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SUMMARY
You’d think it would be hard to say “No” to God, and yet Peter did it three times! What’s happening? 

AT A GLANCE
Some people are hard to say “No” to, especially if you have a relationship with them. Maybe it’s the boss, or a family member with a strong personality. Perhaps the apostle Peter, after some initial resistance to the changes God was proposing, decided that he was not in a position to say “No” to the Almighty.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “The Love Haptic,” April 24, 2016. 

There are some people you just don’t want to say “No” to. 
You’re asked by the pastor to take a shift at the soup kitchen. Are you going to say, “No”? You might try: 1) No thanks. 2) I think I’ll pass. 3) Maybe another time. 4) Nah, I’d rather stay in bed and watch Netflix. 5) I’m not really into helping people, but thanks for asking. 
The pastor might let it slide and move on to the next person.
But, there are some people you just don’t say “No” to ― people of power and influence; people whose very voice carries the weight of authority imbued with a tone that bespeaks consequences and retribution; people who have the power to bend you to their will; people who are an immutable force of nature, and who can bring you to your knees with just a withering look, reducing you to a whimpering fool.
But enough about your mother-in-law.
Great leaders usually have people around them who have the courage to say “No,” because the great ones know that it’s not a good policy to be surrounded by sycophants. But what if you were working for the late Steve Jobs? He thought that being tough was the only way to keep Apple from suffering what he called a “bozo explosion,” meaning that if he tolerated mediocre people, “they would hire others like themselves, and soon there would be a company filled with employees who weren’t very good.” If Jobs asked you for a favor, could you say “No”? 
Think of the horrible bosses lampooned in the eponymous movie franchise Horrible Bosses (2011, 2014). You wouldn’t want to say “No” to these tyrants. 
How about other people of influence and power? Go back a couple of decades or more to when Ted Turner and Rupert Murdoch were churning up the waters of telecommunications and other forms of media. You might not remember Turner, but from 1970-2000, he was big stuff. 
Sometimes called “the Mouth of the South,” Turner was frequently controversial. But he was also an entrepreneur, television producer, media proprietor and philanthropist. He founded the Cable News Network (CNN) and donated a $1 billion gift to support the United Nations. He once owned more land in the United States than any other private individual. He founded the Goodwill Games. He maintains the world’s largest bison herd on his Montana ranch. When Murdoch’s sailing vessel once rammed Turner’s in a yacht race, Turner (also known as Captain Outrageous) challenged him to a fist fight. (It never happened.) 
Turner’s mantra was “Lead, follow, or get out of the way.” Say what you want, but he was, and probably still is, a hard person to say “No” to.
Finally, if you’re of a certain age, you will remember the Chiffon TV spots in the 1970s in which Mother Nature has a taste of what she thinks is fabulous, creamy butter, but is told that it’s not butter but Chiffon margarine. Whereupon, Mother Nature raises her arms and says with an evil glint in her eyes, “It’s not nice to fool Mother Nature,” and then all hell breaks loose ― gale-force winds blow, trees topple and houses collapse into rubble.
These examples explain why it’s astonishing to read in today’s text from Acts that the apostle Peter had the temerity, the chutzpah, the courage to say “No” … wait for it … to God! And he did it not once, but three times!

