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In the middle ages, everybodyknewthat if you took ship and sailed westwards,

sooner or later you came to the edge of the world and fell off. Then things

changed. Columbus set sails westwards - and discovered America. But he only

managed that by sailing closer to the edge than anyone else before him!

What's your reaction to that? Or rather, to that attitude? I've asked myself that

question, and knowthat I am uncomfortable with the attitude that Columbus

struck. f 'm a cautious man. I feel safer with Paul's advice "l,et everlthing be done

decently and in order"- especially when it is affairs that touch the Church which

are in are in question. Have I got it right? Or am I a moral coward? Or am I just

dull?

This morning we are going to look at an event in the New Testament which has

shaped the experience of being a Christian down to today. It brought a lot of

courage, a lot of tears and a lot of anger. It is a piece of history which has shaped

you and me.

I have already owned up and said I like the tune of 'decently and in order' that

Paul sings to, this morning we have heard another melody sung to us by Peter.

Peter took risks, sailed to the very edge ofthe tried and the tested, and brought

the gospel out of Israel into the rest of the world. This is from Scripture too; it too

needs to be looked at, listened to, and learned from. How did it strike you? Did

you feel disturbed by the step that Peter took? Or did you feel a thrill of

enthusiasm? Or did you just shrug your shoulders and say "So what?"



Let's step back a bit.

Jesus came to his people to tell them the good news that the Reign of God was

among them. some turned away, but to some people what Jesus said, struck

home. The reign of God is among you. They knew in their bones that this was

the reality of things, and they made that the pivot on which their living and their

trusting turned. The christian communifv had begun. But every single one of

those tirst believers was a Jewish man or woman. They were followers of Jesus,

but they did not stop being Jewish; after all. Jesus was Jewish too. . They went to

S1'nagogue on Saturday, observed the Jewish rituals in their hornes, kept Kosher

rules, and said their prayers in Hebrew. It went on that way for some good few

years. The Christian Church was set tair simplyto become a denomination

within a larger Judaism. Nobody thought to question it, it was impry the way the

wind blew.

Then something happened.

one of the officers of the Roman Arrny of occupation was stationed in Caesarea.

He was called Cornelius. Although he was not Jewish, he was drawn to the

austere but gentle ways of Jewish life, worshipped God in the synagogue,

and did much to promote the welfare of the people whose land he was occupfng.

Cornelius realised that if he were to come close to the faith that was drawing him

so strongly, he needed to talk to peter. peter was in Joppa, only 3o miles away

along a good coastal road. So Cornelius sent for hirn. peter had never heard of

cornelius, and had no idea that messengers were on the way. Anyway, peter had

problems of his own. He was troubled by a recurrent disturbing dream. In the

dream he saw a sheet being let down from heaven by its four corners. When it



touched the ground the sheet opened, to reveal a menagerie of anirnals every one

of them of a kind that it was forbidden for Jewish people to eat. Then, in his

dream, a r.oice spoke. It said'peter, get up, take an animal, prepare it and eat."

Peter was horrified, and replied "No, f,ord. I have never eaten food that isn't

Kosher." The voice replied "What I declare clean, you must not consider

unclean." He dreamed the dream three times. The dream worried peter. He

could make no sense of it. Then came a knock at the door. It was the group of

messengers from Cornelius, inviting Peter to go with them. At that point the

dream clicked into place for peter. He was a Jew, and. as such he had never

broken the Jewish taboo about going into a Gentile home, or eating gentile food.

But now his dream fell into place, and he knew with all his being that this

invitation to a gentile's home in a gentile crt;r, and eat gentile food was something

he had to say Yes'to. He went.

When he was there, he was invited by Cornelius to address the wholly gentile

gathering that was there, and to explain to them the gospel that he was

preaching. As he did so, they heard his words, believed his message, trusted

Jesus. It was obvious to all that this was so, for the strange experience of

speaking in foreign tongues became their experience, just as it had been the

experience of the disciples in the upper room, at Pentecost, years before. God

had carried the gospel across the boundary of the Jewish people, ald opeled it

and offered it to the Gentile world. And thev received it.



This is the point at which the course of Jewish and Christian history disturbingly

pivoted to a new direction. Peter stepped into the flow, and helped it forward.

