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This is one of the most important events in the history of the Christian Church. If it 

had not happened, we might not be Christians today. If it had not happened, Christianity 

might have remained a minor sect of Judaism, and probably would have died out 

centuries ago. Dr. Luke, the author of Acts, obviously realized the crucial significance of 

this story because he repeats the complete narration of it again in the next chapter, and 

then devotes a 3rd chapter, chapter 15, to the results of this event which begins here in 

chapter 10. 

It is very difficult for us today to get the full significance of what was happening to 

Peter here. For well over 1200 years, going back to the days of Moses, Jews had carefully 

observed a strict list of dietary laws. Turn in your Bibles back to Leviticus 11. There you 

will find 47 verses spelling out in detail the difference between clean and unclean food. 

Clean animals were those that have a divided hoof and chew the cud. Camels are 

ceremonially unclean because although they chew the cud, their hoof is not divided. Pigs 

are unclean because although they have a divided hoof, they don’t chew the cud. Fish are 

OK because they have fins and scales, but not shrimp or lobster, clams or oysters. Birds 

of prey are out. Crickets and grasshoppers are OK, but other flying insects are not. 

Lizards, gecko and weasels are unclean, as well as of course a rat. Furthermore, anyone 

who touches a dead animal is unclean until evening. And if a carcass of an unclean 

animal falls on an oven or cooking pot, it must be broken up. That’s why to this very day, 

Orthodox Jews strictly observe these kosher dietary rules, and make sure the food they 

eat is prepared in a kosher kitchen. 

Three times the voice commanded, “Get up Peter, kill and eat.” But Peter shows 

his loyalty to the sacred dietary laws and refuses. “No, Lord, I have never eaten a slice of 

bacon in my life.” 

These dietary laws were not a matter of etiquette or peculiar eating habits. They 

were a matter of survival and identity for Jews. They lived in the midst of incredible 

pressure to forsake their faith, drop their particularities and become a good citizen of the 

Empire. Bible commentator William Willimon writes that we must not read this story 

from the safe vantage point of a majority religion where broad-mindedness and toleration 

cost the majority nothing, but rather, read the story as it was first heard—from the 

minority point of view, people for who a bit of pork or a pinch of incense to Caesar or a 

little intermarriage was a matter of life and death for the community. No wonder Peter 

was baffled by this vision.   

 Perhaps that helps us to understand why there was such an enormous, impassible 

gulf in those days between Jew and Gentile, greater than can be imagined today. To the 



Jew, the Gentile was an abomination; his touch defiled, his customs were abhorrent, his 

religion was a blasphemy. The strict Jew believed that God had no use for the Gentiles, 

that God’s favor extended to the Jews and the Jews alone. Sometimes they even went to 

the length of saying that help must not be given to a Gentile woman in the time of 

childbirth, because that would only be to bring another Gentile into the world. 

No orthodox Jew would ever enter the home of a Gentile, or invite a Gentile into 

his home. All familiar interaction with Gentiles was forbidden, and no pious Jew would 

ever sit down at the table of a Gentile. 

Peter didn’t have to puzzle over the vision very long. Luke astounds us with God’s 

perfect timing. Verse 19: “While Peter was still thinking about the vision, the Spirit said 

to him, ‘Simon, three men are looking for you. So get up and go downstairs. Do not 

hesitate to go with them, for I have sent them.’” 

Gradually it begins to dawn on Peter what this vision might mean. These three men 

were Gentiles, sent by a Roman centurion. I’m sure Peter had to swallow hard a few 

times, but he invited them in. As John Calvin wrote 460 years ago in his Acts 

commentary on verse 23, “Peter, having been conquered by the authority of God, is in 

doubt no longer, but gives the men hospitality, so that he may soon take the road with 

them. So we must quietly submit ourselves to God, and when his will is known, all that is 

left for us to do is to run quickly to where He calls.”  

God was not altering the food laws which had sustained the health and separation 

of Israel. He was up to something far more profound than that. The Lord had in mind not 

the food that Peter should eat, but the people he should love. I’m sure he pondered this 

drastic change the whole 30 mile journey north from Joppa to Caesarea, and debated the 

meaning with the 6 Jewish Christian friends who went with him. 

When they got to Cornelius’ house, they found a large gathering, eager to hear 

what this Jew might have to say. Of course Cornelius had told everyone about the angel 

who had appeared to him and told him to send for Peter, so this man must have 

something very special for us. They were sitting on the edge of their seats. Peter started 

out, verse 28, “You are well aware that it is against our law for a Jew to associate with or 

visit a Gentile. But God has shown me that I should not call anyone impure or unclean. 