Peter Says “No”
God is not Ted Turner, Steve Jobs or any megalomaniac to whom it might be hard to say “No.” But when Peter said “No” to God three times — echoing his three time-denial of the Lord in the dark hours before the crucifixion — he was hindering and attempting to thwart the purposes of Almighty God, who:
· according to the Nicene Creed, is the “Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all things visible and invisible”; 
· according to Saint Anselm, is a “being in which nothing greater can be thought of”;
· according to Saint Aquinas, is the great Unmoved Mover, the Uncaused Cause, and who has revealed himself in creation and written his law in human hearts;
· was asked by David, “Where can I go from your spirit: Or where can I flee from your presence? If I ascend to heaven, you are there; if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there” (Psalm 139:7-8);
· according to Scripture, is the trinitarian God before whom Isaiah trembled and said, “Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!’ (Isaiah 6:5).
And this doesn’t even scratch the surface of the nature of the eternal and transcendent God. Still, was Peter crazy to say “No” to God?
To be fair, Peter didn’t resist God in a conscious state; he was deep in REM sleep, and it was in a dream that he said “No” to God three times. In the vision, it goes down this way: 
While in Joppa, Peter was praying and slipped into a “trance [and] saw a vision.” A ginormous tablecloth came floating and twirling down from heaven, and before him were some entrees prepared for his consumption, things like “four-footed animals, beasts of prey, reptiles, and birds of the air” (v. 6). He then heard a “voice,” and we have no reason to assume it was not a divine voice. He was told to “get up … kill and eat.”
But Peter offered his first objection: “By no means, Lord; for nothing profane or unclean has ever entered my mouth.” This happened three times.
We can assume that he was mystified by what he’d seen in his vision. After all, what he saw and was told to do went against his upbringing and education in Sabbath school, against everything he was as an observant Jew, and against the teaching of the rabbis and counsel of family members. Were he to act on what he’d seen in this vision, his ancestors would be rolling in their tombs. It was unthinkable that Peter would eat this stuff and defile himself in this way. He was a Jew!
It wasn’t until later, when he was in a conscious state, that the meaning of this vision came into focus. The process began when three Gentiles, men from the north, arrived and invited him to go to a house in Caesarea. 
You can imagine the scene. Let’s put the men in sunglasses. They’re in black suits, white shirts, black ties, and driving a black SUV, perhaps a Cadillac Escalade with tinted windows. They arrive at 31 Falafel Street, jump out of the car and “invite” Peter to get into the car. Their boss wants a word. 
“Who is your boss?” Peter asks.
“Cornelius.”
“Who is Cornelius?”
“An officer in the army of Imperial Rome. Enough with the questions!” (See Acts 10.)
Peter is worried, of course, but then decides, “Okay, who am I to resist these guys?” He gets into the car. Think “NCIS” or “Lucifer” or “Men in Black.” 
They arrive in Caesarea. Peter meets his host there. He gets the surprise of his life. Cornelius explains that an angel told him that Peter would give him “a message by which [he] and [his] entire household will be saved” (v. 14). 
This is when it began to dawn on Peter (whose ministry had been and would always be primarily to the Jewish community, in contrast to the apostle Paul, who became known as the “apostle to the Gentiles”) that God was doing something incredibly new. He began to understand that God had blown away the old categories, paradigms that no longer applied and stale structures that no longer served the purposes of God. 
So, naturally, he said, “Who was I that I could hinder God?” (v. 17). 
Let’s pause here to ask of ourselves: Have we ever said “No” to God? Are we still saying “No” to God?
Think about it: Don’t we say “No” to God …
· every time we are not hospitable and welcoming to the stranger among us? (Hebrews 13:2);
· every time we refuse to love our enemies and “pray for those who persecute” us? (Matthew 5:44);
· every time we hesitate to “repay evil with blessing”? (1 Peter 3:9). 
In fact, often our lives are such a flat-out “No” to God, that one has to wonder in what way we’re saying “Yes” to God at all … ever! 

Peter Says “Yes”
Perhaps we have a problem with saying “Yes” to God because we’re used to adding a qualifier. “Yes” is a simple, monosyllabic word, but our complex human nature wants to respond with two words: “Yes, but …”
We get cases of “Yes, but …” all the time in normal life: 
· “Yes, but just give me a sec.”
· “Yes, but so-and-so won’t like it.”
· “Yes, but we’ve never done it like this before.”
· “Yes, but I’m going to need more money.”
· “Yes, but I’m going to need more time.”
· “Yes, but I’m going to need more help.”
· “Yes, but I think others should take their turn.”
· “Yes, but this is not my thing.”
· “Yes, but you should really ask someone else.”
Fortunately, Peter did not come down with a case of “Yes, but ….” He understood that it was best not to hinder God. He was sharing the gospel with Cornelius, the Roman soldier, and as events began to unfold, he realized that God was with them. The “Holy Spirit fell upon them just as it had” fallen on the original apostles in the upper room on the day of Pentecost (v. 15). Peter recalled what Jesus had said to them about this. And then he reasoned that if Cornelius and his family received the same “gift” of the Spirit as he and the other apostles had received, “Who was I that I could hinder God?”
Maybe it is in our nature to be conservative and default to the negative when something new, unusual and uncomfortable is happening. We resist change. Peter did ― and then he didn’t. Peter said “Yes” to God, not “Yes, but….”

