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“Un-Profane: Gentiles Join the Church” 

SCRIPTURE READINGS:  

Acts 11:1-18  
Now the apostles and the believers[d] who were in Judea heard that the Gentiles had also accepted the word of 

God. 2 So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the circumcised believers[e] criticized him, 3 saying, “Why did you go 

to uncircumcised men and eat with them?” 4 Then Peter began to explain it to them, step by step, saying, 5 “I 

was in the city of Joppa praying, and in a trance I saw a vision. There was something like a large sheet coming 

down from heaven, being lowered by its four corners; and it came close to me. 6 As I looked at it closely I saw 

four-footed animals, beasts of prey, reptiles, and birds of the air. 7 I also heard a voice saying to me, ‘Get up, 

Peter; kill and eat.’ 8 But I replied, ‘By no means, Lord; for nothing profane or unclean has ever entered my 

mouth.’ 9 But a second time the voice answered from heaven, ‘What God has made clean, you must not call 

profane.’ 10 This happened three times; then everything was pulled up again to heaven. 11 At that very moment 

three men, sent to me from Caesarea, arrived at the house where we were. 12 The Spirit told me to go with 

them and not to make a distinction between them and us.[f] These six brothers also accompanied me, and we 

entered the man’s house. 13 He told us how he had seen the angel standing in his house and saying, ‘Send to 

Joppa and bring Simon, who is called Peter; 14 he will give you a message by which you and your entire 

household will be saved.’ 15 And as I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell upon them just as it had upon us at the 

beginning. 16 And I remembered the word of the Lord, how he had said, ‘John baptized with water, but you will 

be baptized with the Holy Spirit.’ 17 If then God gave them the same gift that he gave us when we believed in 

the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could hinder God?” 18 When they heard this, they were silenced. And they 

praised God, saying, “Then God has given even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life.” 

 

SERMON 

• In our text today, Peter has just had this huge, life-changing experience, the privilege of 

being one of God’s humans welcoming a previously excluded group into the Way of Jesus. 

• Into God’s beloved community of Spirit-led new life. 

• Welcoming Gentiles into following Jesus.  

• It’s monumental.  

• A huge deal.  

• He is a different person for going through this experience. 

• A much more welcoming person, living out love in a better way. 

• And as soon as he gets back home to Jerusalem, he is met with drama.  

• Members of the church in Jerusalem are critical of him, and they say, “Well now, we heard 

that you ate with unclean, impure, profane Gentiles.  

• What have you got to say for yourself?” 

 

• Have you ever had that kind of an experience?  

• You’ve had your eyes opened to how close-minded you were being, and when you return 

home, you’re met with that same kind of close-mindedness?  

• It makes sense for that to happen.  

• Those people didn’t have the same experience you had. 

• But it’s also gutting.  

• How do you open other people’s minds?  

• You can’t really.  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+10-11&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-27297d
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+10-11&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-27298e
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+10-11&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-27308f


• Even God does not open the minds of those who are unwilling to see things differently.  

• Jesus constantly would say that he is preaching to those “who have eyes to see” and “ears to 

hear,” those that want to see what he is showing, those who want to hear what he is saying.  

• But there are always those who do not want to see or hear; those who do not want to share 

that experience of transformation, of hearts and minds being opened. 

• And here, Peter, one of the foremost leaders of the Jerusalem church, the apostle of apostles, 

is being interrogated by his community.  

• The community that he’s given so much for and to.  

• This is quite the scandal.  

• Peter seems to be turning his back on “right living”—no longer abiding by Jewish 

cleanliness practices as prescribed in the law, in the Torah.  

• Instead, rendering himself contaminated, dirty, unclean by dining with Gentiles.  

• So, to the Jerusalem church, which we must remember is still very Jewish, it makes sense 

that they want Peter to explain himself. 

• And so Peter does.  

• Our text tells us that he goes through his experience step-by-step.  

• He recounts the story of how God welcomed Gentiles into the church, as well as Peter’s own 

role in that.  

• And to be sure, he wants the Jewish church to know, Peter was not the primary actor in all of 

this.  

• It was God at work despite Peter. 

• I’m sure some of us can relate to that.  

• Those moments we can look at and say God was at work despite me not understanding what 

God was doing.  

• Despite my hardheartedness.  

• Despite my desire not to be challenged. 

• And so Peter invites the Jerusalem church into what God was doing via his experience.  

• He shares his experience with them. 

 

• Right out of the gate, Peter wants them to know that his story starts with a divine 

revelation—God revealing something to him. 

• He tells them that, while he was in the city of Joppa praying, he has a vision. 

• He says that a huge sheet was lowered from heaven and came right up to him.  

• When he got a good look at it, he saw all kinds of unclean animals.  

