Acts 3:11–21

While he clung to Peter and John, all the people ran together to them in the portico called Solomon’s, astounded. 12 And when Peter saw it he addressed the people: “Men of Israel, why do you wonder at this, or why do you stare at us, as though by our own power or piety we have made him walk? 13 The God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, the God of our fathers, glorified his servant﻿ Jesus, whom you delivered over and denied in the presence of Pilate, when he had decided to release him. 14 But you denied the Holy and Righteous One, and asked for a murderer to be granted to you, 15 and you killed the Author of life, whom God raised from the dead. To this we are witnesses. 16 And his name—by faith in his name—has made this man strong whom you see and know, and the faith that is through Jesus﻿ has given the man this perfect health in the presence of you all. 

17 “And now, brothers, I know that you acted in ignorance, as did also your rulers. 18 But what God foretold by the mouth of all the prophets, that his Christ would suffer, he thus fulfilled. 19 Repent therefore, and turn again, that your sins may be blotted out, 20 that times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord, and that he may send the Christ appointed for you, Jesus, 21 whom heaven must receive until the time for restoring all the things about which God spoke by the mouth of his holy prophets long ago.

John 3: 1-7

See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should be called children of God; and so we are. The reason why the world does not know us is that it did not know him. 2 Beloved, we are God’s children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared; but we know that when he appears﻿ we shall be like him, because we shall see him as he is. 3 And everyone who thus hopes in him purifies himself as he is pure. 

4 Everyone who makes a practice of sinning also practices lawlessness; sin is lawlessness. 5 You know that he appeared to take away sins, and in him there is no sin. 6 No one who abides in him keeps on sinning; no one who keeps on sinning has either seen him or known him. 7 Little children, let no one deceive you. Whoever practices righteousness is righteous, as he is righteous. 

Luke 24:36–49

﻿ As they were talking about these things, ﻿Jesus himself stood among them, and said to them, “Peace to you!” 37 But they were ﻿startled and ﻿frightened and ﻿thought they saw a spirit. 38 And he said to them, “Why are you troubled, and why do doubts arise in your hearts? 39 See my hands and my feet, that it is I myself. ﻿Touch me, and see. For a spirit does not have flesh and bones as you see that I have.” 40 And when he had said this, ﻿he showed them his hands and his feet. 41 And while they still disbelieved ﻿for joy and were marveling, ﻿he said to them, “Have you anything here to eat?” 42 They gave him a piece of broiled fish, 43 and he took it and ate before them. 

44 Then he said to them, ﻿“These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you, ﻿that everything written about me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled.” 45 Then ﻿he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures, 46 and said to them, “Thus ﻿it is written, ﻿that the Christ should suffer and on the third day ﻿rise from the dead, 47 and that ﻿repentance and forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed ﻿in his name ﻿to all nations, ﻿beginning from Jerusalem. 48 ﻿You are witnesses of these things. 49 And behold, I am sending ﻿the promise of my Father upon you. But stay in the city until you ﻿are clothed with ﻿power ﻿from on high.”

A Rose By Any Other Name...

You know it bugs me when it seems like something is sugar coated.  You know I'm all for keeping the Eighth Commandment (Do not lie) and putting the best construction on things; however, sometimes you need to call it like it is.  Putting the best construction on something doesn't mean that you are to lie or sugarcoat something, making it out to be something it's not.  As Shakespeare once said, "A rose by any other name is still a rose."  Call it what you will, but if it's a problem, it's a problem. 

Now I bring this up because when I was preparing for this sermon, like most times I look at the original Greek.  This Gospel reading offers a lot of good themes.  However one thing sort of stuck with me uncomfortably.  "The disciples ἀπιστούντων   a-pistounton," that is, the disciples disbelieved. 

Most people would say that the disciples were so overwhelmed with joy at the sight of the resurrected Christ, they couldn't believe that this was true.  Scripture says, They disbelieved for joy.  That's different than unbelief right?  Well I’m not so sure.  In fact, this is the same struggle I had been dealing with.  Here's the rub though: There is no difference in Scripture between disbelief for joy and unbelief.  There is one word—a-pistone, which translates as "unbelief" or "unfaith."  That little "a" at the front of that word is still used today in our English language in words like amoral and atheist—having no morals and believing that there is no God.  

Like it or not, Scripture calls it like it is.  Despite the joy and marvel and excitement and such, the disciples still a-pistoned, disbelieved.  They had unbelief.  This is where it's important to talk about what exactly they disbelieved.  At first glance, it's easy to see that they couldn't believe that the guy they just watched get crucified and buried on Friday was now standing before them, alive and well, on Sunday evening.  That's a no-brainer.  But, there's more to it than that.  Remember: The women at the tomb had already encountered Jesus earlier that morning.  Peter and John had already been out to the empty tomb and found a neatly folded facecloth in the tomb.  There were also the two disciples on the road to Emmaus who had actually walked and talked and broke bread with the risen Christ; a report that was still being discussed amongst the disciples when this very encounter takes place in their midst.  

