
Crossing the Boundary

Acts 11:1-18; Psalm 148; Revelation 21:1-6; John 13:31-35

Try to imagine that you are a Jew living in first-century Judea. Israel is a captive people, living

under the heel of the Roman Empire. But that has been the sad story throughout most of the story of

Israel. Enslaved in Egypt, free for a time, then brutally carried off into exile by the Assyrians and

Babylonians. Israel had been the victim of Gentile persecution, brutality, and oppression again and

again.

And throughout it all, Israel clung to the promises of God to love Israel, to preserve Israel from

Gentile cruelty, and one day to re-establish Israel as a powerful nation. Still, there wasn’t much

evidence that the promises would ever be fulfilled.

At last Israel perceives what they had been hoping for—a Messiah. In Jesus Christ, some of

the Jewish people came to believe that God had at last fulfilled God’s promises to bless Israel.

However, from the start, Jesus did not act like the Messiah they had been expecting. During the

Sundays of this past year, we have witnessed the disappointment of many as Jesus does not fulfill

their messianic expectation. A Messiah is a powerful political figure who comes in, raises an army,

and runs the pagans out of town. Jesus is humble, nonviolent, and commands his followers to bless

their persecutors and pray for their enemies. Then, and in a final, colossal failure to meet

expectations, Jesus willingly suffers the most horrible form of pagan punishment imaginable. He

hangs on a cross. And yet—and this is the wonder that we celebrated here a few weeks

ago—crucified Jesus is raised from the dead. God will not be defeated. God’s anointed Messiah will

at last reign. At last God will make good on God’s promises to establish a new King-of-David style

government.

The Acts of the Apostles tells the story of the first days of the church. The church is spreading

1Crossing the Boundary.ser.wpd



out from Jerusalem, all the way to Joppa. And yet, there is not much power and glory. The church is

a small fringe movement among a few Jews who believe Jesus to be the Christ, the Messiah.

And that’s where we begin today’s story from the Acts of the Apostles. Peter may be the chief

of the apostles, the major leader of the church, but he still must answer to the church and be held

accountable for his actions.

“Is what we heard true?” they asked. “Did you really go to the house of a pagan? Not just any

pagan—a Roman army officer, someone in charge of the occupation of our country? But he is related

to all those pagans who down through the ages have made life hell for our blessed ancestors! Did

you do that?”

And then perhaps the most inflammatory accusation of all: “Not only that, did you actually sit

down at their table and eat unclean pagan food with them?” Down through the ages, Israel had

survived as a distinct people by observing the dietary laws of the Torah. By making careful, biblical

distinctions between food that was “clean” and food that was “unclean,” Israel had remained faithful

in spite of all the pagan pressure to turn them away from God.

Yet now, Peter, leader of the church, has openly violated these biblical standards. Now Peter

must explain himself. “I was in the city of Joppa praying when I had a visionary experience. In my

vision I saw something like a large linen sheet being lowered from heaven by its four corners. It came

all the way down to me. As I stared at it, wondering what it was, I saw four-legged animals—including

wild beasts—as well as reptiles and wild birds. I heard a voice say, ‘Get up, Peter! Kill and eat!’ I

responded, as I am sure you all would have, ‘Absolutely not, Lord! Nothing impure or unclean has

ever entered my mouth’” (Acts 11:5-8).

Three times the vision is repeated with the same command. Maybe it took Peter three times to

actually believe what he was hearing. Really? Make no distinction between Jews and Gentiles?
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Engage in pagan practices in direct violation from God’s commands? How can this be?

Then Peter told them how he had been sought at that very moment to go to a Gentile’s house.

While he was there, he baptized Cornelius, a Roman centurion. And right after he baptized

Cornelius, as if the whole thing had been approved by heaven, the Holy Spirit descended, giving to

Cornelius the same gift that had been given to all the other Jewish believers. Peter asked his

interrogators, “If God gave them the same gift he gave us who believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, then

who am I? Could I stand in God’s way?” (Can you hear the echoes of Peter’s earlier words to the

Sanhedrin: “We must obey God rather than humans.” (5:29)?)

Once the apostles and other believers heard this, they calmed down. They praised God and

concluded, “So then, God has enabled Gentiles to change their hearts and lives as well so that they

might have new life.”

Can you imagine the jolt to the sensibilities that this episode caused the early  church? It was

as if the Holy Spirit had dragged the church kicking and screaming over some of the highest

boundaries and widest borders constructed between people. Peter realized that the vision of the

animals let down on the sheet was not a vision about unclean food but rather a vision about unclean

people. Now, led by the Holy Spirit, the church found itself cast over a border separating the insiders

from the outsiders, the saved from the damned, the pure from the impure.

How would you have felt if you were Peter? Would you have been able to handle the shock of

realizing that God’s salvation was more expansive and inclusive than we could dare to imagine?

We’re witnessing, in this story, the borders of God’s realm being considerably expanded, and the

doors being blown off the church.

The Acts of the Apostles makes clear that this was not the result of some beefed-up

evangelistic program on the part of the church. Just as going to Cornelius’s house was not Peter’s
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idea. 

Expanding throughout the Gentiles was not the church’s idea. Instead it came as a

commission from the Holy Spirit. It was as if the Holy Spirit said, “I am not going to confine God’s

grace just to my beloved, chosen people, Israel. I want to extend it the whole world.”

And any time the Holy Spirit leaps over a boundary (otherwise known as “mission”), then

God’s people must answer a question: Will we follow the movement of the Holy Spirit or will we be

left behind? 

I’m here to tell you that this ancient story of the Holy Spirit’s movements and the church’s

breathless attempts to keep up with the Holy Spirit is still happening today. The question put to the

early church—Will you follow Christ’s boundary-breaking mission or not?—is still our question today.

I heard the story of a church that realized that its neighborhood was changing. New people

were moving into the neighborhood, people who did not look like the people who had founded the

church and sustained that church for so many years. Some of the new residents in the neighborhood

visited the congregation, but none of them returned. They just didn’t feel welcomed. The

congregation realized that it would not be able to receive these new neighbors without changing its

ways and they were not prepared to go that far.

That congregation closed last year. 

Scripture is the record of a God who refused to forsake creation, who again and again found a

way to get to God’s world to be in mission (“sent”) to humanity. This theme comes to fruition in the

incarnation. Much of the New Testament (particularly in stories like that of Cornelius and Peter) is a

story of early Christians coming to terms with God’s mission even to the Gentiles. Therefore, it can

be said that New Testament theology is essentially missionary theology. Whenever biblical

interpretation becomes individual, personal, parochial, church-centered, psychologized, or made to
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answer general sociological/economic/gender questions rather than interpreted as missionary

theology, scripture is being misinterpreted. The whole Bible, Old Testament and New, tells a story of

God’s mission through God’s people in their engagement with God’s world for the sake of the whole

of God’s creation.

Maybe there’s a warning here. The Holy Spirit is not kind to churches who refuse to follow the

Holy Spirit as the Spirit jumps over the boundaries we establish between people.

And so I ask, in light of this morning’s scripture: where are the human-devised boundaries that

the Holy Spirit is leaping over today? And where are we, with our congregation, being called to

follow?

Remember that all the “Gentiles” are here today because somehow, someway, the Holy Spirit

leapt over the boundaries that were erected between Gentile and Jew and thus included us, even us,

into the promises of God to Israel. How then can we be obedient, in our time and place, to the vision?

Amen.
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