What Does God Want?
Peter said that it is best not to hinder God. But hinder God at what? About what should we not hinder God?
It could be that God wants us to remember that God is a God of new things. Gracie Allen of the 1950s comedy duo, Burns and Allen, put it this way: “Don’t put a period where God has placed a comma.”
What does God want? God wants: 
· all people to live and “come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:19, NKJV);
· to remember those too often forgotten;
· to support those who are oppressed; 
· to scatter the proud and topple the high-minded; 
· to lift up the lowly and fill the mouths of the hungry (see Luke 1:46-55).
Can we say “Yes” to these ideas?
There’s a lot of chatter these days about who is clean and who is unclean, about who is right and who is wrong, about right choices and wrong choices. This story about Peter changing his mind can teach us a lot, especially that it is okay to change one’s mind, opinion or point of view. 

A Little Silence
Our reading has a curious observation near the end. Peter finishes explaining to the leaders of the nascent Christian community in Jerusalem how and why the good news has been delivered to the Gentiles, and immediately after he utters the words, “Who was I that I could hinder God?” The text goes on to say that “When they heard these things they fell silent” (v. 18, ESV).
This is precisely opposite of what is going on today. We’re many things, but one of them is that we’re not silent. We are too busy shouting, condemning, and being unloving and unkind than thoughtfully wondering if there might be more going on here than we realize.
We will generalize, scrutinize, jeopardize, antagonize, stigmatize, demoralize, victimize, brutalize, ostracize and marginalize, but we will not under any circumstances apologize, harmonize or even socialize with those who may be leading us into new territory.
These old saints, however, were silent. Imagine that! Some translations say that they stopped arguing … but then began to clap! They broke into applause, saying, “Okay then, God has given the good news to the Gentiles …”
The church too often has been on the wrong side of justice, fairness and numerous other social issues. The church has listened to scores of prophetic “Peters” urging Christians to support a woman’s right to vote, encouraging Christians to join the abolitionist movement, and pleading with Christians to advocate for the civil rights movement of the 1960s, to cite a few examples. Eventually, the church “praised God” and helped change the lives of countless people.
Today, the church continues to struggle with how to engage with the issues of our times. Let us take time to listen to our prophets as did our ancient forebears to the apostle Peter. Let us be silent and engage in prayerful reflection. And then let the church erupt into praise and thanksgiving, saying, “Who are we that we could hinder God?”
Amen.
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS 
Psalm 148
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 148 is a cosmic hymn of praise to a cosmic God. All of creation — animate, inanimate, celestial, terrestrial, divine, human, animal, vegetable, mineral, meteorological and mythological — all are summoned, in the psalm’s opening and closing words, to “Praise the LORD!” The last five hymns of the Psalter — Psalms 146 to 150 — might be called “the hallelujah chorus,” as they all begin and end with the Hebrew liturgical exclamation, halelu-yah, which means “Praise Yah(weh)/the LORD.” The note of cosmic scope is sounded in the first verse: “Praise the LORD from the heavens,” which will be echoed contrastively later in the psalm (v. 7) with “Praise the LORD from the earth.” The psalm concludes by focusing specifically on “the people of Israel who are close to him” (v. 14). The expression describing the Israelites is unique and peculiar; nowhere else in the OT is Israel described as being “close to” God.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
A Brief Tour of the Cosmos. If you are not a believer, this psalm makes no sense. One can appreciate the majesty of the heavens and the beauty of the earth, and yet not believe. Witness Carl Sagan, for example. But if, by faith, you believe in God, then this psalm is for you. It reminds us that the cosmos is but a platform from which to praise the name of God. The preacher, then, can review recent discoveries in the “heavens” via the Hubble photographs, the Mars rover, lunar landings, etc. The possibilities are endless. Then, using the last half of the psalm, the sermon might point to some of the natural wonders of the world. Take your pick. The takeaway point, however, is in the last two verses. This same God, Creator of the wonders of heaven and earth, raised up a “horn” for God’s people. This “horn” is the king or savior of Israel, and we, as God’s people (the new “Israel” if you want to get into it), are therefore “close to him.” This psalm is a reminder that, despite adversity or suffering, the God of the cosmos considers us as people of faith, as “close to him.” What better place is there to be?

