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How much do you like change? We humans are notoriously resistant to change, partly from the way our 

brains work—it just takes more intellectual energy to process changes—and partly from the way we 

have created habits and patterns of operation in order to make life a bit easier. We know it takes effort to 

change a habit or a pattern of thinking, and we have to decide whether to commit to that effort or not. 

Sometimes change is forced upon us—I’m thinking now about the people of Ukraine; and sometimes we 

get to choose—think about the decision to downsize, for instance. And sometimes change comes as a 

gift from God. Let’s keep the idea of change in our minds as we look at these three scriptures. 

The first one that I want to explore is the passage from the Book of Revelation. This is near the end of 

the book and the culmination of the vision of the author. He sees a new heaven and a new earth, and 

they are one. The old creation and the new creation have been united by Christ. The Lord says, “See, I 

am making all things new.” Death and pain will disappear, and God will dwell among the people. 

Humans are fully united with God. The city image denotes dependence, and in fact, interdependence 

among its citizens. 

One of the first statements is that “the sea was no more.” The sea is the code name for chaos, and 

chaos separates humans from one another, so this is a message of peace. And I would note that the 

quote is not I WILL make all things new, maybe in two or three or ten thousand years, but “I AM making 

all things new.” It was a current process at the time, and it continues. This book was written partly to 

encourage the Christians of its era in their time of persecution and is a message of hope for wherever 

and whenever God’s people are struggling. It was not meant to be just a lovely picture of some far-off 

event, but a vision of something new that is being created and we are part of both the new creation and 

the act of creating it.  

How, you might ask, can we be part of the act of creating? Jesus tells us how. The John passage is the 

beginning of what is called the “farewell discourses,” chapters 13-17. Jesus is saying good-by to his 

disciples and doing his best to prepare them for what is to come. By now he knows the political climate 

and what is, at this point, inevitable. And in today’s passage, he has just seen Judas leave to make the 

final contact for the betrayal. He knows time is short. And he knows how hard the next hours and days 

will be for his disciples because he knows that they really don’t understand what is happening yet. He 

loves them so much. He calls them “little children,” knowing they will feel orphaned when he leaves 

them. He tells them no parable here but speaks directly: “I give you a new commandment, that you love 

one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.” This is how people will know 

that you are my disciples, that you have love for one another. In that brief statement, he repeats it three 

times! He is speaking so tenderly to them because he knows the suffering they will soon experience. In 

the short term, he is encouraging them to be patient with each other in the coming days, to care for one 

another, to forgive one another. He knows that love overcomes fear. In the longer term, he knows that a 

new way of being in community can flow from this new law. 

But you may say, didn’t we already have this law? Wasn’t there a verse in Leviticus that says to love 

your neighbor as yourself? And didn’t Jesus repeat that to the lawyer who tried to test him? So, what is 

really new here? Some think the answer is in the fact that Christ loved us far more than he loved 

himself. In the passage from John 10 that we read last week, he tells his disciples that, “the good 



shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” And he repeats it in John 15:13: “No one has greater love 

than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” Having Jesus as a model undoes all the limits. 

Whatever love might mean in a given moment; it asks for everything. Love does not calculate the costs. 

I’m sure you know that in this case, love is not to be interpreted as a warm fuzzy feeling, but as action. It 

isn’t about what you believe, but about how you live. Karen Armstrong says that “religion is about doing 

things that change you.” (There’s that word again!) She gives the example of Islam. The Muslims have 5 

pillars of faith. The pillars are  

1. To make a declaration of faith, that there is One God, and Muhammad is his prophet. 

2. To pray several times a day 

3. To fast 

4. To give alms 

5. To make a pilgrimage to Mecca 

All of these are actions and are designed to change people, to lead them to personal transformation. 

Only one says anything about beliefs. 

Karen Armstrong goes on to relay a story from Isak Dinesen’s Out of Africa. A boy named Kitau 

appeared at the author’s door one day, near Nairobi, to ask for a job as a domestic servant. She hired 

him but was surprised when after only three months, he asked her for a letter of recommendation to 

Sheik Ali bin Salim, a Muslim who lived in a nearby town. Dinesen offered to raise Kitau’s pay in order to 

keep him, but he was not concerned with the money. Kitau had decided to become either a Christian or 

a Muslim, and his purpose in working for Dinesen was to see, up close, the way a Christian lived. Now 

that he had worked for Dinesen and seen the ways of Christians, he would go and observe Sheik Ali to 

see how Muslims behave; then he would decide. The author remembers wishing Kitau had told her that 

before he came to live with her!  

“Little children, love each other. This is how everyone will know that you are my disciples.” Jesus wanted 

to make it easy on us by having to focus on just one thing; yet we have found so many other ways to 

identify true believers and we often have a hard time putting this commandment into practice. It was true 

in the post-Pentecost era as well. 

Before we talk about the post-Pentecost Peter, I have a tough question for you. I won’t ask for your 

responses, but it’s worth a bit of consideration. Who would you least like to see come in to worship with 

you? To live in community with you? Is it someone with a different lifestyle? Or from a different political 

party? Or with different ideas on a certain topic? If you have a person or a description, then you might 

understand the label “unclean.” 

For the Jews, it was any Gentile. For a millennium, they had been taught that you don’t fraternize with 

Gentiles unless you have to, and you certainly don’t share a meal or receive hospitality from them. They 

eat all those awful things that you have been forbidden to eat for that same millennium, making them 

ritualistically unclean. They have “unclean jobs,” like Simon the tanner, with whom Peter was staying in 

Joppa, after his healing of Tabitha. There were Jews and there were Gentiles, and it was just not right 

that they mix. AND the Gentiles were uncircumcised! AND they did not descend from Abraham, etc. etc. 

etc. They certainly would not be welcome in worship. 

