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In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

“I give you a new commandment,” Jesus says, “that you love one 

another.” “Oh?” you may be wondering, “it doesn’t seem all that 

new. Isn’t that what God’s been telling people to do since for 

ever?” I talk plenty about the two different kinds of love that are 

mentioned in the New Testament, because it’s important. 

Philos/philia is neighbor love, fondness, affectionate regard for 

others. Agapé is self-denying, sacrificial love, the kind of love 

God has for us, the kind that took Jesus to the cross for us. 

“Greater agapé has no one that this,” Jesus says elsewhere, “to 

lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (Jn 15:13). That’s exactly 

what he did, and it’s exactly the kind of love he’s urging on his 

disciples, the love that would lead somebody to risk everything 

for the sake of another. And just to drive it home, he says to them, 

“Just as I have loved you, you also are to love one another. That’s 

how everybody will know that you’re my disciples, if you have 

that kind of love for one another.” The original version of that 

commandment, “Love thy neighbor as thyself,” it’s that same 

verb—agapé.  

Now there are always hair-splitters when it comes to the law. 

Does it really mean this, they will ask, or does it only mean that? 

Because this will be harder to do than that. In this case, does Jesus 

mean that we’re to love all people the way he loves, or just other 

disciples? Because if we only have to love fellow Christians that 

way, then it’s okay to hate anybody else, Muslims, Chinese, 

Bruins fans, because that’s who the Blues are facing off against 

for the Stanley Cup. Sadly, there are even groups of Christians 

who feel it’s alright to condemn other Christians because of their 

denominational differences. That’s not okay. Jesus didn’t put any 

boundaries around his kind of love. He didn’t say, “Just as I have 



loved you, my own disciples, you also are to love other disciples.” 

He meant everybody he loves, the way he loves, which means 

everybody on earth. “God so loved the world,” he said to 

Nicodemus, not just a select few, but the whole world, “that he 

gave his only-begotten Son” (Jn 3:16). Nobody gets a note from 

God excusing them from having to love a particular person or 

group of people. 

Now let’s move on to Peter’s great vision. The scene in this 

reading is Jerusalem, well after Jesus rose from the dead, some 

time after Pentecost when the Holy Spirit brought the Church to 

her feet and sent her out to begin changing the world. The first 

audience to hear the Gospel was the Jews in the early days after 

Pentecost. Just before his ascension into heaven Jesus told the 

disciples, “you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come 

upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea 

and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8), i.e. starting 

where it all began and gradually working outward from there. 

Well, by this time, Peter is beginning to venture into Gentile 

territory. He’s made it as far north as Joppa (=Jaffa), a largely 

Jewish city on the outskirts of Judea where, as we read last week, 

he raised Dorcas back to life (Acts 9:36-43). And that’s when he had 

the vision he describes in today’s reading, and was told by the 

Holy Spirit to go with the men that would come for him, to take 

him further up the coast to Caesarea, a largely Gentile, pagan city 

on the far side of Samaria where a certain Gentile had also 

received a vision from God, with instructions to send for Peter. 

Whether the man had had any prior contact with Jews or 

Christians, we have no idea. All we know is that God himself had 

prepared those Gentiles to hear and receive the Gospel, and had 

told Peter not to make any distinction between them and his own 

kind, the Jews. All Jewish males are circumcised as a sign of 

membership in God’s covenant with Abraham, and to distinguish 

them from Gentiles. That’s what that was about. 

Well, this stirred up some controversy among the Jewish converts 

back in Jerusalem. Jesus is our Messiah, they believed, the Son of 

our God. So why is Peter hanging out with people who aren’t our 



people, members of our covenant? So they called Peter back to 

the home office to explain himself. Luke says that it was a 

gathering of the apostles, the leaders of the Church, on the one 

hand, and “the believers who were in Judea” on the other, Jewish 

converts who didn’t yet grasp the universal nature of the mission. 

Luke seems to be saying that it was “the believers who were in 

Judea” who took issue with Peter, and not necessarily any of his 

fellow apostles. And it’s easy to see where they were coming 

from, since Jewish law prohibited them from worshiping 

alongside Gentiles, people who hadn’t been initiated into 

Abraham’s covenant. So because it was a huge step to start 

evangelizing Gentiles, they needed to clear the air by calling the 

first ever church council, the highest level of church governance, 

to settle the issue.  

