Perceiving

Session One

Key Verse:  For ‘In him we live and move and have our being’. Acts 17:28a

Study Passage:  Acts 17:16-34.
 

Seed Thought:  Perceiving the presence of God in our lives is the beginning of knowing God.

INTRODUCTION

You probably have heard someone say, “Reality is in the eye of the beholder.”  

Each person has a different perception of the world around them.  Each brings different experiences from their past…holds different attitudes about their present…pursues different priorities for their future.  As we begin our Bible study together, a reasonable question is: “How can this collection of people, with such vastly different experiences, come together to explore and worship and learn about the same God?”

Perceiving the presence of God in our lives is the beginning of knowing him.  God speaks to each of us in a way that is appropriate for us at that moment…where we are, who we are, and where God wants to lead us.  So, while we study these lessons as a group, each of us will have different perceptions of what God is telling us.  It may very well be that God will speak to you—and you will perceive God’s words—through the study of Scripture, or through the words of someone in the group, or through your prayer, or the prayer of another.  And, God may well speak to others in this group…through you.  

Seek to be open to God’s words during our time together, as well as in the days following.  Seek to perceive God in a new way, since you have never before been at this particular point in time in your life.  Seek to understand what God wants to say to you, to help you grow to become more like Christ.  Keep in mind the words of the Apostle Paul: In him we live and move and have our being.
getTING to know you

An important objective woven throughout this study on the Seasons of Our Faith is “growth.”  Growth in our understanding of God and his message to us today…growth in our understanding of ourselves and our perceptions of God…growth in our relationships and encouragement of the others in this group.  

As we share our thoughts and feelings related to this study, we will be sharing ourselves, as well.  And growth will happen.  We were created to grow.  We need to grow.  Because when we stop growing, we start dying.  

To encourage growth in our relationships and understanding of each other, we will have a brief but hopefully meaningful sharing experience at the outset of each session.  This time is designed to help us learn a bit more about ourselves and a bit more about each other.  One of the great joys of being in a group such as this is the opportunity to know and be known at a deeper level than most of us experience in our day-to-day lives.  Without such relationships, our lives can become rather meaningless and shallow.  We were not created for superficiality.  We were created in God’s image.  And God is far from a superficial God. 

Take a moment and write down three different words that partially define or describe you.  Don’t explain why.  Just share those three words.  Over the course of our upcoming lessons we will learn more about what is behind these words.

WARMING UP 

The theme of this first session is “perceiving.”  Perceiving God.  Perceiving God’s will.  How to help others perceive—and experience—God.  

The dictionary defines perceive as “1. to see something, especially something that escapes the notice of others;  2. to understand something in a particular way.”

Take the next 60 seconds and close your eyes.  Be silent and still.  Listen.  Be conscious of what you perceive.  They may be perceptions of sounds.  They could be sounds that remind you of something.  You have other things on your mind that make it difficult to focus on what you hear.  But try it for the next 60 seconds.  See what happens.

What were your perceptions? 

SETTLING INTO THE SEASON

The key verse in this study is Acts 17:28a:  “In him we live and move and have our being.” Before we study this verse and the surrounding text, let’s take a moment to view a unique video on this theme.  In each session we will be looking at a video related to the theme of the session.  As you watch and listen to the song entitled Breathe (song #6), keep in mind the exercise of a moment ago, when you had your eyes closed and were concentrating on your perceptions of sound.  Only now, concentrate on your perceptions of sight, as well as sound.  Focus on the images and consider the words.  Be conscious of what you perceive.  

If you have any comments you wish to share after seeing this video, feel free to do so.  How is the theme of this song a reflection on perceiving God?

OPENING UP THE WORD

The Context
The Apostle Paul was on his second missionary journey.  He hadn’t always been a missionary.  Before he became a Christian, in fact, he was a great persecutor of Christians and caused many followers of Christ great harm.  Now he was traveling with the goal of telling others that Jesus Christ offers new life, hope, and even eternal life to all who will believe.  Paul made an amazing observation when he visited Athens: there were philosophers who were not knowledgeable of the Christian faith,but they perceived that there was a god—unknown but worthy of significant attention.  Paul wanted to help them make a connection with the true and living God.  In this lesson we will take a look at his speech, and consider what meaning it might have for us today.

