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37 Now when they heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and to the other apostles, ‘Brothers, 
what should we do?’ 38Peter said to them, ‘Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so 
that your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 39For the promise is for you, for your 
children, and for all who are far away, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to him.’ 40And he testified with many 
other arguments and exhorted them, saying, ‘Save yourselves from this corrupt generation.’ 41So those who 
welcomed his message were baptized, and that day about three thousand persons were added. 42They devoted 
themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. 

 

 
This past Thursday was a historic day.  It marked the 75th Anniversary of D-Day – 

the enormous invasion of American and British troops on the beaches of Normandy, 

France, during World War II.  Thursday also would have been my Grandparents’ 77th 

Wedding Anniversary.  Both events got me thinking about the members of what Tom 

Brokaw termed “The Greatest Generation.” 

Although hours could be spent talking about the characteristics of this generation, 

one of the things I was reminded of this week was their approach to “things.”  Having 

developed a scarcity mindset in their formative years during the Great Depression, 

members of this generation generally valued their possessions.  They didn’t spend 

money unnecessarily.  When something was broken, they fixed it rather than replacing 

it.  Vacuum cleaners, toasters, irons…these were just a few of the things repeatedly 

repaired.  And when something finally had to be replaced, they saved money for the 

new purchase rather than running out to buy it immediately on a credit card. 

We have a different mindset today.  We exchange old things for new things all the 

time…and we do so almost immediately.  The fact is, some things wear out and need 

to be replaced.  Tire tread wears.  Socks become threadbare.  Knee joints and hip 
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sockets don’t function and become painful.  Exchanging old for new in these cases 

makes good sense. 

But we exchange some old things for new just because we want to.  When she 

comes home with an armful of shopping bags, Jodi will tell me that some perfectly 

good outfits get old and need to be replaced.  Some of us here today exchange cars 

with relatively low mileage because a new car is shiny and has that new car smell.  And 

way too many of us are guilty of trading in a perfectly good phone for a new one just 

because we are eligible for an upgrade. 

But these aren’t the only things we exchange for new.  We also exchange old ways 

of thinking for new ways.  How many of us, when we were younger, claimed, “When 

I’m a parent, I will let my kid stay out as late as she wants,” only to change our tune as 

parents?  Perhaps the same is true with your personal political mindset as particular 

issues have moved you from left to right or right to left on the political spectrum.  

What you think about issue x today might be the polar opposite of what you thought 

even a few years ago. 

We also take new approaches to life as we age.  Twenty-five years ago, cable 

television entrepreneur Bob Buford wrote a book called Halftime.  In this book, Buford 

said the first half of life is about a quest for success.  It is characterized by rushing 

through college, falling in love, getting married, embarking on a career, climbing 

upward, and acquiring a few things to make the journey comfortable.   

But the second half of life is about the journey to significance.  It’s about 

downshifting from the frenetic pace of the first half to focus on a few core things that 

matter.  At this point in life, you know what you have to work with.  You know the 

playing field – the world you live in.  You’ve experienced enough pain and 

disappointment to know that loss is survivable and that it sometimes uncovers the best 

in you.i  In other words, you have the wisdom of years and want to use that wisdom to 
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grow others – children, grandchildren, co-workers, community - rather than growing 

yourself or your salary.   

Our scripture this morning finds Simon Peter emerging from the locker room for 

the second half – a second half of life that will be characterized by some pretty 

significant moments for him personally and for the church…and some wisdom for our 

spiritual journeys – no matter what stage of life we find ourselves in. 

Since Easter, we have journeyed through the first half of Simon Peter story as 

recorded in the New Testament.  We saw Peter the fisherman become Peter the 

disciple of Jesus.  We caught a glimpse of Peter as a family man as Jesus changed his 

mother-in-law from an invalid to a servant follower.  We watched Peter attempt to 

walk on water and then lose his confidence.  And we witnessed Peter boldly confess 

Jesus as the Messiah one week and then deny Jesus the next.   

But all the stories of Simon Peter we examined these last five weeks had one thing 

in common.  They all looked at Peter in relationship to Jesus – in light of what Jesus 

did for Peter.  Today, however, our story of Peter is different.  After Jesus’ 

resurrection, everything we know about Simon Peter changed, because he himself 

changed. 

The book of Acts opens with Jesus giving some final instructions to the disciples.  

