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Pastor: Richard Pfeil

Conversions: From Religion to Relationship

Acts 10:1-6, 11-16, 27-29 (Peter)

(Chancel Choir sang  “Where Are the Shepherds?”)
I love that song. I love it because it is a good question.. It asks us, “Where are the people who were there on Christmas when it comes time for the cross?”  And where are we? As we walk down this road towards the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus, are we standing at the cross? Are we allowing ourselves to die to ourselves so that we live to him? What are we taking off and what are we putting on? Where will we be Good Friday? Will we be at the cross with the Savior? We had five services Christmas Eve - all of them packed. Where are they now, today? Where are you? Where is your head right now? Are you at the foot of the cross? 
We have been walking through a series on conversions, on changes that God desires to make in our lives: old behaviors that we take off as a way of dying to ourselves, taking up our cross; and putting on a new attitude, attitudes that God would want to see in us. In the last five weeks we looked at moving from isolation to intimacy, from denial to deliverance, from rage to redemptive anger, from procrastination to promise- keeping. Today I am going to look at moving from religion to a relationship with God. This is one of the most vital messages that we must hear. We need to move from religion to relationship. 
Now some people are finding that to be an odd statement. What do you mean by that? I am going to tell you something that is going to shock you. Religion has not been good for the world. It has not had a very good effect upon the world. Mao, (now I am quoting Mao), Mao said that “religion is the opiate of the people.” 
Why did he say that? What was he reacting to?  Well, he was reacting to a culture dominated by monks who spent hundreds of hours making incredible mosaics one piece of sand at a time without any consideration for the poor of their nation. Because of that religion you couldn’t even build a building because of fear of hurting a worm. As a result Mao’s nation was poor, and the most undeveloped country of his time. His people were suffering. Their religion did not benefit his nation or his people. 
Even today, think about it, today people are blowing themselves up in the name of religion. Sunnis and Shiites, brothers in the faith, sisters in the faith, kill each other - all in the name of religion. For 3,500 years Arabs and Jews have been butchering each other. You get to the point…you ask yourself, “When is it enough? When has enough blood been shed - all in the name of religion? And they come from the same father. They were, at one time, brothers and sisters. 
The situation in Darfur is due to religion, created because of religion. Ireland has been a nation in turmoil between Catholics and Protestants. The caste system in India is left unchallenged and as a result hundreds and thousands, and perhaps even millions, are allowed to suffer in the streets, a lot of them in Calcutta (you know the stories of Mother Theresa) all due to religion. People starve in some nations while “porterhouses” walk past them- all because of religion. People have committed suicide, have taken their lives, because of religion. The Branch Davidians, Applegate, the People’s Temple. Not too long ago there was the tragedy of the Amish girls who were killed, and we saw on TV the pseudo-Baptist group, 24 people who were protesting outside of funerals of little Amish girls all because of religion, holding up the sign “God Hates Gays.”
 The world does not need religion. But what it is desperate for, what it needs most, are people who have an authentic, real, transformative relationship with God. It is dying for it. It is crying out for a people who have an authentic, real, transformative relationship with God, and there is a difference. 
There is a difference between religion and a relationship with God. You see this in our passage for today. So look at Acts 10. I am going to read selective verses, but I am only going to focus on one. We only need one verse to impact all this. It is verse 28, but I want to read it within its context. You know the story. It is the story of Cornelius and Peter:

