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Big Questions: “Does God Exist?” (Acts 17:16-34)
Imagine a family of mice who lived all their lives in a large piano. To them in their piano-world came the music of the instrument, filling all the dark spaces with sound and harmony. At first the mice were impressed by it. They drew comfort and wonder from the thought that there was Someone who made the mice—though invisible to them— yet close to them. They loved to think of the Great Player whom they could not see. Then one day a daring mouse climbed up part of the piano and returned very thoughtful. He had found out how the music was made. Wires were the secret; tightly stretched wires of graduated lengths which trembled and vibrated. They must revise all their old beliefs: none but the most conservative could any longer believe in the Unseen Player. Later, another explorer carried the explanation further. Hammers were now the secret, numbers of hammers dancing and leaping on the wires. This was a more complicated theory, but it all went to show that they lived in a purely mechanical and mathematical world. The Unseen Player came to be thought of as a myth. But the pianist continued to play. 
Paul was walking on Mars Hill in Athens and saw an inscription “To the unknown God” The altar represents humanities quest to answer the question, “Does God exist?” What we want to do over the coming weeks is think about some of the big questions that we face carrying on from our Costa Coffee evenings. We hope you will be able to follow these talks up in your Small Groups. The Deacons would like to invite all that don’t already go to think about going to a Small Group. Have the courage to ask one of the leaders, Muriel, Simon and Janet, Bob or Hilary if you can come and try the group they lead. Four things I want to look at this morning.
We are all believers
The first thing to recognise is that we are all believers, the question is simply what do we believe in? If we look at the passage we encounter three types of believers. The atheist considers all gods to be a human invention, idols made at the hand of man. On April 8, 1966, Time Magazine produced a provocative black, pictureless-cover bearing the words "Is God Dead?" The question was a reference to Friedrich Nietzsche's much-quoted postulate "God is dead". The agnostic says, “maybe”, like the Epicureans and Stoics in the passage. These two philosophies believed that if a god or gods do exist, the deities were impersonal and removed from human experience. Humans, according to them, could not know the gods and the gods were not overly concerned with humans. A theist believes there is a God and Paul confidently declares to those listening his belief in God. God is real and that He has invaded human existence to redeem fallen humanity by His Son, Jesus.
People are perplexed why some people believe and experience God and others do not. Are some people more genetically predisposed towards religion? It’s a fascinating question because if it is true then our response to “Does God exist?” depends on where we lie on that spectrum. Yet philosophers think differently. They think we are all very religious people. A religion is simply defined as a metanarrative, a large story, through which we interpret the world. Science can be a story through which we interpret the world. Brian Cox, interviewed recently, described a research facility as a “cathedral of science” – interesting choice of language for an atheist. Atheism is a religion, a belief system through which atheists interpret the world. The traditional religions are stories through which we interpret the world. The question is not “Does God exists?” but more “What god do you believe in?” The most popular religion today is what theologians call syncretism. Syncretism is where we pick ‘n’ mix our religion, creating our own metanarrative, to suit our interpretation of the world. A little science here, with a bit of atheism there, with a bit of religious morality here and what suits me making up the rest. Syncretism puts ourselves at the centre of our own world as we decide what is right and wrong based on what suits us and we reject notions of absolute truth. If it is true for me then it is true. We call it relativism. Think about it, can relativism be true and work? When we get on a plane to go on our summer holidays we want it serviced by someone who believes in absolute truth otherwise we might not make it to our destination! 
We are all believers, we all believe in a god of some sorts, even atheists do, the real question is what god is it we believe in?
The importance of belief
The second thing to consider is the importance of belief. If science is the crutch you lean on to get you through life, if atheism is the dogma that brings comfort and consolation in all of life’s troubles, what does it matter so long as we get through. Countless illustrations could be used but this week I read the story of five boys, ages 13 to 15, who set a boy on fire because he reported them for stealing a bicycle. They found the young man near a swimming pool and held him as they poured alcohol over his body. They then set him on fire. Although he jumped into the pool to put out the fire, the boy suffered burns over 60% of his body. While in jail, only one of the five expressed any remorse for his actions or compassion for the burned boy. It was reported that the other four boys were laughing about what they had done. What we believe impacts the way we behave.
You will find some who claim to be Christians to be loud-mouthed, opinionated, argumentative, obstinate and obnoxious so-and-so’s. You will find some atheists to be reasonable, compassionate and kind human beings, the kind of people you would wish the afore mentioned Christian to be. So, I am talking in generalities. However, belief affects behaviour.
What you believe about eternity should affect your behaviour. If there is life after death, if there is a heaven and a hell, if there is a coming judgment where all men and women must account for their actions, it should affect the way you behave. If impacts your priorities and fashions your relationships.
What you believe about truth should affect the way you behave. If there is an absolute truth determined by an all-powerful God you will behave in a way that honours what God has revealed to be true. If there is no absolute truth everything becomes relative. We set fire to boys that grass us up because there is no-one and nothing that can tell us it is wrong. And even though society may frown upon it we still laugh because who are they to tell me what I have done is wrong.
What you believe about relationships should affect your behaviour. If we are to love God and love our neighbour, and our neighbour is simply anyone who needs loving, then we will not set fire to our neighbour. If God doesn't exist then commitment to my neighbour is determined by what I feel about my neighbour. They grassed on me, they deserve to be burned!