Jesus tells them to wait in Jerusalem until they receive the power from on high which 

will enable them to be his witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and to the ends of 

the earth (1:8).  Then, after Jesus ascends into heaven, the disciples do just that.  They 

return to Jerusalem where Peter encourages the disciples to find a replacement for 

Judas (1:15-17). 

But Peter’s leadership becomes fully apparent by what happens on Pentecost.  Ten 

days after Jesus ascended into heaven, the disciples were in Jerusalem celebrating the 

festival of Pentecost.  As we know, it was there that the Holy Spirit descended upon 
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the disciples like tongues of fire, giving these Galileans the ability to speak in other 

languages.  This cacophony of foreign language caused some onlookers to suggest that 

these disciples had been celebrating a little too much – that they were drunk.  In 

response to this accusation, someone needed to address their concern.  There were 

twelve that could have spoken, but it was that strong, impetuous, unfocused, Jesus-

denying Galilean angler who stepped forward and began to preach. 

In the 23 verses prior to our scripture reading this morning, Luke records Peter’s 

first sermon.  While my first sermon 25 years ago was a mish-mash of stories and 

slightly-related thoughts on the Great Commission, Peter looked like a pro.  In one 

moment he quoting scripture, in another he is describing what Jesus had done in their 

midst, and in another he is connecting the dots to prove that Jesus is the Messiah.  

And it was effective because when he finished, those captivated by the message he 

proclaimed asked the question every preacher wants his or her audience to ask: “What 

should we do?” 

“What should we do?” is a universal and timeless question.  It is the question asked 

after a natural disaster or unthinkable tragedy: “What should we do?”  It’s the question 

a young couple asks when considering whether to take a new job in another city: 

“What should we do?”  It’s the question that is posed when faced with a risky business 

venture, a looming medical decision, or when an adult child is struggling: “What 

should we do?”  It’s the proper response when a monumental decision with future 

consequences is on the line. 

So it was for those gathered there on Pentecost listening to Peter.  They now knew 

that their future needed to look different from their past.  So they asked, “What should 

we do?”  And in response, Peter passionately asked them to exchange old ideas for 

new ones.  That’s what Peter asked them to do when he said “repent and be baptized.” 
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Literally, “to repent” is to undergo a radical change of mind.  It involves a complete 

reorientation – a 180-degree turn from what they previously had thought or done.  No 

matter how much one loves their old way of doing things, true repentance requires a 

new approach.  And on that Pentecost day, that’s what Peter called for.  He didn’t 

offer helpful hints on living a more fulfilling life, or a useful project to work on, or a 

feel-good platitude.  He called them to turn from their competing beliefs and values – 

to repent.ii  God’s saving acts made known in Jesus Christ called for a human 

response. 

Having been cut to the heart – convicted that their previous approach was wrong - 

they repented and were baptized.  And Luke tells us 3,000 were added to the church 

that day.  The number of Christ followers went from 120 to 3,000 in a matter of hours.  

As a result of one sermon, Simon Peter the evangelist had just increased the church 

twenty-five fold. 

Those are numbers that make a preacher jealous.  But, what led to those decisions 

of faith wasn’t Peter’s great oratory.  It was the Holy Spirit that moved through Peter, 

giving him the boldness to proclaim the gospel.  It was the movement of the Holy 

Spirit that enabled Peter to become the rock Jesus foretold that he would be.  And it 

was the Holy Spirit that moved in the hearts of those who heard Peter that day, 

prompting them to respond to what had been done for them in Jesus Christ. 

I also don’t think it is an accident that we get a picture of religious practices right 

after this happened.  After 3,000 were added to the church roles, Acts 2:42 says they 

devoted themselves to the teaching of the apostles, to fellowship, to the breaking of 

bread, and to prayer.  These new converts needed the infrastructure and 

encouragement of community.  These activities, such as study and worship, would 

nurture their faith and facilitate their spiritual growth.iii  What the Holy Spirit 

instigated, the church refreshed and renewed. 
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The late, great radio and television personality Paul Harvey would conclude his 

reports with a final story that gave color and little known facts.  So, too, the dramatic 

events of Pentecost were not the end of Peter’s story.  The first half of the book of 

Acts shows that Peter the rock becomes a rock star.  He preaches and heals in Jesus 

name (3:4-8).  He boldly proclaims Jesus before the Jewish religious leaders (4:1-12).  