He embraced what was a mind blowing fact to him; that God had welcomed

Gentiles with all their - in Peter's eyes - unsavoury ways - into faith in Jesus.

What else was there to do, but to give thanks to God, baptise the new believers,

and welcome them into the Christian community. It was this which turned

events in a new direction; one which has shaped the course of events for Jew and

for Christian alike. It has it glories, and it has its shadows too.

I dare say that to you and to me what Peter did looks like the decent and sensible

thing to do. No big deal here. But with all respect, I dont think our opinion

carries much weight. To begin with, we are Gentiles ourselves, and instinctively

feel at ease with being so. But Peter, and all the rest of the young Church, were

Jewish, and had been brought up to keep themselves at as much distance as

possible from Gentiles and all their strange ways. A respectful silence from us, is

more fitting than a noisy comment. Peter, on the day in question, learned that it

was not his part to squeeze Gentiles people into the mould that he liv'ed in as a

Jew. It is for us, as Gentile Christians, to live by the same generosity, and not to

criticise those early Christians for feeling diffident about welcoming Gentiles into

the Christian fold. They were on a learning curve, and sometimes curves can be

s teep toc l imb

However, the fact remains that here Peter sailed the Christian community very

close to the edge indeed. He broke into newly discovered territory, and it had

effects that shaped the Church in ways that he could never have guessed. Not all

of it was altogether for the best. Here is some of the fall out from what he did.



First, it hardened the opposition of the Orthodox Jews who were opposing the

Christian Church; and their opposition was real, and it spilt Christian blood.

"Look!" they said "We told you that no good would come from Jesus of Nazareth.

Just look. These people are taking the sacred traditions of God's people, and

putting them into Gentiles' hands! Who knows what they will do with them?" I

can see their point. It is a rnatter of record that the opposition fonn the Orthodox

took  on  a  sharper  edge  in  those  days .

Second, Peter's action helped to precipitate a split between the Jewish part of the

Christian community and the Gentile part. When Gentiles began to believe, the

still largely Jewish-Christian Church didn't know how to handle them. Many of

the Jewish Christians said that the way forward was to circumcise them, make

them Jews, teach them Jewish ways, and only then would they really be a part of

God's people. They had a strong case. Was not the Bible that the Gentile

Christians had in their hands the Old Testament? Was it not the teaching of

Moses and all the prophets which had prepared the way for Jesus, and prompted

belief in him? Did not the people of God begin with Abraham, and was it not into

that continuing stream of life that these gentile Christians sought to step? This

was not just a theological storm in a teacup. They felt that it touched the heart of

what it meant to be a part of God's people. Although Paul did all he could to heal

the growing breach, it nearly split the Church in two. Jewish Christians and

Gentile Christians were walking farther and farther apart. We still bear the

marks of it today.



So I come back to where I began. How do you react to what Peter did? Was it

wise? Is there anything to be gleaned from this about how to handle such

apparent - but sometimes misleading - promptings of what seems to be God's

guidance? This is wheeethis passage of Scripture touches our lives, and becomes

practical.

Here is one point: Be very careful of weighing up the rightness or the wrongness

of an act by counting the good and the bad outcomes. There are good reasons for

caution here. First of all, you never know what the outcomes are going to be, and

an)'\^ray they are likely to filter down through years long after you have left this

scene, and can do nothing about it an5rway. These outcomes are often not the

result of the action itself, but of the way in which people respond to it. The

badness and the goodness are oftheir creation, and you cannot control that.

Now another point: Peter realised from the beginning that this step came from

God. Like every other Christian, he was a servant of God, and had to go in the

direction that God indicated. The outcome of events is in the hands of God, not

in ours. Our duty is to go with God. To know where God is leading His people is

never easy. Insight at such times is the fruit of patient and prayerful obedience in

times when all seems well. The easy ground of today is the place where the

solution to the tough problem of tomorrow puts its roots down into the depths of

wisdom. Live your easy days faithfully, and you will be fitted to live the tough

days with rnaturity and with insight.



Today we have looked at the past and we live in the present which it has

produced. The process goes on, and we shape the future which our children's

children will inherit. Then let us let God shape our judgements well.

Then we shall be part of something that will be more deep reaching than we could

ever guess.


