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(The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

It is easy to assume that people we know, even those we love very much, are for whatever reasons beyond the possibility of salvation, at least beyond the possibility of our own testimony making any difference in their lives.

It is easy, in other words, to put up barriers that keep us from sharing Christ with others.  In Acts 10-11, we see how the Lord led Peter to overcome a very significant barrier.  What huge implications this has had for the church and the spread of grace!  Acts 10 records the account.  Acts 11, which we will read, is Peter’s summary.

READ
One of the themes that underlies our series on being Christ’s witnesses has to do with how much faith matters – not how much faith matters for the person we share with, but for us.  I’m speaking about our own faith, our own trust and confidence. 

I am not only referring to our faith in what Scripture tells us of Christ, but in what Christ has told us about ourselves.
For example, Jesus said to His disciples, “You shall be my witnesses.”  We either believe that or we don’t.  We either believe He has made us adequate for this or we don’t.
Regardless, His word stands:  You, not even angels, are His witnesses.  Angels are ministering spirits sent to serve those who will inherit salvation.  As far as being a witness for Christ, you are not the back up act, you are center stage.  
For some reason, angels don’t qualify for this role.  The New Testament is consistent that angels and the visions associated with them prepare the way.  They may be the opener, but when they are, they are the openers for people like you and me.  
You think, “I’m just ordinary.”  The angels think they’re just ordinary.  Whatever “ordinary” means, you have something angels do not have.

I ask myself after reading the New Testament and hearing so many stories from Iranian believers now who received a vision or dream, shortly before a Christian brought the message of Christ, why?  
Why has God not assigned to angels the main role?  Even where there is no vision, no voice, no angel appearing in a dream, the reality is you play the essential role.  You are Christ’s witness.  (Acts 9, the preceding chapter.)

If there is any doubt about how strategic you are, consider from our passage the necessity of the Lord sending an angel to ensure that Peter would share the Gospel with Cornelius.
Cornelius was a God-fearing gentile.  That means he believed in the God of Israel, but he was not a Jew.  He had not been circumcised.  His contact with the synagogue formal and distant.  Jewish ceremonial law made it virtually impossible for a Jew to enter his home or for him to enter the home of a Jew.

He was an officer in the Roman army, an occupier of Israel.  On a political ground also, there was a huge wall of separation between himself and the Jewish community.

It was 3:00 PM in the afternoon one day, and he was in prayer. Acts 10:3 tells us “He distinctly saw an angel of God in a vision”, who called to him and told him to send for Peter in Joppa.
The next day about noon (10:9) as Cornelius’ three emissaries neared Joppa, Peter was offering his noon prayers.  He became hungry and asked for food.  While waiting, he fell into a trance, in which he saw all sorts of animals, clean and unclean, laid before him on a sheet lowered from heaven, and a voice told him, “Get up, Peter.  Kill and eat.”  He protested, “Surely not Lord.”  
The vision and voice were repeated a second time, and then a third time.  Just as the emissaries arrived, Peter was thinking about what he had just seen.  Then the Holy Spirit told him, “Simon, three men are looking for you.  So get up and go downstairs.  Do not hesitate to go with them, for I have sent them.”
They told him, (10:22), “A holy angel told him (Cornelius) to have you come to his house so he could hear what you have to say.”
If you move to verse 33 in Acts 10, when Cornelius met Peter, he repeated just this purpose in the angel’s visitation.  “So I sent for you immediately and it as 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.”

If you move to Peter’s report to the church in 11:14, he repeats a third time the reason why the angel told Cornelius to send for Peter:  “he will bring you a message through which you and all your household will be saved.”

