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THE THIRD SUNDAY OF EASTER

A Tale of Two Disciples
Acts 9:1-20; John 21:1-19

I have been puzzled for a number of years.  It seems that, in some
places, just after Easter, folks begin to head to the beach.  Why is that, I have
wondered.  Last week I discovered the answer in the Bible.  John tells us that
“after these things,” meaning the resurrection and Jesus’ appearance to his
disciples, Peter, Thomas, Nathaniel, James, John, and two unnamed
disciples headed for the beach.  They went to the Sea of Tiberias.  After they
got there, Peter said, “I’m going fishing!”  And the rest of them said, “We’ll go
with you!”  So they did.  They fished all night, but they didn’t catch a thing.  I
don’t know if they got what they deserved or not!

Just as dawn broke and the rising sun lit up the beach, Peter and the
other disciples saw Jesus there.  Apparently he had been fishing, too,  and
had been successful since he already had fish grilling on a fire.  He told the
men to try once again and their nets were so full of fish that they threatened
to tear.  The disciples had thought Easter was over, but it was not.  In fact,
after breakfast, Jesus wanted to have a little talk with Peter.

Some time later, another Jewish man was eager to get out of town.  His
trip was not for leisure, but for work.  Saul, as he was then known, was on his
way to Damascus to eradicate any and all believers in this false messiah
known as Jesus.  He had official papers from the high priest in Jerusalem
giving him authority to take custody of any of these believers and return them
to Jerusalem for trial.  Along the way, however, Jesus showed up.  He wanted
to have a little talk with Saul.

Two men, vastly different in many ways, both followed the same risen
Lord.  A couple of Sundays after Easter, let’s look at the lives of these two
men.

We know a little about Peter’s background.  His given name was a good
Jewish name–Simeon–shortened to Simon.  His father’s name was Jonah,
another good Hebrew name.  Simon was likely born in the seaside town of
Bethsaida although when he traveled with Jesus, he had a home in
Capernaum, another village on the sea.  He was married, was by trade a



fisherman, and by faith a Jew.  His brother Andrew was a follower of John the
Baptist and Simon might have come under his influence as well.

He was one of the first disciples invited to follow Jesus and became one
three people in Jesus’ inner circle.  When Peter made his famous confession
of faith at Caesarea Philippi, stating “You are the Messiah, the Son of the
living God,” Jesus gave him a second name–Cephas or Petros–meaning rock
or stone.  He became a spokesman for the group of disciples and, following
Jesus’ ascension, became their primary preacher.  He courageously
confronted the Jewish authorities.  He was given the power of healing.  He
became the first missionary to reach out to the Gentiles, defying traditional
Jewish law by sharing table fellowship with them, and, most important, by
sharing the Gospel with them.  He baptized the Roman centurion Cornelius
after God revealed to him that he showed no partiality to anyone.  Peter was
imprisoned because of his faith and ended up in Rome where tradition tells
us he was crucified upside down because he felt unworthy to be crucified in
the same manner as Jesus.  It is highly likely that he and Paul cooperated
with their ministry in Rome.

Peter was not illiterate, he had received the typical level of education for
a Jewish male.  He was, however, a bit rough around the edges.  He was
often quick to speak or act, could be rather coarse, and had a fiery temper. 
Most notably, we remember that Peter denied Jesus three times after he had
insisted that he would never forsake his Lord.  That is why Jesus wanted to
have a little talk with Peter by the seashore.  Three times Jesus asked Peter
if he loved him and three times Peter responded that he did.  Jesus was wise. 
He knew that offering Peter an opportunity to affirm his love for him three
times would help him forgive himself for denying Christ three times.  It worked,
and Peter truly followed Jesus from that point forward.  He became a wise
and compassionate leader in the mother Church.1

Saul was also a Jew, but rather than being raised in Palestine, he was
born in Tarsus, a city in the Roman province of Silicia.  Thus Saul was a
Roman citizen and entitled to all of the rights and privileges afforded any other
citizen.  He spoke Greek which aided his travels throughout the Roman
Empire.  He was thoroughly Jewish, being raised in an orthodox family and
bearing the same name as the first king of Israel.  Saul was refined and
constrained.  He was highly educated and trained as a Pharisee.  In fact he

1A.F. Walls, “Peter,” The New Bible Dictionary (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdman’s Publishing Co.,
1962), 971-973.
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studied with Gamaliel in Jerusalem, a highly respected teacher of the Hebrew
law.2  He was committed to preserving the Hebrew religion and making certain
that the laws which shaped their faith were neither ignored nor breached.

It was in this manner of thinking that Saul considered the followers of
Jesus to be a threat to the Jewish faith.  We are told that he was present at
the stoning of Stephen, the first martyr of the Christian faith.  Shortly
thereafter, he set out for Damascus, having heard that a group of believers
were active in that city.  On his journey, however, he was blinded by a flash
of light and heard the voice of Jesus asking Saul why he was persecuting him. 
Through the kindness of a believer named Ananias and along with his
blessing, Saul’s blindness–both physical and spiritual–was healed.  He was
immediately baptized as a believer in Jesus Christ.  He changed his name to
Paul, gave up being a rabbi, and became a missionary among the Gentiles
throughout the Roman Empire.  Over twenty-five percent of the New
Testament writings are attributed to Paul, compared to only fourteen pages
of the Greek text being ascribed to Peter.3  While not all of the books credited
to him were actually written by Paul, a significant number of them are and are
evidence both of his love for Christ and his love for his fellow believers.

