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We’re continuing in the season of Easter.  Easter eggs, Easter chocolate bunnies, chicks- 

all stopped in the shops on Easter Day and were reduced in price soon after, but for the 

church Easter continues.  Today is the 4th Sunday of Easter.  It’s also the start of Christian 

Aid week.   

Looking beyond our church context at events during this past week, our government has 

negotiated what may be a better tariffs deal with the US, India and Pakistan looked on the 

brink of war, we have a new pope, Christians continue to be murdered in Nigeria, our 

council is reducing the frequency with which they collect rubbish….and then there are our 

personal circumstances – work, money, health, time, studies, sport and so on.  These are 

the unspoken conversations we bring with us when we gather in church as the body of 

Christ on Sunday.   

In accepting the invitation to be part of a church we are, whether we realise it or not, 

opening ourselves to being shaped in a way that makes us more Christ like; so that our 

choices, how we see things, the paths we follow, more faithfully reflect Jesus.  But how do 

we do that on a daily basis? The answer in our Sunday readings post Easter is, in a nutshell, 

by tuning into the Holy Spirit.  Slide  We might expand that to say the Spirit of the risen 

Lord Jesus dwelling within us.  And how will I know if I’m tuning into this Holy Spirit?  You 

might ask 

So, this morning I thought we might trace the activity of the Holy Spirit in the apostle Peter 

as he goes to Joppa, and see what clues that might offer. 

First, a clue from our gospel reading.  Jesus says ‘my sheep hear my voice’.  Sheep is 

another word for disciple. Peter is definitely one of Jesus’ sheep. He’s also a shepherd, that 

is a leader.  He hears Jesus’ voice.   Slide  Going right back to the start of his association 

with Jesus by the lake in Galilee, he hears Jesus’ voice and follows him.  In the years that 

follow we find him moving further and further away from rural Galilee and his fishing job 

until now, after Jesus passion, he’s about 90 miles away in Jerusalem and a leader in the 

early church.  His boundaries have extended.  That’s sometimes a clue to the activity of 

the Holy Spirit.  We may be drawn outwards, away from the familiar.  

Then, going back again, we may remember Jesus telling his disciples that with the coming 

of the Holy Spirt they will be able to do what he was doing, and even greater things.  

Perhaps Peter remembered that promise as he faced Dorcas on her deathbed.  Perhaps he 

remembered being with Jesus when he raised Jairus’ daughter from her deathbed.  He may 

have recalled accounts of the prophets Elijah and Elisha doing something similar.  

Remembering Jesus’ words, remembering what he did, recalling words of scripture can be 

another clue to the Holy Spirit at work, prompting us at just the right moment, triggering 

action. 

In the book of Acts moving outwards and extending boundaries is very much seen as an 

activity of the Holy Spirit.  (As an aside, it’s interesting to note that Christian Aid which 

began as a movement in response to the plight of refugees in Europe after the second 

world war has, over the years, far extended its remit)    

So Peter is in Lydda, being asked by 2 messengers to do something in Joppa, about 10 

miles away.  We might imagine Peter considering this request and wondering if he’s hearing 

the Lord’s voice.  He’s already moved further away from what had become his home base 

of Jerusalem and now here he is, being asked to go even further away.  And this is not only 



about geography; in Lydda Peter had healed a man called Aeneas, almost certainly Greek, 

given his name, so this was already widening the circle of those with whom he shared the 

gospel.  Then he’s told about a woman disciple – Dorcas or Tabitha- whom he might heal.  

What our English translation doesn’t reveal is that the word ‘disciple’ in the original Greek 

is in the feminine form – the only place, apparently, in which it appears in this form in the 

NT.  It’s as though the messengers are underlining the fact that this woman is a serious 

disciple (even though she is a woman?).  And it’s fitting on this Sunday when we mark 

Christian Aid week that her discipleship was of a very practical kind- making clothes for a 

particularly needy group of people.  Nevertheless, she’s only a woman; so is she worth this 

extra journey?  So, is he hearing the Lord’s voice?  Joppa will take him even further from 

Jerusalem where his leadership responsibilities lie.  Joppa is also an edgy place – a port, 

very mixed and where more unsavoury occupations are situated.  Not easy for a good Jew 

like Peter. 

Well, he does go, and in so doing sets off not just the miracle of Dorcas being raised from 

the dead, but the spread of the gospel among those outside the Jewish faith, the Gentiles.  

Because Peter stayed on in Joppa, Dorcas’ town, and lodged with Simon the tanner – 

someone whose occupation was regarded as unclean in Judaism (and as I said, Peter was 

like Jesus, Jewish), and there on Simon’s rooftop he had a weird dream which led to his 

saying yes to gentile Cornelius’ request to visit his home and then later to be baptised.  

(Next Sunday’s reading from Acts)  

Luke plots the shift outwards beyond familiar territory so beautifully; to Lydda where Peter 

healed the Greek Aeneas, to Joppa where he raises a mere woman from the dead, to 

staying in the home of Simon the man with a ritually unclean job, to Cornelius, the Roman 

gentile’s, house.  How could he have recognised Jesus’ voice in all this?  Some of these 

moves would have felt so uncomfortable, contrary to beliefs with which he’d grown up. 

There seem to be a number of reasons which we might draw out from our reading of the 

gospels and Acts: 

Firstly, Peter must have been really attentive to Jesus during his time with him.  Otherwise 

he wouldn’t have remembered what he said and did so clearly.  His attentiveness meant 

that he truly knew Jesus, knew what he might have said or done in the choices now facing 

him.  We also know that he loved Jesus.  He declared this openly 3 times in the passage 

from John we heard last Sunday, when Jesus asked him 3 times if he loved him.  His 

attentiveness, his love meant that he really, really knew Jesus and so could recognise Jesus’ 

voice.  When faced with choices he was more likely to be able to tell which one had an 

authentic Jesus ring about it.  We know he prayed because that’s mentioned elsewhere in 

Acts.  Finally, it’s not just that he knows Jesus, but that Jesus knows him and had never 

given up on him and had forgiven him for his denial.  He was fully accepted as himself.  So 

he had confidence in himself to step out into the unfamiliar. 

All these reasons are relevant to us as we seek to tune into the Holy Spirit, to see our 

circumstances whether global, local or personal through that lens.  Do we love Jesus?  Do 

we allow him to love us, to know us (‘I know my sheep’, he says in today’s gospel) Do we 

know he fully accepts us as we are?  Do we spend time in listening and talking to him 

(prayer, reading scripture)? Do we know him well enough to discern however imperfectly 

the path he invites us to take, day by day? 

Lord Jesus, may we know you more clearly, love you more dearly and follow you more 

nearly, day by day.  Amen 

Christine Bainbridge 



 

 


