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 This story in Acts is just one of the threads that runs into what I think is perhaps the most 

pressing story for our time in the whole Bible.  This is the story of the early Christians wrestling 

with what the church should look like and who is invited inside the church and how the 

scriptures will—and sometimes won’t—inform and impact the decisions of the church as we 

move into new times and places.  It’s about boundaries and whether the love of God revealed in 

Jesus is just for the Jewish people or if it’s for everyone.  It’s about whether the laws and statutes 

and ordinances that were given by God to the Hebrew people are for everyone in every time and 

place or if they’ve now been completed and superseded by the grace of God revealed in Christ.  

 Here’s the deal:  The understanding was that the Hebrews were God’s special people and 

those not among them were outsiders... Gentiles.  You were one or the other: Jewish or Gentile... 

there wasn’t much gray area on this.  And part of what differentiated insiders from all the rest 

was the way they clung to the laws associated with their faith.  The scripture was clear about not 

only the Ten Commandments, but also what a person could wear, what they could do on the 

Sabbath, who they could associate with, how they should discipline their children and wives and 

donkeys, how they should wash, and what they could eat.  It’s all laid down in scripture.  There 

were animals that were considered unclean and abhorrent: pigs and vultures and eagles and 

osprey and rock badgers and hares and insects and shellfish and eels and the list goes on and on... 

They were not to eat them or even touch their dead bodies.  It’s clearly listed in scripture, and 

every child knew the list: and it’s shocking to think a person might eat any of them. 

 So along comes Peter—blessed and inspired by his years with Jesus—going out to these 

unclean Gentiles and preaching the good news of God’s love for them.  And when he sees that 

they’ve received the good news exactly as his Jewish brothers and sisters in Christ had—with 

thankfulness and signs of true openness to the kingdom of God—he’s all in and he sits and eats 

with them, eats what they eat... And the leaders of the church back in Jerusalem go nuts. 

 It’s one thing to bring the word of Jesus’ death and resurrection to the unclean—the 

uncircumcised—and maybe even baptizing them would be acceptable.  But to actually sit and eat 

with them—to set aside tradition and law and scripture—is totally beyond the pall.  In their 

minds there’s no excuse for such behaviors.  So, they send their delegation out to reign Peter in.  

 And I imagine them coming with ideas of how these outsiders might start their own 

churches, and they can learn to practice all the Jewish laws and also hold that Jesus is the 

Messiah.  And they can worship in their own places, and have their own potlucks in their own 

places... and we can pat ourselves on our backs for having condescended to share the secrets of 

our faith with them... And we can smile at them from across the street, but we must cling to the 

fact that we are still God’s special people while these people are only and always destined to be 

second class citizens in the Kingdom of our God. 

 But this issue erupted into huge debates in the young church, and Peter and Paul stood on 

one side, and on the other side stood those some called the Judaizers—which is those who want 

their faith in Christ as the Messiah to be just an addition to their other Jewish faith and legal 

traditions.  And as the elders of the church gathered to have this debate tempers flared, and 

people pleaded, and scripture was quoted, and feelings were hurt, and one side came out on top. 

 The 15th chapter of Acts tells how the elders finally sided with Peter’s claim that God was 

doing something brand new in this moment of history: God was opening the Kingdom wide open 

and welcoming people who’d never before been considered worthy, and setting aside rules that 

were thought to be eternal and universal.  And all this was in direct reflection of the love that 

Jesus called us all to share. He called us to love not only our neighbors, but even our enemies.  

And he calls us to love them, not as second-class citizens, but just as Jesus had loved us. 
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 And 2000 years later we still struggle with this.  2000 years later we note a history in 

which the church has often had to wade through exactly the same kind of struggles when we’ve 

questioned who will be welcome among us and how we will reflect God’s love to the world.  

The church has had to wrestle with slavery—and it was no slam-dunk.  The church wrestled with 

its stance on racial and social justice issues, the church wrestled with its stance on women as 

leaders in the church and women as pastors, the church has had to wrestle with its stance on 

gender-equity and sexuality.  2000 years and we’re still wrestling.   

 It seems I hear stories just about everyday of people who were denied the right to have 

their baby baptized because the couple hadn’t been married, or a relative who wasn’t given a 

funeral because he hadn’t been baptized. I hear stories of women who had been Sunday School 

teachers until the day they were divorced and then were no longer considered holy enough to 

teach the young, and stories of churches that voted to “open their doors” to certain kinds of 

people... but “only if they’d enter as acknowledged sinners”—and its quite clear that even though 

the church is quick to say “just as we’re all sinners” this is a sin of another order, a sin that 

demands public censure and brands the person as something of a charity case for this church. 

 And it’s a wonder to me that we’re so slow to learn from the struggles of the early 

church.  What they came out with was that the Gentiles should be accepted and since James and 

the elders of that early church readily understood that it was God’s grace—and that alone—that 

had done the work of saving and reconciling us all to God they were not to burdened with 

excessive and outdated laws and traditions.  And they were not to be brought in as second class 

citizens...  

 As Peter and Paul had found, God had already welcomed these “outsiders” into the fold.  

It was evident through their response to the love of God that was just the same as the response 

that the Jewish believers had expressed themselves... And it must have seemed a shame to have 

had to argue and wait for an official decision to be laid down by the elders.  And it is just as 

much a shame today as we continue to struggle to hold onto so many of our boundaries and 

borders that allow us to perpetuate the myth that we are a better class citizen of the kingdom of 

God than those we hold outside our borders. 

 I pray that God will gift us with eyes to see that God’s love is far too great to be hoarded 

by any single group and withheld from any other kind of person.  The love of God that broke 

down walls to reach you and me can’t be contained by any wall we might try to build around us.  

May God transform us into people who cherish but never hoard God’s love, and may we 

welcome all others with sincere and complete love... Just as he loved us.  Amen 
  


