“Why?”
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Read Acts 11:1-18.

Have you ever had a mountaintop experience and then gone home? Have you ever had a life-changing event and wondered how you were going to explain it to your friends? Have you ever been faced with a decision where you know what you are supposed to do – but dread the ridicule and separation from your community if you do?

Church retreats are a good example. Normally, church retreat centers are literally on mountaintops – coincidence? I don’t think so. People go, weary and burdened with the cares from the world. Friday night is spent decompressing, trying to let go and embrace the cool air away from the lights and noise of home. Saturday is filled with activities, games and cafeteria food. Then, there is a Saturday night service that starts loud and raucous, then quiets down for more profound reflection and, perhaps, communion. In the midst of that quiet time, suddenly we experience God in a new way. A light shines on our life, we hear a word especially for us, somehow we are touched with a blessing that shakes everything up and yet makes it all fit in a new and more meaningful way. Often there are tears, laughter and joy, and a depth of emotion that we forgot we were capable of feeling. There is a timelessness and a dwelling in God’s love. And then?

After a long night, you wake up slowly on Sunday morning. You still have the feeling from the night before. You hear others stirring and getting ready to go to the service; a service you are actually looking forward to attending. As you look around the room, you also begin to make a checklist of all the things you need to make sure you pack before you go back home…and, oh yeah, I need to make sure I get to that project this afternoon before the week begins. 

Oh, here comes all that weight you thought you had left behind. Was last night a dream? Did the things that suddenly made sense actually make sense or was it just atmosphere and emotion? In the worship service, you come to the conclusion that it was real and you are committed to change.

You go home. Monday, you go to work or meet with friends. They ask, “How was the retreat?” “Great!” you say, and as you begin to start telling them what happened, they have already moved on to the mundane. “Good, now here’s what you missed.” 

“No, no, something really happened to me there.”

“Uh, huh, that’s nice. I am glad for you. Really. Now, as I was saying…” 

Or, you go home. Monday, you get a call from a friend. “How was the retreat?” “Great!” you say. As you begin to tell them what happened, they say, “Wait, guess what I heard! You know Jim? Well, I heard…” 

“No, no, I don’t want to hear this. I do not want to be a part of gossip. I do not want to hear something bad about someone else.” 

“Oh, I guess you are holier-than-thou now.” 

Or, you go home. Monday, you are confronted with a situation in which you are presented with a choice: do the right thing and lose your job, do the wrong thing to keep your job. “But wait,” you say, “I just came from a church retreat and…” no one is listening.

Whether disinterest, alienation, or overt opposition, coming down from the mountaintop often involves a coming down. Why? Because we live in this world. We should not be surprised by the reaction we get – it is not all that different than the reaction you would get if you told someone you saw a UFO.

But if God is real, if the things you experienced are real, if God’s promises are true – shouldn’t these experiences change things? What do you do?

First, remember that Luke’s point here is to demonstrate how God was extending the church beyond the Jews and how the Holy Spirit had been given to Gentiles – a remarkable development that transformed the church. We are still working out the details of the meaning of this event – balancing faithfulness to God’s sovereignty with God’s outrageous inclusiveness. It changed the course of the church, it changed the course of history. It is important to recognize this development for what it is: another example of the living God intervening in history; another example of God’s expansive redemptive purpose. Looking back, we can see the historical significance of what God did: frankly, it opened the door so that we might be welcome into the house of the Lord. 

Second, as much as we look back and see historically – and perhaps somewhat dispassionately – we should also see that God achieved this development via one person: Peter. Peter’s faith led to some very personal and very direct consequences. Sometimes I read these stories and think, “yes, that follows; yes, that makes sense; yes, I can see how that would happen.” Rarely do I take time to contemplate the personal consequences these individuals experienced as a result of their steps of faith.

