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“No Walls” A sermon by Lee Ireland 
Cathedral City Community Presbyterian Church 
May 19, 2019, Fifth Sunday of Easter 
Acts 11:1-18, John 13:31-35 
 
Let us pray together: Open our eyes to see your Spirit in our life. Open our hearts to 
receive the blessings you send each day. Guide us with your wisdom so that through us 
Christ may walk on the earth once again. Amen. 
 
We need a little background to this scripture reading.  Together, let’s go over the story 
that led Peter to Jerusalem where Peter relates the events that are recorded in the 
previous chapter of Acts.  Peter was in the city of Joppa and was praying when he had 
a vision of a sheet coming down from heaven.  What was in that sheet?  All the 
forbidden foods that Jews were not to eat.  What happened next?  Men from a Roman 
soldier, a centurion, came to the house where Peter was staying.  What story did these 
men tell Peter?  That their boss, Cornelius, had been visited by an angel who told him to 
send men to Joppa to look a man called Peter who was staying with Simon the tanner.  
What was Peter to do?  Go with them.  What nationality was Cornelius?  Roman, a 
gentile.  He directed a part of the occupying army.  What did Cornelius think of the God 
of the Hebrew people?  He believed in that God.  He was a God-fearing man who gave 
alms and prayed daily.  So, the next day, Peter followed the men to the home of 
Cornelius.  What did Jewish law say about Peter visiting a gentile?  He wasn’t supposed 
to associate with Jews.  Here’s what Peter said to Cornelius: “You are well aware that 
it is against our law for a Jew to associate with or visit a Gentile. But God has 
shown me that I should not call anyone impure or unclean.  So when I was sent 
for, I came without raising any objection.”  What happened at Cornelius’ home?  
Peter delivered a brief sermon, the Holy Spirit fell on the household and Peter baptized 
the whole household.  The scripture reads: While Peter was still speaking these 
words, the Holy Spirit came on all who heard the message.  The circumcised 
believers who had come with Peter were astonished that the gift of the Holy Spirit 
had been poured out even on Gentiles.  For they heard them speaking in tongues 
and praising God.  Then Peter said, “Surely no one can stand in the way of their 
being baptized with water. They have received the Holy Spirit just as we have.”  
So he ordered that they be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. 
 
That’s the background story.  In today’s scripture reading, we learn about the events 
that take place when Peter is called to Jerusalem to defend himself.  Peter is 
summarizing the longer story of his encounter with Cornelius to those gathered in 
Jerusalem. 
 
Why would those who were in Jerusalem question Peter so carefully?  What was it he 
did that concerned them?  He was eating with uncircumcised men.  He was associating 
with Gentiles, non-Jews, behavior that was against the Jewish law.  This distaste for 
Gentiles was deeply embedded in Jewish culture.  For example, there was a 5-foot-high 
wall between the Court of the Gentiles and the Court of Women in the temple at 
Jerusalem. On this wall appeared an inscription warning Gentiles to go no further into 
the temple. If they did, they would have only themselves to thank for their death, which 
would inevitably follow. 
 



 

P
ag

e2
 

This wall in the Temple in the Court of the Gentiles represents the prejudice that was a 
burning issue between the Jews and the Gentiles. There was such contempt among the 
Jews for the Gentiles that there were many laws against the Gentiles. For example, a 
Jewish person could not offer aid to a Gentile woman even if she was in childbirth and 
desperately needed help. To enter a Gentile house rendered a Jew ceremonially 
unclean. Marriage of a Jew to a Gentile was looked upon as the equivalent of death. 
There was an actual funeral service for the Jewish person who married a Gentile.  
 
We may look back at these Jewish rules with amusement or disbelief.  However, in 
Jesus’ day the wall between Jew and Gentile was quite real.  The walls the Jews built 
were both literal and figurative.  The Jews believed their walls, their laws, kept their 
religion pure.  In defense of the Jews, the laws were Biblically based and useful at the 
time they were given.  But their usefulness had and has passed.  God loves everyone, 
not just the Jews.  We realize that today, but do we live that truth – that God loves 
everyone?  Do we build walls both figuratively and literally? 
 
