Acts 10:34-41
2090


Then Peter began to speak: “I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism 
but accepts people from every nation who fear him and do what is right. 
You know the message God sent to the people of Israel, telling the good news of peace through Jesus Christ, who is Lord of all. 
You know what has happened throughout Judea, beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John preached—
how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power, and how He went around doing good and healing all who were under the power of the devil, because God was with Him.



“We are witnesses of everything He did in the country of the Jews and in Jerusalem. They killed Him by hanging Him on a tree, 
but God raised Him from the dead on the third day and caused Him to be seen. 
He was not seen by all the people, but by witnesses whom God had already chosen—by us who ate and drank with Him after He rose from the dead. 
He commanded us to preach to the people and to tes​tify that He is the one whom God appointed as Judge of the living and the dead. 
All the prophets testify about Him that everyone who be​lieves in Him receives forgiveness of sins through His name.”


Someone posted this picture this last week on facebook.  It shows a group of children gathered around Jesus, and the Easter bunny is walking away.  One of the children is saying, “Silly rabbit! Easter is for Jesus!”  And perhaps there still are one or two children today who need to be told that Easter is about Jesus, not about the Easter bunny, not about Easter eggs, not about Easter candy—things which are all fine and can be good, as long as they don’t get in the way of Jesus.


A good many who ought to know better are trying to think that Easter is some sort of pagan rite of spring, that Easter is a festival on which we observe the end of winter—we desperately hope—and the full and final arrival of spring.  Easter is supposed to mean that now flowers will grow again, and butterflies will return.  Easter means a wonderful time to head south and hit the beaches.


But I also saw something this week from someone who really ought to know better.  This was from a church leader, not a Lutheran, who stated, “It has been American Christianity’s muddling of law and gospel that has given rise to this burned-over generation of young people who don’t go to church. In other words, the evangelistic message from mainline churches has been too much ‘Do!’ and not enough ‘Done!’”


In addition to all we have heard this morning from the four evangelists, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John about Jesus’ resurrection, we have before us an example of early Christian preaching about Jesus.  The message that this preacher brought was not about the Easter bunny, it was no “muddling of law and gospel,” or stress on what we need to do.  It was very much a preaching of what Jesus has done for us, a preaching of CHRIST CRUCIFIED AND RISEN.


Peter was summoned from Joppa to Caesarea to talk about Jesus.  Both Joppa and Caesarea are on the Mediterranean Sea, to the west of Jerusalem.  They are roughly thirty miles apart, less than a day’s journey by horse.  The time frame is within a couple of years of Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection.  The believers had at first stayed in Jerusalem.  God allowed persecution to come under the leadership of the Pharisee Saul, and many believers fled from Jeru​salem, taking their faith in Jesus with them.  The apostles were summoned here and there to exercise some leadership over the church.  Peter had traveled from Jerusalem through Emmaus to Lydda and finally to Joppa on the seacoast.


There in Joppa, the Lord had a lesson for Peter which does not seem so important to us anymore.  The Lord wanted to teach Peter that Jesus had come not only for the Jews but also for the Gentiles.  This is one of those divisions of peo​ple that includes everyone in the world: you are either Jew or you are Gentile.  We don’t make that distinction very much anymore, but we have other dis​tinc​tions.  None of those distinctions are valid before God when it comes to what Jesus has done for us.  Jesus came to provide what is needed for everyone in the world, no exceptions.


There was a man in Caesarea who wanted to talk to Peter, so he sent messengers to Joppa to bring Peter back with them.  The man in Caesarea was a Roman centurion, thus not a Jew.  Cornelius and all his family are described as “devout and God-fearing.” Ac10v2.  Stationed near Israel, he had come to know the true God, and now wanted to know more.  This was a transition time, in between the Old Testament anticipation of the coming Savior and the New Testament reality that the Savior has now come and done all He was supposed to do.  Cornelius had learned the Old Testament anticipation, and now he wanted Peter to fill him in on the New Testament reality.


Peter came and quickly dismissed the Jew-Gentile thing; he correctly said, “I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism but accepts people from every nation who fear him and do what is right.”  And then He went right on to Jesus, “You know what has happened throughout Judea, beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John preached—how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power, and how He went around doing good and healing all who were under the power of the devil, because God was with Him.”  If Peter had stopped there, he would have had a fine presentation of Jesus as Example.  Jesus lived a good life, and so we should live a good life—which was never the message of Jesus at all.


