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SERMON 

 
 

Sunday 15 March 2020  
A sermon preached by the Dean of Melbourne, the Very Revd Andreas Loewe, at St Paul’s Cathedral 

on the Third Sunday of Lent.  

 

Readings: 2 Corinthians 3.1-3, 12-18 

 
‘What you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you’, Paul told the people in the Areopagus, 

a meeting place where ‘all the Athenians …  would spend their time in nothing but telling or 

hearing something new‘ (Acts 17.21). Paul had travelled to the cultural capital of the Western 

world, and engaged the people there in debate about his faith, we read in the Acts of the 

Apostles. Where in our first Lent address we thought about how Paul goes about sharing his 

faith with people who already have a curiosity for the worship of God, in this address we will 

be thinking about how he proclaims his faith to philosophers and sceptics, believers in a 

pantheon of gods and demigods, as well as unbelievers.  

 

First of all, Paul takes seriously those who hold a faith different from his own. He 

acknowledges that their practise – though radically different from his own – is a practise of 

religiosity. ‘Athenians, I see how extremely religious you are in every way’ (Acts 17.22). You 

practise your philosophy religiously. You practise your polytheism religiously. You practise 

your scepticism and your atheism religiously. Paul treats those who hold other faiths with 

great respect, takes time to learn about the faith of others. In Athens this meant that Paul 

visited the pagan temples throughout the city: ‘I went through the city and looked carefully 

at the objects of your worship’, Paul is recorded as saying in Acts (Acts 17.23).  

 

As a result of his own research and study of other faiths, in his proclamation of his own belief 

in Christ Paul is able to forge links with the practise and beliefs of those he encounters. ‘I 

found among the objects of your devotion an altar with the inscription “To an unknown god”.’ 

(Acts 17.23). A temple set up to ensure that none of the deities that might unleash natural or 
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political disaster on the city would be angered by a lack of devotion. Even though they may 

not yet have come to know such a deity, the Athenians set up a temple to the god they did 

not know. And Paul affirms the people of Athens in their practice: ‘You do well to offer 

worship to this unknown God’. And only then proceeds to share his own conviction: ‘What 

you worship as unknown, I will proclaim to you’ (Acts 17.23). 

 

Paul opens the hearts of those with whom he engages, by treating them as equal conversation 

partners whose practise he regards with interest and respect. He affirms that those with 

whom he engages in the Areopagus know what it means to have a religious discipline: they 

too ‘search for God, and grope for him, and perhaps find him’, Paul tells (Acts 17.27). In his 

exposition he shows them that he has studied and understood their teachings and 

philosophies. And then builds on that knowledge by offering to enlarge their own 

understanding. ‘What you worship as unknown, I proclaim to you’, he tells them (Acts 17.23).  

 

In his exposition of the Christian faith that follows, he skilfully draws on Greek philosophers 

and the Hebrew Scriptures. ‘In God we live and move and have our being’, Paul affirms, 

showing that he clearly had read and understood the philosophers (Acts 17.28). Indeed, he 

cites the third-century BC stoic philosopher Aratus: ‘Your own poets have said “for we too are 

God’s offspring”.’ (Acts 17.28). Paul fills hearts and minds with the very things many Athenians 

sought after in their own practice of devotion: wisdom and insight, meaning and purpose. 

And when we share our own faith with others, we may be able to do the same. 

 

+ 

 

Having a respectful regard for the faith practices of others is essential when we come to share 

the good news with people of other beliefs or no faith, our patron Saint models. And having 

some knowledge of the essentials of the beliefs, philosophies or atheism of others is just as 

important in opening the hearts of people to the gospel. Paul tells the Corinthians that as 

ambassadors of Christ ’we refuse to practise cunning or to falsify God’s word’ (2 Cor 4.2). 

Rather, we are to share our faith respectfully and truthfully, as an open and invitational 

introduction of what it is that we hold true and dear.  
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Remember how in last week’s address we reflected on the experience of the people of Israel 

at Mount Sinai? Paul tells that they only ever looked on the reflection of God in the face of 

Moses, and that even that reflection was veiled. Our patron saint encourages us to help 

others remove the veils that distort the sight of God’s glory. ‘We do not proclaim ourselves’, 

Paul knows, ‘but Jesus Christ as Lord and ourselves as servants for Jesus’ sake’ (2 Cor 4.5). 

