
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Third Sunday of Easter

Year B

RCL

Acts 3:12-19
Psalm 4
Luke 24:36b-48

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

When Peter saw the astonishment of those who had 
seen the lame man healed, 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.”
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Psalm 4 Page 587, BCP

Cum invocarem

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.
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1 John 3:1-7

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.
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Luke 24:36b-48

While the disciples were telling how they had seen 
Jesus risen from the dead, 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 
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to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. You are 
witnesses of these things.”
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SERMON

How  about  a  little  competition?  You  guys  are 

competitive. Let's have an evangelism competition. This 

is gonna be good. We'll divide up into two teams. Each 

team will be given a narrative that they have to sell to 

everyone  they  meet.  Whoever  gets  the  most  converts 

wins. OK? 

OK. Everybody on this side are the Pagans. Here's 

the account you have to sell. You have to travel through 

the empire telling everyone you meet that the worship 

of the gods they have always worshiped is just exactly 

what they should be doing. They don't really know why 

they worship the way they do. They just know that it's 

the right  way to insure that  things come out  the way 

they want them to come out. You must remind them that 

if they neglect the gods of the harvest, there won't be a 

harvest.  You must  really sell  them on the idea that  if 
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they don't offer a cock to Asclepius, they will get sick 

and die. Most of the people you meet, remember, won't 

be  very  knowledgeable  about  the  gods.  They're  just 

doing what they've always been taught. You should bear 

down hard on that. Remind them that they learned this 

from  their  fathers  and  their  mothers,  and  that  by 

continuing in the worship forms that have been honored 

for time out of mind, they are hedging their bets against 

the various bad outcomes that they fear.  Additionally, 

nobody likes change. That’s your strength. You will find 

them most receptive to the line that they have been right 

all along and that they should continue just that way.

Now,  if  we  want  a  good  competition,  we  need  a 

really sharp contrast. Let's see...you poor beggars over 

here  will  be  the  Christians.  You  need  something 

outlandish, and I've come up with the most outlandish 

tale I could imagine. You are to travel the Empire and 
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convince as many people as you can of this narrative: 

The  worship  forms  that  have  been  followed  by  the 

empire since time out of mind are all wrong, and if you 

put your trust in them, you're wrong, too. Your mothers 

and your fathers who taught you about these gods were 

all wrong, as well, for there are no gods. It's all fable. It 

makes no difference if you make an offering to the gods 

or not. It won't affect your harvest or your health. Really 

bear down on how wrong they are and how they need to 

change what they’ve been doing, even though every last 

person in their life will be horrified by that. Oh, and you 

might mention that doing this might get you branded as 

a  criminal  and  killed  in  any  one  of  a  rich  buffet  of 

horrible ways to die.

Now, assuming they haven't stoned you yet, you are 

to convince them further (and this is where it really gets 

good. I stayed up all night thinking this one up.) You are 
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to convince them that there is only one God and that one 

God is none of the gods of their ancestors, but, rather, a 

God worshiped by a bunch of heathens in Judea who 

don't even speak Latin. This God, which you can't see 

and which won't permit images of Himself, doesn't do 

favors in response to offerings. There's no way to draft 

Him into your plans for your good. Rather, He views 

you as His children. You are to tell the people you meet 

that  this  God  loves  them  and  wishes  a  personal 

relationship with each of them, and if you accept this 

personal  relationship,  you  no  longer  get  to  work  for 

your  own good,  but  have  to  dedicate  yourself  to  the 

good of your brothers and sisters,  even the ones who 

might be killing you at any given moment.

This is where it really gets good. Tell them that at 

one time, not so long ago, but long enough ago so that 

no witnesses to it remain, this God came to earth and 

Page 4



took on the form of a man, walking among the people. 