So when I was sent for, I came without raising any objection. May I ask why you sent for 

me?” 

 Cornelius told him the story of the visitation by the angel, and Peter began, verse 

34, “I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism but accepts from 

every nation the one who fears him and does what is right.” Peter then told them the good 

news of the gospel. While he was even speaking, the people were filled with the Holy 

Spirit and began speaking in tongues and praising God, confirming indeed that the gospel 

was for all people, both Jews and Gentiles. 

It didn’t take very long for the word to get back to the Jewish Christians in 

Jerusalem, and the pushback began. Change is hard, and this change was so radical, going 



against centuries and centuries of Jewish separation, that many of the Jewish Christians 

had a very hard time accepting it. In fact if it had been one of the other disciples, instead 

of the revered leader of the early church, Simon Peter, the people perhaps would have 

never accepted this radical change.  

Long before, Jesus had said in Matthew 16, “You are Peter, and on this rock I will 

build my church, and the gates of hell will not overcome it. I will give you the keys of the 

kingdom of heaven.” And now the Lord was asking Peter to take one of those keys and 

open the gates of the kingdom of heaven to the Gentiles. But the church in Jerusalem had 

a closed agenda and it did not include the conversion of the Gentiles. One faction, the 

circumcision party, found it impossible to stretch its prejudices to accept the fact that 

Peter had eaten with Gentiles. How amazing! Their dispute with Peter was not that the 

Gentiles had received the Holy Spirit, but that Peter had fraternized with non-Hebrews.  

The resistance to this change continued for a number of years. Finally, in Acts 15 

we read of the Council in Jerusalem, where this issue was decided once and for all. Some 

of the Jewish Christians insisted that unless you were circumcised according to the 

custom taught by Moses, you could not be saved. After much discussion Peter got up and 

addressed them: "Brothers, you know that some time ago God made a choice among you 

that the Gentiles might hear from my lips the message of the gospel and believe. 8God, 

who knows the heart, showed that he accepted them by giving the Holy Spirit to them, 

just as he did to us. 9He did not discriminate between us and them, for he purified their 

hearts by faith. 10Now then, why do you try to test God by putting on the necks of 

Gentiles a yoke that neither we nor our ancestors have been able to bear? 11No! We 

believe it is through the grace of our LORD Jesus that we are saved, just as they are." 

As Lloyd Ogilvie, pastor of Hollywood Presbyterian years ago and chaplain of the 

US Senate, has written, “The future of the church as a world-wide movement of the Lord 

to reach all people, regardless of race, hung in the balance.” Peter’s speech carried the 

day, as well as the testimony of Paul and Silas about the signs and wonders God had done 

among the Gentiles on their missionary journeys. The final decision was made, a letter 

was drafted to send to the believers in Antioch, Syria and Cilicia, and Gentiles were 

welcomed into the church, freed from the oppressive restraints of the law of Moses.  

Luke has led us through the most critical transition that the early church faced. If 

Peter had not been receptive to this radical change, we would not be Christians today. 

Christianity would have remained a minor sect of Judaism and would have died out 

centuries ago. 

 

We are going through our own transition now at West Side. I don’t know if we can 

call it critical or not, but it is certainly very important, and it is not easy. Change is hard. 

We don’t like it. We resist change. For 35 years we were comfortable with Pastor Paul as 

our leader. Our attendance is down, which always happens in a church during a transition 

time. We lost some people because we didn’t withdraw from the PCUSA, and at the other 



end of the spectrum we lost some people because we joined the Fellowship Community 

and adopted their standards. And we’ve lost some folks because they didn’t agree with a 

woman in the pulpit. Some of the changes have been minor, like a different tune for the 

Doxology. Some have been more major like changing the times of the Sunday services. 

Change is hard and most of us have a hard time with it. 

The Holy Cow Congregational Survey taken last April, with a whopping 279 of us 

turning in responses, showed that we are not very flexible. We don’t like changes in 

worship. We tend to stay very close to established ways of doing things. The less flexible 

a church, research shows, the more likely it is to believe that a particular style is central 

to its identity. 

That’s certainly describes us, doesn’t it. Traditional worship is central to our 

identity. If you don’t like traditional worship you probably wouldn’t be attending here. 

There are plenty of other churches that don’t have an organ or a choir or hymnbooks, and 

where the pastor may wear torn jeans in the pulpit or maybe not a pulpit. There are lots of 

other churches whose music I characterize as 7-11. That’s 7 words, 11 times.  

