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“God’s Offspring” — May 28, 2017
Acts 1:6–11
6 So when they had come together, they asked him, “Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?” 7He replied, “It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by his own authority. 8But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 9When he had said this, as they were watching, he was lifted up, and a cloud took him out of their sight.10While he was going and they were gazing up towards heaven, suddenly two men in white robes stood by them. 11They said, “Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking up towards heaven? This Jesus, who has been taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven.”
Acts 17:22–31
22 Then Paul stood in front of the Areopagus and said, “Athenians, I see how extremely religious you are in every way. 23For as I went through the city and looked carefully at the objects of your worship, I found among them an altar with the inscription, ‘To an unknown god.’ What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you. 24The God who made the world and everything in it, he who is Lord of heaven and earth, does not live in shrines made by human hands, 25nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all mortals life and breath. . . . 26He allotted the times of their existence and the boundaries of the places where they would live, 27so that they would search for God and perhaps grope for him and find him–though indeed he is not far from each one of us. 28For ‘in him we live and move and have our being.’ As even some of your own poets have said, ‘For we too are his offspring.’
29“Since we are God’s offspring, we ought not to think that the deity is like gold, or silver, or stone, an image formed by the art and imagination of mortals. . . . 31 God has . . . fixed a day on which he will have the world judged in righteousness.

First we have the straightforward story of Jesus’ Ascension into heaven. Jesus tells the apostles he cannot talk about exactly when his kingdom will come, but the Holy Spirit is coming soon, and they need to be ready for it. They will become his witnesses starting in Jerusalem, then in Judea and Samaria, and finally in the whole world. It is a program for distribution of the gospel. And having given this, he promptly ascends into heaven.

Two angels suddenly make themselves visible and speak briefly to the Apostles, just as Luke’s gospel has two angels appear at the side of the tomb after the resurrection (Luke 24:4), and in both cases they give a “why are you surprised?” kind of message. I guess they should have been used to Jesus doing miraculous things, by then.

After the Ascension, which happens on Mount Olivet, they return to their safe house in Jerusalem and pick a successor to Judas, someone named Mathias, who is never mentioned again. The really important thing seems to happen later that same day: the Holy Spirit or Spirit of Truth is poured out on all believers, and that is the story we will look at next week, which is the feast of Pentecost. 