Well, that's not so outlandish, I know. There are many 

stories  of  the  gods  walking  the  earth  as  people,  but 

here's  the  twist:  this  God doesn’t  come to  earth  as  a 

hero! This God winds up to be a criminal! Really! He 

was  executed  for  treason,  crucified,  actually.  God! 

Crucified! Can you beat it? You have to sell everyone 

you meet on the narrative that after God (Now...don't 

laugh)  after  God  is  crucified  by  Rome,  he  COMES 

BACK  TO  LIFE!  Really!  He  meets  up  with  his 

Disciples and eats fish with them!

Oh!  And  I  almost  forgot.  The  rules  of  the 

competition  are  that,  periodically,  the  Pagans  get  to 

blame the Christians for things they didn't  do,  spread 

lies about them and kill them in horrible ways, but the 

Christians  can't  fight  back.  That's  just  to  make  it 

interesting.  OK. Everybody report  back here in about 
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200 years and let me know how you made out. 

Place your bets,  ladies and gentlemen! Place your 

bets! All done? And the wheel spins...

We  are  so  accustomed  to  coming  to  church  each 

Sunday to listen to the adorable preacher go on for 18 

minutes  at  a  time  about  Scripture  that  we sometimes 

lose sight of what an outlandish narrative we celebrate. 

Given the narrative to which we have wed ourselves, the 

surprising thing about churches isn't that our attendance 

has slipped, but that there is anyone here at all. If you 

were a First Century Roman, what bet would you place 

on the spin of the wheel? And yet, about 200 years after 

Luke wrote the Acts of the Apostles, or about 300 years 

after the Crucifixion, Christianity became the religion of 

the Emperor, himself. 

If  I  was going to make up something and build a 

religion out of it, this is not the narrative I’d make up. 
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It’s  too  outlandish!  What  we  forget,  though,  is  that 

2,000 years later, it is STILL outlandish. When we bring 

this narrative to the people we meet  in today’s world 

who have not connected with it, it appears in just that 

way  –  unbelievable,  outlandish,  preposterous!  And 

here’s a secret: There is no way to make it appear less 

so, just as there was no way to predict that the Emperor 

of Rome would eventually connect with it. This story, 

this  narrative,  cannot  survive  to  touch the  hearts  and 

souls of people through human effort, and I don’t care 

HOW adorable the preacher is. 

Luke  tell  us  in  our  passage  from the  Acts  of  the 

Apostles, that the Apostles first restored a man to health, 

then  addressed  the  people  who  were  witness  to  the 

healing in this way:

 “You Israelites, why do you wonder at this, or 
why do you stare at us, as though by our own 
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power or piety we had made him walk?” 

The Apostles are saying, “Even though your human 

limitations prevent you from seeing God, God still acts 

within His creation, and you have witnessed it.  Don’t 

look to us for magic. Look to God, for the world and all 

that is in it is His.”

This  improbable  narrative  carried  eleven  terrified 

men and some women from hiding under the furniture 

in  a  locked  room  throughout  the  known  world  so 

effectively  that  in  300  years,  Emperor  Constantine 

sought baptism. Do you think you could pull that off? 

This  is  God’s  work,  not  human  enterprise.  Human 

enterprise  can  take  you  only  so  far.  This  narrative 

exceeds human logic. It exceeds human expectations of 

how the world works. In exactly the way this narrative 

exceeds our abilities to explain or understand it, other 

than in the most superficial ways, does God exceed our 
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abilities to understand Him.

Here, right in front of us in the spin of the wheel, we 

can see the essential mystery of our relationship with 

God: We cannot, by our most strenuous efforts, move 

ourselves a particle's width closer to God. The salvation 

of  God's  people  comes  about  by  Godly  effort,  not 

human enterprise.

Anthony de Mello wrote this little story which was 

included in a  wonderful  book of aphorisms published 

after his death:

“Someday you will understand that you are 
seeking what you already have,” said the Master 
to an intense disciple.
“Then why do I not see it now?”
“Because you are trying to.”
“Must I then make no efforts?”
“If you relax and give it time, it will make itself 
known.”

