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PREPARING THE HARVESTER
(Jonah 1:1-4:11, Acts 10:9-23a)
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A.  You cannot help noticing these days the fact that we are in the harvest season.  From the numerous slow-moving vehicles on the road to the little dust clouds in the fields (combines) it’s clear that the harvest is well underway.  In our text from Acts, we have been noticing all along the harvest taking place. Thousands in Jerusalem respond to the good news of salvation in Jesus Christ and are saved for God’s eternal glory.  The Gospel has crossed an important boundary into Samaria, as many are made glad in the hope of eternal life in Christ.  And of late we have witnessed the crossing of the final frontier.  We have noticed how God began to work in the heart of this Gentile, this Roman Centurion, Cornelius, and he has been attracted to the one true God of Israel and has been praying to him.  

B.  And now God sets about to complete this preparation by causing the Gospel to be delivered to him.  What we find first, though, is that before God can bring about the harvest of the Gentile Cornelius (and many Gentiles after him), God must first prepare the harvester.  God is going to send Peter the chief of the twelve apostles to preach the good news to Cornelius the Gentile.  But Peter is Jewish.  From birth he has been taught that certain foods are unclean, that they are “ICK.”  And Peter has also been taught that certain people, Gentiles, are likewise unclean, that they are “ICK.”  “ICK” is a good theological word.  I would like you to say it with me, “ICK.”  In fact, I will hold up this little sign periodically, and each time I hold it up I would like you all to say it with me, “ICK.”  


To the Jew, the wrong kinds of food were “ICK.”  These foods would make you spiritually unclean, tainted and soiled.  But to the Jews, the Gentiles were also “ICK.”  You avoided them at all cost.  You avoided touching them, conversing with them, entering their homes or allowing them to enter your home, because they were “ICK.”  

C.  And yet the Jews were completely mistaken in this.  God’s purpose all along was to save the Gentiles, to incorporate them all into one Body of Christ, one people of God.  Now if you were a proper Jew, and you were taught from birth that Gentiles were “ICK,” then it would take some radical adjustment to change your perspective.


And that’s precisely what we find with Peter.  God wants to fling wide open the door of the Gospel to the Gentiles.  He wants to engage in a rich harvest among them, saving them, welcoming them, adopting them, and loving them as his dear children forever in Christ to his eternal glory.  God wants this harvest; but first God must prepare the harvester.  


D.  And the Lord God may also need to do a bit of preparation today, in us.  We are called to join in this glorious harvest of proclaiming the glories of Christ and welcoming many into his family.  But we may look around us at some of the people God wishes to save, and we might secretly think, “ICK.”   


So this work in us may involve… 

I. THE PREPARATION OF ALLEGIANCE.

II. THE PREPARATION OF ACCEPTANCE.

III. THE PREPARATION OF AFFECTION.  


The Lord God wishes to prepare us even today through his holy Word that we might join him in the harvest.  So let’s get into it.

I. THE PREPARATION OF ALLEGIANCE. 


A.  There is no question that God calls us to witness for Christ to others.  We are clearly called to share with them this incredible news, the best news anyone could possibly hear, and give them an opportunity to respond and be saved.  Every Christian is commanded to witness for Christ, and we show our allegiance to God through our obedience.  

B.  Peter becomes an example of this necessary preparation of allegiance or obedience.  The messengers from Cornelius have almost arrived at Peter’s door, sent to fetch him according to the command of the angel to Cornelius the day before.   

“9  The next day, as they were on their journey and approaching the city, Peter went up on the housetop about the sixth hour to pray. 10  And he became hungry and wanted something to eat, but while they were preparing it, he fell into a trance 11  and saw the heavens opened and something like a great sheet descending, being let down by its four corners upon the earth.”  God used a miraculous appearance by an angel to get Cornelius prepared for the Gospel.  Here he uses another miraculous event, a vision, in order to get Peter prepared.  You can see how significant this is, and we should not pass over it lightly. 


“12  In it were all kinds of animals and reptiles and birds of the air. 13  And there came a voice to him: “Rise, Peter; kill and eat.”  I want you to understand the situation clearly.  The sheet contains all kinds of animals:  clean and unclean, kosher and non-kosher alike.  Peter reacts strongly, not only to the suggestion that he prepare and eat a non-kosher animal, but that there is no longer any discrimination.  


“14  But Peter said, “By no means, Lord; for I have never eaten anything that is common or unclean.”  Do you know what Peter is saying here?  He is saying “ICK.”  What is astonishing about this story is that the Lord himself gives Peter a direct command in a vision, and Peter’s response is “By no means.”  He says, “Absolutely not; I refuse to do it.”  You can see how deep and how strong the “ick” factor runs in him.  The “ick” factor against Gentiles ran even deeper.

C.  And let’s be very honest and admit that we share some of that same “ick” factor toward others.  My grandparents on my father’s side came to the United States in the 1920s.  They both died when I was very young, so I have no personal memory of them.  They fled Germany during the unimaginable, post World War I depression there.  I have been told that my grandmother as a girl worked in a dairy in Germany, long hours for almost no pay, practically a slave. They came to America with virtually nothing and eventually settled in Northwest Illinois.  They sought work, but were always very poor.  I have been told that they were the kind of people to whom you would probably think to bring groceries from time to time because they had so little to eat.  They were the kind of people, you see, that some would look at and think “ICK.”  If they knew that my father was their son, they would probably have looked at him and thought, “ICK.”  And if those people were alive today and knew that I was their grandson, they would have undoubtedly looked and me and thought, “ICK.”  

