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 In God’s Way 
 Acts 11:1-18; Jonah 1:1-3; Ps. 40:1-4a 

 
 A sermon by William M. Klein 
  
  26 August 2018 
 

1 I waited patiently for the Lord; he inclined to me and heard my cry.  2 He drew me up 
from the desolate pit, out of the miry bog, and set my feet upon a rock, making my steps 
secure.  3 He put a new song in my mouth, a song of praise to our God.  Many will see 
and fear, and put their trust in the Lord.  4 Happy are those who make the Lord their 
trust…  (Psalm 40:1-4a NRSV) 
 
1 Now the word of the Lord came to Jonah son of Amittai, saying, 2 “Go at once to 
Nineveh, that great city, and cry out against it; for their wickedness has come up before 
me.”  3 But Jonah set out to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the Lord.  He went down 
to Joppa and found a ship going to Tarshish; so he paid his fair and went on board, to go 
with them to Tarshish, away from the presence of the Lord.  (Jonah 1:1-3 NRSV) 
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 Before I read the passage from Acts 11, I want to take a few minutes to set the 
context.  The events of Acts 10 and 11 placed the young Christian church at a crucial and 
perilous crossroads.  At issue was whether to remain an exclusive sect of Judaism…or to 
open their hearts and doors to outsiders – specifically, open themselves to Gentiles…who 
were anyone who was not Jewish.  Keep in mind – as they understood the faith, God 
forbid them from associating with Gentiles.   
 Fortunately, when they found themselves at this crossroad, Jesus’ followers chose to 
do the unthinkable – i.e., go against what they understood to be the witness of God's Word 
– the Bible.  The church chose to take the daring and faithful, yet unprecedented step, of 
weighing the guidance of God's Spirit over their understanding of the written word.  And 
because they listened carefully to the Holy Spirit, they opened their doors to all people… 
which, by the way, means you and me.  The real significance of that one difficult decision 
so long ago was and is mind boggling. 
 I am convinced the early church’s experience stands as an instructive model for us 
today just when so many people across the larger church seem eager to pick sides and cast 
spells upon those across any number of philosophical divides.  The early church’s 
courageous witness rises from the ancient past to challenge us all – but it seems to me, 
particularly to challenge those folks who seem determined to erect rigid, doctrinaire, 
firmly closed hearts and doors in the name of religion.1  But I get ahead of myself… 
 Acts 10 tells us that one afternoon a Roman soldier named Cornelius had a vision 
from God.  Like all Roman soldiers, he had sworn ultimate allegiance to Caesar.  But, it 
seems Cornelius also had at least a tangential relationship to Judaism.  The text tells us he 
was a "devout, God-fearing man"…that he was a generous and prayerful man.2 
 Unaccustomed as you and I are to heavenly visitations, we can understand that 
Cornelius was terrified.  He was told by the Holy Spirit to contact a man in Joppa named 
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Simon Peter.  And so that is what he did.  Without delay, Cornelius sent his servants to 
Joppa.3 
 Meanwhile, the Holy Spirit spoke again – this time to Simon Peter.  About noontime 
the next day Peter went up on the roof of the house to pray.  Without warning he saw a 
huge sheet being lowered down out of heaven containing all sorts of animals – both clean 
and unclean animals.  The Jewish law was very clear about which animals fell into either 
category…i.e., no bacon!  As Peter looked, a voice from heaven spoke: "Peter, kill and eat."  
He instinctively replied, "No way.  I will not eat anything the law has declared unclean."  
But the voice spoke again, "Do not consider unclean what the Lord has declared clean."4 
 As Peter was thinking about this vision, he heard a knock at the door.  Standing 
there were the servants sent by Cornelius.  They delivered to Peter an invitation to pay 
their master a visit…and it began to dawn on Peter his vision was not just about clean and 
unclean animals – but about clean and unclean people with whom he could associate.  
Was God trying to tell him to love "unclean" Gentiles?5 
 
