
July 13, 2014 

  
Introduction 

 

Peter and Paul were both influential in the first century Christian church. Peter was one of the 

twelve disciples who became the leader of this movement called “The Way” after Jesus died. 

Paul was a staunch Jew and Roman citizen from Tarsus in south-central Turkey. Paul persecuted 

the early Christians until one day the resurrected Christ appeared to Paul on the Damascus Road.  

 

One great issue threatened to divide the early church: did Gentile converts to Christianity need to 

become Jews first and thus be circumcised? Around the year 50 AD, Peter and Paul, James and 

Barnabus, and all the leaders of the early church gathered in Jerusalem for what is now called the 

Jerusalem Council to come to one mind on this matter.   

 

  

The apostles and the elders met together to consider this matter. After there had 

been much debate, Peter stood up and said to them, “My brothers, you know that 

in the early days God made a choice among you, that I should be the one through 

whom the Gentiles would hear the message of the good news and become 

believers. And God, who knows the human heart, testified to them by giving them 

the Holy Spirit, just as he did to us; and in cleansing their hearts by faith he has 

made no distinction between them and us. Now therefore why are you putting God 

to the test by placing on the neck of the disciples a yoke that neither our ancestors 

nor we have been able to bear? On the contrary, we believe that we will be saved 

through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will.” 

  

The whole assembly kept silence, and listened to Barnabas and Paul as they told 

of all the signs and wonders that God had done through them among the Gentiles. 

After they finished speaking, James replied, “My brothers, listen to me. Simeon 

has related how God first looked favorably on the Gentiles, to take from among 

them a people for his name... Therefore I have reached the decision that we 

should not trouble those Gentiles who are turning to God, but we should write to 

them to abstain only from things polluted by idols and from fornication and from 

whatever has been strangled and from blood.” 

 

 

* * * * * 
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Paul: If two men were ever set up from the beginning for conflict and competition, it was us. I 

wasn’t like him. And I can’t say I like him. Even in better circumstances, we would hardly have 

been friends.   

 

Peter: Yes, just look at him over there. Saul. Or as he later called himself, Paul. I can still 

remember when I first heard of him. Friends? Right away, I felt he was a fake, a Gantseh 

Macher, a big shot. Our little band of people who actually knew Jesus thought there was 

something fishy about Paul, his story so unlikely.  

 

Paul: And look at him. Simon. Or as he was laughingly nicknamed, Peter, the Rock. A rock that 

crumbles. He was a nebbish. A stubborn, gruff, hard-headed fisherman from the province of 

Galilee, a stranger to a big city like Jerusalem. He was full of the stench of the waters of 

Gennesaret and of fish. If they’d ever let him into the inner courts of the Temple, he would have 

fallen all over himself and been laughed at as a fool.   

 

Peter: It was only natural that I would have been suspicious of this man. I mean, where did he 

come from? He wasn’t one of us. Jesus had spent his active ministry traveling through our land, 

hand-picking those people he wanted to include in his band. He would call us by name and say, 

“Follow me.”  

  

Never will I forget how my Lord came to me while I was tangled up in fishing nets and said, 

“Come and I will make you fishers of people.” That’s how he did things: Jesus saw us and 

picked us. He chose us one by one. He spent time with us and taught us. Heaven knows we 

needed the personal instruction. That’s why we could be called “Apostles.” But this man, Saul.  

What’s with him? He didn’t know Jesus. He didn’t even hear him teach, yet he wants to muscle 

in. He claims to be an apostle as well.  

 

Paul: That much is true. I was as one untimely born. I never knew Jesus in the flesh, the way that 

Peter and that motley crew did. I didn’t go to him to learn. I didn’t spend time with Jesus, 

traveling from village to village, listening while he taught in the synagogues and the fields, 

watching how he interacted with other rabbis, women, Romans, common people with all of their 

complaints and needs, and with clever Pharisees such as me.  

  

But it’s not true that Jesus did not know me or call me by name. Jesus knew me, Saul. He knew 

me all too well. He knew I hated him and everything that had come from him. Jesus knew that I 

had appointed myself as guardian of the true faith and had determined to wipe out these 

Christians wherever I could find them. He knew what was in my heart while I watched, indeed 

incited, others to stone young Stephen to death. Jesus knew what I intended when I set out on 

that long road to Damascus. He knew I was going to quickly snuff out those followers of The 

Way who had gone there to proclaim Jesus as the Christ. Ha. Jesus knew me well. Well enough 

that he could call me by name on the Damascus road.  