I want to do something a little different for the Pentecost sermon. I have included a half-sheet in your bulletin, asking what the Spirit, or Pentecost, mean to you. Then I ask you to describe an experience of the Spirit you have had. I’d like to weave your responses into next week’s sermon. I just want to hear about your own personal experience or thoughts.
Now, what about Paul’s preaching at Athens? I think Paul really holds his own with these philosophically-inclined people. He wisely quotes from two Greek poets and uses a Greek shrine to make his point. The polytheistic Greeks had a shrine to the unknown God, and he refers to that when he says the God of heaven and earth has, in fact, made himself known. He does not need any man-made shrine, and he “is not far from each one of us. For ‘in him we live and move and have our being’” (17:24–28). 
But in what way are we in God? Are we like identical fish swimming in a sea of God, or are we independent beings who yet are within God in everything we do? Does it mean that everything we do has spiritual implications? I think it has to mean at least that much. We have free will, but we can’t break out of God’s universe, or break away from the realm of consequences. We are still within the system, the God system. You can move away from God, spiritually, through sin, but you are not escape from the spiritual and moral laws of the universe.
If Paul had left it there, it would be a true, but possibly a cold and strict statement. However, the following remark is warm and kindly: “we are God’s offspring” (genos). At the least, this refers to God creating the whole world and all the life in it. But can it not also mean that our spiritual qualities, our free will, our capacity for worship are the gifts of God, who is therefore our spiritual parent? If so, then being God’s offspring would be the same as saying that we are the sons and daughters of God. Yet he is using Greek writers, rather than the Old Testament, to make this point, and very old writers, at that. 
The “live and move and have our being line” comes from the 7th c. b.c. philosopher, Epimenides (https://defrostingwindows.wordpress.com/2013/08/04/who-wrote-acts-1728-and-why/). The line “We are the offspring of God” occurs in two different Stoic philosophers, Aratus (Phenom. 5) and Cleanthes (Hymn 5) [J. B. Lightfoot, Acts of the Apostles (Downers Grove: IVP, 2014 [originally written from 1850s to 1870s]), 233]. Stop and think about this for a second. Paul is making use of what you could call pagan philosophy to make a point about everyone being children of God. Maybe we should stop using the pejorative term “pagan,” and just say that non-Christian philosophy contains some truth, and can be used by Christians. Especially did Christians tend to absorb Stoic ideas. Stoicism had a certain nobility to it, and taught that everyone was indwelt by a spark of the divine.
Paul uses these philosophers to make an optimistic and universalizing statement. There is a long-standing Christian tradition that says that not only the Jews anticipated the Messiah or the Church, but that Persians and Greeks, in their highest and truest thinkers, also anticipated some truth about what God would do. This tells us something about God reaching out to people everywhere, in all religious traditions. Paul is talking about all people when he says “they would search for God and perhaps grope for him and find him—though indeed he is not far from each one of us” (17:27).
Paul includes everybody, Jew and Gentile, as God’s offspring. This openness to Jew and Gentile alike was the foundation for the universal church. Besides opening the door to all, it also implies freedom of worship, and absence of religious coercion. If we are all the offspring of God that implies that each one of us can use his own spiritual capacities to seek and find God. No sort of religious coercion is necessary or helpful. Further, it speaks of our finding God (17:27). Of course we don’t invent God; we don’t form him out of gold or silver, but we do grope for God, and perhaps discover God, but it can only be done freely. Religious authoritarianism only limits the quest for God, and hinders personal discovery.
This notion that religion must be free to be healthy was present in Christian teaching, but it doesn’t receive full social expression until Roger Williams in Rhode Island in the 1630s. He saw the need for genuine and total religious freedom. The legal rights of religious and intellectual freedom were further clarified by Thomas Jefferson and James Madison in Virginia in the 1700s. Madison certainly did include Muslims among those who would have religious liberty in this country, and one of his friends, George Bethune English, was a convert to Islam. And so it is the liberal Christian thinkers, Roger Williams, Thomas Jefferson, and James Madison who became the founding fathers of religious and civil liberty in this country.

When soldiers fight and die for America, they are fighting for the principles enshrined in the Constitution and the Bill of Rights, for representative democracy, and for freedom of religion, freedom of speech, and freedom of the press. On Memorial Day we remember our honored dead, and we reaffirm that an experiment begun upon this continent, of government by the people and for the people, may not perish from this earth. And we reaffirm that freedom can best be preserved by responsibility and maturity. In “America the Beautiful” we sing, “God mend thine every flaw, Confirm thy soul in self-control, thy liberty in law!. . . . God shed his grace on thee, Till selfish gain no longer stain The banner of the free!”

What empowers us to keep our freedom is our maturity, and that means responsibility, ethics, self-control, and retaining our First Amendment principles: “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.” 

Some of the roots of our founding principles are biblical; some come from Greek culture. The idea that “we are God’s offspring” has both biblical and classical roots. 
Paul’s combination of biblical and Greek principles, and the moral force of his preaching, were very effective. The church expanded rapidly in Gentile lands, and it still is expanding in Asia and Africa. Is it expanding in our hearts? Is God gaining new territory within your being, spreading “to the ends of” your self? What is fascinating is that even when God wins territory within us, he does not take away our freedom of choice. But, out of gratitude, we are inspired to use our freedom to creatively reflect God’s love. We become grateful that we live and move within God. It is not a loss of freedom, it is the blossoming of our freedom.
Let us give thanks this day for all our freedoms, both the ones we get directly from God, and the ones that we have had to legislate and defend in civil society. And with freedom comes responsibility.