Indeed, it is when we point to Jesus and his work in our lives that we best may ‘commend 

ourselves to the conscience of everyone in the sight of God’ (2 Cor 4.2). Paul encourages the 

Corinthians respectfully to promote the gospel to those who worship other gods or no god at 

all: ‘We are ambassadors for Christ, he tells them, since God is making his appeal through us’ 

(2 Cor 5.20). 

 

Even when we speak of our faith with respect and understanding though, we are not always 

assured that folks will be persuaded or indeed enthused by our sharing of the story of faith. 

Paul experienced this as well, which is why he tells the Corinthians that ‘we have this treasure 

in earthen vessels’ (2 Cor 4:7). The capacity to reflect to others the light that faith in Christ 

gifts, is granted us in frail, breakable, everyday containers. Paul here seeks to underline that 

the treasure of the transformation of the gospel belongs to God alone. Because commending 

the gospel means reflecting the values of Christ, it means ensuring that we encounter others 

in the ways in which we would like to be treated: seriously, kindly, compassionately; 

understanding that the journey to faith is something deeply precious and personal. 

 

Commending the faith also comes at a cost, Paul tells the Corinthians: for him that was the 

cost of uncertainty and failure, rejection and even persecution (2 Cor 4.9-10). Just as 

commending the faith does not always bear success, Paul knew: when he set out to open the 

hearts of the people of Athens to the good news, he was only successful in part. In Acts 17 we 

read how some of the philosophers who had asked to hear him dismissed his beliefs entirely 

(Acts 17.32-34). Others wanted to hear more and engage in further debate. Yet others 

believed the good news that Paul proclaimed: that we live and move and have our being in 

God. That God is never far from any of us. That our groping and searching for God will begin 

to be fulfilled when we open our hearts, and receive him in our lives. That we who believe, 

may truly come to know the unknown God. And that, rather than find him at a temple made 

with human hands, we are ourselves called to be his temples in the world. 
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+ 

 

In today’s reading from the Second Letter to the Corinthians, Paul remind then that opening 

their heart to God also means opening the heart to one another. Just as opening the heart to 

God means shutting it to the things that stand against God and his people. There is a reason 

why having an open heart for God means turning away from the things that stand against 

God, Paul tells the Corinthians: because ‘we are the temple of the living God’ (2 Cor 6.16).  

 

Our God is not found on the altars of Athenian temples to the unknown God, nor is God 

principally found on the altars of churches and cathedrals. Rather, God may be found in the 

hearts of those who love him; those whose hearts stand open to him, Paul tells: ‘I will live in 

them and walk among them, and I will be their God’ (2 Cor 6.16). When our hearts are open 

to God, the invisible and eternal God who made this world and who gave us life, enters our 

own lives. We may share in the intimate presence of God in our lives who, through his 

presence among us and in us, daily seeks to renew our inner being (2 Cor 4.16). 

 

When our hearts are open to God, we never really lose heart, Paul encourages the 

Corinthians. Even the realisation that we are mortal - frail and vulnerable – that we are 

constantly subjected to illness, weakness, even destruction – Paul regards as only a ‘slight 

momentary affliction’ because God himself dwells in us (2 Cor 4.17). Our earthly home may 

be a mere tent, flimsy fabric that barely keeps us protected from the elements, but the 

indwelling of God in our lives means that ‘we have a building from God, eternal in the 

heavens, a house made not with hands’ (2 Cor 5.1). In the same way in which during the 

sojourn of the people of God from slavery in Egypt, God’s presence dwelt in a tent, for now, 

on our own earthly journeys, he also seeks to dwell in the rickety tents of our frail hearts, Paul 

assures us. 

 

Paul puts before the Corinthians (and us with them), a vision of God himself living in us, being 

with us, sharing in life with us. We only have to open our hearts to God. Which is why he 

instructs the people of Corinth that they both have to shun the worship of other gods, and 

turn away from the worship of human strength. ‘Come out from the world of unclean idols’, 
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Paul cites from the Hebrew Scriptures, ‘and be separate from them, says the Lord; and touch 

nothing unclean’ (2 Cor 6.17, Zeph 3.20).  

 

When we turn from the many conflicting claims our world has over people – wealth, health, 

influence, power, popularity and security – when we turn with open hearts to God, our lesson 

concludes, then God ‘will be your Father and you will be his sons and daughters, says the Lord 

Almighty’ (2 Cor 6.18). Paul argues here that when we regard the world no longer from a 

human point of view, but rather look on one another from God’s point of view, then we 

already have a share in the life of God. When we look at the world and one another through 

the eyes of Christ, we are already God’s children because we have a share in Christ’s sonship.  

