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May 19, 2019 

John 13:31-35 

Acts 11:1-18    Getting in God’s Way 

 

Peter was in trouble. He was in trouble with the church leaders from 

Jerusalem. Peter had done something the other church leaders thought he 

shouldn’t have done. Something very inappropriate. Something almost 

everyone agreed that God would not approve of-- Peter had eaten with 

Gentiles. 

YES. I know!  It sounds terrible, doesn’t it? Eating with Gentiles. People 

who were not practicing Jews, people like you and me, people not 

observing the laws of Moses in the Old Testament. There were very 

strict laws about what NOT to eat and who NOT to eat with that Jews 

kept in order to maintain their holiness before the Lord. And Peter had 

broken those laws by eating with Gentiles. He had also baptized them. 

But that wasn’t what the church leaders were upset about. They were 

upset that Peter had eaten with them. Because they did not observe the 

laws. Their food was not prepared according to the law. Their utensils 

were not cleaned according to the law. Peter had enjoyed a meal in 

Gentile company ignoring what the Bible commanded him to do. And 
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the church leaders were upset. And they wanted to know why. “Why, 

Peter? Why did you go to Gentiles, to uncircumcised people who are not 

Jews, and eat with them?” 

The leaders in the early church thought of themselves as Jews. And as 

followers of Jesus. After all, Jesus was Jewish. He was the Jewish 

Messiah. His teachings were from Jewish scripture. It seemed obvious 

that those who wished to follow him should be Jewish too. Or should 

they? It was a question the early church wrestled with. 

Becoming Jewish was easier said than done. It required great attention to 

ritual cleanliness. It meant living by strict rules from the Bible that 

became your identity. The Jewish people believed God wanted them to 

be set apart from the other nations. They were to be different by how 

they dressed and how they acted and the Sabbath rest they took. God 

wanted God’s people to be holy. And the Gentiles were most definitely 

not holy—not even close. They did not obey the Lord’s law. They did 

obey the instructions of Leviticus 11 about what you should eat and how 

you should prepare your food. No eating pork. Or camel. Or rabbit. No 

lobster or shrimp or clams. No eating birds of prey like eagle or ostrich 
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or vulture. And definitely no snakes or reptiles. No eating meat and 

cheese together. No mixing plates or utensils that had touched those 

things. Doing any of that was an abomination to the Lord.  

This is what the Bible said. This is what God had commanded the 

Jewish people to do: to be clean and pure and NOT like others around 

them. They were different. And that’s who they were. They were NOT 

like other nations. They were NOT like the Gentiles. They were NOT 

like the evil-doing Romans or the reprobate Greeks or the crazy Syro-

Phoenicians or the Samaritan heretics (LORD, No). And they couldn’t 

associate them lest some of their mess rubbed off. Sharing a meal was a 

dangerous idea. 

The early church was trying to figure out who they were and what it 

meant to follow Jesus. They were Jewish, but not entirely. Perhaps they 

could define themselves by who they were NOT. Sometimes, that’s the 

best we can do. The best we can do is say who we aren’t rather than who 

we are. It’s easier to say what we are against, rather than what we are 

for. And today, some Christians still define themselves that way. They 

say that they are NOT like others. They are not like Christians that pick 
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and choose their passages from the Bible. They are not like those so-

called believers, who are accommodating and worldly; they are not the 

ones who allow women to preach and who ordain anyone. Or maybe 

they are not the self-righteous, judgmental kind of Christians. They are 

NOT holy rollers or evangelicals. It’s easier to say who you are not. And 

who you are against. And to say to yourself least I’m NOT like them, 

whoever they are; liberal or conservative, pro-life, pro-choice, white, 

black, Hispanic, old-timer, newcomer, greedy, selfish, impure, unclean. 

Whoever THEY are, we are NOT them. 

In the little town in South Dakota where I lived during middle school, 

there were three churches: a Baptist church, a Presbyterian Church and a 

Lutheran Church. I don’t remember much about the Baptist church. But 

the Lutheran church was a Missouri Synod type of Lutheran church, and 

they made a big deal about being Missouri Synod. It meant they would 

not worship with anyone unless they were Missouri Synod Lutherans. 

They wouldn’t even pray with other Lutherans who weren’t like them, 

let alone other Christians. They were NOT us and we were NOT them. 

Their minister wouldn’t even do the high school graduation prayer 
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because it was mixed in company. I was reminded of that when the 

terror attacks of 9/11 happened, and all the faith leaders of New York 

City gathered to pray together. And a Missouri Synod Lutheran pastor in 

New York was there, praying with them. But the next day, his 

denomination kicked him out. Because he was worshipping with those 

who were NOT them. 

