
“Words On The Word” 
Reading the Readings with Revd Stephen Froggatt


Sunday 17th May 2020 

Lectionary Passages for Year A Easter 6 (see MWB p579):
Acts Reading: Acts 17.22-31
Psalm: Psalm 66.8-20
Epistle: 1 Peter 3.13-22
Gospel: John 14.15-21

Easter 6  -  Give An Account Of Your Faith 
All our readings this week point us towards the basic Christian 
assumption - that in Christ our lives have been transformed, and we join 
with the saints through the ages in giving testimony to that transformation. 
What is the ‘endless hope’ to which you have been called? How has 
God’s grace been at work in your life?
In Acts, Paul converses with the Athenians, revealing God to them 
through something as simple as a statue in the market-place. In the 
Psalm, the Psalmist gives reasons why people should gather to praise 
God. Peter reminds us always to be ready to defend our beliefs with 
gentleness and grace, and in John’s Gospel Jesus promises, through the 
Advocate, to speak for us in all such times.
Let’s look at these passages together.

For those wishing to continue a pattern of reading an Old Testament 
Scripture each week, please refer to the Second Service readings on 
p579 of the Methodist Worship Book.
On the pages that follow, first come the four Bible readings on a single 
page, then the reflections on the readings, which begin on Page 3. Finally 
we have the Lectionary readings in full, in larger print. 



Acts 17.22-31 
Then Paul stood in front of the Areopagus and said, 
“Athenians, I see how extremely religious you are in 
every way. 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. 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, 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. 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, 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. 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.’ 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. While God has overlooked the times of 
human ignorance, now he commands all people 
everywhere to repent, 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.”

Psalm 66.8-20 
Bless our God, O peoples, let the sound of his 
praise be heard, who has kept us among the living, 
and has not let our feet slip. For you, O God, have 
tested us; you have tried us as silver is tried. You 
brought us into the net; you laid burdens on our 
backs; you let people ride over our heads; we went 
through fire and through water; yet you have 
brought us out to a spacious place. I will come into 
your house with burnt offerings; I will pay you my 
vows, those that my lips uttered and my mouth 
promised when I was in trouble. I will offer to you 
burnt offerings of fatlings, with the smoke of the 
sacrifice of rams; I will make an offering of bulls and 
goats. Selah. Come and hear, all you who fear God, 
and I will tell what he has done for me. I cried aloud 
to him, and he was extolled with my tongue. If I had 
cherished iniquity in my heart, the Lord would not 
have listened. But truly God has listened; he has 
given heed to the words of my prayer. Blessed be 
God, because he has not rejected my prayer or 
removed his steadfast love from me.

1 Peter 3.13-22   
Now who will harm you if you are eager to do 
what is good? But even if you do suffer for doing 
what is right, you are blessed. Do not fear what they 
fear, and do not be intimidated, but in your hearts 
sanctify Christ as Lord. Always be ready to make 
your defence to anyone who demands from you an 
accounting for the hope that is in you; yet do it with 
gentleness and reverence. Keep your conscience 
clear, so that, when you are maligned, those who 
abuse you for your good conduct in Christ may be 
put to shame. For it is better to suffer for doing 
good, if suffering should be God’s will, than to suffer 
for doing evil. For Christ also suffered for sins once 
for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, in order to 
bring you to God. He was put to death in the flesh, 
but made alive in the spirit, in which also he went 
and made a proclamation to the spirits in prison, 
who in former times did not obey, when God 
waited patiently in the days of Noah, during the 
building of the ark, in which a few, that is, eight 
persons, were saved through water. And baptism, 
which this prefigured, now saves you—not as a 
removal of dirt from the body, but as an appeal to 
God for a good conscience, through the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ, who has gone into 
heaven and is at the right hand of God, with angels, 
authorities, and powers made subject to him.

John 14.15-21 
Jesus said, “If you love me, you will keep my 
commandments. And I will ask the Father, and he 
will give you another Advocate, to be with you 
forever. 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 you. “I will not leave you 
orphaned; I am coming to you. In a little while the 
world will no longer see me, but you will see me; 
because I live, you also will live. On that day you will 
know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in 
you. 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.”

The Scripture quotations above are from the New Revised Standard 
Version of the Bible, copyrighted, 1989 by the Division of Christian 
Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the 
United States of America, and are used by permission.  All rights 
reserved. 



