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Things will not always be as they have always been. 

Again: things will not always be as they have always been. On the surface we all know this is true. However, we often live as if it were not true. Regardless, it is an incredibly difficult reality for us to embrace even though we live through it almost every day. 

Last week, a juror in a big federal drug trial in Florida admitted to the judge that he had been doing research on the case on the Internet, directly violating the judge’s instructions and centuries of legal rules. But when the judge questioned the rest of the jury, he got an even bigger shock. 

Eight other jurors had been doing the same thing. The federal judge had no choice but to declare a mistrial, wasting eight weeks of work by federal prosecutors and defense lawyers.

“We were stunned,” said the defense lawyer, who was told by the jury that he was on the verge of winning the case. “It’s the first time modern technology struck us in that fashion, and it hit us right over the head.”

The headline was “Mistrial by iPhone: Juries’ Web Research Upends Trials.” The article did a nice job explaining the problem posed:

Jurors are not supposed to seek information outside of the courtroom. They are required to reach a verdict based only on the facts that the judge has decided are admissible, and they are not supposed to see evidence that has been excluded as prejudicial. But now (the writer did not say this, but is true – even within the courtroom) using their cellphones, they can look up the name of a defendant on the Web, or examine an intersection using Google maps, (research the attorneys, witnesses and/or the judge) – all of which violates the legal system’s complex rules of evidence.

The world just shifted. After centuries of doing things in the same way, with variations on the ways to make sure that things stayed the same, the world shifted and the assumptions underlying the old way are no longer valid. 

Our Scripture today is about discontinuous change. What Peter experiences is not something that was the normal and ordinary progression of thought or behavior in his day. There was no predicting or preparing for what he was being asked to do. If you think about life in a line, this was something that broke the line and took things in a very different direction. 

Read Acts 10:9-23, 44-48

Things will not always be as they have always been. There is change, and then there is discontinuous change. Normal change follows a pattern, has a progression, is foreseeable and predictable. Children grow. Seasons change. Rivers flow and cut channels, a little bit at a time. It takes time-lapse photography to see the progression at work. That is normal change.


Discontinuous change is something unexpected that takes things in a completely different direction. Hurricane Katrina was discontinuous change. The printing press was discontinuous change that fueled the Protestant Reformation, as people could read the Bible for themselves in their own language. The instant access to information on iPhones and computers is discontinuous change that has permanently altered the landscape of our experience.

Now, to be fair, Peter’s life has been full of discontinuous change. 

· He left his life as a fisherman, in his family’s fishing business, to follow Jesus on the basis of “Come, follow me.” It seems fairly certain – particularly given the ways the gospel depict him – that Peter previously had not shown any recognizable gifting in pastoral leadership. Taking up with Jesus was not expected, foreseeable, and permanently altered the direction and character of Peter’s life. 

· He was a witness to the resurrection. He saw Jesus’ miracles and that was spectacular. He was blessed to make the confession of faith that we share today: “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.” But none of that prepared him for the surprise that occurred when Jesus was raised from the dead. Resurrection from the dead was not something that Peter ever expected to see, experience, or understand personally. Yet, there was the living, raised, Lord Jesus standing in the midst of the group huddled in the upper room.

So, Peter had some practice experiencing discontinuous change.

We are only looking at part of this account today; we will look at only part next week, too. This is the longest episode in Acts, extending from 10:1-11:18. Normally, it is understood in seven “scenes.” We are looking at scenes 2, 3 and 6 today; we will look at scene 7 next week. 

The basic story is this:

· Cornelius has a dream

· Peter has a dream

· Peter goes to Cornelius’ house

· Peter and Cornelius share their dreams with each other

· Peter gives a sermon to Cornelius and his associates

· Peter observes the Holy Spirit being sent upon the Gentiles

· Peter is back in Jerusalem defending his conduct with Cornelius.

