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[A]  Introduction 

It is difficult to love other people if we have not really been loved ourselves. If we 

have been deeply loved and have experienced the deep commitment of another 

person, we are much more likely to be able to love deeply and to be committed to 

other people. 

It is not surprising then to hear from the fourth Gospel that when Jesus gives a ‘new 

commandment’ he connects the imperative to a decisive indicative: ‘I have loved you. 

On that basis the disciples are to love one another.’ Earlier in the same chapter, he 

says, in effect: ‘I have washed your feet; in the same way you must wash one 

another’s feet.’ ‘You are to do as I have done for you.’ (13:15) 

In this Gospel, the language of love begins with the love of God: God loved the world 

in such a way that he gave his only Son. (3:16) The love of God for the world is 

particularly focussed on the believing community, whom the writer is addressing. But 

because God, in Christ, has loved the world – and because Christ has loved those who 

are his friends (15:15) – they must behave in a loving manner toward others in their 

community. Whatever differences keep them divided, they are urged to love one 

another. I suppose it was no less difficult for them to keep this commandment then 

than it is for us today. 

[B]  Jews and Gentiles in the early church 

That it was difficult then is pretty clear from today’s reading from the book of Acts. 

Luke tells the story of Peter: when visiting Jerusalem he is accused of visiting 

Gentiles; eating with men who are uncircumcised. And he tells them the story of his 

vision in Joppa: nothing that God has made is unclean! He goes on to tell them of 

visitors from Caesarea – Gentiles – who insist that he go back with them, ‘to speak 

words that will bring salvation to [them] and all [their] household’. (Acts 11:14) 

As he speaks, the Spirit comes upon them, and Peter learns the lesson that God gives 

Gentiles the same gift as he gives Jews when they believe in the Lord Jesus Christ. A 

Jew like Peter dare not stand in the way of Gentiles. (11:17) For God has ‘granted 

life-giving repentance to the Gentiles, not only to the Jews. (11:18) 

  



 2 

In a way difficult for us to understand today, the question of circumcision as a 

condition of entry into the Christian community was a very contentious matter in the 

early decades of the church. Paul evidently did not find it such a problem; he an 

ardent ‘anti-circumcisionist’. In his letter to the Galatians and the Philippians he 

excoriates the ‘circumcision faction’. ‘Beware of the dogs, the evil-workers, those 

who mutilate the flesh!’ (Phil 3:2). ‘If you let yourself be circumcised, Christ will be 

of no benefit to you!’ (Gal 5:2). Imagine such language in our Synod in our debates 

about sexuality or the Preamble to the Constitution! 

Later, the writer to the Ephesians urges his readers to consider that Christ has made 

Jews and Gentiles one people through his death on the cross. He has made one new 

humanity in place of the two separated human communities. Together they are now 

members of the household of God. Instead of a dividing wall between them, Christ 

has brought peace to them; indeed Christ is the peace between them.  

[C]  Christians and Jews  

It is important to note that the context is the church, the household of God, as the 

letter to the Ephesians names it. In the case of Luke, the context is belief in the Lord 

Jesus Christ. It is also to the followers of Jesus and, by extension, to the church that 

the ‘new commandment’ is addressed: love one another! Gentile Christians – that is, 

most (all?) of us – must not forget that God already had a people, a household, before 

we Gentiles became part of it. We have nothing, as Markus Barth puts it, that we do 

not have together with Israel: forgiveness, peace, access to God and so on.  

But does it go any further, this bringing together of two separated communities into 

one new humanity? Is it only a matter of the relationship of Jews and Gentiles in the 

church? If Israel – understood theologically rather than politically – remains part of 

the People of God, what should we do about the relation between these two parts of 

the People of God?  

There is at least the need for dialogue. Given the history of persecution and genocide, 

there is room for humility and repentance on the part of Christians, rather than 

arrogance and triumphalism. Ideally, the conversation goes beyond the maintenance 

of good, neighbourly relations. Christians should be allowed to ask whether the 

Jewish view of the God of Israel has room for a definitive disclosure in and through 

Jesus of Nazareth. But we should also ask ourselves whether the claim to be the new, 

eschatological People of God – a claim made very early and very strongly – was 

premature; and whether we might have done better to make the more modest claim 

that this new people of Jews and Gentiles together was a provisional sign of a still 

awaited consummation. 

[D]  First and Second People? 

In the church, then, one might speak of a first and a second people. On the logic of 

both Paul, the writer to the Ephesians and the book of Acts, the Jews were first and 

Gentiles were second as People of God. But together we have been made one people 

of God; together we are (to quote the first letter of Peter) ‘a chosen race’, ‘a dedicated 

nation’, ‘a people claimed by God for his own’ (1 Pet 2:9). And that together we are 

one people is spiritually and theologically much more important than who is first and 

who is second. 
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This, let us note, is good news: that Christ has reconciled us, not only to God, but 

also to each other, across the most intractable human divisions. It is Christ, through 

the Spirit, who (in Wesley’s inimitable words) ‘renders all distinctions void’. He 

brings together the polarised, so that they acknowledge each other and their inclusion 

in the community, the one People of God.  

For that reason, it is to be questioned whether the church will be served well by a 

statement – a new Preamble to the Constitution – which accentuates the existence of a 

first people and (by implication) a second people; a distinction based not on 

theological truth but some other truth. It is a distinction that is theologically 

irrelevant, improper! 

We are – because Christ has made us – a single People of God. The ‘new 

commandment’ which the Johannine Christ gives us is particularly addressed to the 

church: love one another, as Christ has loved us, all of us! This does not mean that 

reconciliation can be ignored beyond a word of apology; of course not! It does not 

mean that past injustices – of which there are many – need not be addressed and 

compensated for; of course they should! But to insist that words about first and 

second people in the church should be part of a church constitution – as distinct from 

a national constitution or some national council for indigenous matters – seems to me 

something of a ‘category mistake’. 

[E]  Conclusion 

William Willimon, that scintillating American Methodist writer, has a great line: ‘The 

church must be brought kicking and screaming into the movements of God.’ That 

applies here too. God has reconciled us to himself in Christ. The Holy of Holies has 

been opened up to us. And God opens the way for reconciliation across the deepest 

barriers between us and them: Jew and Gentile, local or foreigner, first people or 

second people! This is not to obliterate difference, but to hold difference (even 

passionate disagreement) in a larger unity of common life, common praise, common 

prayer and common mission. 

In the church especially, the Holy spirit draws or pushes us toward the removal of 

barriers, not their reinforcement. The apostle Peter discovered it to his surprise when 

he was forced to conclude that ‘God gave Gentiles no less a gift than he had given 

Jews when both came to believe in Jesus Christ.’ This was true theologically and 

pastorally. (We should beware of turning theological truth and pastoral sensitivity into 

enemies!) 

The same applies to the reconciliation of First People and Second People in the 

‘people claimed by God for his own’. There must be a way of doing justice to pastoral 

sensitivity and theological truth in the matter being considered by our church at this 

time. 

   To God, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, who made and makes us one 

people, be thanks and praise, now and forever. 

 

*** 


