Out of the Box
Acts 10
Jesus is all about breaking down walls and shredding barriers that divide people.  Today, in this passage a major barrier is coming down.  The good news of Jesus is about to burst out it’s confines—Peter’s about to go out of the box.

Acts 10—Cornelius and Company—1708-1710
vv. 1-6; narrate Peter’s vision—point: race-based salvation is a dead end. (acts 10:1-6 - page 1708) Nobody’s inherently better than anybody else.  The great news of Jesus is for everyone.
vv. 24-29; narrate Cornelius explains why he wanted Peter to come

vv. 34-36 narrate Peter teaches the basic gospel message: the ministry of Christ, his death and resurrection—forgiveness of sins is in Jesus’ name.

This is the event that changes everything. Suddenly, and quite unexpectedly, the definition of Christianity is radically altered.  
What is a Christian?  It’s not a popular word.  Sometimes I wonder if we should even use the word anymore.  I mean it’s loaded with such negative baggage from the church lady to the crusaders.  Everybody has their own personal views of right and wrong so how can we possibly find the singular point that connects them all into one.

If you strip away all the layers of culture, personal preference, tradition and habit, what do you find at the very core of a Christian?  What is the essence? b/o
1.  Cognitive: (Gnosticism 
Some will tell you it’s the thought that counts—how you think, is what makes you a Christian.

Essential Christianity definitely has a major impact on your thinking.  Jesus taught about a lot of things; particularly human worth and divine reconciliation.

So I want to spend my life trying to recalibrate my head around the truth—as revealed in Jesus.  The Bible even says:  “do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind” Romans 12:2, and in another place it says, “But we have the mind of Christ.” 1 Corinthians 2:16
The more completely we move from the delusion:  “self is ultimate” to the reality:  “Jesus is Lord”, the more quickly we move to true freedom.  Jesus did say, “I am the way and the truth and the life.” The center of light is in Jesus.  What he says about things is inseparable from being Christian. 
Yet I am not made a Christian be cause I think correctly. b/o And it’s completely possible to have a well developed understanding of Christianity without really being a Christian.  I’d even say some hide behind their thoughts; their intellect, in order to avoid having to deal with something deeper.
Gone to seed, the intellectualized Christianity takes on the trappings of what was once called Gnosticism.  Gnosticism was an early Christian heresy that taught: as long as you know things rightly in your head, what you do with your body is irrelevant.

So thinking can’t save us.

What is the essential core of a Christian?
2.  Behavioral: (legalism
Others will tell you it’s behavioral.  It’s what you do--How you live is all that matters.
The things we do profoundly affect the persons we are.
Someone who behaves hatefully we soon become a hateful person.  The Ten Commandments can’t be ignored. And Jesus spent a lot of time on human behavior. b/o
First Stone
When the religious Gestapo threw a woman at Jesus’ feet they knew he wouldn’t want to kill her. They’d already figured out that Jesus was more interested in redeeming the person than in keeping the rules.

Their motive had nothing to do with the woman or her morality—She was just a prop on their stage.

What they really wanted was to catch Jesus.  They thought they had him.

Jesus didn’t reject the law, all he said was:  “He who is without sin among you, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.” (John 8:7)

Nobody meets the prerequisite, and they all leave.
2 things:

1) Jesus declares that we all need grace—the ground is level at the foot of the cross.  Forgiveness is a universal need.  Performance alone won’t justify any of us.
This is the lesson that Peter’s is getting with the sheet full of unclean animals.

Keeping the law, thinking right, being a Jew—this isn’t what makes us right before God. Therefore this isn’t what is at the core of being a Christian.

We’re all in desperate need of forgiveness.

But he’s also making another point:

2) After they leave she’s left alone; one on one with Jesus.  (A place we each need to visit eventually).  Jesus asks her where the critics have gone—“is no one left to condemn you?”
Read: John 8:8-10.

