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April 24, 2016 

Revelation 21:1-6 

Acts 11:1-18    Hindering God? 

 

Peter was in trouble. I mean TROUBLE. I mean, big, big trouble. Called 

into the principal’s office--trouble, grounded by your parents--trouble, 

pulled over by the cops-- trouble.  The kind of trouble that most of us 

live in fear of. Peter was in trouble with his church family. With those he 

most respected and loved and shared his faith with. He was in trouble for 

hanging out with Gentiles which was against all their rules. And in our 

story today, Peter is having to explain why he did this rule-breaking, 

never-before-acceptable-thing. “Why, his church friends are asking, why 

did you go to uncircumcised men and eat with them?” 

For Peter to get in trouble for something like that, it sounds strange. Just 

for eating with people. It sounds silly and immature. Like a junior-high-

school-at-its-worst-cafeteria conversation. “Why did you eat with those 

people, Peter? Why did you sit at THAT table with those nasty, gag-me-

with-a-spoon weirdos? Why did you hang out with THEM, Peter, when 

you are supposed to be one of US?” Maybe they won’t sit with Peter on 

the bus anymore or invite him to their sleepovers. It seems like that’s 
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what’s going on here, a silly jealous squabble. Except it was much more 

serious than that for Peter and his church friends. This thing that Peter 

had done had not been done before. It had not been OK before to eat 

with Gentiles. It has not been OK to go to their houses. It had not been 

OK to associate with Gentiles, to treat them like ‘us’ instead of like 

‘them.’ “So, why, Peter, did you eat with THEM?” 

It sounds silly to us, but Peter’s friends had every right to ask why him 

had been eating with Gentiles because that’s not what good observant 

Jews did. And observant Jews were what made up the early church. It 

was a Jewish Christian church. Which made sense because Jesus was a 

Jew and Peter was a Jew, and the rest of Jesus’ community were Jews. 

So they followed Jewish laws and Jewish customs. And they based their 

lives on the Bible, the Torah or Old Testament as we call it. Which was 

the only Bible there was at the time. 

Peter’s friends had every right to ask him who he had been eating with. 

Because the Bible said that was important. God’s people were to be holy 

and to be set apart from the world. They were to be different and to live 

life by a higher standard. A sanctified ‘us’ as opposed to a not-so-
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sanctified ‘them.’ In hundreds of different ways, Jewish practices set 

them apart. By one count there are 613 commandments in the Torah. 

And they describe how God’s people are to be different. By not eating 

certain foods. Or not mixing certain fibers in clothing. Or not mixing 

certain crops or certain livestock in your fields. By not mixing men and 

women. Or healthy people and unhealthy people. Or the living and the 

dead. Or Jewish people and non-Jewish people or Gentiles. Mixing 

confused things. It disordered things. It interfered with the holy lifestyle 

God’s people were called to live. 

Being holy people meant a place for everything and everything in its 

place. In our house at meal times, we go through a miniature version of 

this. As foods usually have to be separated on the plate for some of us. 

Broccoli here, fruit here, rice there, chicken there; heaven forbid they 

touch. I’m sure I did the same thing as a kid. But for me it didn’t last 

long because I lived in the Midwest where casseroles were king. And 

mixing your food into one-dish meals was like a competitive sport. 

Mixing was the whole point of a casserole. And every church potluck 

had a table with casseroles running at least 10 or 12 deep. Salads came 
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in casserole form. Jellos came that way. Even desserts, if you were 

lucky. Mixing was a way of life in the church potluck world. But not 

always in the community itself. Some churches wouldn’t mix with 

others in town. These Baptists wouldn’t be seen with the other Baptists. 

The Evangelical Free Church wouldn’t associate with the Presbyterians. 

And the Missouri Synod Lutherans, they wouldn’t associate with any of 

us. It’s funny how things get can that way. How our identity, as a church 

or any group of people, can be all about our separateness from the bad. 

About who we aren’t, rather than who we are. Even in little bitty towns 

where everyone is 60% Scandinavian and 40% German and 99.9% the 

same. 

But if God has set you apart, then you must live apart from others. If 

that’s what being faithful means, then you must keep your distance. You 

must draw lines between us and them. You must have walls. You must 

say no to certain people and certain situations. So, when the folks in 

Jerusalem heard that Peter did not say no to the Gentiles, they were 

appalled at his transgression. They were horrified that he had been 

mixing with THEM, who were not and had never once been holy or 
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acceptable to God. Peter had crossed the line. He had gone from us to 

them. And they wanted to know why. Why, Peter, did you go to them? 

And eat with them? Why were you with the uncircumcised, the un-

followers of God’s commandments? Why were you WITH THEM, and 

not with us? 

Peter was in trouble. He had been in the company of THEM. He has 

fellowshipped with THEM. He had not said no to THEM. Which is what 

the religious folks in Jerusalem thought Peter should do. And as much as 

I would like to be Peter in this story, I wonder how often I am like those 

in Jerusalem. With my us and them categories. With my assumptions of 

who is in and who is out of God’s favor. Wondering why we should go 

to THEM. Or eat with THEM. Or associate with THEM, those who 

aren’t like us.  