Revelation 21:1-6
What Does the Text Say?
According to John’s fulfilled vision of a new creation, God at last tabernacles, or dwells, with God’s people — as Jewish Scripture had long promised (Leviticus 26:1-12). This indwelling is the fulfillment of both Ezekiel’s (37:24-28; 43:7-10) and Zechariah’s (2:11) prophetic visions. The existence enjoyed by those dwelling in this new creation is one void of tears and death, mourning and pain — all will “be no more.” The corrupted creation they were a part of has itself disappeared (“passed away”). John’s vision emphasizes the radical newness of this future. This is not simply a remodel job on the old vehicle. This is a brand-spanking-new “new creation.” In verse 6, John’s use of the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet recalls Hebrew scholars who called God the “truth.” In Hebrew, the word “truth” is spelled aleph-mem-tav — using the first, middle and last letters of the Hebrew alphabet. Thus God, the truth, is a God who is present at the beginning, the center and the end of all created existence. The final image in verse 6 again echoes Isaiah’s prophetic visions of divinely perfected life. For a desert people, the divinely renewed future was always envisioned as having abundant water (see Isaiah 35:1-2; Ezekiel 47:1-12).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The New, New World Order. This text is perhaps the most preachable text in the book of Revelation. And, in fact, a sermon could be developed in each of the last four verses, 3, 4, 5 and 6. You want a sermon series? Here is a four-part sermon series:
· Sermon 1, The People of God (verse 3): See connections in Hosea 1:9 and 1 Peter 2:9-10. 
· Sermon 2, One Thing Heaven Won’t Have (verse 4): This one thing is tears. No weeping or crying in heaven. What do we cry about these days? We cry when a loved one dies, when we struggle to meet our bills, when a Republican or Democrat is elected, when we don’t get a promotion, when we’re afflicted with illness, when our children leave home, when we can’t get an Internet connection, when the Cubs lose (again), when gas prices hit $4 a gallon, etc. So, what will it be like to live in a world where there’s nothing to cry about? 
· Sermon 3, A New Thing (verse 5): If we could be God for a day, what would we change? What would a perfect world look like if we were in charge? God promises that everything will be new. 
· Sermon 4, Unlimited Supply (verse 6): If you live in the desert, the promise of an unending supply of fresh, cool water — free of charge — is huge. In this world, resources are often limited and come at great cost. In the future world of God’s kingdom, all our needs will be met. (See Philippians 4:10-13, 19.) 
These four verses thus describe the new, new world order of a future administration in which we are God’s people, without tears and without need.

John 13:31-35
What Does the Text Say?
The call to loving friendship is a major theme of John’s gospel. Jesus gives his disciples “a new commandment … Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another” (13:34). Why does Jesus call this a new commandment? The dual commandment to love God and love neighbor was well known from the OT (Leviticus 19:18; cf. Luke 10:27). What is new in the gospel of John is that love should be modeled precisely on the love Jesus showed for his disciples, by his washing of their feet and ultimately by his death. All too often, Christians think their identity is bound only to what they believe: I am a Christian because I believe X, Y or Z. Though belief is a key part of every NT book, the works of love are also. “You will know them by their fruits” (Matthew 7:16).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
A New Rule. We generally don’t like rules. But this rule is the rule to end all rules. Obey it, and other rules are unnecessary. Love one another, but do it as Christ would do it. The preacher might provide examples of rules you hate, rules at school or in the classroom, rules at home, rules that govern sports, rules in the workplace, and rules for living in society. Do we have too many rules (laws)? Jesus gives us a new rule. What is so hard about this? Why do we find it so onerous to love others? What are some examples of obedience to this rule? What are the barriers to obedience to this rule? What are the benefits of obedience to this rule?