 

Peter: We all had the distinct feeling that this Saul felt he was better than us. I mean, we were a 

strange little group. Several fishermen, a tax collector... But Saul. He was a cosmopolitan man 

compared to us. Born in Tarsus, a city where Jews and Greeks mixed freely. From his childhood, 

people knew he was smart. He was well-educated and studied at the feet of the great Gamaliel.  
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He even knew Hebrew. All I could speak was the common language of the street. So when Saul 

came to us, we felt he was cocky, that he had an almost snobbish intelligence. His life was spent 

arguing Law.  

 

Paul: All his life, he talked to fish. 

 

Peter: Paul was a debater. He sniped at us about the law, “Do this! Do that! Do it this way! Do 

more!” My people didn’t have time for people like Paul. We would have gone down to the docks 

and mended the nets when people like him came sniffing around.  

 

Paul: And I would have found them there. People like Peter were predictable and their world was 

small. I would have talked to them about becoming more than they were, about being zealous 

about the precious possession of Torah, taking pride in it. People didn’t want to get into a debate 

with me – I knew my stuff.  

 

Peter: Saul wouldn’t have cared two hoots for us, that’s for sure. He cared only for his precious 

law, not about us common folk. That’s what set Jesus apart. He had a deep intelligence that 

would have put Saul in his place. And he was quick on his feet. Debate Saul? It was Jesus you 

didn’t want to argue with. Jesus could see to the heart of the argument and turn you four corners 

to the wind before you knew what happened. What was worse, Jesus could see into your own 

heart and tangle with you on a level you didn’t even know you had.  

  

Saul was brilliant – and he’ll tell you so. But he was no match for Jesus. My point is, bright as he 

was, Jesus was a friend to us. He wasn’t a zealot like Saul, like those people who were so 

extreme they’d kill for their beliefs. We didn’t have much sympathy for people like Saul.  

 

Paul: And I had little use for mulish simpletons like Simon Peter. I never had much success with 

people like him. But all of that changed. I was set in my course, heading for Damascus to wipe 

out more people like him. I had warrants from the High Priests, and I was closing in for the kill 

when, suddenly, out of the air, someone spoke to me.   

  

“Saul, Saul! Why are you out to get me?”   

  

“Who are you, Master?” I said.   

 

“I am Jesus, the one you’re hunting down. I want you to get up and enter the city, and there 

you’ll be told what to do next.”   

  

My companions thought I’d had a stroke. They couldn’t hear the voice, couldn’t see anyone, but 

there I was, knocked silly on the ground, talking to someone no one could see, stone blind. They 

had to take me by the hand and lead me to Damascus. So I was changed, in the passing of a 

moment, in a twinkling of an eye.  

 

Peter: Yes, even I could see that. He went from enemy of Jesus to his passionate friend. Go 

figure. But all things are possible with God. Now all the energy Saul had put into persecuting the 

people of The Way, he put into making Christ known.   
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Paul: I found forgiveness for the horrible things I had done. And I found more. I found Christ – 

or, more accurately, Christ found me. I may never have known Jesus while he was living, but I 

met the resurrected Christ and experienced his grace.   

 

Peter: All of this was difficult for the Apostles to accept at first. But, different as we were, I came 

to see that Saul had experienced the same amazing grace that had captured me. I knew that grace.  

I could recognize it. After I had denied even knowing my Lord three times, right before he was 

crucified – well, you can imagine how I felt. Worthless, utterly and completely worthless.  

  

Jesus had told me he was going to establish his church upon me. He had changed my name from 

Simon to Peter. I was to be the Rock, the one upon whom he could depend. Then I didn’t even 

have the courage to acknowledge him. I wouldn’t have been able to carry such a shame, knowing 

how I had disgraced myself before him and before the world. I wanted to hide in the waters of 

Gennesaret.   

 

Paul: Yet, Jesus forgave him. Even I know the story. Just as with me, Jesus came to Simon Peter 

in his resurrected form and forgave him. Three times he asked Peter, “Do you love me?” And 

three times Peter replied, “Lord, you know I love you!” And three times, Christ commissioned 

him: “Feed my lambs. Tend my sheep. Feed my sheep.” Different as Simon Peter and I are, we 

both experienced the grace of Jesus Christ. Having experienced that grace, we were changed.  

For me it was like night and day. And that same grace is offered to you – even today. 