Two very different people of the same faith.  In fact, their Jewish faith
is probably the only thing Peter and Paul shared in common before they
encountered the risen Christ.  Culturally, educationally, psychologically,
emotionally, and spiritually, these two men were quite different.  Nevertheless
God wooed them both.  It took quite a while for Peter to grasp what God was
doing.  For three years he was with Jesus and never quite understood what
was going on.  Still, God was patient and continued to call Peter to follow him. 
Finally, after Jesus took a walk with him on a beach by the sea, Peter
understood the grace and love of God in Christ.

Paul’s conversion was much quicker and far more dramatic.  Once he
encountered Christ and heard the invitation to follow him, Paul was
completely in.  He embraced the Christian faith with the same kind of fervor
and intensity that he had used to try to destroy it.

Two very different people who came to faith in vastly different ways, but
still they heard Christ’s invitation to follow him and they responded.  They

2Otto F.A. Meinardus, St. Paul in Greece (Athens: Lycabettus Press, 1972), 1-2.

3Leander E. Keck, Paul and His Letters, Proclamation Commentaries, Gerhard Krodel, ed.,
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979.), 3.
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shared the Gospel throughout the Roman Empire and both died for their faith
when they were in Rome.

Peter and Paul are now heros of the faith to the extent that they took
seriously God’s call upon their lives and lived faithfully into that calling.  For
them, Easter was never over and done.  For them each new day was a
witness to the resurrection and an opportunity for someone else to experience
their own resurrection to faith in Christ.

How about you?  Are you like Peter?  Or are you more like Paul?  Does
it take a long time for things to sink in as you mull them over?  Are you the
questioning type, eager to know every aspect of a group before you commit
yourself to it?  Do you take a long time to form opinions, make up your mind,
and fully commit to something?  Or do you make quick decisions once you are
convinced of something?

Are you like Peter?  Are you like Paul?  Or are you more like Martha
who preferred to get things organized, attend to details, and be busy about
the Lord’s work?  Are you more like Mary who was completely satisfied with
soaking up every word Jesus uttered?  Does faith come as something you do
or is it more an experience of something you believe?  Is there another
disciple of Christ who better captures your way of faith and your commitment
to follow Christ?

The important thing about both Peter and Paul–the most important thing
is that each one responded to Christ’s invitation to follow him.  Peter accepted
early on but really did not grasp what was going on until after Jesus’
resurrection.  Paul believed as soon as he experienced God’s grace and felt
his healing power.  God wooed both of these men in vastly different ways. 
God was patient with Peter and decisive with Paul.  Both men understood and
their answer to Christ was an unequivocal “Yes!”

How about you?  On this Third Sunday of Easter, two weeks after we
celebrated Christ’s resurrection, is Easter over and it is time to get onto
something else?  Or, is it time for a little talk with Jesus to discover what it
means for you to follow Christ today?  May you hear the voice of Christ calling
and respond with a resounding “Yes!”
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April 14, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

God who created all things, even the extravagant idea of resurrection,
we come to sing our joyful Alleluias and to lift our hearts in praise in this
Easter season because we have experienced again the jubilation and hope
of that first Easter morning.  Some of us come like Mary Magdalene, running
through the garden to share the astounding news that Christ is risen indeed! 
Some of us come like Thomas, hoping beyond all hope that the news is true
but needing reassurance.  Some of us come like Peter, wavering between our
good intentions and desire to serve you and the obstacles of our own fears
and weaknesses, humbled that your mercy can transform even us.  Some of
us come like Paul, confronted by such a powerful experience of your grace
that we are changed in spite of ourselves.  But we all come, Merciful God,
knowing that we are welcomed as your children, called to be your disciples,
and redeemed by your grace.  We come because we have heard and
witnessed the good news of your Resurrection, and our only response is to
offer ourselves in gratitude and wonder.

We pray, O God, that even in this season when we celebrate the life-
changing news that Christ has conquered sin and death, you would help us
also to focus on his life and ministry.   As we live out our discipleship by
gathering to worship you and departing to serve our neighbors, make us
faithful to answer your call to minister to your children everywhere.  This day
we pray especially for those who, because of oppressive regimes or
disintegrating neighborhoods or volatile relationships, live in the constant fear
of violence.  We lift up those whose minds and bodies are consumed with
pain.  We offer our prayers for those who lack the necessities of life, who lack
companionship through the journey of life, or who lack hope for a meaningful
and productive life.  Make of us agents of healing and compassion and
messengers of your peace.  May this community in which we enjoy worship
and learning and fellowship inspire us to live lives patterned after the example
of our Lord Jesus Christ, in whose name we offer these and all our prayers. 
Amen. 

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


