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Peter Reports to the Church in Jerusalem (Acts 11:11-18)
The apostles and the followers in Judea heard that Gentiles had accepted God's
message. So when Peter came to Jerusalem, some of the Jewish followers started
arguing with him. They wanted Gentile followers to be circumcised, and they said, “You
stayed in the homes of Gentiles, and you even ate with them!”
Then Peter told them exactly what had happened:
I was in the town of Joppa and was praying when I fell sound asleep and had a vision. I
saw heaven open, and something like a huge sheet held by its four corners came down
to me. When I looked in it, I saw animals, wild beasts, reptiles, and birds. I heard a voice
saying to me, “Peter, get up! Kill these and eat them.”
But I said, “Lord, I can't do that! I've never taken a bite of anything that is unclean and
not fit to eat.”
The voice from heaven spoke to me again, “When God says that something can be
used for food, don't say it isn't fit to eat.” This happened three times before it was all
taken back into heaven.
Suddenly three men from Caesarea stood in front of the house where I was
staying. The Holy Spirit told me to go with them and not to worry. Then six of the Lord's
followers went with me to the home of a man who told us that an angel had appeared to
him. The angel had ordered him to send to Joppa for someone named Simon
Peter. Then Peter would tell him how he and everyone in his house could be saved.
After I started speaking, the Holy Spirit was given to them, just as the Spirit had been
given to us at the beginning. I remembered that the Lord had said, “John baptized with
water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.” God gave those Gentiles the same
gift that he gave us when we put our faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. So how could I have
gone against God?
When they heard Peter say this, they stopped arguing and started praising God. They
said, “God has now let Gentiles turn to him, and he has given life to them!”

Last week the sermon focussed on the story of building a house on
the sand or on the rock. We talked about how we tend to cling to sand — to
things that are not permanent, instead of clinging to the Rock that is a
relationship with God. That rock is a firm foundation in the storms of life and
in the shifting sands of life. It is an anchor, a steady place, because God is
the same yesterday, today and tomorrow.
But there’s a hitch. Because God does not change, sometimes we
expect life to be stable and unchanging when we are in a relationship with
God. If that’s what you’re hoping for, I have news for you — our relationship
with God ends up changing us! And that can be challenging.
God never forces change. You are welcome to stay exactly the way
you are. You are welcome to remain anxious, grumpy and controlling, and
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God will love you fully and completely just the way you are. The only
problem is, for me anyway, I’m tired of being anxious, grumpy and
controlling. Your words might be different than mine, but can I get an
‘Amen’?
If you want more of what is eternal: more love, more healing, more
peace, more joy — then you don’t have a choice. You need to let go of the
less so that you can have more. You have no choice but to change.
A key step in AA is “Made a decision to turn our will and our lives
over to the care of God (as we understand God).”
When we move to the rock, when we decide to follow Jesus, that’s
what we are called to do. When we let go of our will, God gives us his will.
Someone said that “God gives us what we want after God turns our
‘wanter’ around.”
There was a story of a mother who woke up her daughter to go to
church. Her daughter just grumbled, pulled the covers over her head and
said she didn’t want to go to church. The mother asked why and the
daughter said “They don’t like me and I don’t like them.” Her mother said
“Well, I’ll give you two reasons you need to go to church. The first is that
you’re 50 and the second is that you’re the minister!” (It’s an old joke). If
you find yourself grumpy about going to church or being with any group of
people, God is able when we surrender to turn our ‘wanter’ around, and to
help us see the situation and especially the people differently.
Peter had done that. His ‘wanter’ had been turned around. Peter had
followed Jesus and probably knew Jesus better than anyone. Peter had left
fishing, and he was tempted go back to that old life after the trauma of the
death of Jesus. But after Jesus came back to life, Peter knew there was no
going back to fishing. His life now totally belonged to following Jesus. He
had followed Jesus faithfully when he was on earth, and after Jesus
ascended to heaven Peter had to follow Jesus the same way we do.
You would think it was easier for Peter to follow because he knew
him so well. When it comes to WWJD, (What would Jesus do?) Peter
knew better than anyone. Jesus said that Peter was the rock on which he
would build the church. Peter was the first leader of the church. But as
close as Peter was — even he struggled to get it right! I don’t know if that is
depressing or hopeful. It’s slightly depressing because if Peter sometimes
didn’t get it right, what hope do I have? On the other hand, if even Peter,
the Rock, struggled to know and follow God’s will, then maybe there’s room
for me to be an imperfect follower of Jesus.
So here was the issue that Peter and the early church had. Here is
where God changed Peter and changed the church. The early church was
Jewish. They weren’t “Christian”— they were Jews who believed that Jesus
was the Messiah, the Chosen One of God. Jesus was a devout Jew. In
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Matthew 5:17 Jesus said: “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law
or the prophets; I have come not to abolish but to fulfill.” The Law was the
teaching and the rules that God gave Moses. The Law and the writings of
the Prophets were the heart of the Jewish faith. Jesus is often critical of
how the Pharisees interpreted and enforced the faith, but we can never
forget that Jesus himself was a devout Jewish man who went to synagogue
and said that he had come to fulfill that law, that teaching.
But fast-forward to the time after Jesus’s resurrection and ascension
and we have people who were not Jews hearing about Jesus, and
believing and wanting to follow. The question for the church was — did they
need to become Jewish first? This was a huge divide in the early church. It
doesn’t seem like a big deal to us — who cares? It was a very big deal
then. It deeply divided the early church.
But Cornelius wants to know more about Jesus. We are told that
Cornelius was a good man, he believed in God, he gave alms — he gave
money to the poor— and he prayed regularly. He is also the captain of the
Italian guard — in other words, not a Jew but part of the Roman occupiers.