 “At Caesarea there was a man named Cornelius, a centurion in what was known as the Italian Regiment. He and all his family were devout and God-fearing. He gave generously to those in need and prayed to God regularly. One day at about three in the afternoon he had a vision. He distinctly saw an angel of God, who came to him and said, ‘Cornelius!’ Cornelius stared at him in fear. ‘What is it, Lord?’ The angel answered, ‘Your prayers and gifts to the poor have come up as a memorial offering before God. Now send men to Joppa to bring back a man named Simon who is called Peter. He is staying with Simon the tanner, whose house is by the sea.’ 
“About noon the following day as they were on their journey and approaching the city Peter went up on the roof to pray. He became hungry and wanted something to eat, and while the meal was being prepared, he fell into a trance. He saw heaven opened and something like a large sheet being let down to earth by its four corners. It contained all kinds of four-footed animals, as well as reptiles of the earth and birds of the air. Then a voice told him, ‘Get up, Peter, kill and eat.’ ‘Surely not Lord!’  Peter replied. ‘I have never eaten anything impure or unclean.’ The voice spoke to him a second time, ‘Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.’ This happened three times, and immediately the sheet was taken back to heaven. 
“The following day he arrived in Caesarea. Cornelius was expecting them and had called together his relatives and close friends. As Peter entered the house, Cornelius met him and fell at his feet in reverence. But Peter made him get up. ‘Stand up,’ he said, ‘I am only a man myself.’ Talking with him, Peter went inside and found a large gathering of people. He said to them: ‘You are well aware that it is against our law for a Jew to associate with a Gentile or visit him. But God has shown me that I should not call any man impure or unclean. So when I was sent for, I came without raising any objection. May I ask why you sent for me?’” 
He begins to tell them the gospel and after he preaches the gospel to them it says in verse 44: “While Peter was still speaking these words, the Holy Spirit came on all who heard the message.” The Holy Spirit fell upon all who heard the message.
 Let’s pray. Lord, may you send your Holy Spirit as well this morning. May it fall upon our hearts that you may break us and mold us after your will. We pray this in Christ’s name. Amen. 
I think what is interesting is Cornelius is a seeker. Cornelius is looking; he is yearning; he wants something. He is looking for answers in his life. He is looking for hope, looking for a better world. He wants something that will make him better, not baser (which is all through his entire culture). He wants a relationship with God, but what has been getting in the way, is religion. Religion has shut him out. You see this in the passage first in verse 28. Look at verse 28 again. The first thing… the difference between religion and relationship with God is religion points you to a book and tells you to read and believe, and the relationship with God points you to a person. Look at what Peter  first refers to. He said, “I can’t associate with you because my law says…”  and he points to a book. Later on you see movement in a different direction when Peter says, “but God has shown me.” 
Someone had written me an e-mail concerned about the Discovery Channel’s show about the bones of Jesus. They asked what effect finding the bones of Jesus would have upon our faith. Part of me said, “Well first, theologically, it would unravel our faith. It is all hinged upon the fact that Jesus did rise again.”
 Now, theologically that is really true, but is that why I believe? Is that what brought me to faith? Proof or  lack of proof of the resurrection - is that what caused me to believe? And the answer is no. That is not why I believe. I don’t believe in God or Christianity or Jesus because of a story of the resurrection of Jesus that I am supposed to read and believe. That is not at all why I believe. Is that why you believe? The reason I believe is that when I prayed to this Jesus and asked him into my life, I bumped into him- the real, living, breathing Jesus, who then said, “I have some things to say to you.”  Then pointed me to scripture where  I would read and hear God’s voice even more.
 Notice it happens in Peter’s life as well. At first he points to a book and that keeps him away from Cornelius. Then God speaks to him. Notice the activity of God.  Religion is past tense; a relationship with God is present tense. Notice what God does…God is actively working in his life, right then, guiding him, teaching him, giving him a vision. God guides him through a series of miraculous events that seem like coincidence but it is not coincidences at all. God is active, living, alive, working in his life. This God in whom he has put his faith has come alive to him! That is why we believe. 
1 Peter 1:3 says, “He has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.” Peter, in his first sermon says this,  “Repent! Turn your life over to God for the forgiveness of your sins and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.”

 Now I know we have a book. But it is not a dead letter. It is not just a religious book. It is not just history. It is truth that a living God uses to speak and guide now, talk to us now, teach us now. He is living, alive in the present and available to us now. The Bible is not a rule book by which we are measured; rather it is our owner’s manual that shows us how to live. 
You know that saying of Jesus concerning the Sabbath, “Man wasn’t made for the Sabbath; the Sabbath was made for man.” The same is true about the bible. We weren’t created for the bible; the bible was created for us. In it are the words of life. It tells us how we are to get the most out of this life. That is why God gave it. Religion turns the bible into a rule book; a relationship with God turns it into words of life that helps me get the most out of this life God has given to me. 
Secondly, religion is divisive; it is rejecting; it is unloving towards others. A relationship with God is inviting; it is accepting; it is loving; it is gracious to people. Again look at verse 28. This man wants to know God. He is seeking God with all his heart. Peter arrives on the scene and what does he say? “I can’t associate with you. I am sorry.” Imagine what that must have sounded like in Cornelius’s ears! What an awful thing to say!