 

This is how Paul put it a chapter earlier in our epistle: ‘if anyone is in Christ, there is a new 

creation; everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!’ (2 Cor 5.17). And 

in the strength of this insight, Paul instructs the Corinthians: ‘from now on, therefore, regard 

no one from a human point of view’ (2 Cor 5.16). When we regard the world through the eyes 

of God, we may begin to live life in this world from the perspective of the world to come. We 

may begin to shape our hearts to be places where God dwells: temples of the living God that 

have the capacity to reflect to others the eternal home in heaven. People who may help bring 

others from the worship of idols or powers, or from the worship of unknown gods, to the 

worship of the God who knows us intimately, and seeks to be ‘our father, and we his sons and 

daughters’ (2 Cor 6.18). 

 

+ 

 

 

 

 

What does that mean for us here at St Paul’s Cathedral, Melbourne?  

 

• How may we open our hearts to God? How do we come to know God, and his works 

and word better? St Anselm of Canterbury spoke of how ‘faith seeks understanding’ 

(Preface to the Proslogion on the Existence of God, cf. PL 153, 225a). What 
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understanding do you need to seek in your own lives of faith, and what knowledge do 

you still lack as you seek to deepen your faith. Pray that the grace of faith may open 

the eyes of your hearts to the reality of God in Christ (Eph 1.18). 

• How may the ‘tents of our bodies’ become temples of God? How may we come to 

know the grace of God’s Holy Spirit more profoundly? God’s Holy Spirit can speak to 

us through the Scriptures. The word of God ‘which is able to build us up’, Paul tells, 

‘and give us an inheritance among the sanctified’ (Acts 20.32). God’s Holy Spirit joins 

us to one another and to Christ in baptism, gives growth and healing to us through the 

sacraments. What are the things we can do to take better care of our bodies, to 

honour our bodies as a sanctuary of God? Pray that through your study and devotion, 

your self-care, your positive action your ‘whole body may grow’, that by your sharing 

in communion, your body may ‘be built up in love’, and securely be joined as a 

member of Christ’s own body (Eph 4.16).  

• How may we reflect in our lives the reality of heaven? What virtues, what patterns of 

life, do you need to foster in sharing with other Christians in building up of God’s 

kingdom in our communities? Scripture speaks of heaven in terms of joy-filled 

pictures: a place of light, life and peace; a place of celebration as at a wedding feast 

or the convivial sharing of the wine of the kingdom; the home our heavenly Father 

gifts us and Christ prepares for us. Pray that through our community life, our 

hospitality and our celebration, we may reflect ‘what God has prepared for those who 

love him’. That through our life together at St Paul’s we may be blessed to experience 

glimpses of what ‘no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor ear heard, nor human heart 

conceived’ (1 Cor 2.9).   

 

Even hearts that stand wide open for God are never permanent homes, Paul knows. God 

dwells in us for as long as we live and love him. When our earthly tents are broken and 

decayed, we will dwell with God, live in the home ‘not made by human hands’, prepared in 

heaven for us (2 Cor 5.1). While we live our lives of faith, our hearts are a little bit like the 

Tent of God’s Presence the people of Israel built on their desert journeys. Our heart is God’s 

tent on our own sojourn through life’s desert, so that God may sustain us for the next steps 

on our faith journey. The tent of God’s presence is not our permanent home. In the same way 
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in which the people of Israel longed for the land of promise, we also will always long for God’s 

reality. 

 

Those whose hearts stand open to God will always yearn for the time when God will ‘live and 

walk among us’ (2 Cor 6.16). People with open hearts for God will always yearn for their 

heavenly home, for the time when all that is mortal will be taken up into the life that God has 

prepared. And that yearning, that love and longing, which our patron calls ‘the love of Christ 

urging us on’ (2 Cor 6.14), should be the only motivation for our sharing the wonderful news 

that all people are invited to become homes for God with others. 

 

‘What you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you’, Paul told the Athenians (Acts 17.23). 

The One whom we worship in this Cathedral seeks to live in your hearts. Today, God invites 

us to open our hearts to be his sanctuary so that he may nurture and nourish, keep and 

protect us, on our own journeys through life. 

 

Grace, mercy and peace from God the Father, and the Lord Jesus Christ be with you. Amen. 