Jesus faced this same problem too. The religious folks were so focused 

on the rules of the Bible that they had trapped God in a box. There were 

rules about what God did and did not do. But Jesus said that that wasn’t 

faith. That God was Spirit and life and not a rule in a book. He said: “I 

know the Bible says: an eye for any eye, but I say, turn the other cheek. I 

know the Bible says: Don’t kill people. But I say, don’t even call people 

names. The Bible says: love your neighbor; but I say, love your enemy. 

The Bible says: Keep the Sabbath rules, but I say, the sabbath was made 

for people, not people for the Sabbath.” Jesus said faithfulness was about 

having the Spirit internalized, not having the law memorized. 

Our story today from the book of Acts is an important moment for the 

church. Because this is when the church decides who it will be. Will it 
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be about the law or the Spirit? Will it define itself by who it is or who it 

is NOT? Yes, they began as a Jewish community with a Jewish Messiah 

following Jewish law. But now things are moving beyond that. And 

Peter, one of Jesus’ closest followers has violated that law, eating with 

Gentiles, associating with Gentiles. It is against what the Bible says. So 

what will the church do now? Will they accept this behavior and 

welcome this new action of God’s Spirit or put a stop to it all? 

Peter was in trouble with the church leaders. And they called him in to 

explain. Peter said to them. “Let me tell you what the Spirit did. See, I 

was in Joppa, preaching the good news. And in between preaching 

engagements, I was napping. I had this vision. And in the vision, a sheet 

came down from heaven and it was full of beasts of prey, and birds, and 

reptiles, and all those unclean animals that we don’t eat.  And a voice 

said to me, ‘get up, kill and eat.’ And I said: ‘NO WAY. I’m a Jew. I 

know the law. I would never eat that stuff.’ And then the whole thing 

happened two more times. And each time the voice said to me: “What 

God has called clean, you must not call unclean.” 
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Now remember that Peter was an observant Jew. He knew what the 

Bible said and this would have felt wrong to Peter. It would be like God 

telling you to eat a horse. Or a cat. Or a bowl of worms. Gross, right? It 

feels wrong. And that’s how Peter felt about this vision. It was so 

unnatural and uncomfortable for him. But then, Peter said, there was a 

knock at the door. It was a bunch of Gentiles inviting him to their house 

so they could hear more about Jesus and his message. Was it a 

coincidence? Was it the work of the Spirit? How could it not be? Peter 

had to decide right then and there what he would do. Would he be 

faithful to the law or faithful to the Spirit? Would he be obedient to 

tradition and scripture, or would he be obedient to the Spirit and this 

new thing that God was asking him to do; TELLING him to do. Make 

no distinction between us and them. No distinction between Gentile and 

Jew. 

And here is where our church takes root. Peter listens to the Spirit and he 

goes to the house of a Gentile named Cornelius, who is a Roman 

centurion. And it turns out Cornelius has had a vision as well. God’s 

Spirit has visited him. So Peter starts preaching about Jesus the Jewish 
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Messiah, who was sent to save the world. And how Jesus was 

condemned and crucified as a criminal, but God raised him up to life 

again. Because God’s love was stronger than evil and stronger than 

death. And Jesus commanded them to love one another as he had loved 

them. It was the new law that they must live by. And as Peter is saying 

all this, the Spirit falls down on everyone. Anointing Gentiles, just like it 

had anointed Jews at Pentecost. The same Spirit foretold by John the 

Baptist. The same Spirit promised by Jesus. The same Spirit for Gentiles 

and Jews, no distinction. Peter knew it was the same; he felt it. And who 

was he to keep God in a box? Who was he to put a stop to God’s 

activity? Who was I, Peter says, that I could hinder the Lord?  

And that’s who the church is. Not a church of us and them. Not a church 

against others and for ourselves. We are a church of no distinction that 

does not hinder God; even if there if there are Bible verses that say we 

should. The Spirit calls us to be that church. And we must decide if we 

will we get in the way of God or if will we get into God’s way. Will it be 

the law the guides us or the Spirit? 
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Yesterday at our Presbytery meeting in Pikeville, we heard the testimony 

of a young man named Michael. He said he was an addict. He was in an 

out of jail. He said, Christians to him were all the same. They judged 

him and condemned him with their judging and condemning God. He 

was no good to them. And they were no good to him. But the pastor of a 

Baptist church in Pikeville started a ministry in the jail where he had 

been sent for the millionth time. And this pastor told him about a God of 

love and God of miracles. A God who would do anything for people like 

him. Whose mercy was great enough that it could change people like 

him. And all he needed to do was surrender to it. And so Michael did. 

And now he works to helps others caught in addiction. He helps others 

know that they have more to live for because their Savior Jesus lives for 

them. And you could have heard a pin drop in that Presbytery meeting. 

And then the shouts of Amen. 

God’s Spirit is calling us. To go and to make a distinction. To refuse to 

keep God in a box or stop the new thing God is doing. To let God’s 

grace fall upon all of us, everyone. Because who are we—that we could 

hinder the Lord? 


