April 11, 2010                                                               Luke 24: 36-49 
Prayer: Dear God, Please go with us into the study of your word. Help us to integrate your words fully into our lives, ourselves. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

                                                   So what?

The church calls this Sunday the second Sunday of Easter. That’s what you’ll find printed in your bulletin as well.


But I call it So-what Sunday? We have made such a big deal of Lent and Holy Week. Last week, churches all over the world celebrated the resurrection of Jesus on Easter Sunday.


But so what? What does that mean for us in Greenville, SC, in the 21st century? What does that mean for the cupcake maker in our congregation?  For the day laborer? For the public relations executive? For the retired neurosurgeon and postal worker? 

Now don’t get me wrong. I don’t think everything has to be about us. Far from it. We are here to worship God and to glorify God, and that is the purpose of this service.

And yet, church has to have some relevance to our lives, or we wouldn’t be here. The resurrection has to have some relevance to our lives, or we wouldn’t be here.


So today, we will look at the aftermath of Easter morning, and see what it is we are supposed to do with this rather astounding story.


We’ve been reading our Easter story this year from the gospel of Luke, so we’ll remain with him. Last week, during communion, we read the great story about Jesus appearing to two followers as they walked along the road to Emmaus on Easter night. They didn’t recognize him until he broke bread. 


Those two men immediately went back to Jerusalem to find the 11 disciples and tell them what happened. We’ll pick up the story there, as all Jesus’ disciples are gathered and discussing this amazing incident.


Luke 24: 36-49.

36 While they were talking about this, Jesus himself stood among them and said to them, ‘Peace be with you.’* 37They were startled and terrified, and thought that they were seeing a ghost. 38He said to them, ‘Why are you frightened, and why do doubts arise in your hearts? 39Look 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.’ 40And when he had said this, he showed them his hands and his feet.* 41While in their joy they were disbelieving and still wondering, he said to them, ‘Have you anything here to eat?’ 42They gave him a piece of broiled fish, 43and he took it and ate in their presence. 

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, the prophets, and the psalms must be fulfilled.’ 45Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures, 46and he said to them, ‘Thus it is written, that the Messiah* is to suffer and to rise from the dead on the third day, 47and that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. 48You are witnesses* of these things. 49And see, I am sending upon you what my Father promised; so stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.’ 

This first part of the passage is Luke’s careful foundation for the doctrine of the bodily resurrection. The disciples thought he was a ghost, but Jesus quickly refuted that belief in two ways:


He invited them to touch his body, his flesh and bones, his hands and feet and scars. 

He deliberately ate a piece of fish.


Ghosts cannot be touched, Luke is telling us. Spirits cannot eat. These were the actions of a human body.


Once he’s got that out of the way, Luke moves into the so-what. What does it all mean, this suffering and death and resurrection?


It means, said Jesus, that 1,500 years of history – from Moses to the prophets to the psalms – have been fulfilled in him.


He then did two more things: First, he opened the disciples’ minds so they could understand the Scriptures, understand all the things he’d been teaching them for the past three years. They were confused and afraid, and they misunderstood all these events surrounding his death and resurrection.


So Jesus “opened their minds” just as he opened their eyes to his identity earlier in the breaking of the bread. He opened their minds to his identity.


Second, he gave the disciples their marching orders. They were to proclaim “repentance and forgiveness of sins … in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem.”


He told his disciples – the ones who argued over who was greatest, the ones who fell asleep in the Garden of Gethsemane, the one who denied him, the ones who two verses and two minutes earlier were still “disbelieving” – he told these broken, human, sinful disciples, “You are witnesses to these things.”

And then he told them very specifically to stay in Jerusalem to await the Holy Spirit: “And see, I am sending upon you what my Father promised; so stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.”


Luke will tell us all about that story in the book of Acts.


So what? So what happens after the resurrection?

This! These broken, human, sinful disciples were commanded to proclaim repentance and forgiveness in Jesus’ name to all nations.


We broken, human, sinful disciples are commanded to proclaim repentance and forgiveness in his name to all nations.


 Three of the gospels end on this note, setting the stage for the spread of the church. Matthew’s ending that we know as the Great Commission is perhaps the best known: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” 
  (Mt. 28: 19-20)

That’s partly why 50 churches, many of them in homogenous suburbs, partner with Triune. They know it sits at a crossroads, where people enter our city from all over the country and from the Department of Corrections, where people live in poverty and despair and addiction, where teaching obedience to Christ might reach some un-churched ears. This is a place where they know the gospel can make a difference, and they want to be part of that. They are trying to follow Jesus’ final commands to us.

