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 Last Sunday, we read the story of Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit descended 

upon the people in Jerusalem – Jews gathered from all over the ancient world – 

able to understand the good news of God’s grace in their native tongue. Peter 

quotes the words of the prophet Joel to proclaim that this power of the Spirit will 

come upon everyone: male or female, young and old, slave and free alike. Thus, on 

Pentecost, the church is born: the people of God gathered as the body of Christ re-

created in this – and eventually – every corner of the earth. 

 This morning’s reading is a continuation of Peter’s Pentecost sermon, 

focusing on Jesus – his death and resurrection – the main point being that these 

traumatic, mysterious events were a part of God’s plan. Thus, when Jesus is raised 

up – first on the cross and then from the grave – we are made witnesses; it gives us 

hope that God is present, holds us up, and will never let us go. 

 In Peter’s interpretation of the events, God is emphatically in control, 

explaining to his fellow Jews in Jerusalem that Jesus was “handed over to you 

according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God.” While human beings 

were responsible for the crucifixion of Jesus, God had a greater plan: raising him 

from death, “for,” as Peter says, “it was impossible for (Jesus) to be held in its 

power.” 

 There has been much discussion in recent years over the question of who 

killed Jesus; a reasonable concern given Christians’ historical tendency to label 

Jews as “Christ-killers.” Here, Peter clearly implicates his audience in Jesus’ death; 

but it’s important to note that he addresses a group of Jews in a particular place and 

time. It does not refer to Jews from any other period, or to those located anywhere 

besides Jerusalem. In addition, he says that Jesus was killed by “those outside the 

law,” a reference to Roman involvement and culpability. 



 Still, the implication and inferences of Peter’s sermon are all-too-evident in 

anti-Semitic rhetoric and violence that has plagued the world over the last 2000 

years; and is – sadly – still a part of our lives today. We honor and remember, on 

this Memorial Day weekend, the heroes who died protecting our freedom in all 

conflicts; and particularly countering the evil of Nazi Germany and the Holocaust 

in the Second World War. Whenever we decide that some group must pay for an 

action we deem cruel; whenever we find a victim to satisfy a debt we have 

determined needs paying; we run the risk of objectifying, caricaturing, and 

potentially harming others. We cannot read Peter’s sermon without considering 

what has happened as a result of its preaching; and we must not allow it to 

continue to be hi-jacked for harmful purposes.1 

 A more faithful reading of Peter’s sermon might be that, yes, the Jews living 

in Jerusalem in that day were guilty of participating in the arrest, trial, suffering, 

and death of Jesus. But, these actions say something about all of humanity, not 

specifically Judaism.  We all tend to respond to that which we fear or 

misunderstand by rejecting it or pushing it away. Who can say whether we would 

have recognized Jesus as the Messiah; or that we would not have tried to protect 

the status quo? As part of the human family, who among us can say that we have 

not participated in some way in judging, oppressing, or rejecting others? 

 Peter stresses that despite all these human tendencies, God is clearly in 

charge. Jesus has been risen and is now exalted at God’s right hand, where he has 

received and then poured out the Holy Spirit upon his disciples.  Thus, the Father, 

the Son, and the Spirit work together in a tightly connected, overlapping 

communion.2 

 This passage sets Jesus’ death and resurrection in the context of God’s larger 

plan and activity in the people and story of Israel. What happened to Jesus was not 

a new story, but the continuation – and climax – of an old story. In the Prophets 

and Psalms of the Old Testament, this had been foretold; and so, while God raising 

up Jesus came as a surprise to his disciples and to their fellow Jews, it showed a 

continuity of God’s acting in the world through Creation, the Exodus, and David’s 

kingdom. God hears the cries of those who are captives – whether it is to slavery or 

to death – and comes in power to offer salvation.  

 Thus, it is God’s activity in the past that gives us hope for today and 

tomorrow. Psalm 16, which we read this morning, has a beautiful turn of phrase 

                                                           
1 John Holbert, “A Famous and Dangerous Sermon” 
2 Matthew Skinner, Intrusive God, Disruptive Gospel. 



about hope that Peter cites within his sermon: “my flesh will live in hope,” literally 

my flesh will pitch its tent, or, will nest, in hope.  The reason for this hope is that 

God does not allow Jesus to remain in the realm of death, but raises the Son to be 

exulted at God’s right hand. 

This week, sadly, like many weeks, we are mourning the devastation of 

another mass shooting.  In California, a man who had been stockpiling weapons 

and explosives murdered nine of his co-workers before taking his own life.  We, 

likely, will never know what motivated this horrific act; and are left to wonder why 

one person can amass such an immense arsenal without setting off alarm bells. 

This tragedy serves as yet another reminder that, in this nation which so cherishes 

its freedoms, we remain captive to the horrific, repetitive grip of gun violence. 

Peter’s sermon reminds us that Jesus was raised up so that we, his followers, 

can also be raised up. We are to be witnesses to God’s amazing grace; to those who 

promote peace rather than violence and division; to life in its fullness and not the 

tools, systems, and ways of death. If we have been raised up, then we join in God’s 

work for a better, more just, more compassionate, and more hopeful world. 

As we emerge out of this pandemic, we now have the opportunity to elevate 

one or more of our habits and practices to a new level. Maybe we feel called to 

advocate for gun reform or a cleaner environment. Maybe we want to support the 

cause of Veterans or the homeless.  Maybe we could focus on the well-being of a 

neighbor or family member. Or maybe we can look for an interfaith conversation 

partner or learn to become a better ally in the cause racial equality. 

As the church, there are few limits to the ways that we could witness to God 

raising up Jesus through our raising up of these critical topics.  But no individual, 

and no one congregation, is able to concentrate fully and effectively on each issue. 

Like the different parts of a human body, we need each other in order to function 

well.  

In his sermon, Peter places great emphasis on the connectedness of those 

who had gathered in Jerusalem from so many different lands and nations. The 

Spirit descended on all of them; thus, they were each connected into the 

communion of God as Father, Son, and Spirit. As people who are related through 

by and through our three-in-one God, we must rely on others to join with us in 

working for justice, wholeness, and peace. 

 For, not even the worst of human evil can derail the life-giving will of God; 

we will never be abandoned to death and destruction.  All that Jesus preached and 



enacted during his ministry is validated and confirmed by his resurrection, 

ascension, and the pouring out of his Spirit on his followers. God’s life-giving 

power breaks the bonds of death and continues to be at work in the world through 

the power of the Spirit. This is the hope on which we pitch our tents; the hope in 

which we nest and dwell.3 

 People of God, it is easy to find reasons to be cynical or dismayed. Hatred, 

violence, and inequality are all-too-present realities in our world. And yet, in the 

long history of the world that scripture narrates to us, the climax has already been 

reached: Jesus came and lived, taught and healed, died and was buried; and then 

was resurrected by God to new life. Because of this – as we profess – death has 

lost its sting. Our connection – our common ground – lies in what God did and is 

doing among us. God promises, sends, and pours out power. God lifts up and 

exalts life; and God calls us to do likewise. Amen. 
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