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As a backdrop for today’s reading, I want to ask you to keep in mind the flow of events in the first several chapters of Acts: Jesus’ ascension. The coming of the Holy Spirit. The great preaching, the many converts, the healings and other signs of God’s presence. The offense taken by the religious authorities. The arrests of the apostles, the stoning of Stephen. And the conversion of Saul. 


Also as a part of the backdrop, I want to take you on a quick time travel all the way back to Abraham.  I want you to listen to the promise that God made to Abraham: “I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” And off Abraham and Sarah went, the start of a great adventure with God. It was their descendents who years later were slaves in Egypt, and later still made the 40 year trek across the wilderness to the Promised Land.  The people who developed as a nation, faltered in their faith, went into exile, and eventually (some of them) came home again. All the while, they were establishing and developing a national, cultural and religious identity. The Jewish faith, the nation of Israel, the people of God. God’s chosen ones. It was to these people that the Messiah, Jesus, was born. And it was within this religious and cultural context that the church began. No one in the early days of the church thought that they were starting up a new group—a new religion. This was simply the fulfillment of God’s promise to the people of Israel. The Messiah belonged to them.

But there’s a kind of a nagging issue that begins to come up. It’s not just Jewish people who come to faith in Christ. Already some of their “wrong side of the track cousins” (the Samaritans) have been converted. And at least one Gentile, an Ethiopian official, has been baptized. What’s this church coming to?   Could it be that this faith, this relationship with Jesus, this guidance by the Holy Spirit, this salvation is available to non-Jewish people? To the Gentiles? It possible that God is just now fulfilling that last phrase in the promise to Abraham:  “In you all the families of the earth shall be blessed”? 
The Gentile Problem and God’s Solution

Acts 11:1-18


In May of 1974 I graduated with a bachelor’s degree in Education, with a major in English and a minor in Sociology. In September of that same year I enrolled in seminary to become an ordained minister in the Presbyterian Church. It sounds so simple, doesn’t it? But let me tell you how it was for me. From a young child I had been tight with God. Following Jesus was truly important to me. And in my last year of high school I had begun to believe that God was calling me into the ministry. But there were a couple of issues with that sense of call. I was the youngest in a family of four children. My father was a subsistence farmer in South Dakota. Bottom line: I had no money. No one in my family had gone into the ministry, so I had no models to follow. Those were not such unusual issues for someone who was seminary-bound. But the third one was a doozy. I was a girl.  All of my early training said that boys were supposed to take on certain occupations and girls belonged in others.  This separation of the sexes went beyond culture and family to a sense of what God had ordained. Women did not go into the ministry, for the simple fact that the Bible was against it.  That’s what I had been taught. Yet at the same time, I had this very intense feeling that God was calling me into the ministry.  I wanted to obey God. 

So, here was my dilemma: was God calling me to do something that the Bible was against?  Or was I missing something about what the Bible was really saying? 


Well, I suppose you can guess my answer, because here I am 37 years later. But I will never forget the struggle that ended up in a conversion. I was already a Christian, but God had to change my thinking and my beliefs so that I could accept my calling. 


This is what I meant last week when I said that pretty much every person in this room still needed to be converted. Just because you have made a commitment to follow Jesus, doesn’t mean you have it all figured out. God is still leading you, and that means you will have what you might call a series of conversions or paradigm shifts or revolutions as you grow in your understanding of what it means to follow Jesus.

That means cultivating an openness to change.  And change is tough. 

For instance, on June 4, 1783 at the market square of a village not far from Paris, a smoky bonfire on a raised platform was fed by wet straw and old wool rags. Tethered above, straining its lines, was a huge taffeta bag 33 feet in diameter. A hot air balloon. In the presence of a large crowd and much cheering the balloon was cut from its moorings and set free to rise majestically into the noon sky. Six thousand feet into the air it went – the first public ascent of a balloon, a key step in the history of human flight.  It came to earth several miles away in a field, where it was promptly attacked by pitchfork-waving peasants and torn to pieces as an instrument of evil! 

It’s tough to accept new ideas, but if we are closed, our faith becomes stagnant. In his book Authentic Christianity John Stott said, “We need to repent of the haughty way in which we sometimes stand in judgment upon Scripture and must learn to sit humbly under its judgments instead. If we come to Scripture with our minds made up, expecting to hear from it only an echo of our own thoughts and never the thunderclap of God’s, then indeed he will not speak to us and we shall only be confirmed in our own prejudices. We must allow the Word of God to confront us, to disturb our security, to undermine our complacency and to overthrow our patterns of thought and behavior.” 