EASTER 6 

Acts 17.22-31 Paul Looks, Listens and Talks 

I wonder if the disciples ever got just a little bit hacked off with Paul. After 
all, THEY were the ones who have spent their years with Jesus, and here 
he was like some upstart, doing all the preaching after just one encounter. 
But of course, the reality is that Paul cannot contain himself - his life was 
literally turned around on the Damascus road, and his lifetime of 
education was now given new purpose. Paul has to preach.
This delightful encounter on Mars Hill (= “the Areopagus”) provides an 
object lesson in evangelism. Paul doesn’t go marching in with a carefully-
rehearsed all-purpose script. He walks around the city, taking in what he 
finds, and using that as his starting point. Speak to where the people are. 
Use their culture, their art, their poetry. It’s their language. Above all, show 
great respect for them, as Paul does, and you will find yourself with an 
interested and listening audience.
That’s why we must be careful not to live in a Christian “bubble” which 
excludes more worldly avenues such as films, TV, music, social media… 
To reach the unchurched, we have to learn the language of the 
unchurched. To reach the younger generations we have to learn the 
language of the younger generations. When someone asks us to give an 
account of our faith, perhaps it is better not to start where we are, but to 
start where they are.

TOPIC STUDY - Find out about the Athens of Paul’s day, where this 
adventure takes place. What influences did the philosophers 
Socrates and Plato (500 years previously) still have on the city?

WORD STUDY - One of the dominant philosophies of the day was 
Epicureanism. Look up what it was about and see how Christianity 
offered something very different.

DEVOTIONAL - Pray that God will show you the sacred in the 
everyday stuff - the ordinariness of life, so that you might be 
inspired to share it with others. 



Psalm 66.8-20 Let All The People Bless The Lord 

The Psalmist is modelling here a wonderful style of praise and prayer. 
Although finely polished as poetry, the writing styles and purposes seem 
to jump about. It made me think this week that we should take some time 
together to learn some general things about reading Psalms as poetry. 
Let’s look at what the Psalmist is doing here.
For a start, notice that the audience for the Psalmist’s words changes 
frequently. The psalm begins with a call to the people to join the Psalmist 
in praising God, for which he gives reasons. Then, this turns into prayer 
as the Psalmist addresses God directly, (“For you, O God, …”). After this 
we have a section (“Come and hear, …”) where the call to praise God is 
extended further, and it rounds off with the Psalmist’s own personal 
thanksgiving to God. When reading any Psalm, a good way to begin is to 
do this sort of analysis, noting how the ‘voice’ changes at different 
sections. Psalm 23 is famous for its similar changes.
Now look at the level of testimony in the psalm. The Psalmist will never 
forget what God has done, and works to encourage all God’s people to 
celebrate God’s hand in their journey so far. A testimony, remember, is not 
about what we have done, but about what God has done, and continues 
to do, in our lives.
Finally, note that Hebrew poetry is characterised by ‘couplets’ which 
survive even when translated into English. The idea is that the first verse 
or phrase of the couplet expresses the theme, and then the second verse 
provides the ‘echo’ - either something of a similar or a contrasting theme. 
For example, Psalm 23 v 6:
Theme: Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life,
Echo: and I shall dwell in the house of the LORD my whole life long.

All this helps us to slow down (‘Selah’) and reflect on God’s goodness.

BIBLE STUDY: Identify the various ‘couplets’ in this Psalm. 

DEVOTIONAL: Pray (or sing!) this Psalm, using your own words of 
testimony if you wish. Why should we all praise God today?



1 Peter 3.13-22 Give An Account Of Your Faith 

There is a good deal in this passage that would repay those wishing to 
seek out a heavy-duty commentary, but let us focus this week on just two 
aspects - the sacrament of baptism and the ministry of testimony.
Regarding baptism, Peter explains how the Noah story symbolises the 
death of the old, through water, and the birth of the new, through water, 
with the ‘ark’ being the means of salvation. What Noah achieved one time 
with the wood of the ark, Jesus achieved for eternity with the wood of the 
cross. By being baptised in Christ, we die his death and live his risen life. 
In the Noah story, God started again with all God’s people after the flood, 
and the rainbow was the sign of the covenant promise. In our baptism, 
God starts again with us, the waters of baptism symbolising our re-birth, 
and the covenant promise is the cross signed on our forehead.
Nothing intimidates Christians more than being asked to give testimony in 
worship (well, apart from being asked to arrange the flowers!) but this is 
not for want of material. It is more for want of practice and confidence, 
and more so for want of recognising the saving acts of God in our lives. I 
wonder if people fear being thought of as a fraud, of being ‘not a proper 
Christian’ if they can’t give incredible testimony when asked. Remember, 
though - God works in the ordinary far more than in the extra-ordinary.
Peter urges us not to be confrontational when challenged about our faith - 
if someone ‘demands’, then show ‘gentleness’. Be eager to witness too 
by doing good, doing what is right, not showing fear and always practising 
what Brother Lawrence calls ‘The Practice of the Presence of God’ in your 
heart.
BIBLE STUDY - Read the Noah story again (Genesis 5 - 7) and see 
how this points forward to Jesus as the ultimate Saviour
WORD STUDY - Water is a major theme in Scripture. Use a Bible 
Dictionary to identify some of the major aspects of its meaning 
(cleansing, quenching, life, death etc.)
DEVOTIONAL - It’s your turn to give testimony next week (at least to 
the cat!) Ask God to help you look back over the past couple of 
weeks to find instances of God’s grace in your life.