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

“It’s not nice to fool Mother Nature.” Those are the words in a 1970s TV commercial. Here’s an update.
Mother Nature has died! Actually, actress Dena Dietrich, who played her in numerous TV commercials beginning in 1971 for Chiffon margarine … died at age 91 of natural causes. 
Born Deanna Frances Dietrich on December 4, 1928, in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, she made her television debut in 1964 on an episode of General Electric Theatre [and thereafter appeared in numerous TV shows.] …
But even with all of that — as well as extensive stage work — it’s still as Mother Nature that she is probably best remembered. … Those commercials all played variations of a theme: Mother Nature would be interacting with nature and be given what she thought was butter to sample. After saying how delicious it was, the narrator would inform her that it wasn’t butter, but was, instead, Chiffon margarine. She’d offer a thin smile and proclaim, “It isn’t nice to fool Mother Nature,” raise her arms and all hell would break loose. …
Dena died on November 21, 2020, at a healthcare facility in Los Angeles.
―Ed Gross, “‘It’s not nice to fool Mother Nature’: Saying goodbye to Chiffon TV commercial star Dena Dietrich.” Do You Remember website. Doyouremember.com. November 27, 2020. Retrieved November 18, 2021.

##

It’s a frightful thing — thinking you have to get God right in order to get God to love you, thinking you’re always one error away from damnation. It’s a kind of legalism, really... How ironic. The very condition of humanity is to be wrong about God. The moment we figure God out, God ceases to be God. Maybe it’s time to embrace the mystery and let ourselves off the hook. 
—Rachel Held Evans

##

Sometimes cancer is a battle. There are dark nights when it’s not inappropriate to pray, “Lord, deliver me from this body of death! Heal me with a miracle, and I will praise you every day!” — because, very frankly, I’d like to win this war.
In fact, my experience is that this is where the cancer journey begins — with a strong desire to defeat the malignant enemy. But it is just here, in the battle, that cancer begins to teach us. Please understand, I would still love to win the cancer battle. However, at the same time, I am learning, little by little, to appreciate the deep gift of surrender. Kate [Bowler] continues:
“Saint Teresa of Avila once said: ‘We can only learn to know ourselves and do what we can — namely, surrender our will and fulfill God’s work in us.’ For Christians not of the prosperity [gospel] persuasion, surrender is a virtue; the writings of the saints are full of commands to ‘let go’ and to submit yourself to what seems to be the will of the Almighty. All of American culture and pop psychology scream against that. Never give up on your dreams! Just keep knocking, that door is about to open! Think positively! Self-improvement guaranteed! The entire motivational-speaking industry rests on the assumption that you can have what you want, you can be what you want. Just do it …”
So there you are. There I am. There we are, addicted to self-rule, wanting things to turn out the way we want them to. We want to win the battle. But then, every now and then, I sense that this is not a war but a journey, not a battlefield but a classroom, where we can learn deep lessons about life. In this classroom I’m learning things I would never have known if I lived to a hundred. 
Now and then, I learn the art of surrender, where I can relax and lie back into the warm and wonderful arms of the God who knows my every need.
—Blair Monie, pastor of Dallas’ Preston Hollow Presbyterian Church, writing in an online CaringBridge journal while undergoing chemotherapy for pancreatic cancer. He died on October 30, 2018. He was citing cancer survivor Kate Bowler’s book, Everything Happens for a Reason (and Other Lies I’ve Loved), (Random House, 2018).

##

If you are with us, then nothing else matters; and if you are against us, then nothing else matters.
—Barbara Brown Taylor, addressing God in a prayer.

##

Faith is the word that describes the direction our feet start moving when we find that we are loved. Faith is stepping out into the unknown with nothing to guide us but a hand just beyond our grasp.
—Frederick Buechner, from a sermon, “Follow Me,” in The Magnificent Defeat (HarperOne, 1985).

##

The sacred exists and is stronger than our rebellions.
—Czesław Miłosz, Nobel-prize-winning writer, Visions from San Francisco Bay (Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1983), 33.

##

Until your knees finally hit the floor, you’re just playing at life, and on some level you’re scared because you know you’re just playing. The moment of surrender is not when life is over. It’s when it begins.
—Marianne Williamson, A Return to Love: Reflections on the Principles of a Course in Miracles (HarperPerennial: 1996), 12–13.

