
What We Know for Certain
Acts 3:1-19, I John 2:28-3:7, Luke 24:36b-48

I’ve mentioned this more than once I know, but one of my occasional passions is reading history.  
It usually starts with a particular person, or a particular event, and then I find myself reading about the 
things that lead to that event, and the after-effects that it triggered.  Or I find myself reading about one 
person, and then I get interested in one of the other people that their lives interacted with – what made 
them do what they do, and then it carries on from there. Six or seven books later I’ve usually burnt out; 
Not because I know everything about it – I know that isn’t possible – but I’ve at least gotten a broad 
enough perspective to have a sense of what I still don’t know, maybe what can’t be known.  

My latest passion was early American History – the Revolutionary War, the Declaration of 
Independence, the Constitution. It all started, embarrassingly enough, with the Musical “Hamilton”, a 
broadway, hip-hop story of the life of one of the founding Fathers’ I knew almost nothing about.  I 
wanted to read more about him, which made me want to read more about George Washington, and the 
other early presidents, and the revolutionary war and it’s aftermath, and the Constitutional Convention.  

I don’t know about you but when I learned all that history in high school, it was presented in 
such a straightforward – x, lead to y, lead to z – way.  It seemed as though things were decided neatly, 
that the founding fathers were a unified group who shared a unified vision for building a new country. 
There was almost an air of inevitability about it all – that it was destiny. The founding fathers were 
praised for their wisdom and ideals – they seemed larger than life. 

But what I found, of course, is that deeper I read, the messier the story got. The Revolutionary 
war was messy. It was controversial. A lot of American’s didn’t support it – in fact the majority of most 
colonies likely didn’t, at least at first. The founding fathers were a mixed bag of people. They all had 
their noble aspects, but they also all had their faults and failings. Some of them accomplished great 
things, but were outright jerks. They didn’t share the same ideals. They had many different visions of 
what they thought the new country could and should become. They didn’t share opinions on religion, on 
politics, on economics, on slavery, and they often had major, sometimes violent, arguments. They 
slandered each other in the press and hurled all sorts of accusations against each other – many of which 
were true on both sides. Our history unfolded in fits and starts, through acts of courage and acts of 
cowardice, in the hands of people who were sometimes noble visionaries, but who more often were as 
self-serving and short-sighted as the leaders we complain about today. There was nothing “inevitable” or 
particularly exceptional about any of it – it just happened as it happened – good, bad, and ugly.

I ended up thinking about all that because of our gospel lesson this morning. It’s an awkward 
little passage from Luke’s gospel, one that I confess I likely would never consider preaching on if the 
lectionary didn’t serve it up.  That’s actually WHY I usually preach on the lectionary, by the way; 
BECAUSE it forces me, and thus all of us, to look at passages that we would likely gloss over. 

In this case it’s sort of the “follow-up” story to the more familiar one that Luke tells just before 
this, the story of the Emmaus Road. You likely remember it – two unnamed disciples are walking from 
Jerusalem to Emmaus after Jesus’ crucifixion. They know he was killed and buried – they’ve heard that 
some of the women from their group and Peter have seen his empty tomb and been told that he is risen – 
but they don’t know what to make of any of that. And as they are walking along a strange man walks 
along beside them. He starts explaining things to them, reminding them of passages of scripture that talk 
about the way God works in the world, how they connect to what they’ve been seeing and hearing. 

They get caught up in what he’s saying so they invite him in for dinner and presumably to stay 
the night. It’s only when dinner starts, and the stranger picks up the bread, and breaks it, and gives it to 
them, that they realize that this “stranger” is Jesus. But then he disappears. So they run back to 
Jerusalem to tell the rest of the disciples what has happened – that’s where our passage picks up today.



And suddenly Jesus is there. Offering them peace, eating with them, “opening their minds” to 
new understandings of the scriptures that they have been reading their whole lives. 

There have been all kinds of debates about this story.  What is this meal – is it a prelude of the 
eucharist, the way we often interpret the meal on the Emmaus road, or is it something else? Is it trying to 
provide a model for what Christians should do when they get together?  (You might be interested in 
knowing that the earliest depictions we have of Christian worship – drawings in the catacombs of Rome 
– always include fish on the table along with bread – sometimes INSTEAD of wine – wrap your head 
around how different our worship services would be if THAT tradition had continued!). Or is Luke just 
reinforcing the reality that Jesus was truly risen – ghosts usually don’t eat, after all. Then he opens “the 
scripture”, lays it all out, tells them everything from the law, the prophets, the Psalms – every phrase that 
will help them understand. Then he sums it all up ““This is what is written: the Christ will suffer and 
rise from the dead on the third day, and a change of heart and life for the forgiveness of sins must be 
preached in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things.”

