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Now the apostles and the believers who were in Judea heard that the Gentiles had also accepted the word of God.  
2So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the circumcised believers criticized him, 3saying, “Why did you go to 

uncircumcised men and eat with them?”  
4Then 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.  
6As I looked at it closely I saw four-footed animals, beasts of prey, reptiles, and birds of the air.  
 

7I also heard a voice saying to me, ‘Get up, Peter; kill and eat.’  
8But I replied, ‘By no means, Lord; for nothing profane or unclean has ever entered my mouth.’  
9But a second time the voice answered from heaven, ‘What God has made clean, you must not call profane.’  
10This happened three times; then everything was pulled up again to heaven.  
 

11At that very moment three men, sent to me from Caesarea, arrived at the house where we were.  
12The Spirit told me to go with them and not to make a distinction between them and us.  
These six brothers also accompanied me, and we entered the man’s house.  
 

13He told us how he had seen the angel standing in his house and saying, ‘Send to Joppa and bring Simon, who is called 
Peter; 14he will give you a message by which you and your entire household will be saved.’  

15And as I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell upon them just as it had upon us at the beginning.  
16And I remembered the word of the Lord, how he had said, ‘John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the 

Holy Spirit.’  
 

17If 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?”  

 

18When 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.” 

 
*** 

 
There used to be a column in the Christian Century magazine called “How I’ve Changed My Mind.” 
Pastors and scholars were asked towards the end of their career to look back and reflect on the question, “How have you 

changed your mind?”  
I think that’s also an important question for us – at any point in our lives. How have you changed your mind?  
 
Our Scripture lesson looks at a slightly different question – not “How have I changed my mind?” but “How does God 

change our minds?” And, that’s the more important question. 
 
If it’s just us changing our mind, or someone else changing our mind, or a news station or an online site changing our 

mind, it might be a change for the better but it could also be a change for the worse. Not all change is good. 
If a someone becomes radicalized by looking at online articles and joins a hate group, that is not a good change. 
And actually, I think it’s easier for us to change in the wrong direction than it is for us to change in the right direction. 
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So, what we need and what the world needs is for God to change our minds. We need God to be at work patiently and 

persistently changing our minds – to give the repentance, the change, that leads to life. And the good news is – that’s 
exactly what God does. 

 
*** 

 
1. In our Scripture lesson, God is at work to change the minds of Peter and Cornelius and the believers in Judea.  
 
It starts with Peter praying. And prayer is always dangerous to the status quo. 
Once we open ourselves up to God in prayer, you never know what God will say or do or ask.  
Prayer changes things, but it doesn’t always change things in the way we think it will. Sometimes prayer changes us, 

and that’s not always what we want. 
 
Peter is praying, and he sees a vision.  
 
Now I have never had this kind of vision, but God often does seem to work in Scripture through prayer and dreams and 

visions. 
I listened to a podcast last week by a neuroscientist who has a new book out called Why We Sleep. And he talked about 

the powers of dreams. He talked about how often a scientist will be wrestling with a problem and the answer comes to 
them in a vision or a dream. 

My dreams are mostly a strange combination of my fears and anxieties. I don’t think that’s God speaking to me, but 
God certainly can and does work through prayers and dreams and visions. 

 
In his vision, Peter sees a sheet coming down from heaven and it is full of all sorts of unclean animals – animals that 

God had told the people of Israel that they could not eat. 
God was very clear about that. God said to the people of Israel, “Other people may eat these foods, but not you. You 

have as special role to play in my plan to bless all the nations of the earth. And so, I want you set apart from the other 
nations.” So, Israel had elaborate food laws and restrictions. 

But now, in his vision, Peter sees these unclean animals and he hears a voice from heaven saying, “Get up Peter, kill 
and eat.” And Peter says what any good Jew of that day would have said. “No. I’ve never eaten any of the unclean foods. 
And I won’t do it now.” 

 
Three times the same vision comes.  
And three times Peter says no. 
Peter resists the change. And he’s got good reason to resist. The instructions in the Scripture seem clear. But God is 

persistent. 
 
And so, at that very moment, three strangers arrive, three Gentiles come knocking at the door. 
God doesn’t just keep sending the same dream night after night. God plants a seed. And then God switches tactics. 
God can be sneaky like that. And God does some of his best work through strangers and outsiders. 
 
So, Peter listens to these three strangers. And they’ve got a story of their own. 
They work for Roman soldier named Cornelius, who is a Gentile and is very devout. Cornelius has also seen a vision – 

an angel. He’s been told to send for a man named Peter, and so he does. 
Now Jews and Gentiles didn’t eat together. They also didn’t enter each other’s homes. So, there is a risk here for both 

men. They know they could get in trouble. But change is almost always risky. 
 
Peter says, “The Spirit told me to go with them and not to make any distinction between them and us.” 
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So, Peter goes, but he does take six men of his own. I don’t know what Peter was thinking there. Maybe he senses a trap 
and decides to take some protection. If he was going to follow three Gentile strangers he’ll take six brothers of his own. 

Or, he may just think, “I don’t need to be making these decisions on my own. I need some people I can trust to help me 
listen and think through this.” God also does some of God’s best work through friends and family. 

 
So, they go and enter Cornelius’ home, and they start by listening to him. It’s always a good to start with obedience and 

listening. 
Cornelius says than the angel told him that Peter would give him a message and then Cornelius and all his household 

would be saved. 
So, Peter begins to speak, and as soon as he starts, the Holy Spirit comes on these Gentiles just like it had come on Peter 

and the other disciples at Pentecost. 
 
