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Today’s reading is a bit longer, so I thought I’d break it up into two parts. We are in the Book of Acts, and the 

Apostles have been moving outside the Jerusalem area. Peter is on Joppa on the coast. It is about 30 miles south 

of Caesarea, a gleaming Roman port city, where Rome kept a garrison of troops and Pontius Pilate kept his 

primary residence. It was a seat of Roman power in the region. For a Jewish person, going to Caesarea was 

effectively going into the world, the land of the enemy. Hear the word of the Lord. 

 

Acts 10:1-23a 

10:1 At Caesarea there was a man named Cornelius, a centurion in what was known as the Italian 

Regiment. 2 He and all his family were devout and God-fearing; he gave generously to those in need 

and prayed to God regularly. 3 One day at about three in the afternoon he had a vision. He distinctly 

saw an angel of God, who came to him and said, “Cornelius!” 

  

4 Cornelius stared at him in fear. “What is it, Lord?” he asked. 

  

The angel answered, “Your prayers and gifts to the poor have come up as a memorial offering before 

God. 5 Now send men to Joppa to bring back a man named Simon who is called Peter. 6 He is staying 

with Simon the tanner, whose house is by the sea.” 

  

7 When the angel who spoke to him had gone, Cornelius called two of his servants and a devout soldier 

who was one of his attendants. 8 He told them everything that had happened and sent them to Joppa. 

 

9 About noon the following day as they were on their journey and approaching the city, Peter went up 

on the roof to pray. 10 He became hungry and wanted something to eat, and while the meal was being 

prepared, he fell into a trance. 11 He saw heaven opened and something like a large sheet being let 

down to earth by its four corners. 12 It contained all kinds of four-footed animals, as well as reptiles 

and birds. 13 Then a voice told him, “Get up, Peter. Kill and eat.” 

  

14 “Surely not, Lord!” Peter replied. “I have never eaten anything impure or unclean.” 

  

15 The voice spoke to him a second time, “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.” 

  

16 This happened three times, and immediately the sheet was taken back to heaven. 

  

17 While Peter was wondering about the meaning of the vision, the men sent by Cornelius found out 

where Simon’s house was and stopped at the gate. 18 They called out, asking if Simon who was known 

as Peter was staying there. 

  

19 While Peter was still thinking about the vision, the Spirit said to him, “Simon, three[a] men are 

looking for you. 20 So get up and go downstairs. Do not hesitate to go with them, for I have sent them.” 

  

21 Peter went down and said to the men, “I’m the one you’re looking for. Why have you come?” 

  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+10&version=NIV#fen-NIV-27279a


22 The men replied, “We have come from Cornelius the centurion. He is a righteous and God-fearing 

man, who is respected by all the Jewish people. A holy angel told him to ask you to come to his house so 

that he could hear what you have to say.” 23 Then Peter invited the men into the house to be his guests. 

(To be continued …) 

 

     

We are continuing our series about identifying the idols in our lives, the things that we pay attention to, are 

influenced by, and worship before or instead of God. There are some things that can sneak up on us without our 

even realizing it. This week we look at the "-isms" in our lives. Do we have favorite-ism for our own groups (or 

ones we admire) over others? Do we follow the group even it conflicts with what we are told by God? Often 

these are things that we easily identify in others, but they can be hard to recognize in ourselves because our 

groups are part of our identity. Race, economic status or class, gender, ethnicity.  

  

It is part of the human brokenness in the world that we tend to classify people … assess them … size them up, 

put them down, and establish some kind of hierarchy or pecking order.  Then, elevate our own group as better. 

It is especially horrible in Christianity (or any religion) because it also implies (or even states flat out) that we 

are closer to God, more worthy, more "saved" (or however one might express that) than others BECAUSE we 

are part of that group. When we do this, we are no longer worshiping God … the one with whom we feel that 

we have greater favor, but have turned our group into an idol. Why is it important to recognize that? 

  

Idolatry can be one of those churchy terms that don't connect with us because we may think that they are part of 

ancient history and not relevant today … But, the truth is that it is as prevalent now as it ever was. What's the 

big deal? It all comes down to the First part of the 10 Commandments that we hear for the first time in Exodus 

20. It says that we are to worship … follow … obey God alone as our one and only god. This is a command 

meant to help us not hurt us. To worship anything else is to abandon the One who gives us life, who loves us, 

and is merciful to us in a way that nothing else in the universe can. 

  

This commandment and the whole Mosaic Law came down through the Israelites to the Jewish people. It is 

because of that law that Peter and other Jewish people thought that their group was chosen and therefore better. 

After all their family, starting with Abraham had been selected and set apart as God's very special possession. 

One of the ways was through the Law, and in a practical way, it was through their dietary practices, what they 

could eat and who could eat at their table. That is so ingrained in Peter that we saw that he had the nerve to 

argue with God (and not for the first time). God said it had been true, but it was no longer true.  

  

God tells Peter to expand his table to include Gentiles (non-Jews), and Peter began this at the end of our first 

reading where he invited Cornelius' servants into his home. Let's continue, picking up in Acts 10:23b-35.  

