EASTER 3, B – April 18, 2021
SCRIPTURES – Acts 3:11-21; 1 John 3:1-7; Luke 24:36-49

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 and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled.” Then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures, and said to them, “Thus it is written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third day rise from the dead, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his name to all nations.” Luke 24
2,000 years ago – on this date? Who knows? But, it was in the spring – Jesus stood before a troubled group of people: His disciples. They were troubled because just 3 days before He had been put to death on a cross, but that morning they had heard reports that He had risen from the dead. Should they believe them? What should they do? Jesus came to them with peace.
500 years ago – and on this very day, April 18 – Martin Luther stood before a troubled group of people: his king and his officials; representatives of his Church’s “king,” the Pope; and princes from throughout Germany. He was offered peace… if he would take back everything he had written about faith in Jesus and life in Him… if he would deny and reject his understanding of the Scriptures and accept his pope’s. If not, he would be condemned.
Today, you and I have come here. Are we troubled people? Well, we are surely sinners, and that is troubling. We also live in troubling times. And here, peace is offered to us: the peace of the forgiveness of our sins and the assurance that God is with us to help us.
Are you sure of this peace? That you need it? That you have it? You can be… you should be… because of Jesus; because He died and rose for you. The risen Jesus Himself directs you to where His peace is found: in the Bible… the words of Moses, the prophets, and the Psalms… and the words of the New Testament, written later by His apostles and evangelists. If it were not for them, for their witness to Him not only in word but especially in writing, we would not be able to know with certainty about Him and His works. We would not have the peace that we need most!
Peace – and above all inner peace; the peace of knowing with certainty that God loves you, forgives you, and is with you as your helper, especially when you are in need – everyone needs this: those who lived in Jesus’ day… in Luther’s day… and us today. No matter how good things are, if you are miserable inside and afraid life is bad. Conversely, no matter how bad things may be around you, if you are at peace in your heart all is well.

Tragic events in life… unrest in society, and also in the church: such things are not new. A pandemic? When Luther was 44 the bubonic plague struck Wittenberg, where he lived. You could get sick in the evening and be dead by morning. 50% - 60% of people died, not the 1% or less who die from covid. Talk about fearful and unsettling! And in Jesus’ day there was no understanding of disease and few effective treatments. The sick were often shunned. We have it so much better today! But, are we at peace? What about faith in God? What about the Church?
Just think: Jesus was the Messiah, the Savior God had promised to send His people. His incredible miracles and understanding of God’s Word showed this. And yet, those who knew the Bible the best – the religious leaders – rejected Him! This happened because the faith of Israel had been corrupted. One group of influential teachers, the Pharisees, taught that salvation was a matter of knowing God’s Law and obeying it. Salvation by works, and not faith! Another influential group, the Sadducees – the temple priests came from them – were skeptics who denied clear Biblical teachings, such as the resurrection of the dead.
You didn’t find the Sadducees’ corruption of the faith in Luther’s day. But, salvation by one’s works, the Pharisees’ corruption, had become the focus of the Church. In fact, the Church sold salvation. You could purchase a document that promised the forgiveness of all penalties for sins. You could gain forgiveness by praying before the bone of a saint, or some other relic. Some bishops and cardinals bought their positions. The Church was more corrupt than the government!
What about Christianity today? The Church? How much influence do we have? How many lives are changed? I recently heard it reported that, for the first time in our country, fewer than 50% of people say they belong to a church. How sad!
If only God would come down! Well, He did… and He still does. But, He does so in a lowly way; even on Easter Sunday we see this. When Jesus appeared to His disciples, He put Himself at their level. He invited them to touch Him. He accepted fish from their hands and ate it before them. And then, He promised to remain among them in lowliness: the lowliness of God’s Word. “Everything written about me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled.” The words of the Bible are about Him, He says! This is where you will find Him. This is how we are to read it and why we are to accept it. We should approach the Bible as we would approach Jesus Himself! “Then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures.” This is what we each need to pray for: for God to open our minds. We dare not approach the Bible with our own wisdom and understandings. If even popes and councils have erred and contradicted themselves, as Luther stated before the Emperor, then how much more likely are we to do so? Let the plain words of God, and especially Jesus’ own teaching of them, speak. Listen to them, and then bind your conscience to them. And God’s peace, which passes all understanding, will fill your heart and mind.
In one of the writings that Martin Luther was asked to reject as he stood before his king at the Diet of Worms – a treatise called The Freedom of a Christian – he wrote:

     One thing, and only one thing, is necessary for Christian life, righteousness, and freedom. The one thing is the most holy Word of God, the Gospel of Christ, as Christ says, John 11 [:25], "I am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live”; and John 8 [:36], “So if the Son makes you free, you shall be free indeed”; and Matt. 4 [:4], “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.” Let us then consider it certain and firmly established that the soul can do without anything except the Word of God and that where the Word of God is missing there is no help at all for the soul. If it has the Word of God it is rich and lacks nothing since it is the Word of life, truth, light, peace, righteousness, salvation, joy, liberty, wisdom, power, grace, glory, and of every incalculable blessing…

     You may ask, “What then is the Word of God, and how shall it be used, since there are so many words of God?” I answer: the Apostle explains this in Romans 1. The Word is the Gospel of God concerning His Son, who was made flesh, suffered, rose from the dead, and was glorified through the Spirit who sanctifies. To preach Christ means to feed the soul, make it righteous, set it free, and save it, provided it believes the preaching. Faith alone is the saving and efficacious use of the Word of God…” (LW 31:345-346)
Have faith in Jesus, and let not your heart be troubled! Risen from the dead and standing before His disciples, the Lord of life – your Lord – declares:
Everything written about me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled… Thus it is written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third day rise from the dead, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his name to all nations.
Jesus has fulfilled the Scriptures. You have heard this truth! You have His very words. In the Scriptures is Jesus, and forgiveness and life in Him. Hear them; believe them; and be at peace! In the blessed name of Jesus, our crucified, risen, and living Lord. Amen.
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