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YOU’VE GOT SOME EXPLAINING TO DO!
Acts 11:1-18

When was the last time you were in a situation where you had to explain yourself?  It does
happen occasionally, doesn’t it?

“Honest, officer, I didn’t see that speed limit sign!”
“I know we don’t have the money, sweetheart, but the dress looked so good on me and I had 

my credit card.”
“Uh, Dad, I uh, I uh missed my curfew because I uh had a flat tire.  Yeah, that’s it, that’s it, I 

had a flat tire.”
“Well, you see boss, it was like this...”

From time to time, just about ALL of us have some explaining to do, whether it’s to a spouse, 
a parent, a superior, or to GOD.  But don’t worry; it puts you in some pretty good company.  After all, it 
even happened to Simon Peter.


Most of you know it was Luke, the author of the third gospel, who also wrote what we call 

The Acts of the Apostles.  Many of you are also aware that Luke was a Gentile ... a Gentile in a largely 
Jewish world.  And, he spent a lot of his adult life running around with a guy named Paul, who used 
to be known as Saul.  Paul was a Jew, about as Jewish as you can get!  So Luke understood the 
dynamics that existed between Jews and Gentiles.  He knew it was rarely an easy co-existence; that 
sometimes deeply-rooted animosities would break out because of the hatred that, if not outright 
obvious, seethed just below the surface.

The story Luke wrote, and we read a few moments ago, is obviously important to him.  God 
is doing a NEW THING, and nothing illustrates it more effectively than this story.  So Luke tells it, and 
then tells it again when Peter explains it to the church’s leadership in Jerusalem.  You may recall 
that he does the same thing with the story of Paul’s conversion to Christ.  If it’s important to Luke, he 
repeats it for emphasis.  And that’s exactly what he does here.


There was a guy in my church up in Ohio who loved to tell jokes.  Kenny Dyer would preface 

a joke with this comment: “If you’ve heard this before, please don’t interrupt me.  I want to hear it 
again.”  

That’s Luke, when it comes to a story he really wants to emphasize.

Well, this story is about Simon Peter.  We’ve looked at this story before ... about a year ago.  
So let me give you just a few of the highlights before I move to my main point this morning:

Peter has this marvelous dream and in it he learns that everything that God has made is 
good ... nothing in God’s creation can be considered unclean.  Now, you’ve got to understand here, 
that for Peter, a devout Jew, this is a whole new way of thinking.  Not just the Jews anymore, but 
everyone, regardless of race, are now a part of the “called and chosen people of God.”  

From his earliest days, Peter had been taught that his people, the Jewish people, were 
chosen especially by God.  They, and only they, had special privileges, and because of those 
privileges they have special responsibilities.  That’s the way God intended it, and that’s the way it 
shall be, forever and ever, amen.  And then, all of a sudden, things change.  Drastically.  Completely.  In 
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fact, things are totally turned around.  Peter’s entire perspective changes.  It is a complete and utter
reversal.  Or, to use today’s terminology, a total paradigm shift.

Next in the story is a man named Cornelius, who lives in Caesarea, is a centurion, a military 
man in charge of what is called the Italian cohort.  That means he’s pretty important and has a lot of 
people under his command.  And yes, Cornelius is a Gentile.  Luke tells us he is devout and fears God.  
That means he believes in the God of the Jews, but has not become himself a Jew.  At just about the 
time Peter has his dream, so does Cornelius.  Peter is told in his dream to look up Cornelius, and 
Cornelius is told in his dream to find Peter.  When they get together, Peter tells him about Jesus, and 
before the day is over Cornelius and all his friends are baptized.  The Christian movement is now on 
its way in breaking beyond the boundaries of Judaism.

So, what we have here are TWO MEN ... from completely different backgrounds, completely 
different understandings of tradition, completely different approaches to life and to the world, who 
are completely forbidden to associate with one another ... opposites, who all of a sudden find they 
have something in common.

Hmm.  Do you think this is just a coincidence, or do you think that maybe God had something 
to do with this?  Duh! I can tell you what Luke thinks ... and Peter and Cornelius.  By comparing notes, 
they find they do indeed have something in common.  Or maybe we should say ... they have 
SOMEONE in common.  Peter not only baptizes all of them, but he ends up staying with them for several 
days.


Okay, so he’s there for several days, but can’t you just imagine that all the while he’s there, 

Peter’s got to be thinking to himself, “Boy, when the folks back home hear about this!  Don’t you know 
I’m going to have some explaining to do!”  

