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Have you ever changed your mind about something really important? Shifted your 

understanding? Come to see things in a new light? 

 This happened to Peter. 

Peter’s Vision Change 

 Poor Simon Peter. You have to be sorry for Peter. His whole life he grew up believing, 

knowing that as a Jew he was special. He was one of God’s elect—the chosen people. 

 And as a sign of that he kept Kosher. He never ate anything “unclean,” nothing 

prohibited by the laws of Leviticus. 

 And now he has a vision that threatens to upend his whole world. A voice from heaven 

(God’s voice) tells him, in no uncertain terms, to go beyond his previous understanding—to go 

ahead and eat gentile food, “unclean” food. 

 And he—understandably—resists. 

 But the voice says, “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.” And this 

happened not once, not twice, but three times. 

 And the earth begins to tilt beneath Peter’s feet. The ground begins to shift.  
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Even then, he wasn’t quite convinced. It took some real life experience.  

This vision was to prepare him for a visit by three men, three gentiles, who came from 

the house of Cornelius in Caesarea. 

Peter was staying in the house of Simon the tanner in the city of Joppa (we’re told in Acts 

10); which is interesting, since a tanner works with the skins of dead animals; so he is 

perpetually “unclean” by the laws of Leviticus.  

So, by staying in his house, Peter has already taken a step beyond his “normal.” 

 And when these three men arrive, they take further out of his comfort zone. They take 

him back to Caesarea, where he meets Cornelius, a devout gentile, who has been seeking God; 

and Cornelius explains that an angel appeared to him and told him to send for Peter.  

Peter is amazed.  

And the vision takes root, and his perspective changes. And he comes to accept the quite 

radical truth that the vision of different kinds of food symbolized. 

 Gentiles have accepted the word of God. People who eat “unclean” food.  

The very point of the food laws of Leviticus was to distinguish Israel from the gentiles, 

the other nations. 

 And now the Spirit tells Peter not to make a distinction between clean and unclean foods, 

nor between clean and “unclean” people. Since God has given the gentiles the repentance that 

leads to life. (That reality overrides everything.)  

And now table fellowship is possible, on equal footing, between people once radically 

separated from each other. Peter, the circumcised Jew, sits at table with the uncircumcised and 

shares a meal.  

The vision leads to action. 



Middleton Sermon for Fifth Sunday of Easter / Earth Day Sunday (April 24, 2016) 3 

 What We Already Know 

 Ah, but Peter has only come to see what we all know, we who have come to faith in 

Christ (most of us being gentiles).  

 We, who live after the resurrection, after Pentecost, after the Christ event, take it for 

granted that God’s salvation includes both Jew and gentile. The inclusivity of the New 

Testament vision is pretty clear to us—we who are gentiles. And we’re glad for that; otherwise 

we wouldn’t have a place in God’s kingdom. 

 Yet this inclusion of the gentiles isn’t really new. It didn’t start in Acts.  

The election of Israel, going back to the call of Abraham in Genesis, was for the very 

purpose of bringing blessing to the gentiles. God had always intended his salvation to extend to 

all peoples. 

His choosing of Israel, this initially exclusive move, was for a maximally inclusive end—

the salvation of the world. 

And praise God, we are now included in God’s covenant!  

But this isn’t just good news for us; it comes with an ethical challenge. Ultimately, our 

vision needs to guide our life. 

The Love Commandment  

So when Jesus tells his disciples in John 13 to love one another, we need to reflect on 

how wide or broad we should take his words.  

Who is it we are to love? 

Does “one another” apply just to Jesus’s disciples, just to . . . Christians?  
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Historically, the church has sometimes taken it this way, especially given the contrast 

between the disciples and “the Jews” throughout the Gospel of John. Did you notice Jesus’s 

words to the disciples: “as I said to the Jews so now I say to you”? 

But aren’t the disciples Jewish? Isn’t Jesus Jewish? 

It’s strange that John has the Jewish Jesus, with his Jewish disciples, constantly being 

distinguished from “the Jews.” 

Whereas Peter in Acts was at the beginning of the movement to include the gentiles on 

equal footing in God’s purposes, the Gospel of John is at the beginning of a different process. 

John was written when the church, composed of Jew and gentile, is beginning to distinguish 

itself from what came to be Rabbinic Judaism. The church, which was originally Jewish, came to 

have a trans-Jewish identity, an identity beyond Judaism. 

Well, that distinction has been made.  

And that identity has become hardened, often with disastrous consequences—such as the 

pogroms of the Middle Ages, and the Holocaust in the twentieth century. 

And we, who follow Christ, certainly know that we don’t need to reproduce that in our 

lives today. Neither Jews nor people of any religion, or culture, or nation, or social class, or 

gender, are excluded from God’s purposes; they can all receive the word of God and the 

repentance that leads to life.  

