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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

5th Sunday of Easter; April 28th, 2013 

Acts 11:1-18 

“A Holy Spirit of Dis-Comfort” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Scripture Introduction to Acts 11:1-18 

Last week the story was Peter raising from the dead Tabitha, 

whose Greek name, Dorcas, means Gazelle. A gazelle is known 

for its beauty and grace and Tabitha was known that way too.  

She had a ministry with widows, with the powerless, and when 

she died the church was deeply grieved.  The church where 

Tabitha was a disciple was in Joppa, a well-known seaport 

town. The last line of the story we read last week would have 

been an arresting one for any Jew hearing the story... Meanwhile 

(Peter) stayed in Joppa for some time with a certain Simon, a 

tanner (v.43).   

 

Two details in that line flow right over our modern and 

non-Jewish ears, but details that would not have been missed by 

a first century Jew.  In the first place, Peter stays in Joppa.  

Joppa was the town where Jonah was launched kicking and 

screaming into a ministry to Gentiles when he was sent to 

Nineveh.  Remember Jonah –  he was the hapless Hebrew 

prophet swallowed by a big fish as he was trying to get away 

from preaching to non-Jews.  God finally convinced Jonah to 

go to Nineveh and the people accepted God’s word and were 

saved.  Well, Peter was in the very same Joppa, and he was 

about to enter into a ministry to non-Jews. 

 

The second detail that would have been a “heads up” to any Jew 
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hearing the story was the fact that Peter was staying with a 

tanner.  Peter, though he was a follower of Jesus, was still a 

Jew.  He kept Jewish laws and he ate kosher food.  Typically a 

devout Jew would avoid the home of a tanner because of the 

work a tanner did.  There would be lots of blood in the home of 

a tanner and the people who lived there would be tainted, 

sullied, impure; yet, that is where Peter stayed for an extended 

period of time.  Something was up.  Something was happening 

in the mind and heart of Simon Peter, the devout Jew who 

followed Jesus of Nazareth, the Christ.  

 

To this point in the history of the Christian church, all the 

followers of Jesus were Jews.  Christianity, though it was not 

called by that name yet, was a movement within Judaism.  

Peter, though he was a prominent leader in the movement was, 

nevertheless, still very much a Jew, and while Peter was in 

Joppa there was a Roman Army Captain, by the name of 

Cornelius, who had a vision.  Cornelius was a gentile, but in his 

vision he was told to send for Simon Peter.  So Cornelius sent 

some of his men to Joppa to bring Peter to his house, his tainted, 

sullied, gentile house in Caesarea.    

 

Peter, at the very same time, while staying with Simon the 

tanner, had a vision himself.  Peter’s vision took place on 

Simon’s roof while Peter was at noon day prayer.  Peter was 

hungry and during his prayer time he saw something like a large 

sheet coming down from heaven –  on the sheet were all kinds 

of animals, reptiles, and wild birds.  A voice said: Get up, 

Peter, kill and eat!  Peter’s reply was swift and unequivocal –  

Absolutely not!  Remember Peter was a kosher Jew.  Some of 
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the animals on the sheet were not kosher.  Peter said –  I have 

never eaten anything unclean!    The voice in the vision said: 

Do not consider that which God has made unclean; so arise, 

Peter, kill and eat.    Peter said again –  No.  I am not that 

kind of person.  In other words, Peter was saying to God, “I am 

a Jew.  I follow the Jewish law.  I follow the laws of Moses.  

Who are you, Almighty God, to tell me to break the laws you 

gave me!”  A third time the voice tells Peter to eat, and then the 

sheet and all the animals are taken up into heaven.  

 

Right at that moment there was a knock on the door.  The 

messengers from Cornelius arrived just as Peter has had his 

vision and his argument with God.  The messengers came and 

invited Peter to follow them to Caesarea to go to the home of a 

visionary gentile, Cornelius.  By this time Peter had reached a 

point where his resistance had grown weak.  Like Jonah before 

him, Peter finally succumbs to the calling of God and sets out to 

enter into a world he had never known and never expected to 

know.   

 

When Peter arrived at Cornelius’ home, Cornelius fell down at 

Peter’s feet and worshiped him.  Peter picked him up and told 

him that he was only a man.  Peter went into the house and 

found a group of people –  all Gentiles –  waiting to hear from 

him.  Peter told them that God had shown him that he should 

not call anyone unclean or profane.  The people who Peter had 

heretofore always considered tainted, sullied, impure asked him 

to preach to them.  He did.  Peter told them of God’s work 

through Jesus of Nazareth, the Christ.  And before Peter had 

even finished his sermon, the Holy Spirit was poured out upon 
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that group of people Peter would have walked across the street 

to avoid even the day before.  Peter then baptized each one.   

 

This was a watershed moment in the life of the early church.  

Beyond the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, and the gift of 

the Holy Spirit on the gathered community in Jerusalem after 

Jesus’ ascension into heaven, anyone would be hard pressed to 

name a more important event in the unfolding of the Christian 

movement than this revelation to Peter and Cornelius.  The 

good news of Jesus Christ was on the move and this good news 

was breaking down barriers and flowing outside the establish 

channels.  The flood gates of love had been opened!  God was 

bringing into God’s community people who were vastly 

different than the core group to which God revealed the message 

and love of Jesus.  Gentiles, outsiders, were being baptized in 

the name of Jesus and the Gentile “they” was becoming the 

Christian “us.”  God, through the Holy Spirit, had opened the 

doors to the church wide, wide open!   

 

And don’t you think this is grand!?   

Well, it did not go over so great at first....   

 

Peter gets called onto the carpet for taking the message and love 

of Jesus into places and to people to whom it did not belong.   

 

Listen for the Word of God in Acts 11:1-18. 