##

COMMENTARY 
Acts 11:1-18
Given that this episode is rehearsed three times in Acts, it is undoubtedly an important event in the formative years of the church (cf. Acts 10:1-48; 11:1-18; 15:6-11). Luke outlines Peter’s role in the first Gentile conversions and draws particular attention to the apostle’s leadership in assuaging “the circumcised believers.” Indeed, had Peter not been able to justify his actions to this vocal faction, it’s possible this dispute would have escalated and subsequently postponed or perhaps even scuttled the gospel’s advance beyond Judea and Samaria.
Immediately after presenting a rather detailed account regarding the circumstances that led to the baptism of Cornelius and his household (Acts 10:1-48), Luke mentions that “the apostles and the believers who were in Judea heard that the Gentiles [ta eqnh] had also accepted the word of God” (v. 1). At first glance, this remark appears to be nothing more than a mere acknowledgment of what had transpired in Caesarea. Simply put, it reads like an inconsequential news report. Luke’s next comment, however, underscores the fact that this event entailed a great deal more than one might initially think because “when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the circumcised believers criticized him” (v. 2). Even so, they didn’t criticize him for sharing the gospel with non-Jews. Indeed, such explicit contempt would instantly be recognized for what it truly is — vile ethnic pride.
Rather than initiate a direct assault on the Gentile newcomers, they launched an ad hominem attack on Peter, claiming it was his conduct that troubled them. On the surface “the circumcised believers” weren’t disturbed by the inclusion of Gentiles into God’s kingdom. Instead, they questioned Peter’s loyalty to one of the cherished Jewish traditions. Accordingly, “the circumcised believers” posed the following question: “Why did you go to uncircumcised men and eat with them?” (v. 3). Whether by revelation or reason — or some combination of both — Peter sensed the need for clarity as well as the urgency of the moment. Moreover, Luke’s narration of Peter’s response seems to corroborate the significance of this turning point in the infancy of the church since he “began to explain it to them, step by step” (v. 4, emphasis added).
Having identified the participants who stood behind this nascent disagreement, Luke then offers a synopsis of the events that ultimately led to the conversion of Cornelius in verses 5-17. While there are a few minor differences, the summary does not deviate from Acts 10 in any substantive way. To begin, Peter “was in the city of Joppa praying, and in a trance … saw a vision” (v. 5a; cf. Acts 10:9-10, which mentions Peter was hungry). The details of the vision are also nearly identical. “There was something like a large sheet coming down from heaven, being lowered by its four corners; and it came close to me” (v. 5b; cf. Acts 10:11). Inside the sheet were all sorts of “four-footed animals, beasts of prey, reptiles, and birds of the air” (v. 6; cf. Acts 10:12). A voice from heaven directed Peter to “Get up … kill and eat,” to which Peter replied, “By no means, Lord; for nothing profane or unclean has ever entered my mouth” (vv. 7-8; cf. Acts 10:13-14). The voice then declared, “What God has made clean, you must not call profane” (v. 9; cf. Acts 10:15). Finally, Peter told his critics that “this happened three times; then everything was pulled up again to heaven” (v. 10; cf. Acts 10:16).
Cornelius is introduced indirectly (i.e., he isn’t yet named) when “three men, sent to [Peter] from Caesarea, arrived at the house where we were” (v. 11; cf. Acts 10:3-8, 17-18). Without specifying the means, the Spirit told Peter that he was “to go with them and not to make a distinction between them and us” (v. 12; cf. Acts 10:19-20, 28-29). Arguably, this directive gets at the heart of the matter, since “the circumcised believers” were making such a distinction. Then, after Peter and his associates had “entered the man’s house,” Cornelius told them about “the angel” who directed him to “bring Simon, who is called Peter; he will give you a message by which you and your entire household will be saved” (vv. 13-14; cf. Acts 10:5-6, 30-33).
While the retelling of this episode is relatively consistent in Acts 10 and 11, it is worth mentioning that a number of specifics regarding Peter’s conversation with the envoys as well as the nature of his initial welcome by Cornelius are omitted in chapter 11 (e.g., why the envoys had come, who had sent them, and the hospitality Peter and Simon the tanner extended to them; see Acts 10:21-26). It’s even more strange that Peter makes no reference to Cornelius’ devotion to God, acts of charity, or willingness “to listen to all that the Lord has commanded you to say” — factors that one assumes would have appeased Peter’s critics and bolstered his defense (cf. Acts 10:2, 33). Despite these noticeable exceptions, Peter does not leave out the fact that “six brothers also accompanied me” (v. 12; cf. Acts 10:23b); these men were witnesses who could confirm the veracity of his report.
The most significant difference, however, is the omission of Peter’s entire sermon to Cornelius and “his relatives and close friends” (Acts 10:24). In fact, the only reference to it is, “And as I began to speak” (v. 15a; cf. Acts 10:34-43). Arguably, Peter’s decision to excise his sermon makes sense, given that the believers in Jerusalem surely had heard a similar address before and knew it well (cf. Acts 2:14-36; 3:17-26; 4:23-31; 7:1-53). Rather than repeat his message, two factors were more decisive at this moment, for Peter. First, “the Holy Spirit fell upon them just as it had upon us in the beginning” (v. 15; cf. Acts 2:1-4). Second, Peter “remembered the word of the Lord, how he had said, ‘John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit’” (v. 16; cf. Luke 3:16). For at least the second time in his life, Peter had witnessed with his own eyes the outpouring of the Spirit.
So, there in Jerusalem, in the midst of his circumcised brothers, Peter reached the culmination of his account and humbly asks, “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?” (v. 17). This query not only confirms that the Lord was directing the initial outreach to the nations, but also indicts “the circumcised believers” (v. 17). After these men heard Peter’s “step by step” explanation and understood that they were complicit in opposing God’s will, “they were silenced” (v. 18a). Yet it was only their criticism that was silenced and not their voices, for Luke notes that “they praised God, saying, ‘Then God has given even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life’” (v. 18; cf. Acts 10:45; 5:31; 20:21; 26:20).