  

The next day Peter started out with them, and some of the believers from Joppa went along. 24 The following 

day he arrived in Caesarea. Cornelius was expecting them and had called together his relatives and close 

friends. 25 As Peter entered the house, Cornelius met him and fell at his feet in reverence. 26 But Peter made 

him get up. “Stand up,” he said, “I am only a man myself.” 

  

27 While talking with him, Peter went inside and found a large gathering of people. 28 He said to them: “You 

are well aware that it is against our law for a Jew to associate with or visit a Gentile. But God has shown me 



that I should not call anyone impure or unclean. 29 So when I was sent for, I came without raising any 

objection. May I ask why you sent for me?” 

  

30 Cornelius answered: “Three days ago I was in my house praying at this hour, at three in the afternoon. 

Suddenly a man in shining clothes stood before me 31 and said, ‘Cornelius, God has heard your prayer and 

remembered your gifts to the poor. 32 Send to Joppa for Simon who is called Peter. He is a guest in the home of 

Simon the tanner, who lives by the sea.’ 33 So I sent for you immediately, and it was good of you to come. Now 

we are all here in the presence of God to listen to everything the Lord has commanded you to tell us.” 

  

34 Then Peter began to speak: “I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism 35 but accepts 

from every nation the one who fears him and does what is right. 

  

The word of life. 

Thanks be to God! 

  

So, did God change God's mind? Was God saying to Peter, I had set the Israelites apart. They could not mix 

with other peoples to keep them from being negatively influenced by them, so you could be an example to them, 

but never mind. All the pain and suffering you endured to remain separate was for nothing. Now, I'm letting 

everyone in.  

  

If you looked at this passage all by itself, you might think that, but from the time that God chose Abraham, God 

promised to use this family, this people, to bless all the peoples on earth  (cf. Gen 12:3b). In Isaiah, God talks 

about people from every nation coming to the mountain of the Lord and learning God's ways (cf. Isaiah 2:2-4). 

And of course there is the Great Commission when Jesus tells the Apostles to go make disciples of all nations 

(cf. Mt 28:18; Luke 24:47). 

  

It's not as simple as saying God changed God's mind. Think of it like a parent … You see your child on the 

other side of a busy street about cross. You say, "Stop! Stay there!" You watch the traffic and see that it is all 

stopped at a stoplight. Then you say, "Now, walk across to me!" You haven't contradicted yourself. The first 

command was right for that time. In fact, because you wanted the child to come across to you safely, you told 

the child to stay there for a moment. If the child had not stayed, he or she would not have made it across at all. 

(NT Wright, Acts for Everyone Part 1, pg 163) 

  

So, Israel needed to be set apart, to be a light to the nations, to be an example, but through Jesus, the 

circumstances have been transformed. Jesus became the bridge between all of humanity and God. Now, all the 

nations, all the peoples of the world are being invited to the table of grace. 

  

Though prejudice and favoritism have no place in the church, it is by no means a new problem for Christians. 

Since the church’s beginnings, it has struggled with how to be diverse in culture, status, and race. In Acts 10, 

Peter had allowed his traditions and preconceptions of how things were supposed to be to become an idol for 

him, causing him to ignore God’s plan for the Gentiles. Almost all of the New Testament letters address the 

problem of different groups jockeying for position of who were best. Sadly, this happens in the modern church 

as well. 

  



Part of the reason those letters have so much to teach us today is that we still do it. 1 Corinthians addresses a 

variety of groups in conflict. The best example for us today may be the fight over who had the best, most 

important, most powerful spiritual gifts and what it implied about the person and their relationship or standing 

with God. Paul tells them that they are looking at is all wrong. It's not a matter of which is better or more 

important. The essential thing is that they all necessary and important. Only working together do they make up 

the Body of Christ. To leave any part out, to leave anyone out is to hurt the Body. In the same way, we need the 

gifts and graces of all peoples. The classic unity in diversity. We need all parts of the Body to function. 

  

Moreover, we puny humans are in no position to decide. As God said to Peter, "Do not call anything impure [or 

unacceptable] that I have made clean [or transformed]." (Acts 10:15) 

  

But, as I said earlier, people naturally want to classify people into groups and decide who is and is not worthy or 

acceptable. It's bad enough when the average person does it, but it is especially bad when the church does it … 

which of course is made up of people. Through the centuries, the church has been complicit, especially as it 

applies to race. 

  

I have to resist the urge to make this a history lesson, but I will tell you that at least as far back as when 

Europeans were exploring other parts of the world in the 15th Century, the church sanctioned, the enslavement 

of non-Christians and taking over their territory. There were complicated political reasons, which I would be 

happy to discuss with anyone later, but once the European nations got this okay from the church, they ran with 

it. Decades later, when the church saw the unintended consequences to especially African people, they pulled 

back. But since the Europeans were making so much money, they simply ignored the new church ruling and 

kept on enslaving people for profit. 

  

The original decision wasn't inherently racist, but as the Christians were generally white Europeans, and the 

non-Christians were people of color, it became one of the justifications for racism and wove its way through 

European culture and extended to white North America. The original church ruling of enslaving non-Christians 

and taking over their territory was used as a legal argument justifying slavery in this country and the taking of 

the land and treatment of Native Americans and First Nation peoples in North America. 

