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"See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God; and that is what we are."  The writer, John, is very upbeat and positive about our ultimate value in the eyes of God.  In the New Testament there is a very strong idea that there is one message, but there are variations depending on who is telling it.  If you remember last week's Gospel from John, it was very similar to the passage we have today from Luke, but in John's telling the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord, while in Luke they were terrified.  In John's Gospel the only people who are ever afraid are those who oppose Jesus, while in Luke even Jesus can be afraid.

In our lesson from Acts we find Peter preaching.  Peter and John have just healed a man lame since birth, commanding him to walk in the name of the Lord Jesus.  They enter the temple with the lame man walking and leaping and praising God and a crowd forms.  Peter responds to the crowd.  "Why do you stare at us, as though by our own power or piety we had made him walk?"  Then he gets to the Gospel message, "The God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, the God of our ancestors has glorified his servant Jesus... But you ... killed the Author of life, whom God raised from the dead. ... By faith in his name, his name itself has made this man strong."  Jesus is the message, Jesus crucified and raised from the dead, who now gives life and healing.
In my telling of the Gospel story there may be things that I emphasize, and things that I leave out, but the basic message is correct:  God sent his Son to give us true life, to make us true children of God. Like my namesake, the Gospel writer, I tend to emphasize the peace and confidence we can have in believing and the importance of loving one another as Christ loves us.  I hope I do not avoid the dark side of life.  There is terror and there is darkness but I always believe the light is greater, even when I cannot see much light.  Jesus was afraid.  Jesus sweat blood before he was taken to his cross.  Jesus' disciples were terrified when they first saw him risen from the dead, even though he told them, "Peace be with you."  There is darkness, but we are the children of God, people of the light.
The resurrection of Jesus is an offense to reason.  It isn't just offensive to reason, it is scary.  The disciples were terrified.  We don't believe in the resurrection because it fits so well with Newtonian physics and Darwinian evolutionary theory.  We believe in the resurrection of Jesus because it stands in judgment on everything in this world, including our best science and philosophy, not to mention our religion and politics.  Recently I came across a quotation from the writings of Leslie Newbigin, one of the first Bishops of the United Church of South India.  Bishop Newbigin said that the resurrection makes no sense at all in any world view except the one which it created.  With an open caring heart for those who struggle, I make no apologies for the offense of the resurrection.  Actually the people who are in trouble are those who are not offended and terrified by the resurrection.  Because they aren't offended and terrified they cannot have their lives significantly changed.

"Then Jesus 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, the prophets, and the psalms must be fulfilled.'  Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures."  It is important for us to listen to the Scriptures.  I know that there are things we don't understand immediately because we live in a different sort of world.  Our presumptions are different.  A simple example is something called "zero."  We know about zero.  The people in Bible times did not.  The Bible says that Jesus rose on the third day.  If you, who know about zero, start counting with Saturday, because Friday has to be zero, you will find that Jesus rose a day early.  You have to count Friday as day one.  This was easy for people who didn't know about zero, and a little harder for us.  There are many other cultural differences between us and the people who gave us the Bible.  We cannot impose our time and culture on the Bible, but we can find truth and the Word of God if we allow Scripture to speak to us; if we listen with faithful ears.  We need to have our minds opened, and I urge you never to read Scripture without first praying for the guidance of the Holy Spirit, but Scripture is our guide, and everything in the law of Moses, the prophets and the psalms tells us of our Lord.

Like my namesake, John, I believe our Christian life is worked out in loving one another.  Are we a caring Christian community?  I think we are trying to be caring.  Every time we make a choice to love others, we are making a choice Christ wants us to make.  Every time we choose to open our hearts to the stranger in our midst instead of just talking to our friends, we are making a choice for Christ.  Every time we reach out to those who need much, we are making a choice Christ wants us to make.  Our love for each other isn't just the frosting on the cake.  According to John it is the only sure sign that we are his beloved people.  It's the sign that we are the people of the message.  It's the sign we are children of God.  It's the sign of the presence of the risen Christ among us.

Today I have talked about the message:  Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the Living God; he died for us and was raised from the dead, and invites us to eternal life as God's true children.  Everything else follows that.  As John also wrote, "If we walk in the light as he himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin."  What more could you want?
In Jesus' Name.  Amen.

O God, whose blessed Son made himself known to his disciples in the breaking of bread: Open the eyes of our faith, that we may behold him in all his redeeming work; who lives and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.
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Acts 3:12-19 (NRSV)

When Peter saw it, he addressed the people, “You Israelites, why do you wonder at this, or why do you stare at us, as though by our own power or piety we had made him walk?  The God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, the God of our ancestors has glorified his servant Jesus, whom you handed over and rejected in the presence of Pilate, though he had decided to release him. But you rejected the Holy and Righteous One and asked to have a murderer given to you, and you killed the Author of life, whom God raised from the dead. To this we are witnesses. And by faith in his name, his name itself has made this man strong, whom you see and know; and the faith that is through Jesus has given him this perfect health in the presence of all of you.  “And now, friends, I know that you acted in ignorance, as did also your rulers. In this way God fulfilled what he had foretold through all the prophets, that his Messiah would suffer. Repent therefore, and turn to God so that your sins may be wiped out,

Psalm 4

1   Answer me when I call, O God, defender of my cause; * you set me free when I am hard-pressed; have mercy on me and hear my prayer.

2   "You mortals, how long will you dishonor my glory; * how long will you worship dumb idols and run after false gods?"

3   Know that the LORD does wonders for the faithful; * when I call upon the LORD, he will hear me.

4   Tremble, then, and do not sin; * speak to your heart in silence upon your bed.

5   Offer the appointed sacrifices * and put your trust in the LORD.

6   Many are saying, "Oh, that we might see better times!" * Lift up the light of your countenance upon us, O LORD.

7   You have put gladness in my heart, * more than when grain and wine and oil increase.

8   I lie down in peace; at once I fall asleep; * for only you, LORD, make me dwell in safety.

1st John 3:1-7 (NRSV)

See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God; and that is what we are. The reason the world does not know us is that it did not know him. Beloved, we are God’s children now; what we will be has not yet been revealed. What we do know is this: when he is revealed, we will be like him, for we will see him as he is. And all who have this hope in him purify themselves, just as he is pure.  Everyone who commits sin is guilty of lawlessness; sin is lawlessness. You know that he was revealed to take away sins, and in him there is no sin. No one who abides in him sins; no one who sins has either seen him or known him. Little children, let no one deceive you. Everyone who does what is right is righteous, just as he is righteous.

Luke 24:36b-48
Jesus himself stood among them and said to them, “Peace be with you.” They were startled and terrified, and thought that they were seeing a ghost. He said to them, “Why are you frightened, and why do doubts arise in your hearts? Look at my hands and my feet; see that it is I myself. Touch me and see; for a ghost does not have flesh and bones as you see that I have.” And when he had said this, he showed them his hands and his feet. While in their joy they were disbelieving and still wondering, he said to them, “Have you anything here to eat?” They gave him a piece of broiled fish, and he took it and ate in their presence.  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, the prophets, and the psalms must be fulfilled.” Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures, and he said to them, “Thus it is written, that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the dead on the third day, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things.
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