 Though he didn’t understand any of this, Peter nonetheless went to Caesarea to see 
Cornelius.  This in itself was an unambiguous violation of Jewish law.  A Jew was not 
permitted to be the guest of a Gentile.  Yet, Peter went.6 
 When he arrived he discovered Cornelius had assembled a crowed to greet him and 
to hear what he would say.  Peter told them the story of Jesus.  As he spoke, the Holy 
Spirit visited yet again – this time being poured out upon the Gentiles gathered there.  
Some of the believers who had accompanied Peter were amazed to see this outpouring of 
the Spirit on Gentiles.  Peter turned to his companions and said, "What's to stop us from 
baptizing these people?"  So the new believers were baptized and welcomed into the 
community.7 
 Peter was then faced with having to report all of this to the followers of Jesus in 
Jerusalem…who, you will remember, were all Jews.  He knew they would find what he 
had done more than socially questionable. They would find it religiously reprehensible.  
How would he justify his words and actions?   
 This brings us to where our lesson for the morning picks up.  Listen for the word of 
God. 
 

1 Now the apostles and the believers who were in Judea heard that the Gentiles had also 
accepted the word of God. 2 So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the circumcised 
believers criticized him, 3 saying, "Why did you go to uncircumcised men and eat with 
them?" 4 Then Peter began to explain it to them, step by step, saying, 5 "I was in the city of 
Joppa praying, and in a trance I saw a vision. There was something like a large sheet 
coming down from heaven, being lowered by its four corners; and it came close to me. 6 
As I looked at it closely I saw four-footed animals, beasts of prey, reptiles, and birds of the 
air. 7 I also heard a voice saying to me, "Get up, Peter; kill and eat.' 8 But I replied, "By no 
means, Lord; for nothing profane or unclean has ever entered my mouth.' 9 But a second 
time the voice answered from heaven, "What God has made clean, you must not call 
profane.' 10 This happened three times; then everything was pulled up again to heaven. 
11 At that very moment three men, sent to me from Caesarea, arrived at the house where 
we were. 12 The Spirit told me to go with them and not to make a distinction between 
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them and us. These six brothers also accompanied me, and we entered the man's house. 
13 He told us how he had seen the angel standing in his house and saying, "Send to Joppa 
and bring Simon, who is called Peter; 14 he will give you a message by which you and 
your entire household will be saved.' 15 And as I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell upon 
them just as it had upon us at the beginning. 16 And I remembered the word of the Lord, 
how he had said, "John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy 
Spirit.' 17 If then God gave them the same gift that he gave us when we believed in the 
Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could hinder God?" 18 When they heard this, they 
were silenced. And they praised God, saying, "Then God has given even to the Gentiles 
the repentance that leads to life."  (Acts 11:1-18 NRSV) 
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 I don’t need to tell you we live in an age of “us” and “them.”  Whether it is a 
sporting event, politics, a court case, a college campus, a matter of commerce, or an 
international conflict… the language we use is “us” and “them.”   
 There was an arresting advertisement running a few years ago on television.  A 
man sits at his phone and calls a landlord to see if he can rent a room.  He speaks English 
with an Hispanic accent and is told the room has already been let.  He calls back and 
speaks in African-American vernacular and is told the same.  He then calls the same 
landlord and speaks in a refined New England accent and is immediately told a room is 
available.  “Us” and “them” is alive and well when it comes to rental property…and 
many, many, many other areas of life. 
 Our tendency to create barriers – to circle the wagons – to think we alone hold claim 
to the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth…is nothing new, of course.  It has 
been “us” and “them” from the start.   
 But don’t think this was the way God meant for us to live.  The earliest chapters of 
the Hebrew Bible tell us God intended for us to be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth 
as people united in devotion to God.  Devotion to this one God binds us and makes 
us one.  Devotion to “our own way” divides and produces “us” and “them.” 
 Baptist preacher and storyteller, Will Campbell, tells about standing outside of a 
Florida prison awaiting an execution.  He was among a group praying the execution 
would be stayed.  There was another group there cheering and singing – delighted the 
prisoner was going to fry.  Campbell said he was enraged to see people so pleased in the 
execution of anyone…and then a wave of a distant memory came over him.  He had been 
a part of just such a cheering crowd as he stood with his army buddies on a cliff on the 
island of Saipan on August 6, 1945, watching the Enola Gay return from its fateful mission.8 
 We find strange comfort in sizing up people as “saved” or “damned.”  I’m 
reminded of what Abraham Lincoln said in his Second Presidential Inaugural address.  
Speaking to folks from the North and South who were equally convinced their cause was 
divinely ordained, he wisely wrote:  “Both read the same Bible, and pray to the same God; 
and each invokes God’s aid against the other…  The prayers of both could not be 
answered; that of neither has been answered fully.”9 
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 In an age where “us” and “them” defines ones identity and public discourse, we 
realize the situation described by Luke in Acts 11 is as challenging for us as it was for the 
apostles in the time of Peter. 
 “Who do we think we are to hinder God?”  Peter’s question to those early 
Christians who found his behavior reprehensible reverberates wherever human 
restrictions set limits that exclude or create barriers or draw boundaries around “us” over 
against “them.”  “Who do we think are to hinder God?” indeed…but we sure try. 