See, we know, faith comes by hearing.  These men had heard the Word of the resurrection from first-hand witnesses multiple times, and yet they still didn't believe.  They heard multiple eyewitness accounts, and yet when Christ appears before them the first thing they do is tremble in fear because they think they're seeing a ghost?  You might think that their unbelief was because they had not yet seen and touched Christ's wounds.  After that they disbelieved for joy.  So that would make it different   Right?  Here’s the problem; no, it's not.  That would be sugarcoating it.  We need to call it what it is.

Think about this.  Why was Jesus conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary?  Why did He suffer and die and be buried?  Don't over-think this!  There's only one answer: For the forgiveness of our sins.  My brothers and sisters in Christ, this is where the disciples' unbelief was still a problem.  It's not so much that they couldn't believe that a dead man was now alive.  They had seen Jesus perform that miracle a couple of times before with their own eyes.  A dead man now alive, while certainly miraculous and exciting, was not out of the realm of their beliefs.  

But that's just it.  They were overjoyed and overwhelmed with the fact that the crucified Christ was now standing in their midst alive and well.  What they didn't understand was what I like to call the old Lutheran question: What does this mean?  "Yeah, Jesus is alive!  That's amazing!  I can't believe it!" Yes—Jesus was dead, and now He's alive.  What does this mean?  They didn't piece together the fact that Christ's life, death, and resurrection actually meant something.  It meant complete forgiveness of all sin.  It meant reconciliation with their heavenly Father.  It meant eternal life in heaven.  This is precisely why our Lord opened their minds to understand the Scriptures.  Despite the fact that they knew what the Scriptures said, they didn't know what they meant.  "The Christ will suffer and on the third day rise from the dead.  And repentance and forgiveness of sin should be proclaimed in His name to all nations."  This is what they didn't get.  This is where their unbelief came into play.  This is why Christ opened their minds to these realities, giving to them the life-giving gift of faith and understanding. 

And that brings up another question: After Christ opened their hearts and minds to understand what His life, death, and resurrection actually meant, did they still have unbelief?  Did they still not get it?  Well, I'm not going to say that they didn't completely understand, but I will say that in spite of their saving faith in a resurrected Christ, they still struggled with crippling unbelief to a certain degree.  

Think about what happens forty days later.  They gather with Jesus on His ascension mount and they're still asking Him if He will now restore the kingdom of Israel to earthly prominence and splendor.  Forty days and multiple first-hand interactions later, and they still don't get it that Christ's kingdom is not of this world.  Remember ten days after that—fifty days after this first meeting behind locked doors.  That's the day of Pentecost.  And where were the disciples at that time?  Hiding behind locked doors because they were afraid!  This is when the Holy Spirit bursts through the door and strengthens and clothes them with power from on high—power to boldly trust in their justification; power to boldly proclaim repentance and forgiveness in Christ's name.  

Take a look at our first lesson for this morning.  Here in Acts on that first Pentecost Peter is boldly proclaiming repentance and forgiveness in the name of Christ alone.  It's amazing what happens when the Holy Spirit strengthens and equips and does the talking.  

And that's where we come in today.  This isn't just a history lesson.  This is our story too.  We're no different than the disciples.  None of us.  Be honest.  There's not one of us here who still doesn't struggle with doubts and troubles and unbelief.  That may rub some of you the wrong way, but let's call it what it is.  We all struggle with the belief that God is truly with us always, especially in the bad times.  We all struggle with trusting and believing God when He calls the very things we so often say, think, and do "sin."  

SIN.  What I'm doing isn't sin.  I’m just looking at a beautiful woman.  

What I’m saying is not gossip or slander.  It's simply sharing important information with others.  

It's not despising God's Word and profaning the Sabbath.  I’m simply exercising my right to not have to go to church all time." 

Sound familiar?  Repent!  Turn to Christ alone, who suffered, died, and rose again from the dead for you.  Turn away from your sinful delusions.  Turn away from your sinful foolishness.  Yes—that's what it is.  You can call it something different, but that doesn't make it so.  No matter how much you polish it up and call it something different, sin is sin!  We need to turn away from our sin; turn and receive the forgiveness of sins that was paid for in full for us with the life blood of Christ Jesus.  Turn and walk in the light and life that is found only in Jesus Christ—our God and Lord. 

And may our Lord and God, through the working of His Holy Spirit, strengthen and preserve you in your faith so that you may turn from your unbelief, trusting whole-heartedly in the Word and Promise of Christ Jesus: All Scripture; "I am with you always—in My Word and in My Sacraments—always—to the very end of the age."  May this blessed Immanuel reality give you the true peace that surpasses all human understanding, and may it guard and keep your hearts and minds in the one true faith unto life everlasting. 

AMEN