Most likely, the biggest literal wall in the USA today is the one that’s on our southern 
border.  One that the president is trying to expand.  The USA is not alone in building a 
wall to keep people out.  Israel built its wall, called the West Bank Wall, in the early 
2000s.  Those in Israel who like the wall say it keeps out terrorists.  Those who don’t 
like the wall call it the wall of segregation because it keeps those living on the West 
Bank from freely travelling to their jobs in Israel.   
 
Perhaps one of the most famous walls in the Europe was the Berlin Wall.  The Berlin 
Wall was a guarded concrete barrier that physically and ideologically divided Berlin from 
1961 to 1989. Constructed by the German Democratic Republic starting on August 13, 
1961, the Wall divided West Berlin from virtually all of surrounding East Germany and 
East Berlin until November 1989 when both governments agreed to take it down and 
reunite the two parts of Berlin. Its demolition officially began June 13, 1990, and finished 
in 1992. The barrier included guard towers placed along large concrete walls, 
accompanied by a wide area later known as the "death strip" – a no-man’s land. The 
Eastern Bloc portrayed the wall as protecting its population from fascist elements 
conspiring to prevent the "will of the people" in building a socialist state in East 
Germany. In practice, the wall served to prevent the massive emigration and defection 
that had marked East Germany and the communist Eastern Bloc during the post-World 
War II period. 
 
What walls are we building today in this country?  Besides physical walls, we are 
building figurative wall - rules, legislation, regulatory rulings - that, like those laws of the 
Hebrew people, divide people.  The result; the people of the USA are deeply divided.  
What are some of those issues? (wait for response.)  Voting rights, abortion, gun 
control, tariffs, homelessness, poverty, hunger - to name a few.  The list goes on in our 
divided county.  Unfortunately, there are those who believe their view is the ‘correct’ 
view and no one else matters.  Does that sound familiar?  That’s exactly what happened 
in Jesus’ day with all the religious rules and regulations which divided the people 
between Jew and gentile. 
 
There's a famous poem by Robert Frost about the walls we build in life. "Something 
there is that doesn't love a wall," he writes, looking over at his New England-farmer 
neighbor, who's heaving yet another stone upon the wall that runs between their two 
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properties. The poet asks his neighbor why the wall is necessary: My apple trees will 
never get across And eat the cones under his pines, I tell him.  He only says, "Good 
fences make good neighbors."  The poet is led to wonder: Before I built a wall I'd ask to 
know What I was walling in or walling out. 
 
When we build walls between ourselves and others, it's truly an open question whether 
we are walling the other out, or walling ourselves in. Prejudice exacts a heavy toll on 
those who practice it -- just as it does on its victims. 
 
How does the ‘who’s in who’s’ out mentality fit in with our scripture reading from John?  
As I shared with the kids this morning, Jesus said, “A new command I give you: Love 
one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another.  By this 
everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” 
 
This spirit of loving one another has brought new insights to the contemporary church 
as it did to the early church where Jew and gentile worshiped side by side.  The 
contemporary church has changed its views on slavery, racial equality and justice, 
women’s ordination and LGBTQ dignity, just to name a few issues.  How did this 
change take place?  By listening to the same spirit that led the early Christ-followers to 
believe Peter and thus enable the church to grow beyond a small subset of the Jewish 
religion. 
 
We live in a divided country and an increasingly divided world.  As Christ-followers, we 
are to see people as they are – children of God, brothers and sisters in Christ.  We are 
to love one another as Christ loves us.  Why?  As Peter said after Cornelius’ household 
received the Holy Spirit: “I truly understand that God shows no partiality…” 
 
Clearly, the early church didn’t have it all figured out.  Our scripture reading today is just 
one story of how the early church grappled with the issue of inclusion, the issue of 
‘who’s in and who’s out.’  Later, we read another story in the Bible detailing yet another 
episode addressing the question of Gentiles becoming Christ-followers without 
becoming Jewish first, meaning being circumcised.   
 
So what about today and the issues we grapple with?  Yes, we will grapple.  We will 
discuss and move slowly on certain issues.  But, what we do know is that the Spirit is 
alive and well, pushing the church in new directions that can be astonishing and 
frightening.  We know the Holy Spirit is always moving you and me in the direction of a 
greater practice of God’s love for all people of the world.   
 
Are you listening to the Spirit and moving with her?  May God bless your every effort. 