This passage is known as the Gentile Pentecost. Remember, Pentecost was the day the Holy Spirit promised by Jesus came upon the disciples like tongues of fire. The disciples went out, as it says in Acts 2, speaking in other languages about God’s deeds of power. We ordinarily refer to Pentecost as the birthday of the Christian church. That day, it was the disciples – Jews who were speaking to Jews about God’s deeds of power. This day, the Holy Spirit descended on Gentiles; the birthday of the expanding range of God’s kingdom on earth. 

Cornelius was a Gentile. He was a centurion, a military man in the army of the Roman Empire, in charge of a part of the “Italian Regiment.” Centurions were in charge of 100 men. The Roman historian Polybius described centurions as “not seekers of adventure but men who can command, stead in action, reliable.” (John B. Polhill, Acts, The New American Commentary, p. 251). Other archaelogical evidence indicates that the Italian Regiment was an auxiliary unit, which means that most of the foot soldiers would have been men from the local area as opposed to Roman citizens. In short, he was a steady guy – someone we would respect and be glad to know. Yet, this is not someone with whom Peter – or any self-respecting Jew – would have social engagement. 

Cornelius was a God-fearing man. Luke describes Cornelius was doing two of the three main acts of piety that Jews observed: prayer and almsgiving. (Only fasting is not mentioned.) During his prayer time, an angel appears to him and tells him to summon Peter. Cornelius sends two servants, who hit the road the next morning.

Now, if this were a radio drama, the narrator would say, “Meanwhile, back at the ranch…” Meanwhile, Peter was praying at about noon. He was hungry (just an aside: Peter is among the most human of the people described in Scripture. All of his foibles are laid out for us to see. He is a guy. He bumbles, he stumbles, he blusters, he blurts things out, he gets hungry during prayer time…). 

But God uses his hunger (if the Spirit had not given him the hunger outright) and uses it as preparation for this vision: the sheet lowered to earth with animals prohibited for Jews to eat. Peter hears the instruction, “Get up, Peter. Kill and eat.” He protests that he has never eaten anything impure or unclean. (Again, as an aside: this goes to show the depth and certainty of the assumption of Jewish kosher laws. Left to his own devices, it seems unlikely that Peter would have been a particularly concerned about kosher laws, given that he and the other disciples had disobeyed the laws regarding the Sabbath when they were plucking grains of wheat to eat while they were walking with Jesus. My point is that the food laws were deeply instilled culturally; such that Peter recognized the command to “kill and eat” would require him to act out of character for a Jew. The vision repeated three times.

Don’t miss the significance of what is going on here: Peter’s identity is being challenged. In Leviticus 20:24-26, the laws of clean and unclean are linked directly to God’s separating the Jews for his own purposes. “I am the LORD your God; I have separated you from the peoples. You shall therefore make a distinction between the clean animal and the unclean…You shall be holy to me; for I the LORD am holy, and I have separated you from the other peoples to be mine.”

What a vision! Peter is puzzled by its meaning because God is telling him to do something that would eliminate the core distinctiveness of his identity as a Jew. After the resurrection, after Jesus’ victory over death, God is extending his grace beyond his chosen people.

So, what do we do with all of this? 

Well, first, the question that comes to mind is, how can you tell if change is from God? Not all change and invitations to alter our identity are of divine origin. True. How do you know it is God speaking to you? 

On this count, however, I can give you this word of assurance: don’t worry. If God wants your attention, he will get it. The Holy Spirit here is not subtle or timid. Peter gets this vision three times. Three is not a magic number but it does show that God will get the point across. Additionally, Peter did not have full comprehension of the meaning of the vision until the Holy Spirit revealed to him that he should go with Cornelius’ messengers. In other words, God will make clear the purpose for the change – perhaps not right at the moment, but in God’s time. 

Ok, if you know the message is from God, what do you do? Follow where the Holy Spirit leads. The Holy Spirit moves first. This is important in every step of this event: God gives Cornelius a message. God gives Peter a vision. God draws them together. The Holy Spirit descends on Cornelius and the other Gentiles there, astonishing Peter and those who had traveled with him. The Holy Spirit is removing barriers to experiencing the full manifestation of the kingdom of heaven.