This is the context. All the disciples were Jewish, including Peter. They had grown up with all that 

tradition. It was part of their DNA. Let’s get back to Peter—he has stayed in Joppa, teaching, after 

having healed Tabitha. Meanwhile, about 35 km up the coast in Caesarea was a Roman centurion 

named Cornelius, who was a good man, a devout man, who prayed to God and gave alms generously. 

One day as he was praying, an angel appeared, (of course, frightening him!) and told him to send for a 

man named Peter who was in Joppa, living with Simon the tanner, by the seaside. He immediately sent 



two of his servants and a devout soldier he knew, after explaining everything to them. It was a two-day 

trip, and the next day, as the trio was approaching Joppa, Peter was up on the roof of Simon’s house, 

praying. He became hungry and wanted something to eat. While he was waiting on it to be prepared, he 

fell into a trance. He saw the heaven open and something like a huge sheet was lowered. In it were all 

kinds of four-footed creatures and reptiles and birds. He heard a voice saying, “Get up, Peter, kill and 

eat.” But Peter replied that he couldn’t—he had never eaten anything profane or unclean. The voice 

said, “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.” This happened a total of three times. 

Naturally, Peter was perplexed. But about that time, here came Cornelius’s men, asking for Peter. The 

Spirit said to Peter, “Go with them without hesitation, for I have sent them.” So, Peter went down to meet 

the men. They told him that Cornelius, a centurion, but an upright and God-fearing man had been 

directed by an angel to send for Peter to hear what he had to say. Peter invited them in for the night. 

The next morning, they all left, with several others from Joppa, and traveled the two days back to 

Caesarea. Cornelius had been expecting them and had a houseful to hear what Peter had to say. Peter 

began by saying, “you yourselves know that it is unlawful for a Jew to associate with or to visit a Gentile; 

but God has shown me that I should not call anyone profane or unclean. So . . . I came without 

objection. Why did you send for me?” 

Cornelius explained his visit from the angel and his desire to hear “all that the Lord has commanded you 

to say.” Peter, of course, talked about Jesus, his life, death, and resurrection, and about the Holy Spirit. 

And while Peter was speaking, the Holy Spirit fell upon all who heard the word. The Jewish Christians 

who had come with Peter were amazed that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on the 

Gentiles, for they heard them speaking in tongues and praising God. Peter said, “Can anyone withhold 

the water for baptizing these people who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?” So, they were 

all baptized, and Peter stayed with them for several days. 

Meanwhile, word had quickly gotten back some of the other disciples who were in Jerusalem. You might 

think of them as the “circumcision party.” They believed that in order to be baptized, you must first be a 

Jew, that is circumcised and following all the Jewish laws. So, they were appalled when they heard what 

had happened in Caesarea. They called Peter to appear, which he did. He explained what had 

happened: the vision came to him (he did not request it!); the call to go to Caesarea was issued (he did 

not just go up there looking for Gentiles to baptize!); the Holy Spirit had appeared. God was speaking 

through Peter! He asks them, “How could I not baptize them, since they received the same gift that we 

did? How could I refuse this call from God?” And here’s the next miracle—they listened, and they heard 

what he was saying, and they began to praise God. Perhaps they remembered what we read last week 

in John 10, that Jesus had said there were other sheep to be found, and it would be one shepherd and 

one flock. But certainly, the Holy Spirit was in the room that day as well. This was one of the most 

divisive issues among the disciples in those early years, and they have to rehash it again in chapter 15, 

but they finally settle it. And aren’t we Western Gentiles glad? What we learn here is that no one is 

excluded! No circle can be drawn around the gospel, hemming some in and some out. It reflects what 

we have heard repeatedly from the prophets—Israel is to be a light to the nations; Christians inherit that, 

and the baptism of Cornelius and his household is a pivotal point in the history of our faith.  

Let’s go back to our tough question of a few minutes ago. I don’t know what your answers were, but I’ve 

heard enough in the media to know that many people will label and reject those they just don’t know. 

The labels that get put on people who are different or misunderstood, those stereotypes we think of 

when we hear words like “hillbilly” or “homeless” or “addict” or any of the ways we tend to box people 

in—they are just ways to separate us from others—like the sea of chaos in Revelation. The boxes we 

put people in really limit us, because it keeps us from being open to another person’s story, to who they 

really are. The Acts passage tells us that those labels, those boxes, are invalid, that God welcomes all, 

and calls us to be God’s hospitality committee, as Peter was. 



I’d like to reinforce a statement I made last week. Remember that I said that Tabitha was an “ordinary” 

person? So was Peter, so were the other disciples. Peter was uneducated, a simple fisherman. And we 

know that while he was devoted to Jesus, he often didn’t “get it.” He even denied Christ three times on 

the night of Judas’ betrayal; he was so afraid! But now we are probably only a few short months after 

Pentecost. Look at how he has changed! He has strength and discernment, and I would add, love for 

others. This is the work of the Holy Spirit. Remember that no one is ordinary to God. 

We started out by talking about change. We heard in the Book of Revelation that God is making all 

things new. I claim that our path for being part of that new creation is following Jesus’ commandment to 

love one another, and we saw in the change that occurred in Peter and in the impact that his listening to 

the Holy Spirit had on the church forever after how loving one another plays out. I remind you that we, 

like Peter, are ordinary people. But like Peter, with the assistance of the Holy Spirit and equipped with 

love for each other, we can make change possible in the best sorts of ways. We can indeed be the 

Jesus that someone sees this week. 

 