It would be easy to go on. What we believe determines how we will behave. The question about the existence of God is so important because it will determine how we live our lives. What we believe is that crucial.
Believing in God.
The third thing I want to look at is believing in God, or believing in the Christian God. When C. S. Lewis was an atheist, he rejected the idea of a divine Being because of all the injustice in the world. But when he asked himself where he got the idea of justice in the first place, he had a problem. He wrote, "Man doesn't call a line crooked unless he has some idea of a straight line. What was I comparing this universe with when I called it unjust? 
One member of the church was talking to their neighbour over Christmas and they had been through a tough time. Because of that they declared that there could not be a God otherwise they would not have had to go through all they had. The question from the church member was how you answered that neighbour and should they have come to the Costa Coffee evening so they knew what to say? The issue before us today is real and one our friends, neighbours and work colleagues in moments of sobriety think about. How we answer depends on the person we are speaking to. Job had three friends. They sat with him for seven days. The trouble was they then opened their mouths. Sometimes we just need to sit with people. We mustn’t read the story of Job and fear opening our mouths, We are to be prepared to give an answer for what we believe. The skill is listening to the person asking the question and trying to avoid trotting out pat answers. Begin where they are at. Connect with their world. Paul does this when he picks up the image of the unseen God. 
How can we answer? Theologians start with the premise that there is a God. The Bible is a book of theology so it starts with the premise that there is a God. It never seeks to prove God’s existence. Philosophy, on the other hand, questions all premises and asks for that premise to be justified. Simply quoting verses at people isn’t always going to be helpful. We want to choose an argument that is most helpful to the person we are answering. We need to listen to what they are actually asking and be prayerfully asking God what might be the most helpful answer? We could answer in a number of ways and for CS Lewis it was one argument that helped more than others. Each argument is not philosophically perfect, and that should not trouble us. Sometimes philosophy is too argumentative for its own good. So, in these arguments what helps you?
1. The mental argument says that pure materialism is not able to explain the capacity of the mind to move from premise to conclusion. The existence of logic, or human intelligence, where we posses self-awareness and knowledge of God points to a transcendent mind. If dolphins have the most developed brain of all animals why do we not have echolocation?
2. The cosmological argument says that everything in the universe has a cause. Even the Big Bang had a cause and whatever caused that had a cause and the ultimate cause is God. 
3. [bookmark: _GoBack]The teleological argument develops from this in what was caused has a harmony, order and design that goes beyond mere blind chance. A watch points to an intelligent designer as the world points to an intelligent creator. Even if you work with the 13 billion years cosmologists believe the earth has existed we can’t have evolved to where we are today by mere chance – the numbers just don’t work. 
4. The ontological argument says that something that exists in reality is greater than something that exists in the mind. A chocolate biscuit is better in reality than in the imagination. If God only exists in the mind it is possible to conceive of something greater, a God that exists in reality. This is an impossible contradiction if God is the greatest thing to be imagined.
5. The moral argument begins with man’s sense of right and wrong. All of us have a moral code. In David Attenbrough’s latest offering only the dominant male chimpanzee is allowed to reproduce – why do we allow worthless men and women to reproduce as it compromises the human gene pool? To this and a host of other issues we have a moral reaction that points to a moral Being. 
6. The Christological argument says that the life and testimony of Jesus Christ can only be satisfactorily accounted for if God was present and working through him. Many have written books attesting to the validity of the resurrection when they have started out to prove the negative. There is something compelling about Jesus.
7. The experiential argument says many have an inner sense that there is a God and modern research indicates it has a profoundly positive impact on their health and well-being. In other words faith works. It has transformed society for the good, building schools and hospitals, helping the poor and marginalised, all because faith has an impact on behaviour.
These arguments have their strengths and weaknesses. Some people will find one more persuasive than another.
Believing belief.
This leads us to the last thing that is worth considering. If confronted by the existence of God should we believe? It is sometimes said that you can’t argue people into the kingdom of God or as Dale Carnegies puts it, “A man convinced against his will is of the same opinion still.” We are stubborn creatures, slow to embrace truth even when fairly confronted by it.
Our brains have a built in “confirmation bias” which means we always think we are right and we are very good at assimilating information to support our bias. Our brains have a built in “sunk cost fallacy” that means we use past decisions to justify irrational current decisions. We justify investing more time/effort/money into something because we decided to do so in the past even though current indications suggest any more resources are wasted. Our brains have a “fundamental attribution error” so a small observation leads to a large generalisation. The driver in front of me is slow. They must be old. That Christian is a hypocrite, therefore all Christians are hypocrites…. Our brains have a built in “availability heuristic” which means our focus is on the here and now. We don’t always make good decisions based on what we have learned in the past, what we have been told about the future, but on the information that is available to us now. That’s why syncretism is so appealing. What suits me now is the only thing that matters. Our brains are “risk averse” and we have to see something is significantly better before we will give an idea up. Research says 2 ½ times better. That makes us very change resistant. Whatever our bias we resist proofs to maintain the status quo in our lives. We are less open than we think and rethinking than we dare to admit. It is hard to be a believing believer!   
The key whenever answering someone is gentleness. We are not trying to win an argument but influence a friend. Proverbs reminds us, “A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.” (Proverbs 15:1) We may gently present an answer but it is the Holy Spirit that will ultimately convict. The gentle answer is giving God room to work.