Then he takes the message beyond Jerusalem, traveling to Samaria to support Phillip’s 

work there (8:14-17).  Later, after a dream from God (Acts 10:13-15), he leads the 

welcome of Gentiles into the faith community.  And the last we hear from Peter is 

recorded in Acts 15, when he speaks passionately at the Jerusalem Council.  It was here 

that the early church wrestled with whether Gentile convents had to become Jewish 

before they became Christians.  To that, Peter asks why they needed to put a burden 

on the new Gentile converts that they, the Jewish converts, had been unable to bear.  

“On the contrary,” Peter proclaimed, “we believe that we and they are saved in the 

same way, by the grace of the Lord Jesus.” (Acts 15:7-11) 

Although the meeting of the Jerusalem Council is the last we hear of Peter in Acts, 

his words and influence paved the way for the Christian faith to spread, unabated, 

across the Roman Empire and around the world.  While it is unclear precisely when 

Peter traveled to Rome, or how often or for how long he was there, the early church 

universally agrees that he was there in the mid-60s (Hamilton).   This was when Nero 

was emperor of Rome and when Nero scapegoated Christians for his disastrous and 

cruel deeds orchestrated to refashion the city of Rome.  Most likely, Peter was 

captured and imprisoned during this wave of persecution, and ultimately crucified 

around 64 AD.  He was buried in a simple grave in a pagan graveyard near the Vatican 

Necropolis.  And in the fourth century, when Christianity was legalized and eventually 

became the official state religion of Rome, the first St. Peter’s Basilica was built above 
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Peter’s tomb.  Quite literally, the church was built on Peter the Rock.iv  In the words of 

Paul Harvey, “And now you know the rest of the story.” 

What made Simon Peter – an unremarkable person a lot like you and me - such a 

profound figure in the early church was how he was shaped by his encounters with 

Jesus Christ and how he was pushed by the Holy Spirit to carry on Christ’s work.  The 

descent of the Holy Spirit upon the disciples at Pentecost wasn’t something just to be 

recorded as a historical footnote.  It was a reminder that even in 2019, the Spirit is 

moving and shaping and pushing people like us – the women and men who make up 

the church - to carry on Christ’s work. 

Shortly after his papacy began in 2013, Pope Francis said was that when the Holy 

Spirit shows up the church is going to be pushed outward and onward, and chances 

are pretty good that the church is not going to like it one little bit. 

 

“The Holy Spirit annoys us. The Spirit moves us, makes us walk, pushes the 

church to move forward. [But] we want the Holy Spirit to calm down. We want 

to tame the Holy Spirit, and that just won’t do. The Holy Spirit gives us 

consolation and the strength to move forward and the moving forward part is 

what can be such a bother. People think it’s better to be comfortable, but that is 

not what the wind and fire of the Holy Spirit brings.”v 

 

What the empowering presence of the Holy Spirit brings is momentum.  The Spirit 

turns the flywheel of ministry multiplication.  Jesus told Simon Peter and the other 

disciples that they would be His witnesses beginning in Jerusalem, and then expanding 

outwards to Judea, and then expanding outwards again to Samaria, and then finally 

expanding out to the very ends of the earth (Acts 1:8).  These ever-widening circles of 

influence and impact are the work of the Holy Spirit.  
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Mennonite theologian John Howard Yoder points out that the church never sat 

down to strategize her mission, to work out the logic and logistics of it all.  No, the 

church’s mission was subject entirely to the Holy Spirit’s initiative.  And what we see in 

the life of Peter is that the Holy Spirit was always pushing individuals and the church 

past its present borders and across the thresholds to those who were standing just 

beyond its doors.  Yoder called this work that the Holy Spirit does, “widening the 

world.”vi 

So, what should we do?  Tap into the power of the Spirit to widen our world.  What 

should we do?  Allow the Holy Spirit to enliven our teaching, fellowship, worship, and 

prayer.  What should we do?  Listen carefully for the Holy Spirit’s prompting to move 

us across the church’s threshold into MSU, into life with the neighbors around us we 

don’t know, into mission through things like an off-site VBS and our Common 

Ground Recovery Ministries.  What should we do?  Repent.  Exchange old thoughts 

for new.  Allow the Spirit to open our mind to new possibilities beyond ourselves, 

beyond our present borders.  This is what the Holy Spirit did for Simon Peter and his 

generation.  It’s what the Holy Spirit is doing for us as well.  And if we will allow the 

Spirit to shape us, both as individuals and as a church, then we might be – for God’s 

glory – the greatest generation the church has ever seen. 
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