Notice the chronology here:

· She meets Jesus

· He releases her from condemnation

· Then she’s told to stop sinning.
The change in her behavior flows from her change in relationship.
That’s how it works;

1. We meet Jesus

2. He forgives our sins

3. Then we are given the strength to say no to sin.
So alignment with certain behavioral expectations isn’t the core of Christianity.  In fact the mere behavior approach leads to legalism: The effort to be right (and make others right) through keeping the rules.
3.  Relational:
So if the core of Christianity isn’t intellectual, and if it isn’t behavioral, what is it?
The core change is relational.
A Christian is someone who is following Jesus. It’s like light—it only exists in motion.  If you stop a beam of light, it ceases to exist.
A Christian is one who has a relationship of following Jesus.

So a Christian is someone who is trying to think about life like Jesus would.

And a Christian is someone who’s trying to live like Jesus would.

But in essence, a Christian is one who is actively focusing his/her will on following Jesus.  The core is the dynamic, interactive relationship. That’s the center.

And that’s the difference between legalism and grace—at my purest, I don’t want to sin, not because I might go to hell, and not just because it’s self-destructive behavior.  But at the deepest; highest level I don’t want to engage in sinful behavior because I don’t’ want to damage my relationship with Jesus.
This is the essential core of Christianity.

So even though Peter’s blown away by the response of the gentiles to the gospel, it’s dead on with the gospel of Christ.

What God shows Peter, and all of us, 

Part Two—to the streets
What’s this mean to us?
#1.  Our first priority as Christians is following Jesus.  He is at the center of everything.  Question: How do the structures of you life keep Jesus in focus?

#2.  There are no limits to the mission of Jesus.  Boundary lines have all been erased.  To fulfill the mission of Jesus, we’re going to have to go outside the box.
And this means building relationships with people who do not live like us, and people who do not act like us.  Our strength is not found in isolation, but infiltration.  And we can’t infiltrate if we don’t connect with those who don’t yet walk with Jesus.
  The Apostle Paul says, 
9I have written you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people— 10not at all meaning the people of this world who are immoral, or the greedy and swindlers, or idolaters. In that case you would have to leave this world. 11But now I am writing you that you must not associate with anyone who calls himself a brother but is sexually immoral or greedy, an idolater or a slanderer, a drunkard or a swindler. With such a man do not even eat. (1 Corinthians 5:9-11). 

Contamination
The great danger is not ice cold sinners, but lukewarm Christians. b/o 
One of the saddest things I’ve seen, and I’ve seen it more than once, is:  Someone makes a commitment to Christ and gets enthusiastic about living for Jesus.  They’re just ‘naïve’ enough to believe that discipleship should be taken seriously and living for Christ, means all of life takes on a new focus.

But then they get around churchy people who have somehow “lost their first love”.  Because these ‘lukewarm’ Christians have been around the church a long time the new believer assumes that this is what a mature Christian should look like.  So, the new believer realizes that the initial zeal of following Christ is ‘naïve’ and they need to tone it down a bit.  So what begins as hot cools to lukewarmness and the downward spiral continues.

That’s why Jesus says:  (Revelation 3:15-16) 15”
I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other! 16So, because you are lukewarm—neither hot nor cold—I am about to spit you out of my mouth.”
Jesus associated with the “worst” kind of people.  But they never diluted His devotion to the Father; because Jesus kept His relationship with the Father as the ultimate priority.  No matter what else didn’t get done, He took significant blocks of time out of his life, just to spend time with the heavenly Father.
So if we get that down:


Have regular time with our God and Savior


Be planted deeply in the Body of Christ


Get outside the box.

  (so that we have an ongoing white-hot passion for God…

We don’t have to be afraid of invading the enemy’s camp.

Here’s the question:

The idea of taking the Jesus’ message beyond the borders of Israel was absurd until Peter had a vision to go out of the box.

What ridiculously radical ministry would you attempt for Christ if you weren’t afraid to go out of the box?
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