
5th Sunday of Easter 2014 Acts 11: 1-18, John 13: 31-35   
Sermon 
A new commandment! 
A new creation! 
 
We all enjoy something new fresh and unspoilt. 
We look forward like the children to a new place 
to seeing a person using a gadget  
reading a book by a favourite author or watching a new  film. 
there’s a sense of anticipation  
a feeling of progression, 
 a hope that we will have a new slant on life 
 a new understanding, as we move 
 from the tried and tested  into the unexplored. 
 
We tend to see the book of Acts  
as a smooth progression in time  
from the resurrection and ascension of Jesus 
 to Pentecost and on beyond 
. 
However, although the date for Acts is imprecise, 
It is likely that it was in circulation  
by the early years of the second century CE,  
many years after the time of Jesus and his death and resurrection. 
 
Just as we within Christianity, may not always agree 
 with other Christian denominations  
about the fine tuning of our faith, 
 there was a wide diversity of understanding  and practice  
among Jews of the first century. 
 
My own Jewish friends vary hugely in Orthodoxy 
 and in what they consider is permissible at meal times  
but Penny simply will not eat prawns   
‘for they are forbidden’ she will say and then simply  
‘the thought of them makes me feel sick.’  
 
In today’s reading we find Peter struggling 
 with this feeling of movement and change 
 and on a more basic level  
with sick horror at what he is being told to do*. 
. 
Remembering that Jesus and all his disciples 
 were Jews and that Jesus by his own declaration  
came to fulfil the law and not to abolish it 
We find a man who is struggling with his background 
 and his beliefs. 
 
He’s had a waking vision during his time of prayer – 
 a curious experience that seems to go against  



all that Peter has ever believed in,  
hitting at the very roots of his culture and religion.   
 
The vision concerns the food rules which arose  
from the Law which God gave to Moses, 
 rules that may seem strange to us  
but were sensible for The people of Israel 
Just think! Shell fish from polluted water can make you very ill.  
 
Peter is shown a sheet  - a sailcloth, 
containing all sorts of animals, 
 particularly those seen to be unclean.   
He is shown this sight no less than three times 
 and told by God himself to kill and eat.   
His righteous indignation is clear!   
‘No way Lord !’ he says. 
 
We might imagine ourselves 
 faced with a command  
to eat something that we find so disgusting 
 the thought makes us ill. 
  A rat, some nice fat slugs, shiny brown cockroaches –  
you will be able to think of your own anathema.   
We would certainly choose to go hungry.   
Or in a lesser way, we might find ourselves  
guests in France facing roast horse  
a taboo in Britain that probably goes back  
to our horse worshipping ancestors – or snails for instance..  
 
But the command comes from God himself 
 and Peter would not dare defy it even if he wanted to.   
A new commandment – a change in God’s intentions.  
 A time to abandon the old and move forward 
 into unimaginable new possibilities.   
 
Peter has already begun this process, 
 by beginning a mission to the Gentiles.  
Yet the infant church is still loosely related to Judaism  
and there are apparently Jewish believers in Jerusalem  
who in spite of accepting the saving grace of Jesus 
 and the power of the spirit at Pentecost,  
cling to the practices of Judaism.  
 
They are uncomfortable with the idea  
that Gentiles can experience the blessing of the Spirit  
and indeed be acceptable just as they are  
 
They seem to find it unacceptable 
 that Peter has shared table fellowship with a Gentile.  
He uses his own learning experience through the vision  



to silence the mutterers.   
 
God himself is changing things,  
authenticating the new ideas with his own words!   
‘Do you dare to stand against God?’ asks Peter.   
There is silence then everyone praises God. 
 
Peter of course was one of the disciples  
who heard Jesus in our gospel reading, 
 speak of a new commandment based on love.   
 
In John’s gospel Jesus at the last supper has already announced  
to his inner circle that he will die and rise again  
and it is from the view point of the risen Christ  
that he gives this new commandment. 
 
He takes the old commandment from Leviticus  
‘Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself’ 
 and gives to that little band something more fraternal 
 more intimate and more binding.   
‘Love each other!’ he tells them ‘as I have loved you!’  
 They are to love each other, as Jesus  
has loved each of them. 
And will that mean up to and including a sacrificial death?   
How else can we interpret the words ‘as I have loved you? 
 
Jesus speaks to the disciples, as to an inner circle  
who will, providing they keep his commandments, 
 go on, through their own experience of heavenly love, 
 to form the nucleus of a movement, a church – 
 a world  where love is the basis, the moving force  
the goal of everything.  
 
The authentication for their going out in faith as disciples 
 is once more the word of God from the lips of his son Jesus. 
 