• Un-kosher 4-footed animals, predators, reptiles, birds of prey—animals he wouldn’t dare 

touch.  

• And then he heard a voice saying, “Get up Peter; kill and eat.”  

• To which he replied no way, he can’t. 

• He follows the rules—he’d never dream of eating such things.  

• And he replies, “By no means, Lord; for nothing profane or unclean has ever entered my 

mouth.”  

• But then voice responded, “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.”  



• This happened 3 times in the vision before it ended.  

• Church, Peter here is saying that God told him, essentially, God trumps tradition and Torah 

Law, even though they have been based on God’s authority and actions. 

• God is greater than religion, greater than Scripture, greater than our teachings, 

• You cannot make profane or unclean what God has made clean.  

 

• Peter says that as soon as his vision ended, 3 men arrived looking for him. 

• And the Spirit of God told him to go with them, “Not making a distinction between them and 

us.”  

• He brought along 6 fellow Jewish believers, and then, Peter tells them, they “entered the 

man’s house.” 

• Cornelius the centurion.  

• Only, whenever Peter refers to Cornelius, he doesn’t use his name. 

• He just refers to him as “the man.” 

• I’m not sure why. 

• Perhaps he feels that its not important. 

• You know, this is a low-context story, and that detail’s unimportant. 

• But there is also a good chance that this is the residue of bias still resting on Peter. 

• That, although he’s grown, he still has more growth to go. 

• To not only welcome Gentiles, to see them humanely, but to also talk about them humanely. 

 

• Peter recounts to them that Cornelius told him how he had seen an angel standing in his 

house who told him to send for Peter, and that when Peter came, he would share a saving 

word to him and his household. 

• And right as Peter began speaking, the Holy Spirit came over Cornelius and all in his 

household in as spectacular and unmistakable a fashion as had happened on Pentecost. 

• That right there was the unmistakable sign from God to Peter. 

• He said to his church, “If God gave them the same gift that God gave us when we believed 

in Jesus, who was I that I could hinder God?” 

• “Who was I that I can hinder God?” 

• And, for the church, that’s all Peter had to say.  

• His critics within the church sat in silence.  

• And then they, too, opened their hearts and minds.  

• “Praise God” they say, “God has given even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life.” 

 

• Have you ever had an experience like Peter?  

• Where God stepped in and revealed that this person group, or that person group, or this 

individual, or that individual, is special to God?  

• That they, despite the baggage that we may want to put on them, despite what society may 

say about them, despite our own cultural animosity, that they are not profane?  

• That they cannot be reduced down to this label of good person, bad person, good people 

group, bad people group?  



• Have you ever had God lead you into sharing the company of others that you’ve been taught 

to fear, or be disgusted by, or be angry at?  

• I have.  

• You’ve heard my stories.  

 

• Maybe not everyone here has.  

• But maybe you’ve had the experience of the Jerusalem church.  

• They start off with mud on their face in the story for those of us who know about it already, 

but by the time Peter is done sharing his experience with them, their hearts are open and 

receptive.  

• They understand Now that question that we ask every single week.  

• Who is welcome at God’s table?  

• All people.  

• God has revealed that the “other,” those different from them, cannot be reduced down to 

“profane” or “unclean” or “too dirty to share God’s table” or “too dirty to share our table.” 

• They could have shut Peter down and said no thank you.  

• We don’t want any of that.  

• We just welcomed Samaritans in, and now we’re supposed to welcome in Gentiles?  

• What if we lose our identity?  

• What if we become something different?  

• What if they contaminate us with her different ways?  

• That’s not what they say here.  

• But, in the interest of full disclosure, they do become concerned about such things 

eventually.  

• Because welcoming in the company of Gentiles does indeed change them.  

• It changes them.  

• The kingdom of God grows, the beloved community of God grows, and so do the people 

within it.  

• And they will encounter conflict, and frustration, and have some real heated moments of 

tension trying to figure out, well, how much like us are the new people supposed to be?  

• Totally like us, right?  

• But that’s a sermon for another day.  

• For now, we remember this story.  

• We see that we are the descendants of this story.  

• We are here because the church made room for us.  

• And the church made room for us and our predecessors because the church followed where 

God was leading them.  

• And so we, also, move forward, following God, and inviting in all who wish to share God’s 

table with us.  

• No one is too profane.  

• No one is too unclean.  

• We cannot call unclean or profane God’s precious beloveds.  



• Now let’s join together for our next song, “Diverse in Culture, Nation, Race.” 

WORDS OF INSTITUTION 

BENEDICTION 

• God, may you confront us when we harm your precious ones. 

• May you open our eyes that we may see how you’d like us to grow. 

• And may we respond with tender and willing hearts. Amen. 

 