 Oftentimes when you read the gospel, you see Jesus having the most difficult problem with - whom? The religious people and the awful things they said to people and about people. Think of the man born blind.  What did they say about him? “Who sinned?” They turned it into a theological discussion or argument when this guy can’t see. They turned it into a theological freak show. In the clip, how about the adulterous woman -  they wanted to do what to her? Stone her!  Jesus wanted to offer grace to her. How about the man who was lame? What did they say to the guy who was lame and came to church one day? “Why don’t you go home and get prayed on a different day. Don’t bother us!” How about the leper, what did they say about the leper? “You are unclean and untouchable!” Did Jesus touch the unclean and the untouchable? Yes, he did!
 I love that scene with the adulterous woman. It says Jesus drew in the sand. I imagine he draws a line in the sand. “I will not allow you to treat people this way. Religion treats people this way; a relationship with me does not.” I find it interesting how Paul describes his church.  He describes his church in I Corinthians 6:9-11 “Don’t be deceived. Neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor the adulterer, nor male prostitutes, nor the homosexual offenders, nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor the slanderer, nor the swindler will inherit the Kingdom of God.” 
You might say Pastor that is what I am talking about. You are talking about not rejecting people. Here, the bible rejects categories of people. Does it? Does it reject them? Read in the same passage “but you were washed, you were sanctified (meaning you are set apart for God), you were justified, you were forgiven in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ by the Spirit of the Living God.” But they had to change. Well, yes. Why? Because these behaviors, if you live them long enough, lead to a destructive, unhealthy, empty life and it will send you seeking for God, wanting something better, something greater. And God has the answer.  God liberates, God redeems, God gives freedom. He sets us free. 
That is an important message to hear. But equally important is this message: How does a person change? Do they change overnight? How did you change? Did you change overnight? Are there still sins in your life that are unchanged after 10, 20, 30 years as a Christian? When did you change? Did you have to get your act cleaned up before you came to God, or did you come to God who accepted you and then he cleaned you up? When does it occur? If it’s the latter, if we come to God and he cleans us up, what this passage tells me is Paul’s church is full of these people. It is full of the sexually immoral, the idolater the adulterer, the prostitute, the homosexual, the thief, the greedy, the drunk, the slanderer, the swindler, and the list could have gone on but he stopped there? Why? Because everyone of the church was hit. They all said, “Man, I’m guilty of one of those.”  And is anyone here not hit by one of those? 
What is surprising to me is with the church full of people just like us, that it was in the church they found the place where they could go and feel welcomed and invited and befriended; where they experienced the grace of God so much that after being in church for a while, the message they heard became very attractive to them. They said to themselves, “I want what these people have.”

Listen to the list again.  I am wondering this: Who would you be uncomfortable sitting next to, or becoming a friend of - the sexually immoral, the idolater, the adulteress, the divorced, prostitute, homosexual, a thief, the greedy  (you are probably sitting beside a greedy person right now), the drunk, a slanderer a swindler? I would bet that a lot of people here have the biggest problem with a gay person. Am I right? Yet where else would they find redemption. How do you find redemption until you are first accepted and loved and befriended and welcomed, so much so that you feel  comfortable around these people.  It opens you to hear the good news,  the answer to your life, by which you are set free. 
Let me read some verses to you that are powerful, just powerful: 
· Romans 15:7 says this, “Accept one another just as God in Christ accepted you.” When did he accept you? When you got everything in your life together? No! 
· 
· Romans 12:16 “Don’t try to act important but enjoy the company of ordinary people,” and we are all ordinary.” 
· 
· Concerning the sexually immoral, Paul writes this, “Earlier I wrote to you not to associate with a sexually immoral person, not meaning people of the world, people who haven’t found Christ yet. Seekers who are having a struggle in this area… they are immoral, they are greedy, they are swindlers…” He goes through the whole list… “idolaters, in that case you would have to leave the world.” 
It is these people that God has called us to love in such a way that they say, “Man, I want what these people have. I yearn for it.”  In the passage Peter, embracing the religion he knows, picks up on the differences between himself and the Greek Centurion Cornelius and he allows the differences to divide. Differences matter to people of religion; but for those who have a relationship with God, differences don’t matter. In fact they are celebrated. Why in the world did the Almighty  create 570 types of frogs if he didn’t like variety and differences?
 I Samuel 16 says:  “Man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart.”  Peter could have allowed those outward appearances in Cornelius’ life to cause him to pull him away, to shy away from him. Think of the differences between these two men. Which of these differences do you struggle with yourself?  I am getting personal, aren’t I? This is real stuff. 
· Cornelius is different ethnically.
· He is different in color. He is white, Paul is olive tone and probably kind of dark. Have things changed? It is the reverse today. White people have had a difficulty with black people.