Neither are they excluded from the command to love. Ultimately, the “one another” of 

John 13 embraces everyone. 

Indeed, says Jesus, in John 13: “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if 

you have love one for another” (v. 35). 

As our vision is, so our life will be.  
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A narrow, constricted vision leads to a narrow, constricted life. 

But, as our vision is transformed and enlarged, so our love will grow. 

That’s a crucial insight. 

We certainly can’t legislate love; we can’t simply command right action, or will 

ourselves to holiness. It doesn’t work that way. 

Rather, it’s when our vision grows, when we come to see the amazing reality of God’s 

world and what God is doing in the world—that’s when we are inspired to live differently. 

So, “love one another,” Jesus says. But that command is grounded in the verses just prior, 

when Jesus says that he is being glorified by the Father, and that God is being glorified in him. 

And our love is simply an expression of that glory. Our love and care for one another—

especially when that “one another” is taken in its widest possible way—that love contributes to 

God’s glory. That love glorifies God, and exalts Christ.  

The Radical Vision of Psalm 148 

And our psalm for this morning (Psalm 148) ends with a call to all people to glorify God, 

to praise the LORD (vv. 11-12). The call goes out to all nations and to people of all social status 

(kings of earth and all peoples, princes and all rulers). 

It goes out to all genders (men and women alike); and to all ages (old and young 

together).  

They’re all called to praise the LORD.  

And the reason for praise, the motivation?  

That’s the refrain we sang: “for his name alone is high, and his glory is exalted far above 

earth and sky.” 
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Isn’t that interesting? We’re called to exalt God because he is exalted. Our vision of 

God’s glory over all creation is what leads us to glorify him. 

But Psalm 148 only turns to human beings in verses 11 and 12. What about the ten verses 

before that? 

Well before this psalm comes to call on human beings to praise the LORD, it addresses 

other inhabitants of this world of ours. 

Psalm 148 pushes much further than Peter’s vision of including the gentiles in God’s 

purposes. It goes way beyond that. 

 “Praise the LORD from the heavens!” we read in verse 1.  

“Praise the LORD from the earth”, says verse 7.  

And since “the heavens and the earth” is how the Bible describes the cosmos, this is a 

pretty inclusive call to praise. 

 In the heavens, praise him all his angels (v. 2)! Amen?!  

 On earth, praise him . . . all peoples (vv. 11-12). Amen? 

 But . . . praise him . . . sun and moon? Praise him all you . . . shining stars? (v. 3) 

 Praise the LORD . . . all you all deep oceans and . . . sea monsters? (v. 7)  

Fire and hail, snow and frost, stormy winds that hear God’s call? (v. 8)  

Praise him mountains and all hills? Fruit trees, and all cedars? (v. 9) 

 Praise the LORD wild animals and all cattle? Creeping things (like reptiles and insects) 

and flying birds? (v. 10) 

And that line about stormy winds hearing God’s call? That’s what our sung version of 

the psalm says. The NIV says stormy winds that do his bidding. NRSV says fulfilling his 

command.  
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 The wind obeys God?  

Surely that’s just . . . metaphor?  

Pushing beyond Peter’s Vision of Inclusion 

 Now it’s one thing to be pushed beyond thinking that only one group of people (in 

Peter’s case, Jews) are special to God —that God’s salvation is also for gentiles, for people of all 

nations, races, cultures, classes.  

 But isn’t it going a bit too far to claim that it’s not just diverse people who can praise 

God? It’s also . . . sun, moon, and stars; animals, and trees, and mountains; and fire and snow; 

and sea monsters—like whales, and giant squid; and how about those prehistoric beasts that 

swam the oceans of the world millions of years back? 

The non-human world, the universe and everything in it, living and non-living—they’re 

all called to praise God their Creator?  

Indeed, their motivation to praise God, the psalm tells us, is precisely because God is 

their Creator. “Let them praise the name of the LORD, for he commanded and they were 

created.” (v. 5) 

 It is quite appropriate for the world God made to render praise to him. 

Can we imagine mountains praising the LORD? —simply by being mountains, covered 

with lush vegetation, or steep crags, or glaciers. 

 And can we sense stars praising the LORD? —just by being stars, burning with nuclear 

energy, according to their sizes and life cycles—from those like our own sun, to red giants, 

supernovas, white dwarfs, black holes, or pulsars. 

 They praise the LORD by being what they were created to be. 

Really?  
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We have to go that far?  

Our vision has to shift that much, to include creation as a cosmic worship service? 

C’mon; it might be Earth Day weekend and all. But let’s not get carried away. 

 Next thing you know, I’ll be saying that the cosmos, the world beyond human beings, can 

. . .share in the salvation Christ brings.  

I know that C. S. Lewis thought that your pets could join you in “heaven,” if they had a 

close attachment to you. But . . . really! 