And this is what is going on with Simon Peter in today’s story. He is a good faithful person of God. He has done his best to observe all of the various religious rules and regulations, including the various food taboos. These rules and traditions and beliefs have been with him his whole life. Peter is also a follower of Jesus, and that is beginning to cause some conflict in his soul, which is really interesting, because most people think that being a Christian should make things more calm and peaceful.  But on the way to that calm and peaceful, sometimes there needs to be a disruption. Here’s a clue about Peter’s conflict: At the end of chapter 9, Luke mentions that Peter has gone to Joppa and has been staying at the home of Simon, who is a tanner.  Now, you might just go by that comment. Or you might think Simon runs a tanning salon. But a tanner is a person who tans hides into leather; that means he handles dead animals, including unclean animals, and a person in that occupation is usually shunned by observant Jews. The fact that Peter is staying at the home of Simon the tanner suggests that Peter has already loosened his standards about ritual cleanliness. As well you might expect from someone who has spent significant time with Jesus! 


But still, it was a struggle. After all, Peter was raised with certain rules and regulations. GOD’s rules and regulations! 


And now he has this dream that clearly seems to come from the Holy Spirit. A huge sheet full of animals comes down from heaven. All kinds of animals! Both clean and unclean. And a voice says, “kill and eat!” 


“I would never. . .!” Peter says. “I have never eaten unclean food. Never!” (Methinks he protests too much!) 

But here’s the punch line. “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.” 


When the messengers from Cornelius arrive just a moment later, Peter quickly realizes that this message is not about food. It’s about people. Specifically Gentiles. Non-Jews. The very people that Peter has been taught to believe are immoral pagans. People to stay away from.  And now, in Peter’s own words, “The Spirit told me to go with them and not to make a distinction between them and us.” As a result, Cornelius and his household become followers of Jesus, and they receive the Holy Spirit. 

So what’s going on here? What about the law of Moses where it talks about not eating with Gentiles and not doing business with Gentiles and not marrying Gentiles? Now God is welcoming Gentiles into the kingdom. 
Is God going against God’s own rules? 


Or is God simply fulfilling the promise made to Abraham, that though him all families of the earth shall be blessed? 


Tom Wright suggests that we think of this as a progression. “Imagine a mother seeing her child at the other side of the street,” he says, “about to cross a busy road. ‘Stand still!’ she shouts urgently. Then, a minute later, seeing that the traffic has come to a stop at the light, she shouts again, ‘Walk across!’ She hasn’t contradicted herself. The initial command was the right one for the time. Indeed, it is because she wanted the child to walk across in the end that she told him to stand still for the moment. If he hadn’t, he wouldn’t have made it across at all.”

Human beings tend to want to set things in concrete. God said it, I believe it, that settles it. As the Duke of Cambridge said in the late 1800s “Any change, at any time, for any reason, is to be deplored.” But God is leading us forward. And that means we will encounter some spiritual dilemmas, such as Peter did. 


Most, if not all of us, in this room are Gentiles.  Of course God wants Gentiles in the kingdom!  So it’s hard to grasp the impact of the struggle to accept this movement forward unless we are somehow able to put this into our own context. Like a young woman called to the ministry who believes God is against women in the ministry. Or, like the Presbyterian Church USA opening the possibility of ordination to homosexuals. Now can you feel Peter’s struggle? Is God leading us to do something that the Bible is against? We want to obey God’s laws. At the same time, we don’t want to be left behind when God leads the church forward. 

Change is tough to accept. But let’s be clear about the kind of change that we need to be open to. The kind of change that I am talking about here is not change just for the sake of change; and it’s not about being politically correct either. We want to know where God is leading us. Wouldn’t it be nice if God would go back to the way it was in the old days, the days when the people of God were wandering in the wilderness and there was a cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night? When the cloud moves, we move. When the cloud stays still, we stay still. We need a visual here! But instead, we get each other. To talk to. To listen to. To study the Bible with. To envision the future with. 


So. . .the bottom line for today is this: may we be true companions in faith. Speaking the truth as we know it. Listening with compassion and understanding. Cultivating openness to change. Challenging – loving – Encouraging – and sticking together under the Lordship of Jesus. 
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