Acts 11:1-18.
Aim: to encourage people to obey God without fear or favour.

Intro: I came across a book this week with a striking title: ‘The Christian Atheist’, by Craig Groeschel. His definition of a Christian Atheist is some-one who believes in God, but behaves as if he doesn’t exist; some-one who doesn’t fear him, who worries all the time and never shares their faith. As I read this list, I became a bit uncomfortable. Yet again, I found myself asking this question, ‘If I was accused of being a Christian what evidence would there be to convict me?’ What difference does your faith and mine make to the way we live? To help us answer those sorts of questions, let’s look at Acts 11 and Peter’s account of his encounter with Cornelius.
We are all equal before God (vv.1-3+18): 
Interestingly, Luke has already told us this story, in some detail, in the previous chapter, which goes to show that he sees it as important. In fact, it is crucial, because we are seeing here are the first non-Jews becoming Christians. Luke describes them as ‘from the nations’, i.e. they are Gentiles.
The Jewish Christians, when they get to hear about this, are scandalised, and immediately confront Peter when he returns to Jerusalem: ‘you went into the house of uncircumcised men and ate with them!’ (v.3). In their view, members of God’s chosen race shouldn’t eat with other races, let alone share the Gospel with them. Somehow these Jewish Christians had completely forgotten that the primary calling of the Jewish nation was to be a blessing to all nations. That was the call that God gave to Abraham and his descendants in Genesis 12:1-4.

But before we’re too hard on them, let’s remember that it’s quite easy for all of us to fall into this way of thinking. Medical students who go to work at Kisiizi hospital in Uganda are given this warning: ‘A Christian working overseas must be aware of the cultural prejudice that is common to us all. Ethnocentrism has an illusive character about it, and although we are unable to notice it ourselves, those from other cultures find it dominant and often offensive. It can lead some to argue that not only are their ways best, but as a result their people are best. This is racial prejudice.’

When we judge others as less worthy than us, we end up putting ourselves in the place of God. It is up to God to decide who is acceptable to him. And, by God’s grace, all anyone needs to do to receive the life he offers is to believe the message Peter preached to Cornelius and his household, which we see in chapter 10, vv. 34-43.
We are all equal in God’s sight and, when we belong to Christ, we become one in Him, whatever our race, nationality, gender or religious background. That’s why Paul said to the Galatians, ‘there is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus’ (Gal. 3:28). 
That’s why Christians are so opposed to the caste system in Hinduism, which puts different values on people according to their birth. God has no favourites (Rom. 1:16), and we are all equal before him. But that’s not how Peter and the first Christians saw things. So what changed his mind?

We need to be led by the Spirit (vv.4-16): Peter was not a bigot. He was already staying at the home of Simon, a tanner, and because tanners dealt with dead animals, they were regarded by strict Jews as ceremonially unclean. So the fact that Peter was prepared to stay with a tanner shows that he was already open-minded enough to receive the vision God was about to give him.
He has a vision of all kinds of creatures – animals, wild beasts, reptiles and birds – being lowered on a kind of sheet from heaven, and being told, ‘Get up, kill and eat!’ The problem for Peter is that he’s been brought up with the Jewish food laws, which classified certain animals as clean and fit to eat, and others (the majority) as unclean or not fit to eat. So Peter objects strongly to what God is asking him to do, and God gives him the same vision three times, until he gets the point.
Peter eventually realises that he is going to be asked to do something unthinkable – a bit like that time on the Sea of Galilee when he was told by Jesus to throw the net on the other side of the boat after a night of catching nothing. It seemed daft, but he did it anyway...
So when three men come from the Roman army base at Caesarea and tell him they have been sent by Cornelius, a Centurion, who has been told by an angel to invite him to his house, he doesn’t tell them they are barking mad, or that God doesn’t deal with Gentiles, he and his six friends go with them. The Holy Spirit tells him to go without any hesitation, so he does. 
When they arrive, and Cornelius asks him to give God’s message, Peter tells them immediately who Jesus was, how, although he went around doing good and healing people, he was killed on a cross, but was raised from the dead and appointed by God as judge of all people, both the living and the dead. 
Peter gets no further before the HS falls on them like a heavy weight, like a deluge of water, drenching them all. (Sometimes the Spirit comes like that.) For Peter, it’s just like the day of Pentecost, because here are these Gentiles speaking in other languages and praising God (10:46)! This is what the prophet Joel spoke of - Peter quoted him on the day of Pentecost - ‘In the last days, God says, I will pour out my Spirit on all people’ (Acts 2:17).
This is exactly what the Holy Spirit does: give people the ability and the boldness to praise God and to tell other people how great he is.

