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There was a time in the first century before most of you were born when to be a good Christian demanded that you be a good Jew. Jesus was, after all, the Messiah for whom the chosen people of God had long been waiting, the Anointed One of God who came to save God’s people. His salvation was not quite what they expected – no army of angels, no fire and brimstone, no kicking out the Romans and restoring the reign of God on earth; it was salvation of a different sort, salvation from a bigger foe than Caesar: salvation from sin and death. Jesus’ teaching about that salvation and the kingdom of God was firmly grounded in the Jewish Scriptures. The commandments to love God with all that you are and to love your neighbor as yourself did not originate with Jesus. He was quoting the Torah, but giving those passages greater emphasis for our lives and for our living. His words from the cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me,” quote a psalm. His conflict was with the religious establishment, not with Rome – conflict that often centered on God’s expectation for living faithfully as God’s chosen people. To be a disciple of the risen Christ in those early years after his resurrection, as it was then understood, meant being a good Jew.


To be a good Jew was to observe the Law, the very law Jesus said he came to fulfill. The Law set the rules by which the Jews lived; it was what made them distinctive from the gentiles around them. They observed a Sabbath, said their prayers, and attended synagogue. They watched what they ate and ate only what God permitted them to eat – as it had been for generations. They watched with whom they ate, for that too was governed by the Law: avoid those who were unclean – the sinners, tax collectors who worked for Rome, lepers, and ladies of the evening. It wasn’t that those people were first and foremost bad people. It was religious obedience, the need to preserve their identity as God’s chosen people.

It was adherence to the Law that kept the Jews distinctive within a society that threatened to undo them. Their greatest threat was not attack from without, but slow decay from within – creeping syncretism, the threat of losing their identity to the culture around them. The temptations were there: 

to make the Sabbath just another day (imagine that!), 

to eat what they wanted without distinction, 

to enjoy table fellowship with Gentiles who did not follow their ways, 

to be a follower without being circumcised – that was a big issue for any gentile men who wanted to follow Jesus; they didn’t really buy into the “no pain, no gain” argument.

They were, as one writer put it:

people for whom a bit of pork or a pinch of incense or a little 

intermarriage was a matter of life and death for the community.
 

It was a matter of survival, as Jews and as Christians. From Rome’s perspective, Christians were just a sect of Judaism, not a separate tradition.

Change within that Jewish tradition, as in our own, happens slowly. You know that to be true if you’ve seen Fiddler on the Roof. You know that to be true if you’ve attended church in this Valley. Change is a six-letter, four-letter word, if you know what I mean. So, the 1st century followers of Jesus were unprepared and perhaps unsympathetic when word first leaked out that Peter had baptized a Roman centurion. Cornelius was a good man; there was little debate about that. He feared God, gave alms to the poor, and prayed to the Lord. But he was still a Roman centurion, still an uncircumcised Gentile, still not a Jew, when Peter baptized him. That was cause for grave concern among Jewish Christians. They held Peter in high regard, being a disciple and all, the Rock upon which Jesus said he would build the Church. But that gave him no authority to unilaterally change the rules and baptize willy-nilly across the countryside whomever he chose! So they were cautious in meeting with him – perhaps even a little antagonistic – but cautiously so, as they gave him the chance to justify his actions.


In his Second Inaugural Address Abraham Lincoln reflected on the tension between North and South, the us and the them with which each regarded the other. Each believed passionately in the cause for which they fought, said Lincoln:

Both read the same Bible, and pray to the same God; and each invokes [God’s] aid against the other…let us judge not that we be not judged. The prayers of both could not be answered; that of neither has been answered fully.

Things weren’t quite that bad between Peter and the Jewish Christians, but it was not far off the mark. They read the same Scriptures and prayed to the same God. Each sought God’s guidance – but that left them in different places. Could you be a Christian without being a Jew? Could you be a Christian and not follow the law? Or put another way, who was welcomed into the Christian family and who was invited to sit at your table when you broke bread together?


Peter’s answer was that all were welcome and all were invited – the clean and the unclean, the Jew and the Gentile, the saint and the sinner. Were it just his opinion that he relied upon, then you might well not be here today listening to these words. One man’s opinion – even Peter’s – could easily by rejected by majority rule. But divine intervention could not so easily be rejected, and that was the trump card Peter held – divine intervention trumped the Law!