John 14.15-21 Subtitle 

Those of us with a choral background find it hard to read these opening 
verses of our Lectionary passage in John without hearing Thomas Tallis’s 
16th Century masterpiece, “If Ye love Me”. That has to be my music 
choice this week.
Our Gospel reading begins with Trinitarian references - in a few lines we 
have God as Father, Son and Spirit (Advocate). The key word linking all 
three is the word “abide”, which gets fuller treatment and explanation in 
Chapter 15 - the Vine chapter.
What are “my commandments”? Love, actually. Love God, love your 
neighbour as yourself, love your enemy. Loving others by showing 
humility, doing justice and loving mercy. The ‘new commandment’ of 
Chapter 13 is simply ‘love one another as I have loved you’ - although this 
turns out to be far from simple in practice, and certainly is not something 
we can do without God’s help.
We do well to remember that we are in the concluding half of John’s 
Gospel. Jesus is in the Upper Room with his disciples; he knows he is 
going to the cross to die, and in these chapters we have his final teaching 
for the disciples. How does Jesus prepare the disciples for what is to 
come? He promises the Holy Spirit, the Comforter, the Advocate - and a 
real assurance of God’s love for all time. This section provides the words 
to the hymn by William Chatterton Dix:
Alleluia, not as orphans // are we left in sorrow now;
Alleluia, he is near us, // faith believes, nor questions how:
though the cloud from sight received him, // when the forty days were o'er,
shall our hearts forget his promise, // 'I am with you evermore’?

Jesus with us for evermore - let us show our love by loving one another.

BIBLE STUDY - If you have a Study Bible, find out how the various 
sections of this second half of John are structured.
WORD STUDY - What is an Advocate? How does a Bible Dictionary 
compare with (say) a Legal Dictionary?
DEVOTION - Before anything else, God loves you. Use this Gospel 
reading to lead you into worship today. 

https://youtu.be/a4cxdNgfzcc
https://youtu.be/a4cxdNgfzcc


Readings for Today 

Acts Reading 

   Then Paul stood in front of the Areopagus and said, “Athenians, I see 
how extremely religious you are in every way. 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. 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, 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. 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, 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. 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.’
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. While God has overlooked the times of human ignorance, now 
he commands all people everywhere to repent, 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.”
  

Acts 17.22-31 (NRSV)



Psalm 

 Bless our God, O peoples,
let the sound of his praise be heard,

who has kept us among the living,
and has not let our feet slip.

For you, O God, have tested us;
you have tried us as silver is tried.

You brought us into the net;
you laid burdens on our backs;

you let people ride over our heads;
we went through fire and through water;

yet you have brought us out to a spacious place.
 

   I will come into your house with burnt offerings;
I will pay you my vows,

those that my lips uttered
and my mouth promised when I was in trouble.

I will offer to you burnt offerings of fatlings,
with the smoke of the sacrifice of rams;

I will make an offering of bulls and goats. Selah
 

   Come and hear, all you who fear God,
and I will tell what he has done for me.

I cried aloud to him,
and he was extolled with my tongue.

If I had cherished iniquity in my heart,
the Lord would not have listened.

But truly God has listened;
he has given heed to the words of my prayer.

 
   Blessed be God,

because he has not rejected my prayer
or removed his steadfast love from me.

    
Psalm 66.8-20 (NRSV)



Epistle 

  Now who will harm you if you are eager to do what is good? But even if 
you do suffer for doing what is right, you are blessed. Do not fear what 
they fear, and do not be intimidated, but in your hearts sanctify Christ as 
Lord. Always be ready to make your defence to anyone who demands 
from you an accounting for the hope that is in you; yet do it with 
gentleness and reverence. 
Keep your conscience clear, so that, when you are maligned, those who 
abuse you for your good conduct in Christ may be put to shame. For it is 
better to suffer for doing good, if suffering should be God’s will, than to 
suffer for doing evil. 
For Christ also suffered for sins once for all, the righteous for the 
unrighteous, in order to bring you to God. He was put to death in the 
flesh, but made alive in the spirit, in which also he went and made a 
proclamation to the spirits in prison, who in former times did not obey, 
when God waited patiently in the days of Noah, during the building of the 
ark, in which a few, that is, eight persons, were saved through water. 
And baptism, which this prefigured, now saves you—not as a removal of 
dirt from the body, but as an appeal to God for a good conscience, 
through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, who has gone into heaven and is 
at the right hand of God, with angels, authorities, and powers made 
subject to him.

1 Peter 3.13-22 (NRSV)



Gospel 

Jesus said,   “If you love me, you will keep my commandments. And I will 
ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be with you 
forever. 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 you.

  “I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming to you. In a little while the 
world will no longer see me, but you will see me; because I live, you also 
will live. On that day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, 
and I in you. 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.”

John 14.15-21 (NRSV)
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