But not everyone likes traditional worship. We all have different tastes in music. It 

is partly generational, but not always. Several years ago we enjoyed Dr. Bryan Burton as 

our interim associate. He was an outstanding teacher and theologian, and he wasn’t 

young by any means. But every once in a while he would tell us about enjoying going to 

a rock concert. I wouldn’t go to a rock concert if you paid me and gave me ear plugs. But 

I will pay to go to the Seattle Symphony at Benaroya or the Northwest Symphony that 

Lola Gracey plays in. 

Rick Boogaard, chair of our Pastor Nominating Committee, ran across a wonderful 

little book a few months ago, and he and Jill Campbell each got a box of them to pass out 

to the other members of the PNC and the session and others. I think there are at least 40 

copies floating around. Maybe some of you got a copy and haven’t read it. But you need 

to. And if you didn’t get a copy, I think they are only about $8.00 on Amazon. The title is 

Who Moved My Pulpit, Leading Change in the Church by Thom Rainer. It is a very 

insightful book, an easy read, by a man who has published 25 other books about various 

aspects of church life and who has millions of followers of his blog and podcast and 

mentoring ministries. 

Here is what he writes in the Acknowledgments : “You have heard me describe the 

state of churches in North America. Nearly nine out of ten are either declining, or they 

are growing more slowly than the communities in which they are located. In simple terms 

90 percent of our churches are losing ground in their respective communities. Change is 

absolutely necessary in our churches. Major change is needed in most of them. But 

change is very difficult in most churches. Church members have become complacent and 

comfortable. Many church members have become highly change resistant. The gospel is 

at stake. Eternal lives are at stake. I pray this book on leading change in your church will 



be a catalyst to make a difference. I pray you and many leaders will read and study it 

together. And I pray you will be courageous to lead change no matter what the cost.” 

At the end of the book there is a questionnaire called “Change Readiness Inventory 

for Churches. This questionnaire was given last fall to 50 West Side church leaders, at the 

request of the PNC. They really wanted to know what our leaders thought about change 

as they thought about what kind of a new pastor they should be seeking. You see the 

results. They are not pretty. There were zero respondents in the first two categories. 

RFC 1: Your church can handle change exceptionally well. Your church is 

probably in the top 2 percent in its readiness for change.  

RFC 2: Very good potential to handle change. Improvements could be made, but 

your church is well above the average in its readiness for change. 

There were 6 out of 50 who scored in category 3:  

RFC 3: Above average potential in the church’s readiness for change. The church 

will need to make several improvements to be ready for significant change. 

There were 17 out of 50 who scored in category 4:  

RFC 4: Average potential for change. “Average” is not good, because the average 

church in America is losing ground in its community. Many improvements are needed if 

this church really wishes to be around in twenty years. 

There were 20 out of 50 who scored in category 5:   

RFC 5: In the church’s current state, change could cause the church to implode. A 

church with this RFC score is likely a dying church or will likely become a dying church 

soon. Radical changes are needed, but the congregation does not appear willing to make 

the changes. 

There were 7 out of 50 who scored in category 6:  

RFC 6: This church is highly resistant to change. With a score this low, it is one of 

the most change-resistant churches in America. The death of the church is likely near. It 

is probably time to consider giving the church facilities to a healthier church before the 

doors close. 

Now, let me interpret these results a little. I think one of the major issues is that we 

don’t want to change our traditional worship. I get that. I don’t want to change our 

traditional worship style either. The PNC gets that. Rick has assured me that they are not 

going to call a new pastor who is going to get rid of the organ or choir or hymnbooks and 

preach with torn jeans. West Side will always have traditional worship. That’s our style 

and it is central to our identity. 

But as I said, not everyone likes traditional worship. Several months ago Shari 

went to a meeting in San Diego of pastors of medium sized and large churches that are 

members of the Fellowship. Only 3 out of the 28 churches did not have a contemporary 

service, and West Side was one of the three.  

Forty six years ago, when I was the new young pastor at First Presbyterian in 

Centralia, we started a 9:30 contemporary service. We met in our Fellowship Hall, with 



chairs in 2 or 3 rows in a U shape. The session decided they didn’t want a traditional 

sermon, and that they shouldn’t expect their pastor to prepare something different every 

Sunday in addition to the 11:00 sermon. So we had a wide variety of special speakers, 

music groups, missionaries, films, drama groups. The service became so popular that 

eventually the attendance pretty much equaled the 11:00 service. Since there was no 

duplication, many people came to both. What we did find was that the contemporary 

service, because it was unique and always different and always interesting, drew people 

in from the community who were not church goers, and some found Christ and grew in 

their faith. 