Peter returns to Cesaria with Cornelius’ men. Cornelius and Peter share their experiences, then Peter begins to share the gospel with them. During his sermon, “The Holy Spirit came on all who heard the message.” Again, the Holy Spirit takes the lead. Just so you know, if the Holy Spirit descends upon all of you during the course of my sermon – such that you are speaking in tongues and praising God – follow the lead of the Holy Spirit and do not worry about me. Yes, I will have an astonished look on my face, but that’s OK: because God is being praised. 
Peter recognized that God was revealing his glory in this Gentile Pentecost; that God’s grace in Jesus Christ extended to all people.  The evidence was: God’s power on display, God’s name being praised. 

This was a huge shift in how Peter understood the church. It was an opening up of an entirely new understanding of the scope of God’s grace in Jesus Christ – it meant that congregations were going to look different and that the relationship among congregations was going to look different. 

The mainline denominations in the United States are in a similar season of discontinuous change. Denominations are suffering because they are becoming obsolete. Many of the things that denominations used to do – prepare curriculum, train up ministers, and support foreign missionaries – are being done better, more cost efficiently, and more relationally at the local level than previously was ever possible. I have a friend in Chicago who regularly uses Skype – the internet video-conferencing service – to host interviews with missionaries in the field. They are able to praise God simultaneously across continents and cultures. Local congregations have the technical capabilities to produce their own curriculum which is often more theologically accountable and has better production quality than anything the denomination can produce. These days, more pastors serving Presbyterian congregations have graduated from Fuller Theological Seminary or Gordon-Conwell Seminary than all of the eleven Presbyterian affiliated seminaries combined. Fuller and Gordon-Conwell are not denominationally affiliated seminaries.

Things will not always be as they have been. 

Our quandary is how to be faithful in the midst of massive change is resolved by asking the questions Peter used to discern:

a. Where is the Holy Spirit leading?

b. Where is the power of God being displayed? And,

c. Where is God’s name being praised?

The truth is we are reluctant to change, especially when we are losing the things that we thought made us special or distinctive. We do not like to lose privileged status. We are afraid of what will happen if we give up our identity – great battles have been fought in congregations over the question of removing the word “Presbyterian” from the name of the church. Sometimes our reluctance to change is warranted, sometimes it is holding onto things that have no eternal significance. Change is warranted: if the Holy Spirit is leading – and God will make it clear. Change is warranted if the power of God is being displayed and God’s name is being praised. 

Cornelius did not demand that Peter accept him as a peer or as a brother in Christ. Cornelius did not claim any right or privileged status to demand that Peter baptize him. The Holy Spirit led, the Holy Spirit displayed God’s power and God’s name was praised – and then, and only then, did Peter take steps to make the outward sign of the inward reality. 

When God knocks down barriers, he knocks them down like the walls of Jericho. He knocks them down with clarity, with precision, and with power.

As we work to grow in faithfulness, maturity and obedience here at Chula Vista, do we also have eyes to see what God is doing all around us? Are we preparing for a time when God is going to draw us out of a comfort zone into something that looks very different? Are we praying so that we will be ready when God wants to use us?

As your pastor, I think this is important for us to recognize: things will not always be as they currently are, as they have been. So, as a congregation, let us take up the three questions together in prayer before God:

a. Lord, where are you leading? We pray that you will give us a clear discernment and direction.

b. Lord, where is your power being displayed? We pray that you will give us eyes to see where you are at work in ways we do not expect, with people we do not see.

c. Lord, where is your name being praised? Help us God, to be discerning of where and how your name is praised so that we might join together as brothers and sisters in Christ, glorifying you and enjoying you forever. 

When we pray these prayers and ask these questions, we should be prepare to be astonished. Are you ready for that?
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