· He is in the military- he is a hawk. Peter has never been in the military. In fact he opposed the military one time in the garden. 
· Cornelius is a member of the ruthless Caesar Tiberius administration. 
· He speaks a different language. 
· He has experienced many religions and perhaps has a lot of religious differences with Peter. 
· He is part of a corrupt culture. He’s a centurion. They were a very rough bunch of guys! 
Cornelius would be the least likely candidate to become part of your church if you looked on the outside; but if you look on the inside, what do you find when you look on the inside of Cornelius’ heart? You find a guy who is desperate to know God and is looking, searching, for an answer. How different it would have been had Peter ended with the statement  “I do not associate with you.” 
Ephesians 2:14 says this, “For he, Christ, is our peace and he has made the two one and he has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility.” Religion erects walls and a relationship with God pulls them down. Which do you do? And which difference creates a wall for you? If you have a relationship with God, you must tear down walls. Who would you be uncomfortable sitting next to? If there is anyone, in any category, on any list, you must tear down that barrier.
 Lastly, religion allows a person to remain comfortably in their sin. It leaves you unchanged, unchallenged, uninspired. It is not offensive. Rather, it’s convenient. A relationship with God is the opposite of these. Note the change in Peter. He begins with “I’m sorry… My law tells me I can’t associate with you. My bible says this.” Well, what bible is he talking about? He is talking about the Old Testament. Is that what the Old Testament says? No! There is not a single passage in the Old Testament saying he can’t associate with Gentiles. In fact it says the opposite. Genesis 12:3: “and all the people of the earth will be blessed through you.” 
God is going to bless the Gentiles through Abraham! 
The Messiah, the Jews’ Messiah, has this calling on his life in Isaiah 49:6: “A light to the Gentiles that you, Israel, might bring salvation to the ends of the earth.” 
What changed? Religion changed. That is the thing about religion. Religion changes to keep up with the times, but a relationship with God changes you. A relationship with God changes you. 
You see in the passage the ways God works on Peter’s heart. He ultimately changes it or at least begins to. He brings him to Cornelius. Why? Because people matter to God, and God would not allow that kind of behavior in his people. 
That is why everything in scripture is written.  God wants us to get the most out of life, so he wrote this  owner’s manual to show us the way to accomplish that –  to get the most out of life. 
 John 10:10 says this, “The thief comes to steal, kill, and destroy. I have come that you may have life and have it to the full.”  That’s what God did in Peter’s life, he changed him into a better man, a man who touched people for Christ and made them better people – people you’d want to be around, people who demonstrated the life and love of God so much that others wanted to know the same God they knew. That’s what a relationship with God can do in your life!
The world does not need religion. I want you to lose your religion if it has those qualities that we mentioned. What we need is a relationship with God. A relationship that encounters the Living God who works on the inside and changes us to become better people - people who create such a warm, loving, accepting community that everyone feels welcome, a community where love is contagious and they want this for themselves. 
A relationship with God tears down walls and brings people together. It loves the sinner. It is transforming so that we become like Jesus, better and better, so that we shine like the stars into a dark world. 
Do you want to be that type of person? Then let’s pray. I know I have been long; it is necessary. We do not need the Christian religion, but we do need Christ at the center of our hearts. But rather than sing about it, I just want to take some time to pray, just pray in the privacy of your heart: “God, change me.”

Think through those qualities of religion- are there any in your life? Ask God to change you in that area. Have you encountered the Living God or are you simply reading a book when time allows? Is religion for you in the past tense or is it in the present tense? Is it something that is divisive making you say some awful things to people who need redemption, or is what comes out of your mouth the love and grace and acceptance of Christ? Is there anyone you would not sit next to in church if God  brought them here? Or anyone you would not take food from in the drive-thru? Or anyone you would not associate with in the grocery store or the workplace? Is there anyone who, when you look on the outside, you are just afraid of getting to know them? Are you remaining comfortably in your sin or is your heart moldable to the will and voice of God who is speaking right now to you? Well, that is our prayer…
Change us. Help us to get rid of religion and have a vital connection with the Living God who creates us into loving people. People with the grace of God that is contagious, that tears down walls, that loves sinners as they are and doesn’t expect them to change but leaves it up to you. Grace that looks within themselves and says “Lord, where do I need to grow? where do I need to be transformed? Lord, I am sorry. I repent before you. Make me into a real believer who knows you in a personal way. We pray these things in Christ’s name. Amen.       
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