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 The apostles and the brothers and sisters throughout Judea heard that even the Gentiles 
had welcomed God’s word. When Peter went up to Jerusalem, the circumcised believers 
criticized him. They accused him, “You went into the home of the uncircumcised and ate 
with them!” 
Step-by-step, Peter explained what had happened. “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, 
‘Absolutely not, Lord! Nothing impure or unclean has ever entered my mouth.’ The voice 
from heaven spoke a second time, ‘Never consider unclean what God has made 
pure.’ This happened three times, then everything was pulled back into heaven. At that 
moment three men who had been sent to me from Caesarea arrived at the house where we 
were staying. The Spirit told me to go with them even though they were Gentiles. These six 
brothers also went with me, and we entered that man’s house. He reported to us how he 
had seen an angel standing in his house and saying, ‘Send to Joppa and summon Simon, 
who is known as Peter. He will tell you how you and your entire household can be 
saved.’ When I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell on them, just as the Spirit fell on 
us in the beginning. I remembered the Lord’s words: ‘John baptized with water, but you 
will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.’ 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?” 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 so that 
they might have new life.” 
I can just hear it. “Would you let your daughter marry a Gentile?” They are so unclean, they 
eat pig. Peter, how could you eat with them? AND they aren’t even circumcised. They say 
they worship God, but they don’t believe the right way. Scripture says God spoke to our 
father Abraham saying, “This is my covenant that you and your descendants must keep: 
circumcise every male….Any uncircumcised male who remains uncircumcised will be cut 
off from his people. He has broken my covenant.” You can read all the explicit details in 
Gen 17: 10-14. Peter, how could God break the covenant God made by directing you to 
baptize Gentiles without requiring they be circumcised? What would happen if we started 
letting Gentiles into the faith? Some of them might want to take over! 
 
What possible response could Peter make other than God came to me in a vision. In it God 
asked me to eat what we know are unclean animals. I protested, saying I have never eaten 
anything unclean, but three times God (I know it was God) told me to eat. God said 
something very interesting: “Never consider unclean what God has made pure.” Then I 
thought of the creation in which God made all things. God created the great sea animals 
and all the tiny living things that swarm in the waters, each according to its kind, and all 
the winged birds, each according to its kind. God saw how good it was. Then God blessed 
them. In the same way God said, “Let the earth produce every kind of living thing…. God 
made every kind of creature that crawls on the ground. God saw how good it was. 
 
You know me. I have never eaten anything unclean; but how could I argue when God came 
to me in a vision and instructed me three times that there is nothing unclean in what God 
made? So when the Spirit sent me to a Gentile’s house I had to ask myself, did God make 
Gentiles? Are they also good? Am I wrong in considering them sinful and unclean even 
though they worship God, only because they aren’t circumcised? Some Gentiles worship 
other gods. Some Gentiles are sexually promiscuous. Yes, Gentiles eat pork. I don’t know 



what would happen if we let Gentiles into the faith, but what if the Spirit really is sending 
me. What if God is telling me that God has made humans according to its humankind in as 
great a variety as the birds of the air, fish of the sea and land creatures were made in 
variety according to their kind? Who am I to stand in God’s way? I thought I’d better go. 
 
When I did go I found this Gentile God worshipper who wanted to be saved and when I 
baptized him and his household the Holy Spirit came upon them. I saw it myself. God gave 
them the same gift God gave us who believed in the Lord Jesus Christ. Then who am I to 
say no? So then God has enabled Gentiles to change their hearts and lives so that they 
might have new life. Does that mean they will be circumcised? No. Does it mean they will 
stop eating pork? No. Does it mean they are sinful and should be kept out of our ranks of 
believers and especially of disciples until they are circumcised? No. God made humankind 
in a variety as God made other creatures, and saw how good they were. And God gave the 
Holy Spirit to Cornelius, a Gentile, and his household, in my presence, and I am these six 
brothers are witnesses. God has changed my heart and mind. 
 
It has been quite a time recently for our United Methodist denomination. I feel we are right 
back in Jerusalem in the first century with Peter and the believers who were only wishing 
to conserve what they had been taught from the beginning of the faith. We decided by an 
overwhelming vote to make a public statement, and the Journal Times carried not only our 
statement signed by all 5 clergy associated with this congregation but also came for an 
interview of 8 of our people. It was all covered prominently on Monday of this week and I 
stayed in touch during all of it. I read some of the comments made by people as they 
completed the survey. “You are welcoming and you don’t know it,” was one I’ll remember. A 
comment that came to me after the article was printed was another. “I’m proud to be part of 
North Pointe.” I’m clear that though the survey showed a very one-sided view toward our 
openness to and welcoming of people regardless of their gender identity and sexual 
orientation we are not all of the same mind, and the same challenge might be made by 
them and by other churches in our denomination to us as were made to Peter. 
 
Like Peter, we somehow we have to deal with the foundational scriptures. Genesis 1:27 
says “God created humanity in god’s own image, in the divine image God created them, 
male and female God created them.” Here is where the book I read on vacation helps me. 
The book is Holy Love written by Rev. Steve Harper. Rev. Harper is now retired by was 
educated in and taught in United Methodist’s most conservative seminary, Asbury 
Theological Seminary, and has participated in and spoken to the Wesleyan Covenant 
Association and the Good News, both conservative groups in the United Methodist Church 
that have pushed for the traditional stance against homosexual ordination and same sex 
marriage. Rev. Harper began to study the Bible inductively about the LGBTQI debate. This 
means he took the broader message of the Bible and applied it to this question. He came to 
the conclusion that the view he held was wrong. 
 
We might want to read the book together if this debate continues for us, but two things he 
said address this Scriptural issue. God made an immense variety of every kind, according 
to its kind. The number of creatures of the air, land and water, each according to its kind is 
hard to count. Why would the number of creatures made according to the humankind be 
restricted to two? Peter learned that there are people of many traditions acceptable to God. 
Paul writes in Galatians 3:28 “There are no longer Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor 
female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.“ Who are we to limit what God has done. 
 
Another argument Rev. Harper makes is if God made humankind in the divine image, and 



God is a triune God: Creator, Redeemer, Sustainer, who makes creation in great variety, 
then why would we think that there are only two kinds of humans: male and female? 
 
Finally, with Peter, I ask us to consider, if God sent the Holy Spirit to a baptized gay man or 
bisexual woman, who are we to deny them the authority to preach the word of Jesus Christ 
and to baptize in his name? 
 
 
 
 


