the worship of gods in Temples.
While Paul is thoroughly in the vein of Stoic thought, he
is only saying what is echoed in Scripture (Psalm 50.9-

12).
Rather

than being served by people, this creator
god sustains all life by giving all that is needed for
life. Further, his handiwork can be witnessed in the
providential unfolding of history, the rise and fall
of nations, actually the work of his hands. This too
fits with the writing of Euripides but also echoes the
teaching of Moses (Deuteronomy 32.8). Here Paul
moves to make a single point. The creator god can be seen
and understood through nature and history, something
the Greek philosophers themselves had grasped. He then
moves to give a reason for why this god had chosen
to reveal himself in this way. He desired for people to
pursue and find him, but this was not intended to be a
difficult search because he was very near to people; that
is, God was immanent. He underscores this final point by
quoting Epimenides of Crete (600 BC) and the Cilician
Stoic philosopher Aratus (3rd cent. BC).

Here Paul

concludes the foundation of his argument
and moves on to posit that if these things are true that
the Athenians should abandon idolatry and pursue the
one true God who has revealed himself in the person of
Jesus. However, this foundation which Paul has laid is
one of supreme importance for understanding how to see
and experience God. According to Paul, it is possible,
should one have eyes to see, God in and through nature
and history. Not only is this possible, but it is intended by
God. While this is not all there is to know about God—
Paul does refer to a greater revelation in the person of

Jesus (Acts 17.31)—it is revelation nonetheless, and
should not be overlooked as an avenue for learning
about and experiencing God.

Real life with Blake:
Inside all of us is a deep, innate longing for God. We long
for the transcendent. However, it can seem difficult, if
not impossible, to catch even the smallest glimpse of God
in our world. I know my own life is full of dance, soccer,
bills, work, and general noise. I can point these out, but
God. . .? I am not always sure I can see or hear him in
all the noise. Is he even there? People have always said,
“Yes, Blake, he is there. Just go to Church and you will
experience him.” I am not opposed to going to Church.
After all, it is my chosen profession. However, I am not
at Church every day. OK. I sit in the Church building
almost every day, but you get my point. Contrary to
popular opinion, we do not have worship services as a
staff! I am “at Church” only about 3 hours out of my
week. I want and need to experience God the other 165
hours. How do I do that?
I am learning that God can be seen and experienced
the other 165 hours because he is everywhere and in
everything all the time. Somehow, God has infused all of
creation, even the unfolding of my days in such a way that
he is waving at me—maybe hollering—saying, “Here I
am.” He has put himself there for the very purpose of me
seeing and being drawn to him. The problem is, I can’t see
him. If he is there, he is hidden in plain sight.
So, how do you see God if he is hidden in plain sight? You
start looking for him. I don’t think there is one answer
for this. Some of it involves intentionally slowing down
in life. It is hard to pay attention if the whole world is a
blur. This is hard for me, but I have people in my life who
are helping me, giving me permission to say “No” and walk
at a more leisurely pace. I am also finding that seeing God
involves looking for him in hindsight. I ask God to show
me where he was in my day, but I want to catch God in
real time. For this, I am seeking to simply be present. So
much of my life I spend living in the past or the future.
Rarely do I find myself where I am. If I am not where I
am, then I cannot see and experience God because I can
only see and experience him in the present. He may be in
the past and the future, but I am not. I am only right
here, right now. So, throughout the day, I pause and say,
“I am here.” I seek to become aware of what is around me,

of where I am and how I am feeling. Most importantly,
I affirm that God is with me and I seek to become aware
of his presence. And you know what? I am finding that
he really is there.

Real life with You:
How do we experience the God of the Bible outside
of the Bible? We long to see and experience God
in our everyday lives, but how we go about this is
often less than clear. What is clear, is that Scripture
teaches that God wants us to see and experience
him outside of Scripture. Scripture teaches that God
has placed himself all around us, the world he has
created. This is not that creation is God but that he
has somehow infused creation with himself. If we
will pay attention to the world around us, to the
unfolding of life, we can see that God is there. But
how does this work?
If we are going to see God all around us, we must
first slow down so that life is more than a blur. We
simply move too fast to pay attention and when we
finally stop it is because we collapsed. We each need
good friends, soul friends, who help us remember
that life is about more than accomplishing. They are
our gentle reminders that we have permission, Godgiven permission, to move more slowly. Second, we
must learn to be fully where we are when we are
there. God is in the past. God is in the future. We are
not. The only place we are is right here, right now.
So, to see God is to be present in the here and now.
This takes much practice, but one simple way is to
purchase a watch that chimes on the hour. When
the watch chimes, pause and pray “God, I am here.”
Pay attention to what is going on around you. Pay
special attention to God being with you. Over time,
you will be able to be present for longer periods
of time. As you are present, you will often feel the
abiding presence of God with you. He is, after all, there.
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