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Bible readings and reflection for Sunday 17th May 2020, the sixth 
Sunday of Easter  

Today’s reading from the Acts of the Apostles: Acts 17:22-31 (NRSV) 

On the Sundays after Easter, as well as a reading from the gospels, we are asked to read 
from the book of Acts. These Easter passages from Acts recount key moments in the first 
years of the Church. This Sunday we jump forward a few years to a significant moment in the 
missionary push around the Mediterranean. The apostle Paul is in Athens at the city’s 
primary meeting place.  In this speech to the crowd he takes what he has seen of their 
spiritual life and connects it to the work of God in Jesus Christ. This passage is often given as 
an example of the way we, like Paul, might show how our Christian faith makes sense of the 
spiritual experiences of our friends and neighbours. 

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[a] 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[b] 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.’ 

Footnotes 

a. Acts 17:26 Gk From one; other ancient authorities read From one blood 

b. Acts 17:27 Other ancient authorities read the Lord 

 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+17%3A22-31&version=NRSVA#fen-NRSVA-27537a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+17%3A22-31&version=NRSVA#fen-NRSVA-27538b
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+17%3A22-31&version=NRSVA#en-NRSVA-27537
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+17%3A22-31&version=NRSVA#en-NRSVA-27538
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Today’s reading from the gospels: John 14: 15-21 (NRSV) 

We join the disciples again this week not long after Jesus has washed their feet and then 
predicted the events leading up to his death.  Today’s passage follows on from last week’s as 
Jesus continues his final message to them. 

The Promise of the Holy Spirit 

15 ‘If you love me, you will keep[a] my commandments. 16 And I will ask the Father, and 

he will give you another Advocate,[b] to be with you for ever. 17 This is the Spirit of 

truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him. 

You know him, because he abides with you, and he will be in[c] you. 

18 ‘I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming to you. 19 In a little while the world will 

no longer see me, but you will see me; because I live, you also will live. 20 On that day 

you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you. 21 They who have 

my commandments and keep them are those who love me; and those who love me 

will be loved by my Father, and I will love them and reveal myself to them.’  

Footnotes 

a. John 14:15 Other ancient authorities read me, keep 

b. John 14:16 Or Helper 

c. John 14:17 Or among 

For the word of the Lord, thanks be to God.  

 

A ‘guest reflection’ on John 14.15-21 by the Venerable Alex Hughes, 
Archdeacon of Cambridge, for the Lordsbridge Team. 
 
How can you have a relationship with Jesus in his absence? This must have been a major 
question in the early church, especially among those who had known him before his 
Ascension (which the church celebrates next Thursday). I think today’s Gospel provides part 
of the answer. 
 
Jesus reassures his followers that when he departs he will not leave them alone: he will ask 
the Father to send them “another Advocate, to be with you for ever”. I could comment at 
length about what “Advocate” means here; but what interests me now is the particular role 
of the Advocate as the “Spirit of truth”. How does exposure to truth help us relate to Jesus? 
Most importantly, the Spirit bears witness to the truth about Jesus. This happens in various 
ways – through the Bible, worship, the life and teaching of the saints (with or without a 
capital “S”), the experience of serving others and so on. When we attend to such Spirit-
inspired things we are brought into connection with Christ and we discover that he is still 
living and active in our midst. Through these Spirit-filled channels of grace we encounter 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=john+14%3A+15-21&version=NRSVA#fen-NRSVA-26673a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=john+14%3A+15-21&version=NRSVA#fen-NRSVA-26674b
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=john+14%3A+15-21&version=NRSVA#fen-NRSVA-26675c
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=john+14%3A+15-21&version=NRSVA#en-NRSVA-26673
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=john+14%3A+15-21&version=NRSVA#en-NRSVA-26674
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=john+14%3A+15-21&version=NRSVA#en-NRSVA-26675
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Jesus. Like his disciples of old, we hear his call, we are convicted of our sin and assured of his 
mercy, we experience reconciliation and healing, we receive his blessing, we know his love. 
So the Spirit of truth mediates the presence of the true Christ in our midst and enables us to 
have a living relationship with him here and now. But that is not all… 
 
The Spirit also exposes the truth about us – our true selves. Although this is perhaps a less 
obvious work of the Spirit, in my experience these personal disclosures can be just as 
effective at drawing me into a closer and deeper relationship with Jesus. What do I mean? 
In today’s passage Jesus speaks of a world that cannot receive the Spirit of truth. Elsewhere 
in John’s Gospel he says, “the truth will set you free” (John 8:32). When I put these two 
sayings together, I think of all the times when I have refused to receive the truth about 
myself and all the times when I have accepted the truth. To deny the truth about myself is, 
literally, to deny part of my existence – who I really am. To accept the truth about myself, 
however painful, is liberating. Though it can be hard to hear the truth about ourselves, deep 
down we know that without it we are trapped and that if we want to be fully alive – to enjoy 
“life in all its fullness” (John 10:10) - we have to come to terms with the full truth. This is 
part of general human experience – my wife is a psychotherapist, so I have it on good 
authority! - but it has a spiritual dimension too.  
 
The truths I’d rather not know about myself are the ones that make me feel vulnerable and 
exposed; the ones that pierce the shallow surface of the way I contrive to appear to others 
and to myself. I like to believe that I’m a decent sort of person … and I’d like you to think of 
me that way too. And maybe I’m not the worst I could be; but I’m certainly not the best 
either. Like everyone else, I sometimes feel ashamed and inadequate, and this makes me 
want to cut myself off, to hide from the gaze of other people and of God. But this is where 
the Spirit’s truth-telling is most important, because it is just when I feel like I belong outside 
the sphere of God’s loving-kindness that the Spirit reminds me that “God sent his Son into 
the world, not to condemn the world, but that the world might be saved” (John 3.17). In 
John’s Gospel “the world” stands for the place of darkness and estrangement from God – 
which includes my place of darkness and estrangement … and yours. So the Spirit reaches 
into the dark corners of my life and shows me that Jesus can be found there too: indeed, he 
is waiting for me there, because that is where I need his gifts of healing and reconciliation, 
and the assurance of his love. If I refuse to see what the Spirit shows me about myself, then 
I will miss the grace that follows. 
 
I said at the beginning of this reflection that we celebrate the feast of the Ascension on 
Thursday, which brings Eastertide nearly to an end. We then look forward the great feasts 
of Pentecost and Trinity, after which we are back into what the church calendar calls 
“Ordinary Time” (though it will hardly be ordinary this year). “Ordinary time” might sound a 
bit spiritually stale, unless we understand that this is the “for ever” time that Jesus spoke of 
when he promised the gift of the Spirit. Truly the Spirit of truth is ordinarily at work in us, in 
our everyday lives, bringing the truth of Jesus and the truth of ourselves together for our 
good.  
 

 


