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The great Greek storyteller, Aesop, once said, “A man is known by the company he keeps.” 

Another once said, “Tell me your company and I’ll tell you your…manners.” When I was 

growing up, my mom used to say it this way, “Birds of a feather…flock together.” My 

grandmother would utter the warning, “One bad apple…spoils the whole barrel.” Or my 

grandfather would caution his grandchildren, reminding us that “If you hang out with dogs… 

you’ll wind up with fleas.” 

 

In one way or another, each of these sayings reminds us to think about with whom we spend our 

time so that we’re not picking up their bad habits. You don’t want to be caught up with folks 

who are always getting into trouble because you may be found guilty simply by association. 

Those that cared about us reminded us in so many words to be cautious so that we weren’t 

caught up in the same types of trouble as those around us. 

 

On the other hand, it was also implied that the inverse was true. If you hang out with those that 

are successful, positive influences on your life, then you’ll go far, too. Proverbs 13:20 states: 

“Whoever walks with the wise becomes wise, but the companion of fools suffers harm.” So 

beware of the company you keep. 

 

In our lesson from Acts this morning, Peter has been summoned before the circumcised believers 

in Jerusalem. At that time in the early church, if you wanted to convert to faith in Jesus Christ, 

you either had to be born into Judaism or convert to Judaism first. To be baptized in Christ, you 

had to be a faithful Jew first. To do that, Gentile men had to take on the covenant and be 

circumcised before they could be baptized. 

 

Peter had been travelling in Joppa at the time when he was summoned to the home of Cornelius, 

a Roman centurion, in the previous chapter. Joppa is to the northwest of Jerusalem, near modern-

day Tel-Aviv, along the Mediterranean coast. We hear it called “Jaffa” today. While Peter is 

there, he goes to visit with Cornelius and his family. During the visit, Cornelius asks Peter to 

baptize him and his whole household. 
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For the more traditional believers back in Jerusalem, the thought of going into the home of a 

Gentile is troubling enough, but Cornelius is a Roman and a centurion. To eat with a Gentile 

could mean that Peter might be eating non-Kosher foods and become unclean himself. To spend 

time with a Gentile, he could become ritually unclean. On top of it all, Roman centurions were 

the ones who enforced the power of the emperor; they were the enforcers of the Pax Romana, the 

Roman peace. In that role, they were also those who were empowered to suppress and oppress 

the people of God as they sought to live life in the promised land. Not to mention that Jesus died 

on a Roman cross. There was no love lost between the Romans and the people of God.  

 

So, not only do you avoid eating with the enemy, but the very act can have spiritual implications 

for you. Peter risks being spoiled and winding up with fleas. But Peter goes one step further. He 

has the nerve to baptize Cornelius and his whole household into the faith and welcome them into 

the life of the early Church. God did not welcome Gentiles in this way. They were excluded as 

unclean, and by virtue of his association with them, Peter became unclean, as well. So Peter is 

called to account when he returns to Jerusalem to answer for his actions. 

 

When he arrives in Jerusalem, however, Peter tells the council of a dream he had before he had 

gone to Cornelius’ home. In that dream, a sheet descended from heaven and took up all sorts of 

unclean animals of which Peter was invited to partake. At first, Peter protested in the dream until 

God’s voice told him that what God has created is not unclean. Then Peter was visited by some 

men from Caesarea (Gentiles) and again the Spirit told Peter to go with them to Joppa without 

any hesitation. 

 

And when Peter entered Cornelius’ home and began to preach, the Spirit came upon the 

household just as the Spirit came upon the apostles at Pentecost. Listen to how the story ends as 

Peter says, “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?” What more could they say to Peter in that 

moment? 

 

You see, for Peter, the most important thing was to pay attention to what God was doing in their 

midst. They had built walls that shut people out, but in that moment in the life of the early 

Church, God was tearing down their human-made walls and welcoming more into the kingdom.  

God was doing something new in moving among the Gentiles. Or perhaps for the very first time, 

Peter and the others were seeing what God was doing among the very people they thought were 

enemies, outside of God’s care.  

 

Sometimes I wonder if we still struggle like the Jerusalem believers even to this very day. Who 

are those that we shut out? Who is it that we still judge as unclean today? Who is it that we either 

stay away from or place tremendous burdens upon, building up the walls that we might keep 

others out until they fulfill our entry requirements? 

 

Several years ago, in my first appointment following seminary, I had just presided at the funeral 

of one of our great leaders in the small town church I was serving in the Upper Peninsula at the 

time. Dr. Palmer was a generous and faithful United Methodist in that small town and had died 

unexpectedly when he was out running on the trails with his wife. He had a heart attack and 

passed before anyone could get there in time. 
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Following his funeral, we were sharing a meal with the family in our fellowship hall when the 

funeral director, who had just been there, called me again. When I answered the phone, his voice 

was a little shaky on the other end of the line. He said, “Pastor Elbert, we’ve just got a call from 

a funeral home out of state. It seems a man who had grown up in this town years ago passed 

away and they are transferring his body back here. We’re wondering if you might be willing to 

do the funeral for Chris.” “Of course,” I thought. I did a lot of funerals for people without church 

connections.  

 

Before I had a moment to respond, he went on, “He’s lived most of his life in New York and was 

very active in the theatre out there. He doesn’t really have any family or church connections 

here, but a girl he dated years ago in high school still lives in the area. She’s taking care of 

arrangements for his…uh…his…um…life partner. Do you think you might do the funeral for 

us?” 

 

The gears in my head spun rapidly as I said, “Yes. Why wouldn’t I?” But it was that day that I 

experienced a little bit of a change as a pastor. You see, on that day, I began to realize how many 

people understood the Church to simply shut some folks out. They understood us as pastors to 

simply deny access to the Church, to communion, to grace, and even to God, to mourning, grief, 

and compassion. And I realized a little more in that moment, that my ministry wasn’t about that. 

It was about how we might love one another more. 

 

Later that week, I met with Chris’ former girlfriend, Gloria. Gloria shared what it was like 

growing up with Chris. She shared fun memories from high school and town. They had stayed in 

touch from time to time throughout the years, but she hadn’t seen him in quite some time. Yet, it 

was when I talked to Mark, Chris’ partner, that I learned about Chris’ life on stage in New York.  

And even more importantly, I learned about their love for one another and how they had lived 

that out throughout Chris’ later years. 

 

When I think about it all the more, it seems as if our struggles in the Church today are not too 

different from the struggles that Peter and the early Church went through some two thousand 

years ago. Change is hard. The Church moves slowly in many ways, even when our changes are 

local and pastors are moving to new locations and staff is being reconfigured. We cry out for 

consistency because it’s almost as if this is the only constant. God is our constant! 

 

In that moment, it must have seemed as if God was changing for Peter as he experienced his 

dream. It’s not what he knew growing up as a faithful Hebrew. It was just as difficult for the 

Jerusalem believers to grasp that God might be changing. Was God changing? Or was Peter? 

And the Church? And their view of God? 

 

I’m not so sure that God had changed at all. Rather, perhaps it was simply that God was at work 

transforming them and expanding the tents as they grew to understand God more! Could it be 

that God is still at it even today as God’s Spirit continues to speak and the life we have come to 

know at Easter continues to change us? How do we respond when Easter changes us? 

 

 