Why aren’t angels themselves evangelists?  “Angel” means messenger.  What are they assistants?  What is it that suits you to be Christ’s witness?  I think it has to do with the unique impact of one human soul opening itself to another, becoming a vehicle for Christ’s truth and love.  It has to do with the impact of sincerity and honesty, willing vulnerability and concern.  This is so much the essence of what it is to testify of Christ that without this – settle instead for bumper stickers and tracts, for video screens and satellite feeds – all you are left with is an advertisement, a promotion.  
Ideas are an important aspect of truth, so words matter.  But truth is most fully conveyed through persons, through flesh and blood relating to flesh and blood.  So the Word became flesh.  So also, the Spirit of truth has been given to believers so they bring Christ to others.
When we take seriously what Christ has told us about ourselves, we can readily understand why it is so serious to take a distinction and elevate it into a barrier, to take a difference between yourself and someone who needs the Lord and let it serve as an obstacle – a social barrier, ethnic barrier, economic barrier, you name it barrier.  The effect is that truth is withheld.
Never mind what others do with distinctions and differences, I am talking about what you and I do with them.  I am referring not only to groups of people with whom we are unfamiliar but to individuals we know well.  Have you ever felt it is just not feasible for you to share Christ with a family member because, “I know too much.”?  That is cynicism.
The story of Cornelius and Peter is not the story of a Roman gentile army officer having to be coaxed and persuaded to listen to a Jewish apostle.  It is the story of a heavenly initiative to persuade Peter that he is no longer to treat the distinction between Jew and Gentile as a barrier.
This to me is profound.  One might expect an angelic intervention would be needed to break down the resistance of the gentile to listen, but it was needed to break down the resistance of the Christian to testify.
Three times Peter was shown a vision of clean and unclean animals presented together, as the emissaries were drawing near.  Then the Holy Spirit told Peter to meet them, that He had sent them, that Peter was not to hesitate in going with them.  Then the emissaries told Peter how they had been sent to Peter by name at the direction of an angel, and that Cornelius wanted to hear his message.

How many ways the Lord conveyed that He brings barriers down, that He opens doors people assumed were closed!  How persistent the Lord is!
Christians elevating distinctions to barriers, is not a small issue.  It is a big issue.  It keeps us from being witnesses for Christ.  There was a similar incident in Acts 9 when an angel commanded Ananias to go to Paul.  Ananias could not believe that Paul could be God’s instrument for any good purpose, let alone save him.  It was a barrier.
The history of God’s grace is full of sweet ironies.  Paul is a case in point, an orthodox Pharisee who would testify of Christ, “He himself is our peace, who has made the two (Jew and Gentile) one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility.” (Eph. 2:14)
Let’s hear it plainly.  We strengthen barriers when we observe them, when we allow them to keep us from testifying of Christ.  We reinforce what Christ came to tear down. 

In Acts 11:17, Peter concluded his defense of going to Cornelius, and especially of baptizing him and his family, by saying, “So if God gave them the same gift as he gave us, who believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I to think that I could oppose God.”
“…Who was I to think that I could oppose God?”  The scope of his question applied to every step he had taken in faith and obedience, from welcoming the emissaries, to going with them, to entering Cornelius’ house, to testifying of Christ, to baptizing them into the church.
Yet had he allowed the distinctions between them to serve as barriers, opposing God is exactly what he would have been doing.  This is the meaning of his words.  In withholding and withdrawing our testimony, we do Christ a disservice.

The church heard Peter’s words.  They marveled at the Lord giving the Spirit to gentiles in the same way He had given the Spirit to them.  “So then,” they concluded (11: 18), God has granted even Gentiles repentance unto life.”
I would ask you to leave the term “Gentiles” out, and fill in the blank for yourself.  Who do you believe is least likely to come to Christ?

You say, “Pastor, the Lord accepts anyone who turns to Him.  He is not for one group and against another.  He doesn’t favor Americans over against Africans, or Asians, or Australians.”
That’s good, but you know I am not referring to who God would not accept.  I am asking you about who you will not approach.  So set aside words like gentiles, Samaritans, Ninevites, and tax collectors.  Supply your own term, “So then God has granted even --  neighbors, class mates, teacher, people in my office, cousins, parents, children – repentance unto life.”
There is a key word I would like you to take with you as you leave the service today so you can think about it.  We have two forms of it in our passage.  

In Acts 10:20, the Spirit said to Peter, “Do not hesitate to go with them…”  In Acts 11:12, Peter reported, “The Spirit told me to have no hesitation about going with them.”  He also spoke of going “without raising any objection” (10:29), which is another way of saying creating a barrier for himself.  The term is “hesitate”.
In Greek hesitate refers to coming up with reasons you can use to refuse someone else’s will.  In this case Peter was talking about refusing God’s will for reasons related to Jewish Law and tradition.  

So in addition to filling in the bland, “So then, God has granted even … repentance unto life”, ask yourself, “What makes me hesitate?”  What are the inner barriers that keep me from testifying of Christ?  What are the distinctions I elevate?  What does he or she have or do or think that I do not have or do or think?  
Paul wrote of how we Christians have “divine power to demolish strongholds”, of how “we demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ.”  
Let’s be honest.  Sometimes the strongholds that need to be demolish are the strongholds in us.  The arguments and pretensions that keep people from the knowledge of God are arguments and pretensions in us, and thoughts that must be taken captive so they are obedient to Christ are ours.
That is why I ask you to identify for yourself the reasons for your hesitations so you can tear them down.  One thing is clear.  The barrier is down when the hesitation stops. 
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