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An Unexpected Change 

 

 Plans—I like them. I like to think about how things are going to go, what might happen 

next, and I like to know that all of the details have been covered. It’s also why I like signs—signs 

when I’m driving or traveling, signs of the place I might be trying to find, and signs in life. They 

offer direction. They also offer warning. We see them popping up everywhere this time of year 

as construction season gets into full swing; one lane road ahead, bump ahead, new traffic pattern 

ahead, and so on and so forth. They prepare you for what is coming so you don’t have to face 

change unexpectedly—there’s at least a little bit of warning that change is coming. 

 The Jewish people in our text today probably would have appreciated a sign, or a little 

warning, that Peter was going to change their entire understanding of what it meant to be a 

follower of Jesus. But changes are not always preceded with warnings or signs. Some change 

arrives with the asking of a question and the telling of the experience that makes the answer. 

 The question that brings the monumental change in our text today is this: “Why did you 

go to uncircumcised men and eat with them?” At this time in Christianity, this is a very loaded 

question—one that speaks to disregard of the law and potential betrayal. See, at this point, 

Christianity is not yet its own separate religion—it is still a part of Judaism—it’s a sect (a 

denomination if you will) of Judaism. The issue that began to be debated was, as Stephan Jones 

puts it, “whether their newfound faith was intended only for Jews or whether it was to include 

Gentiles while allowing them to remain Gentiles” (Feasting on the Word, Year C, Vol. 2, 

Westminster John Knox Press, Louisville, KY, 2009. 451). 
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 The original understanding was that if Gentiles were to be included, then they “must be 

purified—by circumcision and Torah observance—to be initiated into the covenant-keeping 

community” (Ibid., 453). So, this is not a subject to be taken lightly, for devout Jews were not to 

sit at table with the Gentiles until that purification had taken place. 

This is the concern that Peter must now address as he answers the question, “Why did 

you go to the uncircumcised men and eat with them?” or to put the question another way, “Why 

were you where you are not supposed to be? Why were you in intimate settings with those not of 

your people and not of your story?” (Belief: A Theological Commentary on the Bible: Acts, 

Willie James Jennings, Westminster John Knox Press, Louisville, KY, 2017. 116). 

 Peter answers the question with a story, his story of his experience of God. He tells the 

people, all of these people who know him and his faith, of the vision he had. The vision of a 

sheet coming down from heaven covered in all different beasts and animals that he was then told 

to eat. In eating them, he would be breaking the dietary laws of his religion which is why he 

responds, “By no means, Lord; for nothing profane or unclean has ever entered my mouth.” But 

then the voice responds, “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.” Peter then tells 

the Jewish leaders of his experience of going to see some Gentiles and that as he began to speak 

the Holy Spirit fell upon all those gathered, just as it had fallen on the Jews on the day of 

Pentecost, which leads Peter to ask, “who was I that I could hinder God?” 

 This story, this experience of Peter’s, completely changes the trajectory of the religion 

that became Christianity and the understanding that people had of who was included in God’s 

love. It’s hard to stress enough exactly how big of change this was for the people that came to 

Peter to ask why he had eaten with those who were considered unclean. This is shifting some of 

the foundational understandings they have about their faith. But it is the story and more likely 
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Peter’s final question that leads them into astonished silence before they begin to praise God for 

God’s inclusion of the Gentile.  

 This story, and Peter’s final question, are things we also need to remember. For just as 

the original question, “Why did you go to uncircumcised men and eat with them?” was a loaded 

question, the final question is as well; “Who was I that I could hinder God?” Joseph Harvard 

explains: 

Think about the astonishing insight contained in that question. If God so love the world 

that Jesus came not to condemn the whole world but to save it, who are we to try to limit 

the mission of God to redeem humanity? Every time we exclude someone from full 

participation in the redemptive efforts of God, Peter’s question should trouble us and the 

church. What if the church had closed the door to the Gentiles, and Christianity had 

remained a sect within Judaism? Peter was persuaded that God the creator did not intend 

to exclude anyone from the community of God’s care. His conclusion was revolutionary. 

(Feasting on the Word, Year C, Vol. 2, Westminster John Knox Press, Louisville, KY. 

2009. 454) 

And Peter’s conclusion wasn’t just revolutionary and challenging in his day—it continues to be 

revolutionary and challenging today as well. 

 For as things shift and change, we need to always be asking ourselves, “who are we to 

hinder God?” For in many instances, that is what the church has done and continues to do—we 

try to hinder God. For years the church said women could not preach or serve as leaders in the 

church, that people in same-sex or same-gender relationships could not be included at the table 

or in leadership either. For years the church has proclaimed to the world, if you want to follow 

God, you have to do it our way, for ours is the right way, the only way. We may not use the same 
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language to define it as the Jewish leaders did (clean and unclean), but we have and continue to 

separate people from one another, into us and them, into groups of who is included and who is 

out. 

 Peter’s vision, his story, shows us that this separation, this belief of who is in and who is 

out, needs to stop. It needs to stop because God is always and continually at work in this world 

and it is not for us to put limits on what God can do. It needs to stop because tradition and the 

way things have always been done, are not necessarily how God is going to lead us forward. It 

needs to stop, because we “need to be open to the work of God’s healing and reconciling Spirit” 

(Ibid.). 

 As Joseph Harvard points out, “More amazing than Peter’s vision and discernment was 

how the leaders in Jerusalem responded. They listened and were open to the new reality Peter 

envisioned. They could have said, ‘You are out of your mind, and this is wrong!’ Instead, the 

Holy Spirit gave them the ability to listen and to change” (Ibid.). This was not an easy shift to 

make. Peter and the others “had to rethink the importance of certain requirements for holiness 

that [they] had held dear [their entire lives], traditions that [their] ancestors had practiced for 

centuries, practices that had distinguished Israel as the people of God. The Gentiles were 

receiving the Holy Spirit quite apart from the traditional ways” (Connections, Year C, Vol. 2, 

Westminster John Knox Press, Louisville, KY. 2018. 252). 

 We need to be as open to the Holy Spirit, open to listening and changing, as those leaders 

were. Yes, just as it was not an easy shift for them to make, it may not be easy for us either, but 

Peter shows us the way, through his story. God continues to show us the way today—through the 

stories that we hear from others. Stories of people the church has excluded for years experiencing 
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God. Stories of them leading churches and denominations, of the gifts they bring to those they 

lead. 

 Do I sometimes still wish for a sign, some type of warning, that change is ahead? 

Absolutely. It’d probably make things so much easier. But at the end of the day, perhaps that is 

part of the purpose these stories serve—to reveal to us the new ways God is working in the world 

and preparing us for how things may be different. For just because it doesn’t fit with what we’re 

used to, or how things have always been, doesn’t mean it is not the work of God. When those 

times come, when we struggle to make sense of something that is different, we need to ask 

ourselves, as Peter asked himself, “who are we to hinder the work of God?” and we need to pay 

attention to the Spirit and the stories. 