Except – well – there is no one passage of scripture that says all that until that moment. What 
Luke is summing up is an understanding of scripture that no one had ever had before – that no one ever 
could have had before – before they had witnessed it. 

That’s the challenge of this entire passage, really. It makes everything seem cut-and-dried, 
straightforward, inevitable. But was it?  Is it? Does everything immediately fit together so neatly? Is 
scripture really that clear? Most of what we know about the history of the early church calls that into 
question.  The truth is Luke lays out in just a few verses a set of understandings that took the early 
church years, decades, almost centuries, to even begin to truly come to terms with. 

We do that all the time, of course. Especially when it comes to scripture. Consider this (hold up 
Bible). What is it?  It has a lot of names – the Christian scriptures, the Holy Bible, the “Good Book”. We 
have been reading it and studying it for centuries now. We argue about what its passages mean, how it 
all fits together, how it instructs us to live our lives. 

Here’s a sobering truth: It is estimated that around the world there are over 30,000 different 
Christian organizations – not single churches, but sects, denominations, or branches of denominations. 
There are more than 1200 different branches of Christianity in the United States alone.  And almost all 
of them are based in some way on different understandings of the Bible. 

You may or may not be aware that we don’t even completely agree on what is actually IN the 
Bible in the first place. If I asked most of you how many books are in the Bible you’d likely say 66. 
Except some of you might have Bibles that have 73, including 7 books some books between the “Old” 
and “New” Testament – books that are often called the Apocrypha. We protestants don’t use them in 
worship, but some traditions, most notably the Anglican/Episcopal traditions – sometimes do – and they 
are Canon in the Roman Catholic Church. How many Psalms are there? If you look at the index of your 
Bible, you’ll find there are 150. Except in the Bibles used in some bibles used in Greek tradition, where 
there are 151, or the Psalms used in one of the oldest Christian traditions, the Syriac tradition of the 
Middle East, where there are 155.

Things get even more interesting when you start to look at where the Bible as we have it today 
came from. When was it written? Well, it’s first it’s sort of two questions really. We know that all of the 
oldest manuscripts of Hebrew scripture we have are later copies. Ironically, a lot of them aren’t even in 
Hebrew – they are Greek translations. The oldest complete manuscripts in Hebrew are from the eighth 
century of what we used call A.D – Anno Domine – year of the lord, after Jesus.  It’s called the 
“Masoretic” text, names after the community of scholars that compiled it, the Masoretes, and it doesn’t 
always agree with the Septuagint. 



What we have from before that are fragments – almost all of which are come from the 
discoveries we usually call the “Dead Sea Scrolls”. And those scrolls, are, frankly, a mess. There are 
multiple copies of the same books of the Bible in them that don’t agree. Some are in Greek some are in 
Hebrew. Some are more like the Septuagint, some are more Masoretic, and some don’t agree with either 
one. And all that is just what we call the Old Testament.

The New Testament is simpler in some ways – we have more manuscripts. But we also have a 
lot of manuscripts of other “books” that were written around the same time – many of which seem to 
have been used by some Christian communities but were later rejected. They didn’t “catch on”, or over 
time were considered to be less reliable. The history of the “Canon”, list of 27 books that we now call 
the New Testament – is a little fuzzy. The oldest mention of it we have for certain comes from 367 A.D.. 
Some people believe that a theologian named Origen compiled a similar list earlier, but he was later 
declared a heretic for other reasons so that is, well, awkward. Either way it took over 200 years.

The Bible you were taught in Sunday school, that you hear in worship, that you hopefully read 
and study on your own and together, was written over the course of many centuries. It is a collection of 
individual books, some of which were themselves written over the course of two or three centuries and 
which seem to have been re-compiled and revised several time. It is the work of men, and possibly at 
least some women, whose faith and experiences of God’s presence in their lives and the lives of their 
community inspired them to try put a description of the mystery of who God is into words. 

That’s what Luke is doing in his gospel – he’s writing about the way the experience of shaped 
the lives of the early disciples, opened them up to the presence of the Holy Spirit, drew them together as 
a community.  He makes it sound a lot cleaner and easier than it actually was, but the details of the story 
aren’t his point. What matters to Luke is the effect that an encounter with the risen Christ had on the 
disciples lives. It offered them peace by freeing them from the power of fear, even the fear of death. 