By the time we read of Peter’s vision in Acts,  
the miracle of Pentecost is already repeating itself  
with new believers and the circle of love 
 is spreading out in ever widening circles.   
Dissension and persecution, actually help the momentum 
 because believers who scatter and take cover  
spread the word even as they seek refuge. 
 
Jew and Gentile alike who receive salvation 
 and the blessing of the Holy Spirit are, 
 if they keep Jesus new commandment  
showing his love to the world.  
 Stephen has already died the death of sacrificial love.  
 



How wonderful it must have been, 
 to be part of that initial flowering of the word.   
Imagine the heady sense of excitement –  
of not knowing what tomorrow might bring.   
 
The only time I have glimpsed anything like that, 
 was many years ago in Singapore when as a new Christian 
 with a recent personal experience of Jesus,  
I became caught up in the vibrant Christian fellowships  
in that cosmopolitan town.   
Converts tumbling over themselves and each other  
to bring others to this wonderful new love that they had found.   
 
A rich Chinese business-man, had set up a mission in the poorest slums.  
 There, volunteers from many religions and all walks of life  
came to offer skills. 
 I tutored children, Hindu friends came to cook and serve 
 red bean porridge to the dregs of humanity.. 
 The name of the mission?  ‘Jesus saves! 
He does indeed!’  
  
 
We’re still in the Easter season,  
but were you aware on Easter Day of a rekindling 
 of that real enthusiasm which comes  
when you meet Jesus face to face? 
 Is Jesus’ sacrifice - his personal loving sacrifice 
 for you and for me still clear and shining in our minds. 
 A sort of Spring like, new life for your soul-the salvation that Love brings   
 
New life – renewal!  
 To me that has to link with the season of the year. 
 Because the Jewish Passover is celebrated at this time of year 
 Spring and Easter resurrection and new life 
 go together in our minds.   
New life and new living. 
 
Last week I took the train to Scotland.   
The countryside was at its best and freshest.   
The horrors of flooded fields no more 
 and grain growing steadily.  
What a treat, with everything looking fresh 
 and newly created.  
Everywhere, were shades of yellow, green and gold,  
great curving scallops of gorse on the hillsides, 
 the green of young leaves and even the brash  
oblongs and squares of oil seed rape  
shining in the sunlight   
 
Another month, and regardless of the weather 



 that bright and shiny newness will have faded  
to the deep and dusty greens of summer  
and everything will be wilting in the heat.  
 We must seize such moments and hold onto them. 
 
We are still in the Easter Season. 
Are we still seizing and holding on to  
 that amazing knowledge of Easter morning,  
or has that initial springtime of the soul…… 
begun to sink into the dustiness of summer, 
until another Lent, another Easter brings renewal. 
 
How are we to regain that feeling of breaking new ground? 
We are still called by Jesus to that inner circle of love 
 ‘Others will know you, and through you Me, 
 by the way you love each other!’ 
 
We are called to be new creations, 
Following his new commandment 
And moving away from the tried and tested  
into realms of new possibility. 
 
One of the saddest things in Singapore,  
was the way that Christians tried to force upon new converts 
 their own particular denominational view point 
 of the ‘right way’ to worship God. 
Old bitterness was perpetuated. 
 
I thank God that we have moved on from there. 
I originally wrote this sermon seven years ago. 
It has been interesting to revise it in the light of 
So much ecumenical progress, 
so many new initiatives and fresh expressions of ‘Church’ 
 
And if we still have practices that we want to cling to,  
time honoured, well loved ways of doing God’s will-  
then it may be that they are in fact our rules rather than God’s 
and that it is time for us to move forward,  
secure that it is God who will authenticate change, 
just as Peter was certain so long ago. 
 
We must move forward in love. 
The world needs to know the Good News. 
 
Peter and the other disciples  
who broke new ground in a world, 
 where most people believed in some sort of deity, 
 met aggression and hatred.   
We are more likely to meet apathy and disinterest 
 which are even harder to overcome. 



 
Ask the average person in the street –  
‘God?’ …..they will say 
‘if there ever was one he is probably dead  
and his church with him’ 
But those same people search for meaning in life and find none. 
 
How many of those people in the street are aware  
of those circles of love and of brother and sisterhood,  
of members holding each other in love  
and causing Jesus love to spread out in ever widening circles?  
 
When Pentecost comes, Jesus will remind us, 
 that through him and with the power of the Spirit 
we are new creations. 
He will send us out once more to tell of his saving grace 
and to make all whom we meet his disciples. 
 
Then with God’s help, the world will see a church, 
not dead, but very much alive and reaching out 
in ever expanding circles with new ways of telling  
the old, old story of Jesus and his love. 
Amen 
 