My son Tim recently moved to Bellevue and has been visiting several churches. I 

was asking him Thursday whether he had visited Bellevue Presbyterian where I was the 

youth pastor when he was born 50 years ago. They have a tremendous preacher, an 

incredible choir, a huge pipe organ, and even a contemporary service in their big 

fellowship hall, which he has also tried. “No,” he said, “Dad, it was boring.” I don’t 

understand that, but he obviously has completely different tastes than his dad. 

We’ve got to recognize that if we are going to grow, and reverse that downward 

trend that we are on, we’ve got to do whatever it takes to reach young families. And 

starting a contemporary service should be at the top of the list, as far as I am concerned. 

And it just so happens that Alan Muller, new elder on the session, has been tasked with 

that very responsibility. Alan is putting together a task force to work on this and I am sure 

he would be happy to include any of you who would like to help. They are tentatively 

calling it an outreach service. He hopes to get something started soon. Would all of you 

make this matter of prayer? This has great potential in reaching young families and 

younger people and it needs the strong prayer support of the whole congregation, every 

one of us. 

Look on your insert at the two most important goals for our church, distilled out of 

the Holy Cow survey last April: 

 Develop and implement a comprehensive strategy to reach new people and 

incorporate them into the life of the church, and 

 Make necessary changes to attract families with children and youth to our church. 

These top two goals certainly don’t jibe with our resistance to change reflected in 

these surveys. Perhaps they reflect the limitations of surveys. I think the goals reflect the 

realization that most of us have down deep that we’ve got to find ways to reach out to 

young families and young adults if we are ever going to turn around this decline in our 

attendance and membership. 

Let me ask you something very personal to confirm this. How many of you have 

children or grandchildren who are not attending church? Would you mind standing so we 

can pray for you? (Pray) 

Is there any question that we need to find ways to reach young families and youth? 



These two goals, distilled out of the congregations’ responses to the Holy Cow 

survey give me great hope. I am not at all discouraged. Some really exciting things are 

happening that you may not even know about. 

Do you know about Date Night? We’ve had two of them so far, and another one 

this Friday. There were 56 young parents who came to the last one, 28 couples, only a 

few from our congregation. Many of them were young mothers from MOPS, who had 

never met each other’s husbands. Dave Pimblett and others set up the fellowship area like 

a living room with couches scrounged from the library and elsewhere. Pastor Shari talked 

to them about strengthening their marriage and gave them a card with suggested things 

they could discuss on their date. They paired off into foursomes so they could get 

acquainted with another couple and share how they had met. There were a lot of children 

of course and our middle and high school kids organized a lot of fun activities for them. 

Some of the couples rushed off, but many of them hung around for a while, enjoying the 

fellowship. 

Do you know this school year the Seattle schools are dismissing the kids at 1:00 on 

Wednesdays, which of course has thrown families into a tizzy where both parents are 

working. So Stacy set up a Wednesday after school program with 33 kids here from our 3 

closest grade schools. This was so successful in the fall and has been so well received 

that all but one of the families signed up their students for this winter quarter. At least 

half of the students are from unchurched families. 

Yesterday our high school students worked in the kitchen and helped serve dinner 

at the Union Gospel Mission. One of their upcoming events is the 30 Hour Famine which 

our youth haven’t done around here for a long time, when they fast for 30 hours with all 

night activities here at the church, raising pledges and especially awareness of what it 

means to go hungry like so many around the world. Stacy says that ever since the mission 

trip to the Dominican Republic last summer, they are always bugging her wanting to do 

more of these service projects. 

Another thing encouraging to me and dear to my heart is our Vacation Bible 

School, since my mom was superintendent for 23 years way back. Do you realize it has 

almost doubled over what attendance was several years ago. Exciting things are 

happening in our outreach to young families, but we need more. 

 Our outreach to the community is growing as well.  Lee Sundquist has been a real 

spark plug in this growing outreach. Our community meal every other Saturday is a big 

success, thanks to many of you who work hard to put it on. Our partnership with 

Highland Park Elementary with work parties the last several summers and Janet Rice’s 

ESL program there have been very commendable. Our Foster Care ministry to foster kids 

headed by Dee West is beginning to take off and there has been great support for our 

Angel Tree ministry. 