Christ opened their minds to understand scripture in new ways, not tied to the past or to a future, 
predestined, future but as a connection to the living presence of God and God’s Spirit in their lives. 

And Christ gave them a new purpose – to be witnesses. Witnesses to the reality or resurrection. 
To live changed lives that allowed others to see that their lives can be changed. To offer others the same 
sense of forgiveness and hope that they had received. To draw others together, even across the 
boundaries the nations and language and tradition, in the same way that they had been drawn together. 

 Luke isn’t naïve about the division of the early church, by the way. In fact as he continues 
writing in the book of Acts he’s going to talk about it. He’s going to talk about times those disputes were 
resolved and he’s going to describe other times when they more or less agreed to disagree, with 
followers of Christ of Hebrew descent maintaining one set of laws for their behavior while remaining 
with gentile believers who didn’t always follow the same rules. He’s also going to introduce us to Saul, 
also called Paul, whose life will be transformed by his own encounter with the risen Christ and whose 
teachings will shape some early Christian communities, but who will also in some cases become a 
source of controversy and division himself. 

But yet through all of that, the overall witness of this messy collection of books we call scripture 
is that faith wins out. Through all of their struggles with the political powers of the say, all of their 
disagreements about scripture and who has the right to interpret it, the God who was revealed in Jesus 
Christ remains in charge.

Why?  Not because we or anyone else has all the right answers. Not because we or anyone else 
are paragons of perfect, sinless, righteousness. Not because of any power or authority that we possess on 
our own.



But because, as the author of I John said: We are the children of God. That is the power that God 
has made available to us through Jesus Christ. I love the way that I John continually addresses the 
people it is written to as “little children”. That’s not an entirely endearing thing, by the way, the ancient 
world didn’t romanticize childhood the way that we do. It’s more a not so subtle reminder not to take 
ourselves too seriously. Before God we’re not all that – we’re just little children. But we’re God’s 
children. Children that have been welcomed into God’s household, through Jesus Christ, the one who 
was sent so that the whole world can be saved through him.

That might not always be obvious – the world certainly won’t always see us see us as God’s 
children.  We won’t always see each other that way either. Sometimes we may not even see ourselves in 
that light. But that doesn’t change the reality of the situation. 

Yes, some may work to break that relationship – rebel against it. Deny the presence of God in 
others by devaluing their lives, disrespecting and abusing them. Some may even get so lost that they see 
that kind of behavior as righteous, that the other’s sins makes them less worthy, removes them from 
God’s family and God’s love. But that is a delusion. Remember, just last week we read in the Chapter 1 
of Ist John, “ If we claim, “We don’t have any sin,” we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us…” “If 
we claim, ‘we have never sinned’ we make Christ a liar and his word is not in us.” 

We don’t have all the answers. We don’t have a perfect understanding of God, or the world. The 
Bible doesn’t contain all the answers either, and even if it did we would always be deficient in our 
ability to understand them. 

But we do have, in scripture, in this community of faith, and in the presence of the Spirit that 
unites us, is promise that God is with us. 

We aren’t given all the answers, but we are given the power to struggle, to ask questions, to 
continually move closer to God and to one another. We aren’t removed from the presence of Sin, in the 
world or even in ourselves, but we are given the power to recognize it and to resist its influence in our 
lives. 

And most of all, we are given the assurance that we are loved. And that assurance empowers us 
to love - to join Jesus in his compassion for our broken planet, his passion for peace, his hunger and 
thirst for justice, his welcoming embrace of the excluded and his tender mercy toward sinners. 

As beloved children of God, we are called to remember those whom the rest of the world forgets, 
keep company with the fallen and the downtrodden, work to turn strangers into friends, and labor for 
reconciliation among enemies. That is why the Letter to the Romans says: "The creation waits with 
eager longing for the revealing of the children of God." The transformation of creation is bound up with 
our transformation. 

Again in the words of 1John’s: "Friends," the elder John wrote, "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 friends, what the world will be has not yet been revealed 
either. But when it is, we can trust that it will, at last, be as God always intended: a place of beauty and 
peace, unquenchable joy and unending love.

O God, work in our minds and hearts until we think and feel like Jesus and give us courage to 
join him in loving and healing the world. We pray, as we would live, in his name. Amen