 Gentiles, yes. Other people who are quite different from us, okay.  

But not animals! 

 Yes, people from all nations and cultures and traditions.  

But not trees and mountains—the ordinary things of earth. 

Or stars and wind—the ordinary things of sky (or “heaven,” to use the biblical term; 

everything that’s “up” there). 

 Certainly, what we so quaintly have come to call “nature” (which serves to separate it 

from us)—certainly “nature” doesn’t participate in God’s salvation?! 

A Vision of New Creation--Renewed People and Cosmos 

 In 2 Corinthians 5, the apostle Paul says that although he used to judge even Christ 

“according to the flesh,” now he looks at no-one that way (v. 16). Because he has come to see 

(by the Spirit) that “If anyone is in Christ . . . new creation! [he’s so excited he left out the verb] 

The old has passed away, the new has come.” (v. 17) 

 And John, the seer, the visionary, tells us in Revelation 21: “I saw a new heaven and a 

new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away” (v. 1).  

Notice the parallel: When we are “in Christ,” the old has passed away.  



Middleton Sermon for Fifth Sunday of Easter / Earth Day Sunday (April 24, 2016) 9 

Does that mean that we just . . .  poof . . . disappeared, and God replaced us with a 

substitute? No, we’re the same people; but we’re being transformed, renewed.  

So it is with the heaven and the earth (in the beginning, God created the heavens and the 

earth, that is, the cosmos). John anticipates the renewal of nothing less than . . . the universe. The 

old will have passed away; and a new world is coming. 

Then a voice from the throne (the same voice Peter heard?) says: “Behold, I am making 

all things new.”  

Not just people. . . .  

But all things. . . . 

We Are Invited to Expand Our Vision 

For those of us who know how we have despoiled this earth—how the air, the oceans, the 

ecosystems, the living organisms of the world, are suffering under the human footprint—it’s hard 

to take this seriously: “I am making all things new”!?  

So the voice adds, perhaps especially for us skeptics: “Write this, for [believe it or not] 

these words are trustworthy and true” (v. 5) 

Just as the voice Peter heard said, “What God has made clean, you must not call 

profane,” and it shook his world, so we are invited to embrace the vision of Psalm 148 and 

Revelation 21. 

There’s a new world coming! Because of Easter. 

A world in which creation will flourish.  

A world in which all creatures are liberated from their bondage to futility, and can with 

exuberance praise the LORD again—as they were created to. 
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Where the wind and the weather, the mosses and the cedars, the oceans and rivers, the 

birds and the insects, the amphibians, the cetaceans—where all creatures are able to fulfill their 

calling to praise their Creator. 

The Human Role in the New Creation 

And this is not without human interaction (that would be the romantic idea of “nature”); 

but precisely with human interaction, where our built environment, our technology, our cultural 

pursuits—where this all enhances rather than destroys our fellow creatures, with whom we share 

this world—not to mention our fellow human beings. 

John saw the New Jerusalem (representing the renewed community of believers, the bride 

of Christ) descending from heaven. Note, first, that this is a city—an urban community; this is 

not a “back to nature” vision. And, second, John doesn’t see us abandoning earth for heaven, but 

heaven coming down to earth.  

And he heard a voice from the throne declaring God’s permanent dwelling with us on 

earth, since the curse of death and suffering has been removed (21:3-4).  

So What? 

 What does it matter that we take seriously—that we believe—this amazing vision of 

cosmic renewal found in Revelation 21? What does it matter that we enlarge our vision to see the 

entire universe as a cosmic worship service, with the host of heaven and earth praising God in 

the temple of creation? 

 This is not about providing a justification for Earth Day—though it certainly does that.  

 This is about how we live, as participants in God’s kingdom, which is coming.  

This is about how we manifest the salvation we have come to participate in as the church 

of Jesus Christ.  
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This is about how we live out our Easter and Pentecost faith, as we await the 

consummation of God’s purposes.  

We are Easter people. Jesus is risen!  

How do we live out the power of the resurrection today?  

We are Pentecost people. The Spirit has come, and the church has been formed.  

How do we manifest God’s Spirit in our earthly lives? 

Yes, there’s a new world coming!  

What is our role in living towards that new world even today? 

Showing Ourselves to Be Christ’s Disciples 

And, of course, I can’t tell you in so many words. 

Even Jesus, in John 13, doesn’t give any specifics about what love entails—except to say 

that he has already been modeling it. “Just as I have loved you, you also should love one 

another” (v. 34). So our love needs to be sacrificial. 

What happens this Earth Day weekend, this fifth Sunday of Easter, if we expand “one 

another” to include creation itself, this earth, and all its inhabitants—living and non-living?  

I’m not sure. But maybe, just maybe, the words of Jesus will come true: “By this 

everyone will know that you are my disciples” (v. 35). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