 Thom Rainer in his little book, Who Moved My Pulpit? writes about the 

importance of being an outward focused church. He says most churches start out with a 



desire to reach their community. There is an urgency to get the message of the gospel to 

those in the area. But over time the efforts of the church typically begin to move 

inwardly. Most of the ministry and the activities are for the members. Early on the church 

proclaimed the Great Commission. Now it has become focused on the great comfort. 

That’s a great danger in every church. That’s why he says 90 percent of the churches in 

North America are losing ground in their respective communities. 

 We’ve got to keep our focus outward. We’ve got to keep the Great Commission 

our priority. We’ve got to reach out, outside the doors of our church, and share the gospel 

and the love of Christ. We’ve got to find creative ways to reach young families and 

young people. I’m excited for our future. Talking with Alan Muller this week, he said, “I 

think we are on the cusp of some exciting new things.” I have great hope. And it’s going 

to take all of us. And we can’t put unrealistic expectations on a new pastor, thinking he is 

going to turn things around and solve all our problems. No, that’s unrealistic and it is 

unfair pressure. It depends on us. Please pray diligently for our future. Please work hard 

to keep our focus outward. And don’t resist change. If Peter had resisted change, we 

wouldn’t be Christians today. 
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Gospel Hospitality ~ the practice of welcoming neighbors into Christian fellowship 

Throughout the history of the church when the good news of the Gospel of Jesus Christ is made clear, people 

respond. The earliest accounting of the Gospel's impact is found in the Book of Acts. Chapter 10 is filled with 

astonishing good news about the Word of God being received by Gentiles. At once Peter is called to account 

for his actions. The true witness of all that took place settles the matter. Gospel hospitality is to welcome 

everyone, always. This morning Pastor Ron walks us through the implications of this passage on our life 

together as a church.  

 

Mission Study Top Two Priorities (from the Holy Cow survey, 6/2017) 

1. Develop and implement a comprehensive strategy to reach new people and incorporate them into 

the life of the church 

2. Make necessary changes to attract families with children and youth to our church 

 

West Seattle Growth vs. West Side Attendance 

 

 

 

  



WSPC ”Readiness for Change” Survey Respondents by Category 

 

RFC 1: Your church can handle change exceptionally well. 

Your church is probably in the top 2 percent in its 

readiness for change. 

RFC 2: Very good potential to handle change. 

Improvements could be made, but your church is well 

above the average in its readiness for change. 

RFC 3: Above average potential in the church’s readiness 

for change. The church will need to make several 

improvements to be ready for significant change. 

RFC 4: Average potential for change. “Average” is not 

good, because the average church in America is losing 

ground in its community. Many improvements are needed 

if this church really wishes to be around in twenty years.  

RFC 5: In the church’s current state, change could cause the church to implode. A church with this RFC score is likely a dying church or 

will likely become a dying church soon. Radical changes are needed, but the congregation does not appear willing to make the changes. 

RFC 6: This church is highly resistant to change. With a score this low, it is one of the most change-resistant churches in America. The 

death of the church is likely near. It is probably time to consider giving the church facilities to a healthier church before the doors close. 

Who Moved My Pulpit? Leading Change in the Church, Thom S. Rainer 

 

 

Hopeful Signs of Change  

Youth Outreach in West Seattle  

 Our students are inviting friends to youth gatherings at West Side  

 Painted wall mural at Foster Care office of Department of Health and Human Services 

 Serving meals through Union Gospel Mission   

Outreach to Young Families  

 Date Night with a Purpose enriches marriages through monthly teaching and childcare 

 West Side Wednesdays after school program welcomes more than 30 children and their parents   

 New families are coming to West Side 

 Worship Outreach  

 Mission Study prompts thinking and early stage planning for an outreach service in 2018  

 West Seattle growth brings opportunity to welcome neighbors into Christian fellowship   

Want to learn more? The West Side Mission Study is on the church website (www.wspc.org). Visit the 

Welcome Center or Church Office for a print copy. The work initiated by the mission study is ongoing. 

Highlights are shared in monthly session updates. Visit the Sunday morning 9:00am class Godspeed: the Pace of 

Being Known. Read the weekly eNews (sign-up to receive on the website). Be encouraged. God is at work 

among us growing and stretching us in the practice of Gospel hospitality.   

Want to listen again to today's sermon? Find the audio recording of sermons online. Copies of Pastor Ron's 

manuscript are available in the Welcome Center. Request an audio CD from the church office. 