 

Peter: Oh, we were both still stubborn men. That much didn’t change. But in our innermost 

spirit, our hearts had been changed. Both of us. We were both drenched in God’s love, as 

sponges in the sea take on the waters that surround them. I wasn’t transformed as fast as Saul 

was. God works with what you have. 

  

As for me, my mind was encrusted with barnacles from all the prejudice and attitudes I learned 

growing up in a small village. What’s so surprising about that? God had made us differently.  

Things that Saul, I mean Paul, could see right away, took me more time. But, gradually, piece by 

piece, even my life was changed. And so was my mind.  

 

Paul: Yes, we both were changed. My transformation was the more dramatic, for sure. But, then, 

I had more that needed to be changed. Simon Peter had a temper and was unpredictable. My 

problem was worse than a quirky personality. I had hatred within me. When the change occurred 

in me, the difference was like night and day. So, some things were crystal-clear from the start.  

 

Peter:  Different as we once had been, now we came to recognize each other as brothers, newly 

born in Christ.   

 

Paul: True. Yet, not just us. As if blinders had been lifted from my sightless eyes, I now saw that 

all the things that had divided people were meaningless. For those in Christ, there is no longer 

Gentile or Jew – what a thing for me to say. There is no longer slave or free. No longer male or 

female. No longer circumcised or uncircumcised. We were all new creations because of this new 

thing God had done.   
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Peter: Again, it took me longer, but on my own I came to the same realization. Well, alright. I 

had several nudgings by the Holy Spirit, but my eyes were opened as well. Even knowing Jesus, 

I didn’t think that meant I had to give up what I’d learned about what was clean and unclean to 

eat. I mean, I was still a Jew. Food had to be kosher, right? I shouldn’t be expected to eat unclean 

things. Our scriptures tell us that many Gentile foods like lobster and pork are an abomination.  

That meant I couldn’t even eat with many people who wanted me to tell them about Jesus. 

 

Paul: That’s a problem! 

 

Peter: Then I had a vision. A net was lowered before me with all kinds of food, clean and 

unclean – everything I’d been taught to hate – and my Lord told me to eat. “Never!” I cried. “Oh 

no, Lord. I’ve never so much as tasted food that was not kosher!” The voice came a second time, 

“If God says it’s okay, it’s okay.” This happened three times. How could I mistake who was 

speaking to me?   

  

Then the net vanished, and who should show up but soldiers from a Gentile, Cornelius, centurion 

of the Italian Guard, summoning me to his house. Of course that meant that I would sit at his 

table and eat with him. Now I could. I perceived that God shows no partiality. None. In any 

nation, whoever honors God and does what is right is acceptable to God. It took me a while to 

see this – I hope none of you are as dense as me.   

 

Paul: Yes, we can sincerely wish that.  

 

Peter: Enough. It was my stubbornness that obscured my vision. Paul, you’re no stranger to 

stubbornness. And my obstinacy served you well when you returned to Jerusalem, and we held 

the first church council about you and your practices in Gentile lands. You know what I’m 

talking about. Circumcision. You spoke with no respect for the most sacred custom of our faith.  

You went around telling people that those who insisted upon “mutilation” should themselves be 

castrated.  

 

Paul: Be honest now. Circumcision was never something Jesus insisted upon. In fact, he never 

said a word about it, did he? But you and the Twelve insisted that Gentiles submit to it, even 

though it was never one of their practices. 

 

Peter: Circumcision is but one of hundreds of subjects about which Jesus never spoke. Oh, 

there’re any number of questions I’d put to him now, if I could. It’s strange how Jesus left these 

problems for us. It is as if he wanted us to mature in love as we wrestled with them. He trusted us 

to work them out. And we did work them out.   

  

I know you haven’t forgotten how the Jerusalem Council did not require you to circumcise the 

Gentiles. We thought the Holy Spirit only required these essentials: to abstain from eating meat 

sacrificed to idols, and from blood and from what is strangled and from immorality.  

 

Paul: Yes, you did well, old friend. We had our differences – in Antioch we argued, and I was 

harsh with you. But in Jerusalem you cut through to the essentials. Hard as it must have been for 

you, you saw that circumcision was not essential to following Jesus Christ. Your stubbornness 



 

6 

 

served Christ well. What you may not have seen is that this single decision held together the 

early church. If you had insisted upon circumcision with the Twelve, we likely would have 

broken into two distinct movements, and we might not have survived.  