No, Peter went right on to the real message of Jesus when he said, “We are witnesses of everything He did in the country of the Jews and in Jeru​salem. They killed Him by hanging Him on a tree, but God raised Him from the dead on the third day and caused Him to be seen.”  More than once the apostles referred to crucifixion as hanging Jesus on a tree, that is, on the tree of the cross.  Jesus was crucified.  Later, the apostle Paul wrote, “I re​solved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified.” 1Cor2v2.  Jesus’ crucifixion was central to what Jesus came to do.  Why was He crucified?


If Jesus had come to be a good Example for us, there would have been no reason for Him to be crucified.  The apostle Peter later wrote in one of his letters, “Who is going to harm you if you are eager to do good?” 1Pe3v13.  If Jesus only came to be an Example for us, then the lesson of Jesus’ crucifixion would have been a negative one.  Jesus would have taught us that we should do good, and then even when we are punished for doing good, we should still do good.  But that was not the message of Jesus.


Jesus was crucified because of sin, not His sin, but our sin.  Sin brings death.  All have sin, which is why the funeral homes are so busy, with people dying to get in.  Jesus took all of our sins onto Himself, and since sin brings death, Jesus was crucified.  The worst punishment is reserved for the worst crimes, and since Jesus was guilty of them all, He received the worst punishment of all.  He was crucified.  He was left hanging on a tree until He died of suffocation.  They took His lifeless body down from the cross and laid it in a grave.  They did so gently and carefully, but it didn’t really make much difference, because He was completely dead.  A stone was rolled in front of the grave.


But Peter added, “God raised Him from the dead on the third day.”  Jesus did not stay dead, which very much surprised Peter and the other disciples.  Denying Peter was one of the first to run to the tomb after the women brought back the report that it was empty, but Peter was not one of the first to believe in Jesus’ resurrection.  He and the other disciples had to see Jesus with their own eyes, they had to touch Him, they had to be convinced, because they were not gullible.  They knew that dead people don’t rise from their graves.  But Jesus did.  They became convinced of that.


How?  “God raised Him from the dead on the third day and caused Him to be seen. He was not seen by all the people, but by witnesses whom God had already chosen—by us who ate and drank with Him after He rose from the dead.”  We were reminded again this morning of all the resur​rec​tion appearances of Jesus.  Conspicuous by its absence is Jesus’ appearance to Caiaphas and Pontius Pilate and Herod, because those appearances did not happen.  Although Jesus appeared to very many people, He did not appear to any who rejected Him, but only to believers.  They “ate and drank with Him after He rose from the dead.”


The apostle Paul wrote, “I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified.” 1Cor2v2.  Paul was not denying the resurrection.  It was that same apostle Paul in the same letter who wrote what is called the resurrection chapter of the Bible.  Our last Scripture reading this morning was taken from that chapter, the longest chapter in any of Paul’s letters, all about Jesus’ glorious resurrection from the dead.


Peter preached, “He commanded us to preach to the people and to tes​tify that He is the one whom God appointed as Judge of the living and the dead. All the prophets testify about Him that everyone who be​lieves in Him receives forgiveness of sins through His name.”  Jesus sent them out to preach CHRIST CRUCIFIED AND RISEN for the forgiveness of sins.  Since Jesus took all sins of all people to the cross and paid for them there, Peter and every Christian preacher since can announce the forgiveness of sins.  Since God held our sins against Jesus, and Jesus paid for them, God does not hold them against us any longer.  Our sins have been forgiven.  Believe that, and enjoy the benefits of having your sins forgiven!


On Pentecost Peter said, “This Man was handed over to you by God’s set purpose and foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked men, put Him to death by nailing Him to the cross. But God raised Him from the dead.” Ac2v23,24.  Later he said, “You killed the Author of life; but God raised Him from the dead.” Ac3v15.  And again, “Jesus Christ of Naza​reth, whom you crucified but whom God raised from the dead.” Ac4v10.  “The God of our fathers raised Jesus from the dead—whom you had killed by hanging Him on a tree.” Ac5v30.  The apostle Paul preached, “Though they found no proper ground for a death sentence, they asked Pilate to have Him executed. When they had carried out all that was written about Him, they took Him down from the tree and laid Him in a tomb. But God raised him from the dead.” Ac13v28-30.

Easter is a time for family.  Easter is a time for good food, and we ate good food here this morning, and most of us probably plan at least one more special meal today.  Easter is a time for children to be happy.  If you want to eat a chocolate Easter bunny, go for it.  We all really do hope that winter is finally over and spring is fully here.  But Easter is all about Jesus, silly rabbit.  Easter is all about Jesus Christ crucified and risen again for the forgiveness of our sins.  Amen.
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