 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
Looking On The Heart, Not The Face


Acts 10:1-6, 9-20, 23b-24, 34-35

The Book of Acts begins with Christ’s commission to the disciples: ...you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.
The rest of the book is a telling of the story of how the church obeyed that command of Christ and spread the gospel across the known world. It is a description of how, in ever expanding concentric circles, the church carried out its mission into new places. 

But up to this point in the story, the mission activity of these early Jewish Christians has been limited to Jews. Even the remarkable story of Pentecost, with its reversal of the confusion of languages at Babel in Genesis 11, the aim of the witness is to Jews of the Diaspora, or Dispersion. 

Then we come to this text in Acts 10, in which Peter proclaims: ...Of a truth, I perceive that God is no respecter of persons....Outside of the claims about Jesus recorded in the gospels, this is perhaps the most significant statement in the whole New Testament. The Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann calls texts like this one “thick texts,”– texts that are deep and rich and history changing. And this is the text I hold out for us to reflect on this second Sunday of the new year, as this congregation is deep into its search for new pastoral leadership.

Let’s begin with a little historical background. Peter, a good Jew, had been taught to keep himself separate from those of other races and nations. He was not to associate with non-Jews, eat with them, invite them into his house, or marry them. Throughout the Old Testament, such separation was an important survival mechanism for the people of Israel. They hoped to become a great nation by maintaining a strong cultural and ethnic identity. Even when Jesus spoke and taught, his message spread as an expression of Judaism, not as a separate faith. Peter saw himself as a missionary to the Jews.

Then comes the tenth chapter of Acts. The chapter opens with this statement: In Caesarea there was a man named Cornelius, a centurion of the Italian Cohort. Stop right there! The man Peter would encounter in this chapter was a Roman and a Centurion. Cornelius was not just a foreigner, but an officer in the army occupying Israel. On this level, the two men had no common ground and would not be coming together in a social setting, something Peter’s faith forbade.

But the verse continues: He was a devout man who feared God. Cornelius was not a Jew, but he was a man who feared God. And that truth opened whole new possibilites.

One afternoon, Cornelius had a vision in which an angel of God told him to send word to Joppa for Simon Peter to come to him. About noon, the next day, as the men were on their way to summon Peter, Peter himself had a vision–a very strange vision. We read it earlier in verses eleven through sixteen of this tenth chapter of Acts. 

In Peter’s vision, the heavens opened and something like a large sheet came down, lowered by its four corners. In the sheet were all kinds of four-footed creatures, reptiles and birds. The voice in his vision told him to eat, but Peter declined As a good Jew, he would have eaten only kosher food, avoiding unclean animals. Jewish dietary laws forbade the eating of animals with cloven hoofs or which did not chew the cud. The voice from heaven responded forcefully: What God has made clean, you must not call profane. The vision was repeated three times, and then it was over.

While Peter was still reeling from this vision, trying to determine what it meant, the men from Cornelius arrived. The Spirit told Peter to go with the men, so he invited the men to stay with him. The next day, Peter and the men set out for Caesarea. When Peter arrived at Cornelius’ house, he said: You yourselves know that it is unlawful for a Jew to associate with or visit a Gentile; but God has shown me that I should not call anyone profane or unclean. Then Peter asked why Cornelius had sent for him.

Cornelius expressed to Peter his need for God and the vision he had. He told Peter that all of us are here in the presence of God to listen to all that the Lord has commanded you to say. When Peter began to speak, to share the gospel with Cornelius and his household, he began with the words we read from verse thirty-four of Acts, chapter ten: I truly understand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him.
I am not altogether sure that you and I understand the radical nature of what Peter says. If we take these words and put them back into the original Hebrew, here is a closer reading: Of a truth I perceive that God looks upon the heart and not the face. For God, what is important is not the race or ethnicity of a person or any of the other tests we place on fellowship in the church, but the quality and depth of that person’s faith. Peter is a good Jew–who knows he ought to remain separate from foreigners–and reminds Cornelius of that fact. But through the Holy Spirit, his vision and his experience with Cornelius, Peter is now able to say with confidence that God is no respecter of persons; everyone who has faith is acceptable to God.

And in my mind’s eye, I can see God exclaiming in celebration: “Yes! They’ve gotten it, finally.” But somehow, just as soon as we “got it,” we lost it. Over the last two thousand years, we have been busily building walls of separation between “us and them.” 

We have fought with each other over doctrine or worship or proper behavior. Think about our fights: over the inspiration of the Scripture, over the virgin birth, over the meaning of baptism, over race and gender—fights with winners and losers and a separation of God’s people. We have fought over music in worship, over what the bread and the cup mean in Communion–fights in which there have been winners and losers and a further tearing of the family of God. We have fought over divorce and homosexuality and tobacco and alcohol and gambling–again with winners and losers and a tearing of the fabric of God’s people. 

We tend to divide people by age and race and nationality and gender and economic standing and politics. We just keep building walls of separation and creating more and more of “us and them.” But Peter offers a radical thought–a thought we often forget in the fighting of these wars: we are all God’s favorites. God looks upon the heart and not the face. And this thought has been around for a long while, but all the division and suspicion and distance from each other suggests that we really have been slow to catch on.

But the story does not end in Cornelius’ house in Caesarea. If you follow the story into the eleventh chapter of Acts, Peter returns to Jerusalem–to a rather angry and fretful group of believers. Why did you go to uncircumcised men and eat with them? they asked. Peter told them the story of what happened–of the twin visions that he and Cornelius had, but they still had questions: Don’t you know that we don’t have anything to do with the Gentiles?
And Peter’s response needs to be carved over every church door in the world. It needs to be put right out in front of us every time we meet to make decisions or share fellowship: The Spirit of God told me to go with them and not to make a distinction between them and us....so who was I to hinder God? And then Luke tells us that the group that had been interrogating Peter broke into praise, giving thanks that God had included “even the Gentiles in the repentance that leads to life.”

Brueggemann is right, this is a “heavy text.” It is a text that reaches back into our past and reshapes the present and looks toward the future in new ways.This text confronts us with our tendency to show partiality; our tendency to divide the world in “them and us.” We need to remember the truth that God looks upon the heart and not the face. And who are we to hinder God?

The question is, “What do we do with this word from Acts that we are all God’s favorites?” It is hard for us who do have favorites, who do show partiality, not to divide the world into “them and us.” But we can begin living now out of genuine acceptance and appreciation. We can invest enough of ourselves to get past our stereotypes and prejudices and learn about each other. We can prove by our life here and our witness in the world that acceptance and unity and peace are possible. We can resist the temptation to create situations of “them or us,” and live with the attitude that no one wins unless all win, and when one loses we all lose.

We need to remember the truth Peter discovered: God shows no partiality; God looks on the heart and not the face. You see, God has created us all as one family and a day will come when there will be no more “them and us.” The day will come when we will all be members of “one great fellowship of love.”  Amen.