As you heard, Peter had a vision in which a sheet came down out of heaven full of unclean animals. There were tetrapods (that is, four-footed animals, but tetrapod sounds so much cooler), lions and tigers and bears (oh my!), reptiles (not worth catching anyway), and birds of the air (though I’m still not clear how they kept them on the sheet). All of those animals were taboo for a good Jew and thus for a good Christian. So, when the voice said, “Kill and eat”, Peter did the good thing – he refused. But then the voice said, “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.” Still Peter did not kill and eat. Three times that vision came to him: the descending sheet, “Kill and eat! What God has made clean is not profane.”

I am sure that Peter had no clue what this meant, and I am fairly certain he would have been hesitant to act on this vision alone. But God has impeccable timing. For no sooner had the vision ceased than Cornelius’ men arrived at Peter’s house. And while he must have trembled to have centurion messengers knocking at his door and demanding he go with them, he went. The Spirit told him to go, he said. The Spirit told him to make no distinction, he said. The Spirit, I suppose, was connecting the vision with the knock on the door – another divine coincidence that was not a coincidence at all.


Cornelius too had a vision: an angel told him to send for Peter and bring him to Cornelius’ home, a somewhat risky proposition for a centurion. But the angel claimed Peter had a message that would save Cornelius’ whole household. It was a great act of faith that he did what the angel told him. It was a great act of faith that Peter went – a good Jew to the home of a Gentile. Some say what happened next was Cornelius’ conversion. But it might also be said that it was Peter’s conversion as well. For both men were changed and thus Christian history was changed. Six witnesses, Jewish Christian witnesses, saw what happened and confirmed it.


When Peter began to speak and to tell them the good news of Jesus, the Holy Spirit fell upon them as it had on the disciples on that Pentecost morning. When Peter began to speak, Cornelius and his cohorts began to speak in tongues; they began to praise God with Pentecost power. The Holy Spirit took over in a way that was divinely familiar. The Jewish Christians who had come with Peter stood in awe! They could see what was happening before their eyes –


walls were being broken down.


marks of identity were made irrelevant.


boundaries fell away.

“John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit,” said Jesus. They saw it happen right before their eyes – Gentiles baptized by the Holy Spirit, the same Spirit with which they had been baptized. “Who was I that I could withstand God?” asked Peter. Who are we, that we could withstand God, now? Who are we to keep the Christian circle closed when God has made it wide open? Who are we to defy the Lord our God?”

If God wills it, you can’t stop it. To the Gentiles God gave the repentance that leads to life. Upon the Gentiles God poured out the Spirit. To the Gentiles God extended an invitation for salvation. First to the Jews, then to the Gentiles – to me and to you and to a lot of folks who aren’t much like us, God has given the Spirit, God has given salvation, God has given life. All of us – Jew and Gentile, young and old, gay and straight, men and women, Republican and Democrat, Syrian and Nigerian, American and Ukrainian and Russian alike are invited to the table. All are invited to sit together, to break bread together, to share fellowship together at the table of the Lord as brothers and sisters in Christ. And we dare not think that we know better than God who belongs here!

In World War II a group of soldiers fighting in France brought the body of a dead comrade to a French cemetery for burial. The priest told them that it was a Roman Catholic cemetery, and he was bound to ask if their friend had been a baptized member of the Roman Catholic Church. They did not know. The priest said that he was sorry, but if that was the case, he could not permit burial in the churchyard. So, the soldiers sadly took their friend’s body and buried it just outside the fence of the churchyard. The next day they came back to visit the grave, but they could not find it. They knew that it was only six feet from the fence of the cemetery, but search as they might they could find no trace of the freshly dug soil. As they were about to leave in perplexed bewilderment the priest approached. He told them that his heart had been troubled because of his refusal to allow their dead comrade to be buried in the churchyard; so, early in the morning he had risen from his bed, and with his own hands he had moved the fence to include the body of the soldier who had died for France.


That is what God has done for us – expanded the fence, enlarged the circle, extended his reach to embrace the Gentiles who were once excluded. Jesus invited those who were excluded to come and follow him, to sit and eat with him, to be his disciples. The Spirit continues that work challenging our traditions and understandings, opening us to new possibilities of what it means to be God’s faithful people. The challenge for us is to recognize the Spirit at work, to recognize what new things God is doing in our midst – and to be agents by which God works or at least to get out of God’s way! For who are we to deny what God has willed – be it yesterday, today, or perhaps tomorrow? Amen

� William H. Willimon, Interpretation Commentary: Acts, p.96
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