 

Peter: You think it was that important? 

 

Paul: Oh, yes. The temptation to let differences divide us is always attractive. But it does not 

serve Christ. In every age, there will be issues that will divide us if we let our stubbornness and 

pride get the best of us. As at the Jerusalem Council, we are called to come together in the peace 

and love of our Lord. And we are called to look at the new things God is doing. We are to reason 

together. And we are to see all things through our experience of God’s grace. Remember, my 

friend, how our thick-headed minds were changed by the grace of our Lord Jesus.  

 

Peter: Amen to that. Our faith depends upon what God has done for us. God is love, and God 

chooses to love us. That’s the key. It doesn’t depend upon the test of circumcision or keeping 

Torah. We can point fingers and say, “She doesn’t keep the Law. He’s doesn’t keep the Sabbath.  

That one over there doesn’t give the whole tithe to God. And that one up there is deceitful, you 

can’t trust her to tell the truth.” 

 

Paul: Yes, we’re all sinners, but God loves us anyway. And our unity in the grace of Jesus Christ 

shines brightly whenever we gather at his Table to share the bread and the wine, his life shared 

with us.  

 

Peter: Whatever threatens to divide us is washed away in that moment of God’s grace. We’re 

made One by grace. We’re saved by the grace of Christ – that’s the one great thing I know. And 

it wipes away all of our superficial differences.  

 

Paul: We remember that all of us, as many as we are, we are made One because we are united in 

the fellowship of his Holy Spirit.   

 

Peter: I remember being there when he broke the bread and shared the wine. He told us that 

whenever even two or three are gathered in his name, he would be with us. Truly, he is with us 

now. 

 

Paul: So, look at us. Yes, look at us. See how different we are. He’s a “dock rat!” 

 

Peter: He’s an arrogant, know-it-all Pharisee. 

 

Paul: He walked with Jesus, but didn’t understand him for years. 

 

Peter: He never knew Jesus, but still tries to tell us about him.  

 

Paul: He failed Jesus.  

 

Peter: He wanted to murder us. 
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Paul: By rights, we should have warred against one another.   

 

Peter: We should have dueled at every opportunity. 

 

Paul: But see what Christ has done with us. 

 

Peter: He called us. 

 

Paul: He forgave us. 

 

Peter: He bathed us in his grace.  

 

Paul: And filled us with his Spirit. 

 

Peter: And by his Spirit and his grace, he made us One.  

 

Paul: All our differences have been wiped away. We are One in the Spirit. 

 

Peter: All that matters is Christ who lives in us. We are One in the one Lord.  

 

Paul: We are known by our forgiveness and by our love.  

 

Peter: Thanks be to God for God’s indescribable gift. 

 

Paul: Now, how about all of you? Will you let yourself be changed at your very core by the grace 

and peace of Jesus Christ? 

 

Peter: Are you willing to lay aside every obstacle and cling to what is most important? Can you 

see through the prejudice and preconceptions that your culture and world have taught you?   

 

Paul: Can you lay aside all the non-essentials and hold to the light of Christ, knowing you are 

saved not by works, but by grace? 

 

Peter: If so, then the world will know you belong to Christ – they’ll know you, not by your 

disputes, or your narrowness, but by your love.   

 

Paul: If two mule-stubborn people like Peter and me can lay aside our opinions and let Christ 

live within us, then I dare say, it can happen to you.   

 

Peter: Remember Christ’s invitation to you and to all: “Come unto me all you who are weary and 

heavy-laden, and I will give you rest.” And know that he is speaking to you. He waits for you at 

the lakeshore looking neither for wealthy nor wise ones. All he asks is that we follow humbly.  

 

Paul: That’s not bad insight for an old fisherman. Not bad, at all.  
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May we pray? 

   

Laurie: Christ, you call us at unexpected times and strange places.  

 

Gary: You call us out of our fishing boats or while we’re traveling by mule to Damascus or while 

we’re sailing to Mackinac or driving our car down Woodward. 

 

Laurie: You call to us no matter what our state of mind or our political inclination, and despite 

our prejudice and personal history. You call us not because we are worthy but because you can 

change us.  

 

Gary: Call us now, O Lord.   

 

Laurie: Take us as we are and change us – as once you changed Peter, as once you transformed 

Paul.  

 

Gary: Give us ears to hear you, hearts willing to receive you, and grace to share you. Amen. 

  