CHILDREN’S SERMON Acts 11:1-18
Show the children a picture of a lobster and ask them if they have ever eaten one. Point out that it is a strange-looking creature, and it does not look like it would be good to eat — but lobster is delicious! Then explain that some Jewish people do not eat lobster because it’s a shellfish and such animals are considered to be unclean. Tell them that the apostle Peter had grown up as a Jew, and he bragged to God, “nothing profane or unclean has ever entered my mouth” (Acts 11:8). Point to the picture of the lobster and ask if Peter would eat one. No! Then say that God surprised him by saying, “What God has made clean, you must not call profane” (v. 9). Explain that God was telling him that there were no longer any unclean animals, and no longer any unclean people either! Say that Peter heard this message and understood it to mean that anyone could become a follower of Jesus, no matter their religion, race or culture. Encourage the children to be kind and loving to all their friends, and to tell them about Jesus, because God wants everyone to have a chance to become a disciple of his Son Jesus.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
All: We come to remember who and whose we are.
Leader: We gather for worship to be renewed in our faith.
All: We come with hearts open to receive God’s love.
Leader: We gather for worship to catch a vision of what might be.
All: We come ready to change what is.
Leader: We gather for worship in gratitude for all we have been given.
All: With thanksgiving, we lift our voices in songs of praise.

Prayers — General
Precious Lord, hear our weak cries and lead us in your ways. Strengthen our hearts as we feed upon the word that comes from the one Good Shepherd. Keep our eyes so firmly fixed upon Jesus that earthly treasures, no matter how enticing, cannot divert our vision from your tending hand. Train our ears to distinguish your voice, concise and clear, amid the din of conflicting desires and mounting urges that compete for our attention. In a culture that enshrines “self” as the one and only leader, we submit ourselves to your shepherding love and mercy. Amen.

Benedictions — General
Whenever we miss the power of your persistent, recycling fountain of grace, O God, shake us up, wake us up, change us. Let us be your people, both now and ever more.
Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Be Thou My Vision
Spirit of the Living God
Trust and Obey
Worship and Praise* 
Change My Heart, Oh God (Espinosa)
Transfiguration (Hillsong Worship)
Speak, O Lord (Townend)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Fifth Sunday of Easter, Cycle C
Acts 11:1-18
Psalm 148
Revelation 21:1-6
John 13:31-35