If you will relax and allow God space and peace to 
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speak to you, He will make Himself known to you. He 

is inescapable, but our completely unnecessary efforts to 

win  His  attention  by  goodness  or  charity  focus  our 

minds on what we are trying to do, and away from what 

God is doing. It is only if we will relax and trust God to 

connect with us that we can become aware of what we 

already have – God’s love for us.

I can’t see any way that the loony narrative I gave 

the poor beggars on this side to sell became what it has 

become. I cannot explain it in human terms or by human 

rules of reason and logic.  Neither can I  see God, nor 

contain him within my human logic. God is beyond my 

comprehension,  yet  seeks  a  relationship  with  me.  To 

believe that to be so requires a leap of faith. A leap of 

faith always takes us into the unknown. Nobody likes 

leaping into the unseen, and don't willingly wish to do 

such a thing, so faith is a gift — a gift that allows us to 
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exceed our human limitations and our human fears.

As  Christians,  we  share  common  cause  with  the 

goals  of  many  non-Christians.  We  are  in  favor  of  a 

world in which there is less suffering. We believe it is 

our  job  to  improve  the  world,  making  it  a  more 

equitable,  healthful  place  to  be  by  not  throwing  our 

trash in our neighbor's yard and not insisting on seconds 

when others haven’t had firsts. We believe in not being 

jerks to our brothers and sisters. Lots of non-Christians 

agree with lots of the same things we urge.  So, what 

makes us Christians?

We are Christians because to us has been given the 

power to bet upon the narrative that makes no sense by 

the  lights  of  the  world.  When  the  wheel  spins,  it  is 

always  the  Christians  putting  their  fortunes  and  their 

very  lives  on  the  outcome  which  the  wisdom of  the 

world would count least likely. In our technological age 
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man conceives of this world as nothing but material for 

his  own  fulfillment.  The  Christians  conceive  of  this 

world as the property of a God who cannot be seen, who 

forbids  images  of  Himself,  and  who  acts  through  an 

absurd narrative that the logic of the world will never 

reach to draw us to Him.

Lawyers sometimes lampoon an opponent's position 

as  too  extreme  to  be  believed  by  saying,  “That  dog 

won't hunt”. That is the narrative of the Christians. No 

matter how adept you are at presenting it, that dog won't 

hunt, UNLESS God grants to the one hearing it the gift 

of faith.

Tuesday,  Linda  Jones  and  Ann  Blazer  asked  a 

question and I recommended that they read a favorite 

book  of  mine.  That  brought  the  book  back  to  my 

attention, and I re-read it. I'd like to leave you with a 

quote:
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Christianity simply does not make sense until 
you have faced the sort of facts I have been 
describing. Christianity tells people to repent 
and promises them forgiveness. It therefore has 
nothing (as far as I know) to say to people who 
do not know they have done anything to repent 
of and who do not feel that they need any 
forgiveness. It is after you have realized that 
there is a real Moral Law, and a Power behind 
the law and that you have broken that law and 
put yourself wrong with that Power – it is after 
all this, and not a moment sooner, that 
Christianity begins to talk1.

We live  in  a  world  in  which  the  narrative  of  the 

Pagans makes sense, and the narrative of the Christians 

doesn't. We can either insist that God get his act together 

and become more worldly, or we can suggest that this 

world would a better, more equitable place to live if we 

acknowledged the reality of a Moral Law and a Power 

behind  it,  and  further  acknowledged  that  we  aren't 

1 C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity
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obeying it very well and thus need forgiveness.

Place your bets,  ladies and gentlemen. Place your 

bets. All done? Spin the wheel...

AMEN

Page 14



Optional parts of the readings are set off in square  
brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and 
Gospel lessons are from the New Revised Standard 
Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of 
Christian Education of the National Council of the 
Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book 
of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2012 J. Stewart Schneider
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