When Cornelius is praying, an angel appears to him and tells him that
he should send for Peter to come to his house. The angel tells Cornelius
exactly where Peter is staying in Joppa, with Simon the tanner. Peter went
up to the roof to pray and while he was praying, he had a vision. It’s a little
bit like having a dream when you are awake. He has a vision of a sheet
coming down from heaven filled with all kinds of creatures and Peter hears
a voice saying “take and eat”.
Peter protests because the sheet is filled with creatures that were
unclean according to the law of Moses. They were not Kosher— not lawful
for a Jewish person to eat. The voice responds “What God has made
clean, you must not call unclean.” Three times in a row this happens: the
sheet drops the voice invites him to eat, Peter protests, the voice tells him
‘What God has made clean, you must not call unclean.”
Three is a holy number in the Bible. Remember that God is three-inone, it’s a number of wholeness and completion. It happens three times not
just because Peter doesn’t get it the first time (in fact he doesn’t get it the
third time) but to highlight that this is from God.
The question becomes “What‘s more important — the rule of your
religion or God who makes the rule? So Peter goes to Cornelius’s house.
When he arrives, Cornelius is so excited he has invited his entire family
and his neighbours and friends to be there, and he encourages Peter to
speak. Peter proceeds to tell them about Jesus, about his life, about how
he died and how he came back to life, offering forgiveness and new life to
all who decide to follow. At this point the Holy Spirit falls on the house —
just like on the day of Pentecost, the presence and power of the Holy Spirit
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is felt by everyone in the room and they pray in tongues and praise God.
Peter is amazed because these people are followers, but they are not
baptized. Not only are they not baptized followers of Jesus, they are not
even Jewish — they have no credentials, no membership and they are the
wrong kind of people to give membership to in the first place. Peter
shouldn’t even be eating with them! Nevertheless, God sends the Holy
Spirit to everyone in the house. Peter is amazed and declares: “I truly
understand that God shows no partiality” (Acts 10:34). The KJV version
reads that “God is no respecter of persons”.
It’s a radical notion because remember that the Jewish people were
God’s chosen people. You might as well say ‘God’s favourite people’. But
here Peter realizes that God has no favourites— God even invites people
from the occupying nation to follow him.
Peter takes this back to the church in Jerusalem. And they are very
skeptical at first. They have heard reports that Peter has eaten with sinners
and are very concerned — does that ring a bell? Jesus also was accused
by the Pharisees of eating with sinners and tax collectors — with the wrong
kind of people. But they hear Peter out and as he recounts the whole story,
and they too are amazed and praise God. They too have a change of heart
about outsiders.
What I love about this story in the book of Acts is that it looks on the
surface like Peter is the star and main character of the story, but when you
look closer you realize he isn’t at all. The star and main character of this
story is God. Before Peter tells this story that helps to change the hearts
and minds of the church, God gives him a vision to prepare the ground.
And before God was working on Peter to prepare him, God has already
sent a messenger— an angel — to Cornelius. God was already at work on
the scene. God was already speaking to someone outside the church
before Peter even came on to the scene. God is like a matchmaker.
If you enter into a relationship with God through Jesus; if you take on
some faith practices like prayer; if you regularly connect with a Christian
community and make a difference beyond yourself, the relationship will
change you. You will be surprised by God. I don’t care how long you’ve had
those practices — God will continue to surprise you. When God does, you
have a choice — your way, or God’s way.
God is always out ahead of us. As we look at the person of Jesus,
while he was Jewish in his human form, he kept reaching out beyond the
boundaries. He went out of his way to be with, connect with and call tax
collectors, Samaritans, lepers, those people. He will leave the 99 chosen
people to find the one Palestinian. He will leave the 99 church people to
find the one addict, the one LGBTQ2 person.
So often we make our faith a head thing; but ultimately, it’s a heart
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thing. We are called to reach out in love — especially to people who are
less likely to have heard that God loves them. How do I know that? That’s
what Jesus seemed to do. He mostly left the religious people alone —
those who already knew or maybe thought they knew. Jesus reached out to
people who had been forgotten, who had not heard the good news.
God desperately wants everyone to know the transforming love and so God
goes on matchmaking.
Remember when Rev. Wendy MacLean preached a sermon for our
anniversary she talked about prayer. She talked about how much we are
connected to one another through prayer in mysterious ways. As one
person prays, sometimes we become the answer to that person’s prayer.
This past week United Welcome, which in the past
has welcomed refugees, is now welcoming
displaced people from that horrendous war in
Ukraine. Our church, area churches and this
community became the answer to prayer as a
family, Alex, Valentina and their son David arrived
by train. They were shown great hospitality and
given a place to live. What an incredible blessing!
The family has not stopped saying thank you to those who have been
involved.
God continues to call us into a new and bigger relationship. This is
not a story about how good Peter was, but a story about how good God is.
God is always ahead of us. God is always and already at work in the
neighbourhood and at work in the world. The question for us is where is
God at work now? Where is God matchmaking and calling you to reach out
in love?
Whether you’ve been in church all your life, or this is your first time,
you need to know that you are worth it. That God loves you. God loves you
just the way you are and God loves you too much to leave you there.
Relationship changes you, for the better.
We are anchored in the current of God’s love.
May we live a life of devotion and prayer and may that life not lead us
inward, but outward to seeing the needs and the worth of others. In a world
of war; in a world where so many don’t know they matter. In a world of
chasms and pot holes and ditches, may we connect to the love of God and
so build bridges.
Thanks be to God.
***
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