The Word       Acts 17:16-34
The following passage describes the Apostle Paul speaking to a “council of philosophers” in Athens, Greece:  (Acts 17:16—34).  Listen and focus on it in the same way you focused your ears and eyes in earlier exercises…

16) While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, he was deeply distressed to see that the city was full of idols.  17) So he argued in the synagogue with the Jews and the devout persons, and also in the marketplace every day with those who happened to be there. 18) Also some Epicurean and Stoic philosophers debated with him.   Some said, “What does this babbler want to say?” Others said, “He seems to be a proclaimer of foreign divinities.”  (This was because he was telling the good news about Jesus and the resurrection.)  19) So they took him and brought him to the Areopagus and asked him,   “May we know what this new teaching is that you are presenting?  20) It sounds rather strange to us, so we would like to know what it means.”  21) Now all the Athenians and the foreigners living there would spend their time in nothing but telling or hearing something new.

22) Then Paul stood in front of the Areopagus and said, “Athenians, I see how extremely religious you are in every way.  23) For 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.  24) The 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, 25) nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all mortals life and breath and all things.  26) From one ancestor he made all nations to inhabit the whole earth, and he allotted the times of their existence and the boundaries of the places where they would live, 27) so 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.  28) For ‘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.  30) While God has overlooked the times of human ignorance, now he commands all people everywhere to repent, 31) because he has fixed a day on which he will have the world judged in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed, and of this he has given assurance to all by raising him from the dead.

32) When they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some scoffed; but others said, “We will hear you again about this.”  33) At that point Paul left them.  34) But some of them joined him and became believers, including Dionysius the Areopagite and a woman named Damaris, and others with them.

RFLECTION 

Before we discuss these verses and their application to the season of “perceiving,” is there anything that comes immediately to your mind; perhaps a thought you feel God is saying to you simply through the reading of these verses?

KNOWLEDGE 

1. In what city did Paul encounter this challenge?

2. What was his state of mind at the time?

Comprehension

1. How did Paul try to make a connection with his listeners in order to make the Gospel relevant to them?

2. How would you summarize or outline the main points of Paul’s argument for the Gospel?

ANALYSIS

1. What kind of thinking might have caused the construction of a shrine with the message: “to an unknown god”?

2. In what three ways did the philosophers, who were listening to Paul’s message, respond?  What might have kept some from believing?

3. In what way does Paul use the Athenian idols to prepare his listeners to perceive a God who is not an idol? 

4. What was Paul’s desire in giving this “sermon”?  Do you think he felt he was successful?  Why or why not?

FYI: The book of Acts records that Paul soon left Athens for Corinth (18:1).  And, whereas his stay in Athens—one of the largest cities in the region—was for only a short time, he stayed in Corinth for a year and a half (18:9-11).  Later, in writing to these Corinthians, Paul recalled his experience in Athens when he wrote to these new believers.  

[Read I Corinthians 2:1-8.]  

1. The topic of this study is perceiving.  What did Paul seem to conclude about the perceptions of his listeners concerning the message he preached? What did he conclude about the influence of their perceptions upon hearing the word of God?

APPLICATION 

1.
For in him we live and move and have our being.  What do you think Paul meant by that statement?  What does that statement mean to you, today?

2.
According to Paul, as translated in the New Revised Standard Version, there is a God in whom we already “have our being.”  Other translations (NLT, NASB) use the word “exist” in place of “being.”  God is the one who establishes the connection with people.  Although God is not far away from any person, that connection requires a change in our perception of reality.  When and how did you first perceive that God exists and loves you?

3.
What are some idols that block people’s perception of God?  Ask yourself the question, “Do I have any idols that cause my perception of God to be obstructed?”  

4.
What are the insights from this passages that can help a person turn away from those idols and perceive God more clearly?

WRAPPING IT UP

The sequence of events mentioned in this passage, of those perceiving the existence of God, is as follows:

v. 16—Living in an atmosphere of idols.

v. 17—Confrontation with the truth of God from Paul.

v. 18—Debate.  Name-calling, questioning, and speculation.  Hearing the good news about Jesus and the resurrection. 

v. 19—More questioning.  Hearing that the God whom they worship as unknown can be known and is in fact someone in whom we already live and move and have our being

v. 30--God wants us to turn away idols turn to him

At this point some scoffed, others said they would listen further another time and some believed.

Does anyone perceive the completeness of God while living here on earth?  No. Yet we can ask the Holy Spirit to open our spiritual eyes so that we can perceive and understand more and more of God as we grow in trust and faith.  Perception is the first step on the wonderful journey of knowing and loving God.

TAKING THE WORD HOME 

1. Take a moment and write a sentence that describes one insight you gained from this study:  

2. It’s probably been a while since you’ve memorized a Bible verse.  If you memorized Bible verses as a child, they may still come back to you from time to time.  In this study you are encouraged to try memorizing the key verse of each session.  Make an effort to say the verse to yourself several times a day in the coming week.

Memory verse:  In him we live and move and have our being.”  (Acts. 17:28a)

� This study uses the New Revised Standard Version
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