The big sheet Peter saw in his vision contained all the kinds of 

animals that God’s Old Testament people were forbidden from 

eating: pigs, reptiles, lobsters, and “beasts of prey” (lions and 

tigers and bears, oh my!). Kill some of them and eat them, the 

voice said to Peter. I can’t, Peter said, they’re all unclean. What 

God says is clean, the voice replied, you can’t call unclean. Three 

times this happened. Remember how Peter denied knowing Jesus 

three times on Good Friday, and how later on three times the risen 

Jesus asked him if he loved him? So did Peter, I’m sure, on this 

occasion. Apparently, Peter was a How-many-times-do-I-have-

to-tell-you kind of guy. What he saw in the sheet were all kinds 

of animals, but what’s pretty clear is that God was really talking 

about all kinds of people—not killing and eating them, but sharing 

the Gospel with them. Gentiles are not unclean, God tells him, 

none of God’s creatures is unclean, so don’t ever let anybody 

think that they are. They need to hear the Good News about Jesus 

every bit as much as the Jews, because “God so loved the world.” 

And they’re all going to be included in the new Jerusalem, that 

John saw in his vision. So if God gave them the same gift of the 

Holy Spirit that he gave us when we believed, Peter concluded, 

then who was I to get in God’s way? They couldn’t argue with 



that. “And they praised God, saying, ‘Then God has given even 

to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life.’”  

The basic issue in Jerusalem that day had to do with who’s in and 

who’s out. And the decision by the whole Church that day was 

final: nobody’s out who responds to the love of Jesus. But the 

issue continued to pop up in local churches here and there, like in 

Corinth and Galatia where Paul was forced to deal with it pretty 

firmly some years later. And it wasn’t all that long before the 

majority of Christians were overwhelmingly Gentile. That’s how 

much the Church had grown and spread beyond Jerusalem, Judea 

and Samaria in the days of the apostles. But the question of who’s 

in and who’s out has continued to dog the Church from time to 

time in various places. So the question of who’s in and who’s out 

has to be addressed again and again.  

We’ve been screwing up creation ever since the world began, and 

screwing up human relationships for just as long. So we’ve 

become pretty adept at determining who’s out, whether it’s people 

who don’t look like us, or vote like us, or talk like us, or marry 

like us. That’s what sin does. It leads us to make distinctions based 

on those and lots of other criteria, and to pass judgment, all of 

which are wrong.  

The correct answer to that question—who’s in and who’s out?—

from the Gospel perspective, is that that’s not our call to make. 

Judgment is one gift that the Holy Spirit doesn’t give to anyone. 

It’s reserved to Jesus alone, who “will come again in glory to 

judge the living and the dead.” Our job is, as Jesus commanded, 

to love one another as he has loved us, not making any distinctions 

between ourselves and them. And that’s a pretty tall order. St 

Cyril of Alexandria said that  

our Lord Jesus Christ loved us more than himself. He who was 

equal in nature to God the Father would not have descended to 

our lowly estate, nor endured in his flesh such a bitter death for 

us…had he not loved us far more than himself. It was indeed 

something new for love to go as far as that! 



So up pops the question, Is it even possible to love others as Jesus 

has loved us? And the correct answer to that is, Not on our own. 

That is a work of the Holy Spirit dwelling in us, the Spirit who 

sent Peter to those first Gentile converts, and who moved them to 

respond to the Good News that Peter gave them, and who 

emboldened Peter when he went to his own cross to die for the 

love of Jesus and for the sake of the Church which is built on the 

rock of Peter’s faith (Mt 16:18).  

Bishop NT Wright says that the love Jesus poured out on the cross 

is “the true expression of the Father’s heart” (Twelve Months of 

Sundays). Remember what Jesus said: “Whoever has seen me has 

seen the Father” (Jn 14:9). And he intends his followers to embody 

that same love in all our relationships and encounters. In the 

Catechism in the back of our Prayer Book, there is this question: 

“What is the mission of the Church?” and the answer, “The 

mission of the Church is to restore all people to unity with God 

and each other in Christ” (BCP 855). At the heart of that mission is 

Jesus’ command to “love one another as I have loved you.” That’s 

the one and only mission of the Church in the world. It’s 

manifested in all sorts of ways, of course, but every one of them 

is motivated by that simple command, and animated in us by the 

Holy Spirit, who is the Love of God stirring us to love as he loves. 

And the end goal of it all is that when, in God’s time, the holy 

city, the new Jerusalem, the Church, makes her grand entrance “as 

a bride adorned for her husband,” as John foresaw in his vision, 

the marital union of Christ and his people, it will be the final 

victory of love over all the hatred and ill will that’s been 

corrupting the world from the beginning. And although our 

persistence in loving others as Jesus loves isn’t going to hasten 

the coming of his kingdom, it will have gone a long way in 

preparing the world to welcome it. “By this everyone will know 

that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” In the 

Name of… 
a.m.d.g. 
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