“Who Am I, that I Should Hinder God?”

Acts 11: 1-18

 The story we have just heard was so important to the early church that it is told twice – once in Chapter 10 of Acts and then it is recounted in the 11th chapter that we have read today. No issue was more debated by early Christians than whether the newfound faith was for Jews alone or whether Gentiles could be included. (David L. Bartlett, Barbara Brown Taylor, eds. Feasting on the Word: Year C, Vol.2, p.452) 

 What happened in this story was a profound turning point and an absolutely pivotal event in our lives, for it is doubtful you and I would be Christians today had this not happened. I love the way Jon Walton, pastor of The First Presbyterian Church in the City of New York, speaks of the importance of this story for us:

 “If Golgotha was the day of reckoning for our salvation, then the day Peter dreamed…was the day salvation actually came to our house, to you and to me.” (“Dreaming in Joppa,” in The Christian Century, April 17, 2007)

 The entire book of Acts is about the movement of Christianity from a tiny Jewish sect to become a worldwide phenomenon. And of course, the instrument of that movement is not simply the human initiative of a small band of people, but rather the Holy Spirit – the powerful and vital presence of God at work in and through that small band of people. One of those persons through whom the Holy Spirit worked was Peter.

 In the passage before us today, Peter is appearing before the Christian Council in Jerusalem. You see, word had gotten back to them about what happened in Caesarea. Peter had actually gone and baptized a Roman soldier named Cornelius, who was not a Jew. In fact Peter had gone and dined with this man and baptized his whole family. And this disturbed the Jerusalem conservatives. You see, they like all good Jews, even though they believed in Jesus, still held to the strict rules of Judaism, which included attention to all the dietary laws of Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy 14. And so when they got word of Peter’s foray into the Gentile world they were upset. The text says they “criticized” Peter.

 But Peter stood his ground and he did so by telling his story. He recounts for them what happened at Joppa. Peter told them, “Listen, I’m as faithful a Jew as you guys are. I have always kept the kosher laws. But let me tell you what happened when I was in Joppa and you tell me if you would have done anything different.”

 And so Peter goes on to tell the story about his trance and his vision of the sheet with all of the creatures being lowered from heaven and how he heard a voice from heaven saying: “Arise Peter, kill and eat.”

 Peter tells the Jerusalem Christians that he tried to resist the voice. “No, I have never eaten anything unclean.” Peter says, he tried to ignore the vision and the voice but it kept coming back – three times! And then, it was shortly after the third vision that the strangers from Caesarea came inviting him to go with them. For you see, a man in that city, named Cornelius who believed in the God of Israel just like Peter, had also had a vision and sent for him. And Peter said he heard God’s Spirit telling him to go and share the Gospel with this man.

 And that is what Peter did. No sooner had Peter arrived at Cornelius’ and began to share the good news of Jesus than the Holy Spirit came mightily upon that whole household. Peter baptized them all and they all came to know Jesus as Savior and Lord.

  Peter says he did all this after asking himself a question – a question that the believers in Jerusalem were now being forced to ask themselves and a question the church must continually be asking itself, even today – “Who am I, that I should hinder God?”

 And in the passage we have read today, as soon as Peter shares this powerful question, the next verse reads:

“When they heard this, they were silenced…” (v. 18a)

 Perhaps that is the only fitting response to such a profound question. Who indeed, is anyone of us that we should try to limit what God is doing in this world? Who am I to put a leash on God with my rules and regulations; my doctrine and my theological biases? God is free! Be silent before God and listen to his leading! 

Consider the astounding insight that is contained in that question:

“Who am I, that I should hinder God?”

If God so loved the world that Jesus came not to condemn the world but to save it, who are we to try to limit the mission of God to redeem humanity? Yet we so often do. We try to set limits on whom God would reach through us. Because in the setting of those limits we can remain safe and secure in our own little cocoons.

We all like our own little enclaves, don’t we? We all like remaining where we are, with our own little sects – whether it’s because of race, or ethnicity, or denomination, or whatever it is that forms an “us and them.” But who are we to hinder God? Maybe God is calling us to enlarge the circle of who will be welcome in the family of faith?

I’m not sure if you’re familiar with him, but Tony Evans is an African-American pastor who leads a mega-church in Dallas, Texas. In recent years the number of Anglo and Latino members in his church has significantly increased and he’s been delighted. In his book The Kingdom Agenda, he shares how not everyone has rejoiced in this increasing diversity however. He tells about one black church member who came to him and said, ‘Pastor, we’re getting way too many white people in here. You know how they are. They’ll keep coming and try to take over.”

 Evans said, “Well then, brother, you better do some black evangelism so we can keep outnumbering them.”

 But the man said, “Well, I don’t know if I can stay here.”

And Evans said, “Bye.” When asked why he said that so abruptly to his black member, Evans reply was, “Because I’m not going to hold the Bible hostage to anyone’s prejudices.” (in Homiletics, May-June 2004, p.24)

 Just like the elders in Jerusalem, we stand in silence before Peter’s astonishing question: “Who am I, that I should hinder God?” 

You know, Peter wasn’t a radical. He didn’t set out to break the Jewish kosher laws. He wasn’t trying to sidestep the rules. He wasn’t trying to get outside the accepted norms of his tradition. He was simply listening to the Lord. And in listening to the Lord, God intervened in Peter’s life with a vision so powerful; a voice so profound it called him to overcome his stereotypes and his distinctions and see God’s mission in more universal terms.

 And the amazing good news is what happened with the council in Jerusalem. After they pondered Peter’s question in silence, the text then says:

 “And they praised God, saying, ‘then God has given even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life.” (v.18 b)

 Praise be to God the early church heeded the movement of God in a new direction and saw that they could not limit the grace of God! The question for us lurking behind all of this is, what kind of church will we be in our time? Will we try to hunker down and stay only with folk like us? Or will we fling wide the portals of the church in recognition of the wideness of God’s mercy?

 As we prepare to celebrate the Lord’s Supper, I want to confess my heresy to you today. Strictly according to the rules, I should only be inviting baptized Christians to this table. That’s what the Book of Order and the Directory for Worship of the Presbyterian Church (USA) state. However, for some time now, I have conscientiously objected to that rule and I fling wide the invitation to this table when I administer the sacrament. If I find that somewhere down the road, I must declare my scruples on that issue I will do so gladly.

 And my reasoning is this. I believe the Gospel calls for all to be welcomed and included. I believe that no one should be excluded from the grace of God that is offered in this sacrament. And I believe there is a mysterious power at work in this sacrament that can bring people to faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. Of all the places where there should not be insiders and outsiders, I believe it is at the table of our Lord. Christ is the host of this meal, not me and not the Presbyterian Church. So who am I that I should hinder the living Jesus?

 Rob Bell, the young pastor who appears in those Nooma videos we have watched on Wednesday nights, wrote a book called Velvet Elvis and in there he states that the Christian gospel is good news about God’s favor to every human being and to all creation, “especially for those who don’t believe it.”

 Jew or Gentile; male or female; gay or straight; black, white or brown; believer or unbeliever - God created us, God loves us and God’s redemption in His Son is offered to each one of us. Yes, God has offered even to us, the repentance that leads to faith. Amen.
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