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If they had coloring books and crayons back in the days when Peter was a little boy in 

school, I'll bet you that he was a kid who quickly learned to color inside the lines.  I was one of 

those kids. I remember once being armed with a big box of multi-colored crayons, and was 

scribbling madly and erratically all over the page of a coloring book.  The color was flowing 

lavishly, inside the lines of whatever the outline was, but also outside the lines, around the top 

and bottom of page, probably on the back side too.  We could call it serendipitous coloring, and 

it was marvellous, like wildflowers that just spring up anywhere and are not crammed into neat, 

straight rows.  And then someone--my mother, my teacher--decided they needed to tame my 

adventuresome artistic spirit.  "Phil!  You're too messy!,” the authority figure chided.  “When 

you color, you have to stay inside the lines!"   

And I became a quick learner.  Color within the lines.  Live life within the boundaries.  

Because boundaries and lines are there to be observed, and when you don’t, you invite the 

disapproval of others--maybe even of God.  

Which is what Peter is facing as our text opens—very strong disapproval.  He is being 

taken to task by "the circumcised believers"—a very conservative group in the Jerusalem 

church--because he has just colored a huge orange streak outside a very important line.  His 

transgression?  Eating with the wrong people—with Gentiles (anybody who was not a Jew).  

Devout Jews believed Gentiles to be immoral, idolatrous, unclean in God's sight.  To God’s holy 

people they were outsiders to the covenant God had made with Abraham and his descendants.   

And so the Jewish insiders to that covenant—if they were serious about their faith--would avoid 

close contact with Gentiles, especially the kind of intimate contact that eating together created.  

Just a few days earlier Peter would have definitely stayed inside of that line  

between clean and unclean persons, between insiders and outsiders. But something had 

happened that totally scrambled his understanding of boundaries and lines.  It was a strange, 

unsettling vision...Jonathan just read it.  Peter is on the rooftop at noon, and is very hungry, and 

he sees this huge net coming down from heaven, filled with all kinds of animals and reptiles and 

birds.   And he hears a voice—which he takes to be God’s voice--saying, "Peter, you're hungry, 

go ahead, pick something out of this smorgasbord--anything you want--and eat it!"  And though 

he is famished, Peter is aghast at this invitation, and replies, "No Lord!   You know I can't do 

that!  These animals are unclean!  Nothing unclean has ever entered my mouth, because my 

diet has always stayed inside your lines." 

You can find those food “lines,” or laws, in the book of Leviticus.  Eating many animals 

and plants is forbidden there, including such heavenly treats as the succulent pork sausage that 

goes so well on the barbecue this time of year.  Those food laws may seem quaint and quirky to 

us modern people, but they did serve a purpose.   They protected Israel against idolatry.  Some 

of those unclean animals, like swine, were sacrificed in Canaanite religious ceremonies, and so 

these food laws tried to help Israel stay uncontaminated by the idolatrous culture around it--or-

-like Mennonites used to say, "to keep separate from the world."   



And Peter, devout Jew that he was, knew all about the distinctions between clean and 

unclean—be it with food, or places, or persons—those lines were deeply engrained in him.  And  

so when that voice in the vision tells him to go ahead and eat anything, Peter’s mind is blown, 

and he simply answers in the way he's always been taught: "No way, Lord, can I eat those 

unclean creatures.  That would violate your own law, that would be coloring outside your own 

line."   

I actually commend Peter for his caution, because some lines are important.  Wouldn't 

you agree that, in order to be faithful to God, to be loyal to the teachings of Christ and the New 

Testament, we must have some guidance, some boundaries, some limits. I mean, can the 

church be a place where anything goes, and still remain the church?  I don’t think so.  

One of the questions asked of baptismal candidates is, "Do you believe that Jesus Christ 

is both the Savior of the world and its Lord?"  That's a kind of line.  It marks off Jesus as 

someone distinctive, someone more than just a good buddy or a fine moral teacher.  And we 

have to be able to stand inside that line in order to be baptized into Christ's church. 

I grew up with Christian friends for whom there were clear lines between proper and 

sinful behaviour, especially in regards to smoking, drinking and dancing.  Julie’s parents grew up 

Amish, and among the Amish there are many very restrictive boundaries governing behaviour 

and lifestyle to help them live godly lives in an unclean world.  

Our Mennonite church finds itself in a great struggle today over lifestyle boundaries, 

especially around sexuality, and particularly homosexuality.  Different congregations draw 

those lines at different places, some very tightly, others very loosely.. And some Mennonite 

congregations are leaving their conferences because other congregations, in their view, are too 

liberal, they are not respecting the lines.  In a letter to one of our Mennonite papers regarding  

this discussion, someone wrote this:  "Somewhere, somehow it is necessary to lay out 

boundaries for behaviour.  Our society suffers from 'anything goes.'  If the church does not 

discriminate in matters of morality, who will hold up the lamp?"     