  

It is a legacy that we still carry with us today, both as a country and as the church. There are people who are 

racists, and they don't see it as a problem. But then there are those of us who want to be anti-racist, but still do 

things based on race that we don't even realize. Are we brave enough to examine ourselves and be open to 

correction like Peter was … eventually? It might even take a little argument like Peter had, but are you willing 

to have it?  

  

Of course, race is not the only way that people use to judge and classify who is in and who is out. Who is 

better? Who has the greater blessing from God? Who gets to rule, and who makes the rules? The Apostle Paul 

wrote in Galatians 3:28, "There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, 

for you are all one in Christ Jesus." 

  

This verse is interesting because it addresses a lot of those things that people identify as special. They may 

idolize that designation and hold it up over others, and over what God says. 

  



1. No matter where you came from, whether your parents believed in God, if you worshiped other gods in 

the past, YOU can have a relationship with God through Jesus.  

2. Being of a particular sex or gender has no special benefit. YOU can have a relationship with God 

through Jesus. 

3. Your social or economic status doesn't determine whether you are regarded more or less righteous in the 

eyes of God. YOU can have a relationship with God through Jesus. 

  

When we hold out the superiority of our particular group … whatever it is … despite what God teaches us, it 

has become an idol to us. We end up looking like Peter when he argues with God about what and who God can 

transform. We don't get to decide. It is in fact the height of arrogance to think we can. The one that we might 

think should not qualify, God can transform. If God can transform murderers (like Moses), adulterers (like 

David), and persecutors (like Paul), into great leaders and hold them in high regard, who are we to think that we 

can know? So, among us, we should show no favoritism. 

  

James, the brother of Jesus, talks about this in his letter. In chapter 2 he writes: 

  

2 My brothers and sisters, believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ must not show favoritism. 2 Suppose a 

man comes into your meeting wearing a gold ring and fine clothes, and a poor man in filthy old clothes also 

comes in. 3 If you show special attention to the man wearing fine clothes and say, “Here’s a good seat for you,” 

but say to the poor man, “You stand there” or “Sit on the floor by my feet,” 4 have you not discriminated 

among yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts? 

  

5 Listen, my dear brothers and sisters: Has not God chosen those who are poor in the eyes of the world to be 

rich in faith and to inherit the kingdom he promised those who love him? 6 But you have dishonored the poor. Is 

it not the rich who are exploiting you? Are they not the ones who are dragging you into court? 7 Are they not 

the ones who are blaspheming the noble name of him to whom you belong? 

  

8 If you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, “Love your neighbor as yourself,” you are doing 

right. 9 But if you show favoritism, you sin and are convicted by the law as lawbreakers. 10 For whoever keeps 

the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it. (James 2:1-10) 

  

Recently Forbes magazine came out with its list of the 400 richest people. This year Elon Musk  of Tesla 

automobiles and Space X topped the list. He bumped Jeff Bezos of Amazon and Blue Origin space company 

down to number two. 

  

When the list came out Jimmy Kimmel of late-night TV made a joke. "Jesus said it's harder for a camel to go 

through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. Elon Musk is trying to figure out 

how to shrink camels." *rim shot* 

  

Funny how Jimmy Kimmel doesn't seem to consider himself rich. 

  

How can we tell if we are holding our own group as an idol, think of ourselves as superior because we are a part 

of it? We can ask ourselves the questions we've been using the past several weeks: 

• What pulls you away from God?  

• What is more important to you than God? 



• What are you worshiping now? 

  

We might add some others as we are examining ourselves: 

• How might God be cuing you in to areas of favoritism in your life? Sexism, racism, classism, pick your 

"-ism" 

• Are you willing to look for it? How can you be more open to how God is trying to change your 

thinking? 

• Are you willing to be corrected by God (or others that God may be using)? 

• Are you willing to consider that you might be wrong, that you might not have everything figured out 

and have room to grow? 

  

Why is all of this important? In our worship of God alone, we become emulators of Christ. Jesus didn't limit 

people because of their group. He related to each person he encountered … even the ones he needed to correct 

... as ones loved by God with whom he wanted to have a relationship. 

  

Noted Muslim author Irshad [Ir-shad] Manji writes, "People are humanized by being seen as individuals within 

communities, not as labels on legs." ("White Fragility Is Not the Answer. Honest Diversity Is.", Heterodox: The Blog, July 7, 

2020, https://heterodoxacademy.org/blog/viewpoint-diversity-white-fragility-honest-diversity/ , accessed October 14, 2021.) 

  

As Christians, it is as simple as considering who eats at the table. Like Peter we may find, that God has made 

the table far larger than we thought. When we realize that, we are actually putting God first, which allows us to 

see as God sees and love as God loves. 

  

Amen! 

  

Let me pray for you. 

  

God of all nations, you made it clear that all peoples are invited to partake of the glory of your salvation. Help 

us to invite all people to your goodness, so that no one might be forgotten in your saving grace. We pray these 

things in the name of Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord. Amen. 
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