3 
 To his critics Peter said, "If God gave Cornelius and his guests the same gift he gave 
us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ (that is, the gift of the Holy Spirit), who was 
I that I could hinder God?"  And listen to what happened next.  His critics listened and 
were silenced…then the silence gave way to shouts of praise as the people began to praise 
God for giving even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life. 
 What are the implications of this story for you, for the church – and for this church?  
Are we guilty of highlighting what makes people different – of using scripture to justify 
looking down our noses at certain people?   Do not forget that Peter had absolutely no 
biblical warrant for eating with or baptizing the Gentile, Cornelius.  He was out on thin ice 
without tradition or scripture to back him up.  
 In John's gospel Jesus gave a new commandment.  That new commandment did not 
say “despise one another.”  It said – "love one another."10  Do we look for differences that 
we can then use to justify treating others as if they are enemies…our enemies and God’s 
enemies?  Do we “use” the Bible to support what we already believe…or do we allow 
God’s Spirit to speak through the Bible opening us again and again in new and surprising 
ways to what it means for Jesus to be Lord? 
 The story we read today leaves me wondering…"What is God doing now…where 
on earth is God going next?"11   
 If this is your understanding of God too…then let us give praises to God.  Amen.  
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Endnotes: 
                                                           
1 Hays, Richard B.  1996.  The Moral Vision of the New Testament: Community, Cross, New Creation.  NY: 

HarperCollins Pub., 297f.  Quoting Romans 12.2. Experience is a notoriously tricky guide because human beings are 

susceptible to all kinds of illusion and self-deception.  That is why claims about experience as a theological authority 

must always be tested in light of scripture and through the corporate discernment of the community of faith.  Certainly, 

the private experience of an individual cannot overturn the theological authority of the New Testament.  Are there cases, 

however, where the church as a whole might acknowledge some new experience as revelatory even against the apparent 

witness of scripture?  The paradigm case for such a possibility is found in the story of Peter and Cornelius, and the 

church's subsequent acknowledgment that God had given the Holy Spirit even to those who were "unclean" according to 

the biblical norm.  Such possibilities cannot be excluded a priori.  God is, as Karl Barth would insist, free to act in 

surprising ways.  It must be stated as a theological guideline, however, that claims about divinely inspired experience 

that contradicts the witness of scripture should be admitted to normative status in the church only after sustained and 

agonizing scrutiny by a consensus of the faithful.  Far more often, our experience, ambiguous and sin-riddled, will need 
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to be judged and corrected in light of scripture, which teaches us again and again not to be conformed to this age but to 

be transformed by the renewing of our minds so we may rightly discern the will of God. 
2 Williamson, Charles C.  2000.  Acts. Interpretation Bible Studies.  Louisville: Geneva Press, 40. 
3 Williamson, 40.  At the close of Acts 9, Luke placed Peter in the town of Joppa.  You may have noticed that Joppa 

connects the prophetic missions of Peter and the Old Testament prophet Jonah.  We just read that Jonah also departed 

from Joppa on his fateful mission to Nineveh.  And, is it simply coincidental that Peter’s Aramaic name is Simon bar 

Jonah (i.e., Simon son of Jonah)?   
4 Williamson, 41. 
5 Williamson, 41. 
6 Williamson, 42. 
7 Williamson, 43. 
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