Then, Peter says, “I remembered the word of the Lord, how he said, ‘John baptized with water, but you will be baptized 

with the Holy Spirit.’” 
 
The experience comes first – Peter sees these Gentiles receive the gift of the Spirit.  
That experience reminds him of Jesus’ words, which now take on a whole new light.  
And that makes him rethink his assumptions about who’s in and who’s out.  
 
And somehow God has been at work in all of this. 
Through Peter’s prayers and Cornelius’ prayers; 
Through dreams and visions; 
Through strangers and friends; 
Through experience and memory; 
Through the words of Jesus and the prompting of the Holy Spirit; 
God has been at work through all of this to change Peter’s mind. 
 
So, Peter concludes, “If God gave these Gentiles the same gift he gave us, who was I that I could hinder God?” 
 
Peter is telling this story to the apostles and believers back in Judea who have heard about Peter eating with the Gentiles 

and are not very happy about it. 
But notice that Peter does not argue with them. He doesn’t condemn them for being close minded. He doesn’t say that 

he’s right and they’re wrong or that he is on the side of righteousness and they are evil. 
Peter just says, “Look, I’m as surprised by all this as you are. But here’s what happened to me. God was at work, in all 

these different ways. Your argument is not with me, it is with God.”  
 
And here’s the most amazing part – verse 18 says,  
“When the apostles and believers in Judea heard this, they were silenced. And they praised God, saying, ‘Then God has 

given even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life.” 
Repentance simply means to change your mind. And that’s always the goal, to change our minds, to let God change our 

minds, in a way that leads to life. 
 
 That is Peter’s story. It is also my story and your story. 
 

*** 
 
2. I’ve been thinking this week about the ways God has changed my mind. 
 
First God changed my mind about the Christian faith. 
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I grew up just assuming Christianity was true. 
Then I got to college and had lots of questions and doubts. 
But God was patient and persistent. 
 
God worked through books like Mere Christianity by C.S. Lewis; 
And The Christian Agnostic by Leslie Weatherhead;  
And Your God is Too Small by J.B. Phillips; 
And Christian Doctrine by Shirley Gutherie. 
God worked through the seeds that my parents and my church had planted; 
 
And God worked through a campus ministry program where I found a wise older pastor and younger fun pastor and 

other students who became my best friends. 
 
I still have lots of questions and occasionally some doubts, but I know I want Christ and need Christ to be my Savior 

and Lord. 
 
Then God changed my mind about my vocation. 
I thought I might teach or do research. But my campus minister said I should go to seminary. 
I said no. And I thought he was crazy. But he planted a seed. And he was persistent. He said I should at least go spend a 

year in seminary and see. 
It took four years in seminary, and a few in the church, but God eventually changed my mind about being a pastor. 
 
It took God almost 20 years to change my mind about gay marriage and ordination. 
 
If you started ministry in the Presbyterian Church in 1988 like I did, then this was a question you had to wrestle with. 

And I did wrestle with it in lots of ways. 
 
Eventually God changed my mind through books like Stacy Johnson’s A Time to Embrace. 
Johnson makes a Biblical and theological and historical and legal case for supporting gay marriage.  
He also says that the position I held called “welcoming but not affirming,” was not really welcoming but was instead 

hurtful and untenable. 
 
God also changed my mind through Ed and Tony who were faithful and gracious whose partnership looked life giving 

and good. 
I got to know them and then I remembered the words of Jesus, “No good tree bears bad fruit, nor again does a bad tree 

bear good fruit.” (Luke 6:43)  
When I saw Ed and Tony together I saw good fruit.  
 
And so, God changed my mind about LGBT ordination and marriage – though I’ll confess that I’m still trying to figure 

out issues around gender identity. 
 
There are lots of issues I’m still trying to figure out. 
 
I don’t know what to do about gun violence, or violence in general.  
I don’t know what the right answer is on abortion. 
I don’t know what to think about the church and politics. 
 
Sometimes we don’t need God to change our mind we just need clarity of mind in the midst of what seems confusing 

and complicated. I’m praying that God will give me clarity on lots of issues. 
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I have a friend who says that can’t really have a conversation unless you’re willing to start by saying, “I might be 
wrong,”  

If it’s going to be a genuine conversation you have to be open to changing your mind. 
We certainly have to start any conversation with God by saying, “I might be wrong.” Or even better, “Not my will, God 

but yours.” 
 
The Apostle Paul says in his letter to the Philippians, “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus.” I don’t 

know about you, but I don’t yet have the same mind that was in Jesus. 
 
 So, I hope God is always changing my mind. I hope God is always helping me to see more clearly and follow 

more nearly. I hope that God is always helping me to have the same mind that was in Christ Jesus. 
 

*** 
 
Here’s the question I invite you to ponder this week: Where is God at work to change your mind, or your heart, or your 

life? 
 
How is God at work in your life and in my life, giving us new vision or new direction? 
It might be through a prayer or a dream or a vision or a longing. 
It might be through strangers or friends. 
It might be through an experience or by remembering the words of Jesus or the movement of the Spirit. 
It might be all of the above 
 
The good news is that God works patiently and persistently to change our minds, to give us the same mind that was in 

Christ Jesus. 
Our job is to pay attention, and to follow wherever God leads. 
It might be surprising or risky or scary. But when God changes our mind, it is always a change that leads to life. 
 