It’s so easy for everything to become US versus THEM. Us, good guys 

versus THOSE bad guys. I feel that temptation all the time. To cast 

myself as the one with the halo. And give others devil horns. When I’m 

in the grocery store, I’ve got the cart with vegetables and fruit and very 

few bags of chips. But look at THEM with all THEIR ice cream bars and 
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little Debbie snack cakes and Cheetos. Or their car, it is such a gas 

guzzler, not like mine, which burns gas in a much better way for the 

environment. Or look at that parent showing up at preschool to pick up 

their kid in sweat pants. Not like me, I’m wearing ‘yoga’ pants. And 

that’s how it is. It’s us versus them. It’s us good drivers versus those bad 

drivers. It’s us good citizens versus those bad illegal aliens. It’s us good 

conservatives versus those bad liberals. Us, we are good. We follow the 

rules. And them, they are evil. And they need repentance and they need 

to change and they need God, not us. 

The folks in Jerusalem were worried about Peter. He had been with 

Gentiles. And he had eaten with them. And prayed with them. And he 

had implied God’s acceptance of them. As if they could go from being 

them to us. As if they could just be included, as uncircumcised as they 

were. As if God could overlook all of their inadequacies and 

shortcomings and love them anyway. It was unbiblical. So why had 

Peter done it? And Peter couldn’t give them a good reason. There were 

no good arguments. There were no good scriptures to quote. They had 

the entire Bible on their side. And all the religious tradition on their side. 
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And Peter just had one vision, one powerful experience with the Spirit, 

when he saw there was more to God than scriptural quotes. “It was the 

Spirit,” he told them. The Spirit told me not to worry about the 

differences between us. The Spirit told me not to make a distinction 

between them and us. The Spirit told me to go and when I got there, I 

saw the Spirit was already there, and I saw it poured out upon them just 

like it was upon us. And if God would do the same with them as with us, 

then who was I that I could hinder God?”  

I don’t know about you, but I spend a lot of time hindering God. I try to 

hinder God from loving me. I try to stop God from accepting me as I am. 

I try to stop God from forgiving me. I try to stop God from helping me. 

Would you like a hand, Mary? No thanks, God, I’ve got this. Would you 

like some company? Nope. I’m OK on my own, God. The truth is, is 

that I’m not OK and I can’t do this on my own. And if I keep trying to 

get through life under my own power, I’ll have a nervous breakdown. 

Even if I think I can do this on my own, I can’t. God has to remind me 

of that all the time. And like Peter, I am a slow learner. God has to tell 

me again and again and again that I need God. And that I am held by 
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God. And there’s nothing I can do to stop God’s love from redeeming 

me and redeeming this world. Even if I’m afraid to believe that it’s 

actually true; that God could love me; that I could be a child of God no 

matter what. 

I would rather hinder God. I would rather stand in the way of God’s 

grace. But in spite of that, God will not give up on us. Or those people 

we call ‘them’. Because there is no us and them. There is no distinction. 

Each of us is a child of God. A child God loves so much, that God 

would give God’s life for us. Each us, s a child of God. 99.9% the same. 

99.9% in need of love and grace and understanding. 

The other day a friend was telling me a story that really hit home. She 

said she there was a lady in her neighborhood who was kind of rough; 

one of those kind of people. And she had a daughter and the daughter 

had a daughter. And she admitted that she found it hard not to judge 

them as they walking their dogs and the baby, chain-smoking together. 

She said, I felt sure that this kid had no chance and I shook my head at 

THEM and at the state of the world. But then, she said, I saw them out in 

their yard the other day, putting up a birthday banner. So I asked whose 
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birthday it was and we ended up talking about kids. And the young 

grandmother shared those little worries that you share. About first teeth 

and sleeping schedules. And how she was anxious about the baby not 

walking very well and she hoped there was nothing wrong and she was 

just probably being a silly old worried gramma. And in that moment, my 

friend said, she became someone like me. A human being in need of 

grace. A human being, hoping for goodness’ sake, that there was good to 

be had in the universe. She was a child of God, like me. And who was I 

to stop God from redeeming her? Who was I to stop Love from loving 

her too? 

Who are we that we could hinder God? When nothing in all creation can 

separate us from God’s love in Jesus Christ. When nothing in all 

creation can prevent God’s kingdom from coming. Nothing can hinder 

God’s end for all things. And “the end is reconciliation,” as Dr. Martin 

Luther King Jr wrote, “the end is redemption; the end is the creation of 

the Beloved Community.”1 So who are we that we could stop that? Who 

                                                           
1 (http://www.thekingcenter.org/king-philosophy Accessed 04-15-13) 

http://www.thekingcenter.org/king-philosophy%20Accessed%2004-15-13
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are we to hinder God’s great work of mercy and justice for us and for 

them and for all children of God?  


