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Texts: Acts 11:1-18 • Psalm 148 • Revelation 21:1-6 • John 13:31-35

Acts 11:1-18
Now the apostles and the believers who were in Judea heard that the Gen-

tiles had also accepted the word of God. So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the 
circumcised believers criticized him, saying, “Why did you go to uncircumcised 
men and eat with them?” 

Then Peter began to explain it to them, step by step, saying, “I was in the 
city of Joppa praying, and in a trance I saw a vision. There was something like a 
large sheet coming down from heaven, being lowered by its four corners; and it 
came close to me. As I looked at it closely I saw four-footed animals, beasts of 
prey, reptiles, and birds of the air. I also heard a voice saying to me, ‘Get up, Peter; 
kill and eat.’ 

“But I replied, ‘By no means, Lord; for nothing profane or unclean has ever 
entered my mouth.’ 

“But a second time the voice answered from heaven, ‘What God has made 
clean, you must not call profane.’ 

“This happened three times; then everything was pulled up again to 
heaven. At that very moment three men, sent to me from Caesarea, arrived at 
the house where we were. The Spirit told me to go with them and not to make a 
distinction between them and us. These six brothers also accompanied me, and 
we entered the man’s house. He told us how he had seen the angel standing in his 
house and saying, ‘Send to Joppa and bring Simon, who is called Peter; he will give 
you a message by which you and your entire household will be saved.’ 

“And as I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell upon them just as it had upon 
us at the beginning. And I remembered the word of the Lord, how he had said, 
‘John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.’ 

“If then God gave them the same gift that he gave us when we believed in 
the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could hinder God?” 

When they heard this, they were silenced. And they praised God, saying, 
“Then God has given even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life.”
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Psalm 148
Praise the Lord! Praise the Lord from the heavens; praise him in the heights!
Praise him, all his angels; praise him, all his host!
Praise him, sun and moon; praise him, all you shining stars!
Praise him, you highest heavens, and you waters above the heavens!
Let them praise the name of the Lord, for he commanded and they were 

created.
He established them forever and ever; he fixed their bounds, which cannot 

be passed.
Praise the Lord from the earth, you sea monsters and all deeps,
fire and hail, snow and frost, stormy wind fulfilling his command!
Mountains and all hills, fruit trees and all cedars!
Wild animals and all cattle, creeping things and flying birds!
Kings of the earth and all peoples, princes and all rulers of the earth!
Young men and women alike, old and young together!
Let them praise the name of the Lord, for his name alone is exalted; his 

glory is above earth and heaven.
He has raised up a horn for his people, praise for all his faithful, for the 

people of Israel who are close to him. Praise the Lord!

Revelation 21:1-6
Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first 

earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the holy city, the new 
Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for 
her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “See, the home of 
God is among mortals. He will dwell with them as their God; they will be his peo-
ples, and God himself will be with them; he will wipe every tear from their eyes. 
Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first 
things have passed away.” 
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And the one who was seated on the throne said, “See, I am making all 
things new.” 

Also he said, “Write this, for these words are trustworthy and true.” 
Then he said to me, “It is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the begin-

ning and the end. To the thirsty I will give water as a gift from the spring of the 
water of life.”

John 13:31-35
When he had gone out, Jesus said, “Now the Son of Man has been glorified, 

and God has been glorified in him. If God has been glorified in him, God will also 
glorify him in himself and will glorify him at once. Little children, I am with you 
only a little longer. You will look for me; and as I said to the Jews so now I say to 
you, ‘Where I am going, you cannot come.’ I give you a new commandment, that 
you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another. 
By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one an-
other.”

The early church leader Jerome describes how John the evangelist, author of 
the gospel and book of Revelation, preached at Ephesus into his nineties. Christian 
tradition holds that he died in about the year 100 AD.

At that age John was so feeble that he had to be carried into the church at 
Ephesus on a stretcher. Then when he could no longer preach a normal sermon, he 
would lean up on one elbow. The only thing he said was, “Little children, love one 
another.” People would then carry him back out of the church.

This continued for weeks, says Jerome. And every week he repeated his one-
sentence sermon: “Little children, love one another.”

Weary of the repetition, the congregation finally asked, “Master, why do you 
always say this?”
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“Because,” John replied, “it is the Lord’s command, and if only this is done, it 
is enough.”

Jesus said here this is a new commandment. 
How so? What’s so new about love?
There were commandments to love already.
But love is an easy word to mis-define of course or define wrongly, and so 

Jesus speaks those two letters — AS I have loved you
The new commandment is to love as Jesus has loved.
Kneeling on the floor washing feet of his followers even for the one about to 

betray him. That’s where we learn about his commandment.
Jesus sitting in the dirt with a woman caught in adultery — Jesus says to 

those around, “let those who have sinned cast the first stone.”
Feeding and healing — that’s where we learn about this commandment.
Jesus respecting the dignity of every person, even the ones who don’t love 

him back
And of course, on the cross forgiving his executioners with no possibility of it 

being returned. That’s where we learn about this love.
The more I keep myself focused on Jesus, the more I learn how to love. 
Love one another, AS I have loved you.
The most distinctive mark of Jesus’ love was the love of his enemies.
This reminds me of the remark by the German pastor Martin NiemÖller, who 

protested Hitler’s anti-Semite measures in person to him. He was eventually ar-
rested, and then imprisoned for eight years. In words that paraphrase those of Peter, 
he once confessed, “It took me a long time to learn that God is not the enemy of my 
enemies. God is not even the enemy of His enemies.”