This rendering is from The Message by Eugene Peterson. 

 

The news (that Peter had baptized Gentiles) traveled fast and in 

no time the leaders and friends back in Jerusalem heard about it 
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– heard that the non-Jewish “outsiders” were now “in.”  When 

Peter got back to Jerusalem, some of his old associates, 

concerned about circumcision, called him on the carpet: “What 

do you think you’re doing rubbing shoulders with that crowd, 

eating what is prohibited and ruining our good name?” 

 So Peter, starting from the beginning, laid it out for them 

step by step: “Recently I was in the town of Joppa praying.  I 

fell into a trance and saw a vision: Something like a huge 

blanket, lowered by ropes at its four corners, came down out of 

heaven and settled on the ground in front of me.  Milling 

around on the blanket were farm animals, wild animals, 

reptiles, birds – you name it, it was there.  Fascinated, I took it 

all in.  

 Then I heard a voice: ‘Go to it, Peter – kill and eat.’  I 

said, ‘Oh, no, Master.  I’ve never so much as tasted food that 

wasn’t kosher.’  The voice spoke again: ‘If God says it’s okay, 

it’s okay.’  This happened three times, and then the blanket was 

pulled back up into the sky. 

 “Just then three men showed up at the house where I was 

staying, sent from Caesarea to get me.  The Spirit told me to go 

with them, no questions asked.  So I went with them, I and six 

friends, to the man who had sent for me.  He told us how he had 

seen an angel right in his own house, real as his next-door 

neighbor, saying, ‘Send to Joppa and get Simon, the one they 

call Peter.  He’ll tell you something that will save your life – in 

fact, you and everyone you care for.’  

 “So I started in, talking.  Before I’d spoken half a dozen 

sentences, the Holy Spirit fell on them just as he did on us the 

first time.  I remembered Jesus’ words: ‘John baptized with 

water; you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.’ So I ask you: If 
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God gave the same exact gift to them as to us when we believed 

in the Master Jesus Christ, how could I object to God?”  

 Hearing it all laid out like that, they quieted down.  And 

then, as it sank in, they started praising God. “It’s really 

happened!  God has broken through to the other nations, 

opened them up to Life!”   

The Word of the Lord.  Thanks be to God. 

~~~~~~~~ 

We often speak of the Holy Spirit as the “Comforter,” and this is 

certainly true of how we experience God’s Spirit in our lives.  

The Holy Spirit does bring comfort in the midst of pain, 

suffering, illness, oppression, grief, and in the midst of ordinary 

and daily decisions and frustrations.  God can and does offer us 

comfort in our lives.  We need look no further than the passage 

in the book of Revelation for beautiful images of the Holy Spirit 

as “Comforter” –  (God) will wipe every tear from their eyes.  

Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be 

no more, for the first things have passed away (21:4). And To 

the thirsty I will give water as a gift from the spring of the water 

of life (21:6).   

 

The book of Revelation was written for a people enduring 

oppression as a reminder of the ultimate triumph of God over all 

that separates us from one another and from God.  It is a 

horrible and tragic misuse of this book to read it and use it to 

prophesy when the end of the world will come.  Lots and lots of 

people have become rich scaring people with the book of 

Revelation, but they are mis-reading it or cynically misusing it.  

Revelation is primarily a book of comfort and hope.   
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~~~~~~~~ 

So, the Holy Spirit comes to comfort God’s people, but it is 

equally true to say that the Holy Spirit comes to dis-comfort 

God’s people.  The Spirit of God works to sting our 

consciences, to pry away our prejudices, to rattle our routines.  

God’s Spirit sometimes comes to move us out of comfort into 

discomfort –  to push us beyond the place where we have 

grown complacent and into a place where we and the love of 

God might be expanded.  The Holy Spirit of God, in a word, 

can be a pain! 

 

The Biblical witness is clear on this issue.  God is all the time 

uprooting people from their comfort and calling them forward 

into that which is unknown, uncomfortable and scary.   

*Abraham and Sarah –  called to leave comforts of home to go 

to God only knows where! 

*Moses –  called to leave the comfort of the Pharaoh’s palace 

to lead a rebellious and stiff necked slave people into freedom! 

*Jonah –  called to preach God’s word to a people he despised! 

*Ruth –  called to stay with her mother-in-law even at the 

expense of returning home! 

*Mary, the mother of Jesus –  called to a pregnancy that only a 

few would understand and celebrate and to bear a son who she 

would have to watch be crucified for giving voice to God’s love 

and compassion. 

*Jesus –  he did not count equality with God a thing to be 

grasped but emptied himself taking the form of a servant! 

*Paul –  an upwardly mobile Jew called to found Christian 

churches and to be rejected by his own people!   

*Peter –  a simple fisherman called to leave his nets to begin to 
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preach a new faith to a new people!  Peter was led to see that 

faith in Jesus Christ was not just for fellow Jews but for all 

people –  even those he would have called tainted, sullied, 

impure.   

The witness of Scripture is clear –  God has been and continues 

to be in the business of breaking down all the barriers and 

widening all the channels for the flow of God’s love on earth! 

~~~~~~~~ 

So, where is the Spirit calling us to go?   

Where in our personal lives are we being pulled  

to enter new territory?   

Where are we being lured to leave old ways behind  

and enter into a new way of living?   

Where is the Spirit calling our church  

to lead the way into the fullness of God’s love and grace?  

Where is the Spirit calling the Christian faith  

to be in the 21st century?   

There are many answers to the above questions,  

but the ocean into which all our rivers will flow  

is the all-embracing love and compassion of God!   

In our thirst we pray... 

Come, Holy Spirit, Comforter and Dis-Comforter, 

 and lead us to the water of Life! Amen.  
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