Remember, for Peter and the Jews, it was more than a social stigma to have a meal with Gentiles; it was against the law. Breaking bread with someone signified taking part with them, joining yourself with them. It is why Jesus’ eating with sinners was such a scandal. As Luke tells the story here, you can almost feel the cabal waiting for Peter when he arrived back in Jerusalem. And don’t think for a moment Peter did not know it was coming; he probably dreaded this confrontation from the time he set foot out the door to go to see Cornelius.

Faith always has personal consequences. Faith always involves stepping out beyond our comfort zone and trusting God. Faith always involves obedience; and usually involves obedience in a way that is unlikely to make sense to others around us. Faith always makes us subject to the not-so-subtle question “Why?”


You know how this played out: Peter had barely walked in the door when the questions started. “What were you thinking?” “Are you out of your mind?” “Whatever possessed you to do such a thing?” and, if Peter’s community was anything like my parents when that series of questions was asked, “I am so disappointed in you. We thought so much better of you than this.” 

The mark of the faithful man is that he is obedient to God. Peter was note cowed by hearing the objections of his friends. Instead, Peter explained it to them, step by step. That is an important word for us: Peter explained himself step by step. He did not apologize for his experience, he did not apologize for his obedience, he did not apologize for obeying God. Think about it: I often find myself apologizing to friends for obeying God rather than apologizing to God for obeying friends.

Peter offered his testimony for criticism and objection. He did not buckle and try to give excuses for what he did; instead, he went forward boldly telling the others how God had led him. 

How did Peter know that it was God who was leading him? Well, look at how he tells the story: 

a. Peter knew God was leading because he was praying when he saw a vision. Considering that his critics were the ultra-orthodox Jewish Christians, this was disarming: they could hardly argue with his piety, and they could not really argue about seeing a vision in the midst of his time of pious obedience before God. 

(Take note: you are more likely to have communication from God if you spend time with God. Spending time involves more than quick Santa Claus prayers of “I need,” “I want;” it involves praising God for who God is. Spending time with God involves confession that honestly addresses the sin in our life. Spending time with God involves giving thanks for the blessings we have received, remembering God’s goodness and faithfulness that we have experienced. Spending time with God involves “being still.” In short: listen. Now, this may be true only because I am a guy; but I have never been able to listen when I am talking. I am not able to listen well if I am preparing to talk. I end up thinking about what I am going to say more than listening to what the other person is saying; it is no different with God. If I allot only enough time for me to get out what I need to say, I miss what God has for me. Psalm 46:10 “Be still and know that I am God! I am exalted among the nations, I am exalted in all the earth.” It is worth our time to listen to God. I sometimes amaze myself by how quick I am to tell God how to be God and how reluctant I am to hear God tell me how to be the person he created me to be.)

So, Peter was praying and in a trance when he saw a vision. 

b. Peter knew God was leading because the vision concluded with the true statement, “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.” Again, was there any room for his friends to argue about that? If God has made something clean – if God has made someone righteous – are we qualified to sit in judgment and say something different? Again, there is not much room to argue about it because we are not qualified to dispute with God’s judgment. 

It is important to note God’s purpose in this passage was outrageously inclusive to those who receive him as Lord and Savior. That is more than just a mantra, it is more than simply words, more than an oath. God’s outrageous inclusivity means becoming a disciple is not dependent upon genealogy or heritage. We accept this as true; yet it was revolutionary to the early church. 

This remains a challenge for the church today. We are most comfortable in a church that looks like me, acts like me, talks like me, believes like me, prioritizes like me. This church would be such a great place if everyone simply thought like I do. But church is not about my comfort: it is about worshiping God, who is God over all people. 

I admit this is tough for me, too. Left unchecked, I find myself picturing in my head the idea that I have squeaked in the pearly gates – and, breathing a sigh of relief, become unconcerned about all the rest who are on the outside. But I am not the center of the story and that is not how it works. I rejoice in my salvation, to be sure; but I also know that God is using my life and my testimony to reach out to others. If I lose sight of that, I lose sight of the joy that God intends for me to experience. I will not thwart God’s plan to include those whom he is saving, but I will certainly miss out on the joy that comes with witnessing God’s hand at work. 