That gives me courage as I prepare to go with the team to Angola. I don’t speak any of their languages, but I know that God can overcome the language barrier if we are sensitive to the leading of the Spirit and obedient to him. That’s what gives us courage when we face the impossible at home or at work; that God will show us a way if we trust him and obey him.

Even so, we must be wary of self-delusion here. I heard recently of some-one who saw a nice pair of curtains that were a bit too expensive, but apparently God told this person to buy them. It is quite possible to dress up our own desires as divine revelation, and say ‘God told me to...’ and we need to guard against this. But on the other hand, God longs to reveal himself to us, and if we obey his prompting in the small things, he does lead us forward step by step. And if it’s a large step he invites us to take, as he did with Peter, he will usually confirm this, typically through Scripture, or the witness of other Christians.
A survey of over 600 Muslims who have placed their faith in Jesus throughout the Middle East shows that, in over one in four cases, a vision has played a key part, often a vision of Jesus himself or of an angel who may lead them to a Christian. In either case, it has prepared them to receive the message that Jesus has risen from the dead, which is denied by Muslim teaching. In each case, they have needed to meet some-one who explained the Gospel to them. Would you or I be ready for that? Mission is simply being led by the Spirit; listening to God and doing what he says. 

We move forward when we are united (vv.17+18): When Peter comes home from his successful mission trip, and is confronted by the critical attitude of his fellow Christians, you could have excused him for being a little short with them. Instead, he patiently and simply states the facts as he sees them, and ends with a question, ‘So, if God gave them (Cornelius and the other Gentiles) the same gift as he gave us, who believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I to think that I could oppose God?’ (v.17). They have no answer to that; in fact, they have no further objections, and praise God (v.18).
There’s a wonderful pattern here: the Holy Spirit gives Peter and Cornelius separate visions which bring them together; the HS is poured out on the Gentiles for the first time (10:45); and when the Jewish believers in Jerusalem hear this, they too rejoice at what God has done and embrace non-Jews as fellow believers. A shared vision leads to a shared purpose and shared values. That’s exactly how Jesus wants his church to be.
We see this so clearly in our Gospel reading, where Jesus, even though he is about to be betrayed by Judas who has just left the room, says to the other apostles, ‘by this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another’ (Jn. 13:31-35). 

When we feel tempted to think that our achievements, or heritage, or worship style, give us any superior status; when we are tempted to criticise those whose understanding or practices differ from our own, these words of John Wesley challenge us to think again: ‘A difference of opinion may prevent complete outward unity, but it need not prevent unity of spirit. We may not think alike, but we can agree to differ. All the children of God may unite despite small differences between them’. We move forward when we are one in Christ.
Conc: For the Church to grow in a sceptical, post-Modern society like our own, or in oppressive societies in the Middle East and elsewhere, we need the guidance and power of both the Word of God and the Holy Spirit. David Watson was credited with saying that with the Word alone we dry up, with the Spirit alone we blow up, but with Word and Spirit together we grow up.

We see both come together in Peter’s meeting with Cornelius. The vision which God gives Peter to show him that all people are equal in his sight is confirmed by Cornelius’ vision of an angel who leads him to Peter. The fact that Jesus died and rose again from the dead, and that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins is wonderfully demonstrated when the Spirit comes on Cornelius and his household, fulfilling God’s word given through the prophet Joel. 
The living proof of Christianity is that it’s true and that it works. Surely that’s the way to avoid being a Christian Atheist. When we believe in a God like that, it’s impossible to live as if he doesn’t exist. 