Hating our enemies, all that is actually easy. Loving indiscriminately is hard. 
That was the lesson Will Campbell learned.

Campbell was born and reared in the rural and very poor deep south of Mis-
sissippi. He was “ordained” by family members at a local Baptist church when he 
was 17.
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Campbell played a central role as an activist on behalf of African-Americans.
In 1957, for example, Campbell was one of four people who escorted the nine 

black students who integrated Little Rock’s Central High School. He was the only 
white person to attend the founding of the Southern Christian Leadership Confer-
ence by the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr.

The hate mail from the “white right” poured in.
As he matured, Campbell had a self-revelation: he hated the bigots who hated 

African-Americans. Strange, he thought, how he enjoyed thinking that God hated 
all the same people that he did. Campbell eventually came to realize that after 20 
years in ministry he had become little more than a “doctrinaire social activist,” 
which was something very different than being a follower of Jesus.

“I came to understand the nature of tragedy. And one who understands the 
nature of tragedy can never take sides.” Campbell saw how he had played favorites 
and taken sides; he had subverted the indiscriminate love of God for all people 
without conditions into a ministry of “liberal sophistication.”

Acting upon these convictions, he started socializing some with the Ku Klux 
Klan in order to build bridges and friendship and to make a difference. He per-
formed their funerals and weddings. When they were sick, he emptied their bed 
pans.

And then the hate mail came from “the left.”
Over the course of his life, Campbell got it from every direction, which might 

mean he was following Jesus!
It is an humbling exercise to ask, “How have I distorted the self-sacrificing 

love of God into self-serving, exclusion? What boundaries do I wrongly build or 
might I courageously dismantle?”

Maybe you heard the following this week:
The judge knew that Sgt. Joseph Serna had been through a lot.
The former Special Forces soldier did four combat tours in Afghanistan over 

a nearly two-decades-long career with the U.S. Army. Through those years, Serna 
was almost killed three times.
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While Serna’s years in combat earned him three Purple Hearts and other 
military accolades, like many combat veterans, he’s been unable to leave the battle-
field behind him. Since returning to the U.S., the decorated Green Beret has suf-
fered from post-traumatic stress disorder and been charged with driving under the 
influence.

He entered the Veterans Treatment Court program in North Carolina, over 
which state District Court Judge Lou Olivera presides.

Serna has fought to stay sober, appearing before Olivera 25 times to have his 
progress reviewed. According to Raleigh television station WRAL, Serna confessed 
to Olivera that he lied about a recent test.

In response, Olivera sentenced Serna to one day in jail.
The judge drove Serna to the jail in a neighboring county.
“When Joe first came to turn himself in, he was trembling,” Judge Olivera 

said. “I decided that I’d spend the night serving with him.”
“Where are we going, judge?” Serna asked.
”We’re going to turn ourselves in,” the judge said.
As Serna sat down on the cot in his cell, he heard the door rattle open again 

and saw Judge Olivera standing before him. Olivera sat down beside him. Someone 
came and locked the door.

“This was a one-man cell so we sat on the bunk and I said, ‘You are here for 
the entire time with me?’” Serna told WTVD, another Raleigh TV station.

“He said, ‘Yeah that’s what I am doing.’”
Judge Serna would be with him for the whole 24 hours, from beginning to 

end. We might say from Alpha to Omega. 
The vision of John in Revelation is one of my favorites, and I love that one 

day God will wipe away every tear from our eyes and take away the worst of the 
worst — death and all worse than death. 

But I think the most powerful part about that passage is that God does this 
with us. “God’s home is among mortals. God will dwell with them.”



Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
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complete worship service, contact Rose Hernandez at 713-528-0527 or rhernandez@stpaulshouston.org.
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From beginning to end of life, God is with us. In our jail cells, God is with us. 
In our flooded out homes and cars, God is with us. In troubled marriages, in our 
troubled politics, in our troubled homes, God is among us!

God doesn’t love from a remote distance on high but rather in the jail cells of 
our lives. The text powerfully and profoundly says that God’s home is among mor-
tals, people, us. 

This, my friends, is love. And this kind of Christ-like love is THE way, THE 
mark by which others will know that we follow this Jesus.

I teach a Bible study on Wednesday mornings on these scripture texts. When 
this one from John was read last week — “they will know we are Jesus’ disciples by 
the way we love one another" — one guy in our study piped up and asked, “how are 
we doing on that?”

So, how are we doing?
Amen.


