
Though He Is Not Far from Each One of Us: Part One 
 

Bottom line: Here, at least in my better moments, is my experience of God – that God’s 

“not far from each one of us,” in the memorable words of Paul in Athens. Before 

focusing on these words, however, let’s relive in our imagination Paul’s visit to that great 

city (as recorded in Acts 17:22-31). Athens was, it is true, a city in political decline. It 

had been since the Golden Age of Pericles in the fifth century BC. But it was still the 

intellectual capital of the Roman world. It was the Oxford and Cambridge, the Harvard, 

Yale and Princeton all combined, of the ancient world. Hundreds of years earlier Socrates, 

Plato and Aristotle had walked its streets and taught and debated in its public forums.   

 

There is some irony then that when Paul got there, he found that “the city was full of 

idols” (Acts 17:16). For us, the Parthenon is still a symbol of Athenian glory, of a time 

when human reason reached an apex. In fact, the Parthenon was a temple for idolatry and 

blood sacrifice, and the Parthenon was only one of many pagan shrines throughout the 

city. So we see in Athens that potent mix of enlightened philosophy and rank superstition 

that we still find in many university towns today.   

 

Now in Acts 17, the writer Luke, in verse 21, describes the Athenians as spending “their 

time doing nothing but talking about and listening to the latest ideas,” again as it still is in 

many student unions and college cafés. And into these conversations usually loud and 

opinionated, Paul inserts himself “preaching the good news about Jesus and the 

resurrection” (verse 18). Consequently, he is brought before a meeting of the Areopagus, 

the chief Athenian court for morals and religion, and invited to make his case.   

 

Now visibly surrounded by temples and shrines – the monuments and intellectual glory 

of Athens – essentially what Paul says is this: God is not the made, but the maker (verse 

24), and it is always a mistake to worship what our own hands have made. It’s a very 

simple fact, but one many people miss, and missing it creates most of the problems we 

face. Paul goes on: God has guided history. He is behind the rise and fall of nations. And 

God made us so that we instinctively long for him (27). Moreover, he is not far from each 

one of us. Life’s basic truths are simple and accessible. They’re what you already know 

in your heart to be true, or could know, if you could somehow get past your ego, past the 

things that preoccupy and distract you, past the places you’re stuck, and just stop and 

look and see. So now the days of thrashing around in the dark and not knowing are over 

(30).  God has revealed himself in Jesus. And now everyone everywhere must respond. A 

time of accountability is coming (31). And the proof of all this is the matter of 

resurrection. This man Jesus was raised from the dead.  

 

It’s a remarkable speech. Paul begins where his listeners are, with their notion of an altar 

TO AN UNKNOWN GOD. He even cites a “Hymn to Zeus” in reference to God. He 

shows mastery of the culture. He speaks the language of his audience. He essentially 

restates Jewish-Christian belief in Greek form. The teaching is biblical, but the idiom is 

classical. And then, just then, in verse 31, – to these classically-educated, sophisticated 

brainiacs of Athens – he throws caution to the wind and asserts the resurrection of Jesus. 

He does it because he has to. He knows that the resurrection of Jesus is life’s central, 



foundational truth. But because it’s the central truth, it’s not something whose truth can 

be proved by reference to anything else. It’s life’s largest truth, and it cannot be fitted into 

any world view except the one of which it is the starting point. It is the starting point for a 

whole new way of understanding the human experience, a way which – when truly 

understood – makes the highest possible sense of the human experience. There is no 

higher light by which to see life as it really is. But it rests on no higher authority than 

itself, because there is no higher certainty by which it can be evaluated. And all this Paul 

knows when he stands before the Areopagus that day in Athens, and he says what he says 

because he has to.   

 

I think maybe we, even we churchgoers, keep waiting for a higher certainty. We’ll really 

commit when we’re just a little more sure. But there is no higher certainty. The heart does 

go on. Death is not the last word. Life goes on after death in fundamental ways shaped by 

who we become in this life, who we’re becoming right now. And we all know this to be 

true if we just check our hearts, if we just stop and look and see. Your heart knows it goes 

on and on and on. Some people don’t know that, but their hearts do. If they would just get 

back in touch with their hearts, they’d know.   

 

Sometimes it’s as simple as something C.S. Lewis once said, “If I find in myself desires 

which nothing in this world can satisfy, the only logical explanation is that I was made 

for another world.”1 And I think that’s true – that I do find in myself desires which 

nothing in this world can satisfy because I was made for another world. So as Paul will 

say on another occasion later in the Book of Acts, this time to a king named Agrippa, 

“Why should any of you consider it incredible that God raises the dead?” (Acts 26:8). It 

is resurrection that tells us that death is not the last word. You will live again, gloriously, 

with bodies that are both recognizable and yet transformed, no longer weighed down by 

sin, disease, fear or anything else that holds us back. It is resurrection that tells us that 

injustices do not stand. Our sufferings, the darkest times in our lives, have redemptive 

purposes. History has purpose. Each of our lives has transcendent purpose. It is 

resurrection that best accounts for life as it is, that works, that offers hope, that satisfies 

the real human needs. It is resurrection that best makes sense of human experience as a 

whole, that makes sense of death, and suffering and pain, and sin and failure and guilt – 

that makes sense of justice and injustice and assures us that these things will be worked 

out.   

 

So a strong intellectual argument can be made for resurrection. And some years ago, this 

is where I would have left it. But now I realize that I believe in the resurrected Jesus not 

because of an empty tomb 2000 years ago outside of the city walls of Jerusalem (though I 

am quite persuaded there was one) but because of my own encounters with the presence 

of God. I believe in resurrection because of that something else Paul said that day to his 

audience in Athens – that God “is not far from each one of us.” 

 

Part Two (of two) next week.  

 – Dale Pauls 

 

                                                 
1 As quoted in Brent Curtis & John Eldredge, The Sacred Romance, 180.  


