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Fifth Sunday in Easter/ May 6, 2007

“They Will Know We Are Christians By Our Love”

Acts 11:1-18, John 15:31-35
Pastor Wayne Zschech


“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?”

Let’s be clear. With God there are no distinctions when it comes to receiving the repentance that leads to life. No one is excluded from the saving grace of God received through faith made valid by Christ’s death and resurrection. All are welcome. God doesn’t play favorites. Everyone is a candidate to hear the good news that leads to life from death. 


But that’s not always how we see things here on earth, is it? For whatever reason, we humans like to make distinctions. It’s as if we can’t see things for what they are. We have to put them in a one box or another. This is good and that’s bad. This is right and that is wrong. This is black and that is white and there is no gray. 

A colleague of mine, Scott Gustafson, has a new book out that I think touches on this. He believes that when Adam and Eve ate of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil their offspring would forever be under the influence of that fruit. We couldn’t see things as they are, without distinctions, but would put people, actions, music, art, food, and everything else we experience into two basic categories. Either it’s good or it’s evil. And it’s been that way ever since Adam and Eve left the garden.


It’s the problem Peter experiences and has to account for in today’s first lesson from Acts. Peter’s a good Jew. No. Peter was a exceptional Jew when it came to obeying Jewish law that included kosher laws. Nothing profane or unclean had ever entered his mouth. When it came to being a Jew, Peter had obeyed every rule.
But now he’s before a group of “circumcised believers”. They are the traditionalists of Peter’s day. They are the ones who believe keeping the tradition of their people is of utmost importance. And now they are questioning Peter as to why he actually ate with “those uncircumcised Gentiles”. In doing so Peter broke a major point of kosher and Jewish law. In other words, they were saying to Peter, “That’s not the way we do things around here, and you of all people should know this! What in the world did you think you were doing?” 

It would be nice to think this type of behavior no longer happens in the Church, but after all these years we know it has probably become even worse. I remember a time fifteen years ago, when I was serving my first call in rural southeastern Montana, when a pair of Jehovah’s Witness’s came to my door. I was home sick that day, but invited them in. I needed the company. I didn’t tell them I was the pastor of the Community church in town because I really wanted to hear what they had to say. I’d never been witnessed to before. And, truth be told, I was a little cocky about whether I could trip these guys up.
After about twenty minutes of them telling me what the Scriptures say and me offering another perspective and quoting a few of my own, which really threw them off balance, the phone rang. It was the town funeral director and I was needed to meet with a family as soon as possible. 

The jig was up and I had to explain who I really was to the men and that pastoral duties now dictated I must leave. I asked if I could offer a prayer for them as they were spreading God’s word and the good news of Christ to others (even though I admit I could never accept their perspective of that same gospel). They informed me they couldn’t pray with me since I wasn’t a Jehovah Witness and their tradition prevented them from praying with anyone outside their tradition. 

I wish I could say I said something truly loving. I wish I could say I remembered the commandment Jesus gave to all his disciples on the night he was betrayed; that just as Jesus has loved me and these men in front of me, so I also should love them. “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another”, Jesus proclaims. 

But that day I was not a disciple. Instead of acting in love, being patient and kind, not irritable, arrogant, boastful or rude, I told them they could leave and any blessing I may have offered before was now withdrawn. I didn’t live out of the truth that Jesus loved me that day. I lived out of sinful pride, and have regretted it to this day.

That’s just a personal example of how even today we Christians alienate one another for the sake of tradition over against the commandment of Jesus to love and obey God’s will as revealed by the pouring out of the Holy Spirit. Other examples might include when the Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod was going to defrock the President for the district that included Manhattan simply because he participated in and interfaith prayer service after the terrorist attack on September 11, 2001. How was this an expression of loving one another as Christ first loved us?
I remember when a certain Baptist church in Texas told my parishioner’s son he had to be “biblically” baptized before becoming a member, which meant submersion as an adult. Being “sprinkled” or splashed as an infant didn’t count and he wasn’t truly baptized yet. How was this an expression of loving one another as Christ first loved us?

Peter laid it all out for traditionalist Judaisers, step by step so there could be no argument. In a vision God makes it clear what is good and what is profane. Ultimately it is God who declares what is clean and good and what are not, not us nor our traditions that may have even come from God. The pouring out of the Holy Spirit trumps kosher traditions. And in the end Peter challenges the “circumcised believers”, “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?”

So here’s our question. What do we get bent out of shape over when it comes to living “according to the faith”? What has us, like the “circumcised believers” in Peter’s day, keeping others or certain groups outside our community of faith? Who are the people we might find it hard to believe God has poured out his Holy Spirit upon them the same as God has poured it out on us? Who would we not welcome if they walked through that door and sat in “our pew”?

The answer depends on you. For some it may be someone who is literally homeless. For another a drug dealer in Haddonfield or Camden might seem outside God’s circle of grace. It might be the person who divorced his or her spouse. It might be the person who struggles with addictions. It might be a whole host of people that we have put into the “evil” box in our lifelong sorting of people, places and things according to our first parents.
Jesus offers another way. Love one another instead of judging one another. By this everyone will know we are disciples of a sacrificially loving God in Christ. Only when we empty ourselves is there room for God to fill us up with the love he has for each of us, the person sitting three pews in front of you, and the person you might just meet along the street. According to God, no one is excluded from experiencing love and grace. That’s why we baptize infants. Therefore, as God’s agents of grace in the world we are called to live out of our baptismal promise to a merciful and forgiving God by being merciful and forgiving ourselves. 

On our own we can’t do it. I certainly couldn’t love my Jehovah Witness neighbor’s that day in my living room the way Jesus loved me on Calvary and from the empty tomb. Honestly, I struggle with it on regular basis. Which is why I need to experience the sacrificial love God has shown me by the death and resurrection of his Son, Jesus, in the sacrament of Holy Communion. I need this bread and wine to remind me of the love Jesus first had for me in both body and blood. I need it to keep me grounded and centered in Christ’s unconditional and sacrificial love.
Will there be people and new aspects of living our faith that go against the grain of how we’ve come to experience and express our faith? Absolutely. As long as we cling to our traditionalist heritage there will always be “circumcised believers” trying to get the rest of us to follow their lead and never change for the sake of the gospel. Instead, this is when we need to heed God’s Word in Christ all the more and listen to what he says. “Love one another as I have loved you. Every one will know you are one of my disciples if you have love for one another.” May the Word you have heard and sung this day, along with the pouring out of the Holy Spirit, embolden you and I to accept those previously outside the realm of our tradition. 

