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In John’s Gospel, today, we are picking up where we left off last week.  And in 

Acts, we’re heading off in an entirely new direction. 

In chapter 8, Luke introduced us to the murderous Saul, who was an enthusiastic 

persecutor of Christ followers, though we are never told why.  Then the story slides into 

how Philip met and converted the Ethiopian, a story we heard last week.  In chapter 9, 

Saul, ‘still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord,’ gets hit by a 

flash of light and the voice of Jesus, and suddenly, he is a changed man.  He went to 

Jerusalem and tried to join the disciples, but they were afraid of him. 

One supposes he had that coming to him.  Meanwhile, ‘the church throughout 

Judea, Galilee, and Samaria had peace and was built up.  Living in the fear of the Lord 

and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit, it increased in numbers’ (9:31).  Which leads us to 

today’s story about Peter and Cornelius. 

Notice that the Holy Spirit came to Cornelius and his household before they were 

baptized, reversing the usual order of baptism followed by receiving the Spirit. 

Baptism is a sign of the Holy Spirit working in a person’s life.  It is a visible sign 

of an inward transformation, which is one reason why adult baptism is preferred over 

infant baptism in some faith traditions, so you’ll know what you’re getting into. 

Baptism is a believer’s response to the work of God in their lives and it is a call to 

discipleship.  The Holy Spirit is moving all around the world all the time, calling people 

to God, to become part of the faith community and a blessing to the community at large.  

It means changing your mind about religion, your tribe, country, even about yourself. 

It's a big deal to have this opportunity to be open to the Spirit, to be forgiven, to 

give glory to God our creator.  It’s serious business and it’s not easy.  But baptism in 

Cornelius’ household was the joyful response. 
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What Peter did for Cornelius and his household looks like a no-brainer to us, but 

it got Peter into hot water when he returned to Jerusalem and told what he had done.  The 

other apostles looked at him and said, “You did what?” 

But their biggest concern was not that some Gentiles had accepted the word of 

God.  That was fine.  They criticized Peter because he had shared meals with them. 

But their reaction is not our concern for today. 

What are these readings trying to tell us?  That anyone can receive the Holy Spirit 

if they are willing to receive it.  That Peter went wherever he needed to go to prune a 

branch that would bear lasting fruit.  And he learned firsthand that God has no favorites, 

that there are no social barriers that the Holy Spirit cannot or will not cross. 

That may be true for the Holy Spirit but is it always true for us?  We know that 

Catholics and Protestants, for example, are two Christian sects that have historically been 

at odds with each other, but does anyone remember why? 

Years ago, I served on a committee to hire a new Christian Education minister, 

and we were making a list of questions we might ask a candidate.  After a while, we 

started getting silly, and someone asked, in a Scottish brogue, “Are ye a Christian man?”  

And someone else followed up with, “Aye but what kind of Christian man be ye?” 

We were only joking but we are reminded that people do play favorites within 

their own tribe or denomination.  As far as God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit are concerned, 

there are no barriers to entry.  God is impartial, a good lesson to remember. 

In John’s Gospel, Jesus said, “If you keep my commandments, you will remain in 

my love” (15:10).  That sounds rather conditional: if you do this, then this will happen.  

But further on, Jesus said, “You did not choose me but I chose you” (15:16).  Completely 

unconditional.  Then he said, “I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last.”  

So, the chosen have a job to do, a mission. 

How do we live up to that?  Jesus went about doing good, healing people, and 

casting out demons.  Our mission, Jesus said, is to go and do likewise: do good works, 

heal people, and cast out demons.1  Doing good works and healing people can mean 

many different things, and it has a ripple effect throughout the faith community and the 

community at large.  But what does it mean to cast out demons other than figuratively?  

We don’t know exactly but we suspect that God will find a way. 
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Jesus challenged his disciples and therefore challenges us to accept the challenge.  

Today’s Gospel reading is part of a multi-chapter discourse by Jesus on the night he was 

betrayed.  His disciples had no idea that everything was about to unravel, but we do.  

When Jesus told them that he had chosen them, imagine how they might have felt, 

knowing that God had a divine purpose for them? 

Could their joy now be complete without Jesus?  Would everything he had told 

them and taught them be enough to withstand the opposition soon to come their way?  

Apparently, yes, because here we are. 

Jesus called them friends.  After being disciples for so long, now they are his 

friends, and if they had been paying attention, it would have occurred to them that this 

made them friends of God.  And all they had to do to remain in Jesus’ love was to keep 

the commandments, all 613 of them, which Jesus had boiled down to just two. 

When we peel away the ancient myths and histories, the Flood and the Exile, the 

sibling rivalries and the wanderings, the miracles and the parables, in the end, the Bible is 

a love story.  It’s the story of God’s love for the world; it's also an instructional manual 

for how we are to love each other and to live in community and in peace. 

It's about our process of growing into God’s Word, the words of Jesus Christ.  It’s 

about how a faith community can go deeper into the meaning of joy and friendship, with 

the assurance of having been chosen.  In the complexities of our lives, it’s good to share 

God’s illuminating light with a vision of how to live a life of love and one filled with joy. 

Amen. 

*  *  *  *  * 
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