As for us, for those of us who worship at Triune each week, so what of the resurrection for us?

We are to proclaim repentance and forgiveness of sins in his name.

I’ve told you before about my favorite words on a T-shirt: Preach the gospel at all times. If necessary, use words.


That’s the kind  of proclamation that will be most effective at Triune – for people to see the gospel through our lives. Our former associate pastor Alfred Johnson used to say, “Our people won’t care what we know until they know that we care.”

People won’t care what you know until they know that you care.
In other words, our lives throughout the week have to show something before our words on Sunday will be listened to.  

When I tell a story from the pulpit, I try to make it clear if it’s from the Bible, if it’s something that happened to me, if it’s something from the news, or if it’s fiction. For the first three, I can give you the book of the Bible or names and dates of the event. It’s important to me that you can trust that.


But occasionally, I’ll tell a fictitious or made-up story that makes a point. I’ll always tell you if it’s fiction. Sometimes it may be true, but I can’t prove it, so I’ll err on the side of caution and assume it’s made up.


I say all this because someone asked me a couple of weeks ago if the story about the people with the soup spoons attached to their arms was from the Bible. He said he was pretty sure it wasn’t, but he wanted to make sure.


That story was fiction, and the story I’m getting ready to tell you is fiction. But it makes a point I want to make.

A preacher was called to a church in a mid-sized town. When he’d been in town just a few weeks, he had occasion to ride the bus from his home to downtown. 

When he sat down, he realized the bus driver had given him a quarter too much change. As he considered what to do, he thought, “I better give the quarter back. That’s the honest thing to do.”


Then he thought, “Gee, it’s only a quarter. Maybe I’ll just embarrass him by giving it back.”


When he came to his stop, the preacher paused a moment at the door, then handed the quarter to the driver. “You gave me too much change,” he explained.


The driver said, “Aren’t you the new preacher in town?”


And the man replied, “Yes.”


And the driver said, “I’ve been thinking lately about going somewhere to worship. I wanted to see what you would do if I gave you too much change. I’ll see you at church on Sunday.”


When the preacher stepped off the bus, he grabbed the nearest light pole, sank to his knees, and said, “Oh God, I almost sold your Son for a quarter.”


The point is our lives are the only Bible some people will ever read.


Our lives are the only Bible some people will ever read.


I mentioned last week that some people in the Stone Avenue neighborhood see us as a problem. It’s one thing if we are living out Christ’s commands in Matthew 25 to feed the hungry, clothe the naked and welcome the stranger, and they simply don’t like that. 

It’s another thing if our behavior impairs our witness.


If people see us at Triune and then see us panhandling or stealing, they will think, “I guess that’s how Christians behave.”


If people see us at Triune and then see us weaving drunkenly up the sidewalk, they will think, “I guess that’s how Christians behave.”


If people know we’re from Triune and discover us cheating a business partner or cheating on a spouse, they will think, “I guess that’s how Christians behave. That’s why I don’t want to be a Christian. See how hypocritical they are!”

How we behave doesn’t simply reflect on us. It reflects on Jesus Christ. When we declare that we’re disciples of Jesus Christ, who we are and what we do reflect on him. That’s what he came back to tell the disciples after the resurrection. Everything they did would be in his name.

Everything we do is in his name.


That’s the so-what of the resurrection. That’s the so-what of Easter. Everything we do and say is in his name.

That’s an awesome responsibility.


That’s also an awesome promise. For Jesus promised the Holy Spirit would “clothe (his disciples) with power from on high.” I can’t hear Percy and Lamar and Andre and Frank sing, and doubt that we have been clothed with the Holy Spirit, too.


I can’t go into the art room and see 15 artists hard at work and doubt that we have been clothed with the Holy Spirit.


I can’t watch folks packing groceries on Tuesdays or teaching computer classes on Wednesdays or teaching people to read on Saturdays and doubt that the Holy Spirit is flowing.


Last Sunday, I preached about how we must store up Jesus’ teachings so we can put them all together when the time comes for his revelation, when the time comes for him to reveal himself fully. That very evening our speakers were two gentlemen in recovery. And do you know what they did as part of their sermon?

They recited the entire book of Ephesians from memory. Six chapters, tag team, back and forth. Entirely from memory. I can’t hear that on the very day I spoke about storing up Scripture and doubt that we have been clothed with the Holy Spirit.

So what? So we must live as we hear Christ command in these last words of the gospels: Proclaim. Witness. Teach.


If necessary, use words.


Amen. 