Which is how Peter is also thinking, when three times he refuses the invitation to eat 

anything at all from the net.  To do so would feel like "anything going," it would be hiding the 

lamp of morality under a bushel, it would be coloring outside the clear lines that God has 

established.   

And then Peter gets a summons to go see Cornelius, a very unclean Gentile Roman 

military officer.  And again his red light comes on:  “Boundary! Line! Don’t associate with such a 

man!”  But the Spirit whispers to him, "Go ahead Peter, it's OK...it's OK .to meet with Cornelius, 

it's OK to stretch the boundaries to connect with Gentiles.”  So Peter trusts his impulse and he 

goes.  And when he gets to Cornelius' house, he tells the assembled crowd, "You know, I really 

shouldn't be doing this, I really shouldn't be here, I’m stepping over the line between insiders 

and outsiders. But--you know," Peter continues, “I’m starting to see that God looks at you 

Gentiles differently than I have been looking at you.  It’s occurring to me that the vision I saw 

was not really about food, but was about people.  I now realize that when it comes to people, 

God makes no distinctions between who is clean and who is unclean, who is insider and who is 

outsider to God’s love, and so neither should I.”  

And then Cornelius tells how God has also been working in his own life.  And then, to 

the astonishment of everyone, the Holy Spirit comes on those unclean Gentiles.   And Peter, 

now eyes freshly opened to the wideness of God’s boundaries, asks, "Can anyone keep these  

 



 

people from being baptized?" And so they do.  And the unthinkable happens--those outsiders 

become insiders. 

When Peter has finished his story, we read that his critics "were silenced, and glorified 

God."  I wonder about that.  I rather doubt that all of those godly, boundary-conscious Jewish 

Christian believers were really glad that God's grace was now allowing unclean Gentiles could 

come into their fellowship.  I suspect some of them were still afraid, wondering what was going 

to happen to their church, now that outsiders were becoming insiders, now that those safe, 

sure boundaries between clean and unclean no longer seemed firm. 

In fact, it will take a while for the church to accept that God has moved his boundaries 

to include Gentiles, who come from some pretty colourful backgrounds and some pretty wild 

lifestyles.  And, it will take a while for those Gentiles to learn that in the church, not everything 

goes.  Becoming an insider in God’s house also means that you have to check some things at 

the door.  Paul’s letters contain many exhortations to Gentile Christians to live up to their new 

insider status in Christ in matters of morality, not least sexual morality.  Nevertheless, since 

Christ, the line is no longer between people—who is worthy, who is not worthy, to come into 

God’s family.  Because the good news is that God’s boundaries are immensely elastic and 

flexible, so much so that outsiders (which includes you and me, as non-Jewish Gentiles) can 

now become insiders. 

It seems to me that there are at least three things we might take away from this story.  

The first is that funny things can happen when you and I actually get to know people who we 

consider to be on the outside of our group, and in some way unworthy and unclean, and hear 

their stories.  William Willoman is a Methodist pastor and scholar, who tells about being in a 

church where the preacher was railing against moral decay in North American society.  As an 

example, the preacher used the AIDS epidemic.  These people with AIDS are getting what they 

deserve, the preacher suggested.  Sin leads to sickness. Case closed. 

After the service, on his way out, Willoman struck up a conversation with an older man, 

a longtime member of the church.  They talked about the sermon.  The man said, "I used to 

think just like the preacher.  Then I got involved in our town's home for AIDS victims.  I go there 

every week to be with these young men.  Most of them have been all but forgotten by their 

families.  I do what I can.  To tell you the truth, I get more out of them than I give.  It's done 

wonders for my prayer life."  An important stage in Peter’s “conversion” to seeing the wideness 

of God’s boundaries happens when he meets Cornelius and hears his story.  And for Peter, what 

used to be black and white becomes a lot more gray. 

The second thought I have from this story concerns The First Mennonite Church of 

Vineland.  I’ve heard quite a few of you talk about how you see this congregation as being quite 

open, and accepting, and supportive of people who, in one way or another, don’t always stay 

within the boundaries and lines.  This has been a safe place for questioners and seekers, and 

sometimes a helpful place for those wishing to take new steps in new directions.  A church like 

that is a real gift, and shouldn’t hide itself under a bushel.  Maybe in this interim time we could 

ask how, in the future, we here could work more intentionally at sharing God’s love with others 

out there, at inviting and helping those who feel themselves to be outsiders to the faith to 

become insiders. 

The third thing I take away from our story is that we need to watch out for the Holy 

Spirit.  It’s the Spirit who leads Peter to a wider vision of who it is that God loves, and it’s the 



same Spirit who is also working in the life of “unclean” Cornelius.  Sometimes the Holy Spirit 

had to drag the early church kicking and screaming toward the wideness of God's mercy, and 

maybe the same is true for you and me.  Next time you have an impulse to be merciful toward 

someone who maybe doesn’t seem to deserve it because they have strayed outside of some 

kind of line, you might blame it on the Holy Spirit.  And, by the way, that same Spirit shows just 

as much mercy toward those of us who always do color within the lines, as it does toward those 

who don’t. 