Peter knew God was leading because the vision was true: God is sovereign.

c. Peter knew that God was leading because the word became true. The Holy Spirit takes credit for sending the men from Cornelius. “While Peter was still thinking about the vision, the Spirit said to him, ‘Look, three men are searching for you. Now get up, go down, and go with them without hesitation; for I have sent them.” And then the men sent by Cornelius show up. 

Peter’s meeting with Cornelius is a popular one these days as people are looking to change the standards within the life of the church. Yet there is a distinction between following where God is leading the change and demanding that God change for us. 

Going to Cornelius’ house was not an act of civil disobedience; it was an act of faithful obedience to God. It was not a political statement by Peter. He was not trying to reform the synagogues, he was not trying to lead a protest against discrimination of the church. He was following where God led him. The evidence of God’s leading was that the people were transformed and glorified God; they were not left unchanged. 

Cornelius did not demand Peter celebrate his Gentile-ness. He did not extol the virtue of his being a centurion. He did not claim any right or privilege – as if God finally realized Cornelius’ value. No, Cornelius obediently followed God’s command to invite Peter to come; he rejoiced when he heard the gospel proclaimed, and the Holy Spirit fell upon him and Cornelius extolled God’s worth, he praised God. 

The gospel is not that God finally accepts you because you are a pretty good person. God loves you – yes. However, the gospel is much more. The gospel Cornelius received joyfully is the same one we receive joyfully today: that I am a sinner saved by the grace of God through Jesus Christ, who died for my sins and rose again that I might have eternal life with Him. If you find yourself in a position where you are arguing that God loves you just the way you are – sin and all – and does nothing to change that, you are not proclaiming the gospel. Love does not rejoice in the wrong, love rejoices in the right. 

God was declaring the Gentiles clean; those who would receive and accept the gospel. All who are washed clean by the blood of the lamb are clean; if not, they are not. Remember, Jesus proclaimed, “The time is fulfilled, the kingdom of God is near; repent and believe the good news.” 

Where the Spirit leads, follow. Peter was still puzzling over that message when the men from Cornelius’ house showed up – and the Spirit tells Peter to go with them because “I have sent them.” 

d. And then God blessed Peter with eyes to witness the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on those who had welcomed and received the gospel. The Holy Spirit – the Spirit of Truth, the one of whom Jesus said, “He will remind you of all that I have said to you” – reminded Peter of what Jesus had said, “John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.” Just like the Pentecost in Jerusalem, Cornelius and the others experience the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. 

Peter asks, “Who was I that I could hinder God?” Implicit in that question is Peter’s question to his friends, “Can you?” Would you hinder God? Of course not, is the answer; yet, is it? 

I like the way Luke phrases the rest of this, “When they heard this, they were silenced.” It is like the moment at the end of every Perry Mason episode, where the surprising confession on the witness stand has come out, and the District Attorney is left speechless. 

After being silenced, “they praised God, saying, ‘Then God has given even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life.’” Again, do not miss the importance of what they say here, “God has given to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life.” 

Conclusion:

When we come down from the mountain, we often are met with apathy, inertia, and/or opposition. When God leads, that is to be expected. Peter had some time to think before he encountered his friends, and he thought step-by-step of how he would answer:

a. He was engaged with God in prayer when he saw the vision;

b. God was revealing what God had done, (Peter did not make the Gentiles clean); 

c. God’s word proved true as the Holy Spirit sent the men who would take Peter to Cornelius; and,

d. Peter was blessed to see the outpouring of the Holy Spirit – Cornelius and his household proclaiming God’s goodness; having received the repentance that leads to life.


We all need to see God’s radical inclusiveness – to realize that we are accountable for sharing the gospel to all who will receive him, not just those we think are ready to hear. God does not need our help to defend his holiness; we need to follow God’s leading to experience the joy of his abundant life.

“Why, Peter, why?” 

“Because He said so.” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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