Peter knows there are going to be some folks back in Jerusalem who, when they get wind of 
all this, are not going to be very happy.  They’re going to be asking some really tough questions.  It’s 
their job to hold people accountable, even Peter the apostle, the friend of Jesus.  Simon Peter may 
be the Rock, and Jesus might have said he was going to build his church on that Rock, but business is 
business, and this definitely is BIG BUSINESS.  When you go and start messing around with some of the 
most sacred beliefs and ideas that their people have ever had, you definitely have got some explaining to
do.  That’s what Peter knows, and boy howdy, is HE right!

First thing, when he gets back to Jerusalem, before he even gets a chance to say “howdy,”
they jump on him like a hungry dog on a bone.  “Why did you go to uncircumcised men and eat with 
THEM?”  They don’t simply refer to these men as Gentiles, they remind Peter WHY they are Gentiles.  
It is not the most flattering of descriptions ... “uncircumcised men.”  So Peter tells them his story, 
about his vision and then his subsequent visit to Cornelius and his household.  We’ve heard it 
before, but they haven’t.  And besides, Luke wants to hear it again.

Now, I can just imagine that it would have been easy ... not to mention understandable ... if 
Peter had lost his patience at this point.  “Come on, fellas, you know we can’t keep this story about 
Jesus to ourselves.  There’s a whole world out there dying and going to hell in a hand basket.  We 
need to let everybody in on our secret ... not just folks who look like us, think like us, believe like us!  
Dad-gum it!  Get with the program, will ya!”

But Peter doesn’t do that.  He very patiently goes over his story, step-by-step, explaining 
carefully what happened and why, and how.  It was important for his colleagues to understand, and
Peter knows that old ways die hard.  He knows that when you’re trying to give old, worn-out beliefs a 
decent burial, it’s best to take your time and go slow.

Wait a minute, though!  This is Peter we’re talkin’ about here.  Simon Peter.  You remember 
him, don’t you?  He’s the one who fought Jesus practically every step of the way ... especially when 
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Jesus started talking about suffering and persecution and death.  Talk about new ideas!  According to 
John’s gospel, Peter is the one who cut off the ear of the high priest’s servant when they came to 
arrest Jesus.  He’s the one who was always opening his big mouth, saying things when he didn’t 
know what to say ... but saying it anyway.  That Peter.  Peter is PATIENT?  That’s not the Peter we know.

Jesus has this way, however, of changing peoples’ hearts, and the impetuous, impatient
Simon Peter is no different.  Peter knows that what he’s telling the church leaders in Jerusalem is 
IMPORTANT, so he goes really slow, explaining verse-by-verse WHY he did what he did and HOW he 
did it.  And the world has never been the same since.

They believe what he had to say.  But Luke is quite clear on this.  They don’t believe Simon 
Peter because of his eloquence or oratorical skills.  The Spirit of God is at work here, weaving God’s will
into the hearts of these who for so long have believed one thing and one thing only.  Behold, God is 
doing a NEW THING!

Luke concludes the story with these words: “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.’”  
You can hear the buzz in the room ... sense the excitement.  Imagine that!  God has now offered love
and acceptance and salvation to the WHOLE world!  They act like this is some kind of brand new thing, 
one of God’s latest ideas.  But not so.  When God first called Abraham from his homeland and told 
him he would make Abraham the father of a new nation, God made it clear that the intention was 
to bless ALL the families of the earth (Genesis 12:3).  This is what God intended all along!  It’s just that 
God knows how to pick and choose the right moments to do God’s thing.


Wherever you find God, you find God doing a new thing.  It’s true: “Jesus Christ is the same 

yesterday, today, and forever” (Hebrews 13:8).  But God never stands still.  God is always doing a new 
thing, looking for fresh ideas in sharing God’s love and presence in our world.  And God is always looking 
for people who are willing to journey into new and uncharted waters of the faith.

It just may be that God has a new thing in store for YOU ... that God wants to do a new thing in 
OUR CHURCH.  Are you ready?  It might take a vision like Peter had.  Okay.  Be ready for it. Be open to the 
Spirit of God, and you just might find God talking to YOU.


That brings us back to this Gentile named Cornelius.  Luke makes it clear that God chose 

Cornelius not because he is a pious person who prays a lot and is generous with his gifts to the poor.  
God knows that because Cornelius prays a lot and is generous to the poor, he’ll be open and receptive
to what God wants him to do.

How open are YOU to the movement of God’s Spirit in YOUR life? 
The answer you give to that question just may be the next step ... the next BIG step in your journey 

of faith in God.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

PRAY WITH ME, PLEASE: Lord, find us open to your Spirit and willing to change when you ask us to 
do it.  Plant in our hearts the desire to serve you ... no matter the cost.  

In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen and Amen.


