Acts 10:30-48

I’ve learnt that there are two kinds of peace. The world wants peace, in which it shouldn’t matter what you believe about God; ‘All religions lead to God. They are all basically the same.’ In fact, the world wants peace in which it shouldn’t even matter whether you believe in God or not. It’s a human-centred kind of peace; it says, ‘we don’t need God to give us peace. We can make peace happen ourselves, without him. We’d rather do it our way.’ 
This worldly kind of peace can seem very attractive to many. Especially in our multicultural society. If we could just pretend all religions are the same, or if we could just pretend religions are not relevant, in order to achieve peace. Let’s just talk about values. Don’t talk about God. This kind of peace can seem to give us a shortcut, can’t it?
But is that a shortcut? 
The Bible calls for peace of a different order; peace which is from God; Yes, we have to work hard to achieve this peace; & maintain this peace; but the kind of peace the Bible calls for ultimately depends on God; peace in which what you believe about God not only does matter, but is very crucial. We cannot experience this kind of peace, without God. And God has provided us with a shortcut to experience this peace. The shortcut is none other than Jesus Christ.
We continue in our series on the First Christians, from the sequel to the Luke’s Gospel, i.e. the book of Acts of the Apostles. 

Today, we’re looking at another major milestone in the life of the First Christians. It’s the conversion of people who were not Jews, or so-called Gentiles. For the first time, people like you & me became followers of Jesus. Hence, the title, ‘The Gospel to Us’

Our Bible passage today comes at the end of the story of the conversion of one of the first Gentiles who became a follower of Jesus. It’s a man named Cornelius. He was a top official of the Roman army, which ruled at the time. But he worshipped the God of Israel, although not recognised as equal by the Jews, because he didn’t fully embrace Judaism & all its rituals fully. 
The story of Cornelius’ conversion is much longer, starting from v.1 in chapter 10. We only started reading in v.30. The story itself is certainly worth reading in full & worth reflecting, but that’s for another day. To cut a long story short: God guided Cornelius through a divine vision to meet with apostle Peter & to expect to hear a message from God for Cornelius. But in the meantime, God also prepared Peter for this cross-cultural encounter with Cornelius. God gave Peter visions that helped him to understand one crucial truth: in a nutshell, the truth God wants Peter to understand is this: that because Jesus has come, Peter now needs to make friends with a non-Jew like Cornelius, with people like you & me, in order to introduce him & us to Jesus.
So what is the message from God for Cornelius? What is the message from God for us? We pick up from v.34
34Peter then said:

   Now I am certain that God treats all people alike. 35God is pleased with everyone who worships him and does right, no matter what nation they come from. 
With God’s authority, Peter says to Cornelius, & to us, ‘God treats all people alike. God is pleased with everyone who worships him and does right, no matter what nation they come from. ’ Another translation says, ‘God does not show favouritism but accepts men from every nation who fear him & do what is right.’
What is the Bible saying here? Is God saying that he accepts everyone, because all religions lead to him?
The NSW Parliament was discussing same-sex adoption legislation last week. The discussion was about whether or not gays should be allowed to adopt children. Of course this is a controversial issue. The Premier of NSW, Kristina Keneally, gave ‘in principle support’. She is known to be a devout Catholic, so some asked her, how do you reconcile such progressive view on adoption with your religious background? Ms Keneally replied: "Jesus sat with the sinners and the saints and he was not a man of judgment but rather a man of love". She said, ‘Jesus loves all. He accepted all. For me, that is the strongest message that comes out of the gospel.’

Is Ms Keneally right? Is she right, that Jesus accepted all? 
I think she leaves out something important, doesn’t she? 
For example, Jesus himself says, 
Matthew 7:21  "Not everyone who says to me,`Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven.
To come back to our passage: What is God saying here? Is God saying that he accepts everyone, because all religions lead to him?

No. The Bible says here, God is pleased with everyone who worships him and does right. He accepts men from every nation who fear him & do what is right.
With those who don’t worship him, those who don’t fear him, & those who don’t do what’s right, God is not pleased. He does not accept everyone.
36This is the same message that God gave to the people of Israel, when he sent Jesus Christ, the Lord of all, to offer peace to them.
This is what I said earlier: God has provided us with a shortcut to experience peace. That shortcut is none other than Jesus Christ, the Lord of all. The whole world is separated from God & under God’s wrath. But God sent Jesus, the Lord of all, to offer peace to us.
See, the world thinks it can achieve peace without God, or at least without Jesus. But God is saying, there is no peace without me. There is no peace without Jesus. Jesus is my offer of peace.
Peter then tells Cornelius about Jesus.

    37You surely know what happened everywhere in Judea. It all began in Galilee after John had told everyone to be baptized.38God gave the Holy Spirit and power to Jesus from Nazareth. He was with Jesus, as he went around doing good and healing everyone who was under the power of the devil. 39We all saw what Jesus did both in Israel and in the city of Jerusalem. Jesus was put to death on a cross. 40But three days later, God raised him to life and let him be seen. 41Not everyone saw him. He was seen only by us, who ate and drank with him after he was raised from death. We were the ones God chose to tell others about him.
    42God told us to announce clearly to the people that Jesus is the one he has chosen to judge the living and the dead. 43Every one of the prophets has said that all who have faith in Jesus will have their sins forgiven in his name.
God sent Jesus, the Lord of all, to offer peace to us.

That’s why Jesus had to come in the first place. That’s why Jesus had to die & rose again to life. So that we know that he is the One. He is the one God has chosen to judge the living and the dead. But he’s also the One through whom we can be forgiven by God. all who have faith in Jesus will have their sins forgiven in his name. He’s our only shortcut to peace.

Ms Keneally was wrong. ‘the strongest message that comes out of the gospel’ is not that Jesus accepts everybody. But it’s this: Jesus accepts everybody who have faith in him. He forgives everybody who trusts him. He’s God’s offer of peace. True peace. 
Now, it’s true that we need to treat everyone with love & respect. Jesus is the judge, not we. It’s true that we still have to work hard to achieve peace & maintain peace, whether or not people believe in God. But we still need to tell them about Jesus. Just as God chose the first Christians to tell people from all nations in the 1st century Jerusalem & beyond about Jesus, so he has chosen us Green Valley Christians to tell people from all nations today about Jesus. There’s no other shortcut to true peace, apart from Jesus. 
Pretending that all religions are the same, is not a shortcut. It’s wrong. Pretending that God is not relevant, that it’s enough simply to talk about values, in order to achieve peace, is not a shortcut. It’s wrong. 
True peace can only come from God. And it starts by putting our trust in Jesus, the Lord of all. Everything else flows from there.
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