My grandparents were faithful, praying Christians, but still, some would have looked down on them or looked away. They would have certainly hoped that my grandparents would not sit near them at church and they may have hoped that my grandparents would not share the same heaven with them in the life to come, “ICK.” 


D.  Why is the harvest so slow?  Why does the church seemingly make so little impact?  Why is the unchurched population of our community nearing the halfway point?  “ICK.”  God needs to do a work of preparation in us. We may look at our neighbors, our co-workers, our fellow students, the people we see walk by or pass at the post office, and we may think, “By no means, Lord!”  “ICK.”

And that means that this is a matter of allegiance to Christ, of obedience to his clear command.  He is the Lord of the Harvest.  He sends us to labor in the field.  How dare we say, “ICK?”  
Honestly, in your heart of hearts, if you are saying that you have no plans whatsoever to witness to anyone at all as your Lord Jesus Christ commands you to do, then you are in a state of rebellion.  You are being disloyal, unfaithful, treacherous, and untrue.  We have a word for those who habitually refuse to obey the Lord Jesus Christ—“unbeliever.” The reason you may not be interested in serving as a harvester is that you have not yet been harvested yourself.  You are lost and have no hope of heaven.

So there is the preparation of allegiance.  And there is 
II. THE PREPARATION OF ACCEPTANCE.


A.  The Lord shows Peter his acceptance of the Gentiles, and rebukes him for his attitude of saying, “ICK.”  15  And the voice came to him again a second time, “What God has made clean, do not call common.” 16  This happened three times, and the thing was taken up at once to heaven.

B.  Peter knows this voice because he heard it for three years.  It is the voice of the Lord Jesus.  And the Lord is not so concerned about the food laws, which he already nullified.  He is concerned about this lingering “ick” attitude toward the Gentiles.  


Back in Mark 7, we find that Jesus had already removed the kosher restrictions from Law.  Some of the Jewish leaders complained that Jesus’ disciples ate their food without the customary ritual washing of hands to ceremonially purify their hands.  In their view the lack of this ritual would render them “defiled.”  And our Lord Jesus declared what constituted true defilement:  “18  And he said to them, “Then are you also without understanding? Do you not see that whatever goes into a person from outside cannot defile him, 19  since it enters not his heart but his stomach, and is expelled?” (Thus he declared all foods clean.) 20  And he said, “What comes out of a person is what defiles him. 21  For from within, out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, 22  coveting, wickedness, deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride, foolishness. 23  All these evil things come from within, and they defile a person.” 


Now Mark’s Gospel was most likely written under Peter’s direct influence.  Peter already knew in the days that Jesus was on earth that the food laws were made obsolete.  So this vision in Acts 10 is not really about what kinds of food you may now eat, but about what kinds of people are welcomed into the people of God.  The vision was to elevate Peter’s level of acceptance of others.

C.  There is a terrible error which has gripped a large portion of the church in America.  About fifty years ago, this missionary to Central America noticed that churches did better if they only ministered to one tribe or another without trying to mix the tribes together.  From this, he came up with the principle he called, “homogeneous units.”  If you want a successful church in America, he declared, then only target one demographic group, people who already have a lot in common.  Start a church among middle-aged African Americans who prefer gospel music, or twenty-something white upper-class suburbanites who prefer grunge, or thirty-something urban socialites who prefer Gregorian chants.  This former missionary became the father of the now-discredited “church growth movement.”


What’s wrong with targeting this demographic or that demographic and planting niche churches that appeal only to one kind of people?  What’s wrong is that it is completely unbiblical.  God’s purpose in the church is to blend all kinds of people together from all walks of life and all demographic groups, people who have only one thing in common:  they have been saved and engrafted into Jesus Christ.  Jesus Christ alone is their common bond.  And this is purposefully so, by God’s designe, to demonstrate to the watching world the power of the Gospel of Jesus Christ to unite such diverse people in to one body, a fellowship of love.  This is God’s design and purpose.  That’s what Cornelius is doing in this story.  And that’s why it took such preparation for it to get through Peter’s exclusivistic head.  


D.  The point is that the church should NOT be targeting any specific group but ALL groups, ALL people.  We should not try to cozy up to this or that influential person, nor should we shy away from any person or family because we think they are “ICK.”  Rather, we should proclaim Christ to all and welcome all who respond in faith, “whomsoever the Lord our God shall call.”  After all, it is the Lord’s church, the church of Jesus Christ.  Wouldn’t it be right to let him choose who will be a part of his church?  


So there is the preparation of allegiance and obedience, the preparation of acceptance, and there is  

III. THE PREPARATION OF AFFECTION.

A.  Peter came by this exclusivistic attitude honestly.  There was a long history of looking down upon “those dirty, unwashed, Gentile dogs,” “ICK.” Earlier we read the story of Jonah, the epitome of Jewish exclusivism.  God said to Jonah, “I’m going to destroy those Gentiles at Nineveh, and I want you to go warn them so that they will repent.”  Jonah thought that the destruction of Nineveh was the best news he had ever heard.  Why should he warn them and possibly prevent it?  And so he fled, and, with the help of a great fish, God got Jonah back on track.  And sure enough, they did repent:  Jonah’s worst nightmare had come true.  But he hung around on the hillside, hoping that God might destroy them anyhow.  



And God caused a vining plant to grow and give Jonah some shade, and then God killed the plant.  And Jonah was beside himself that his precious shade tree died.  So God drew the application:  “Jonah 4:10  “And the LORD said, “You pity the plant, for which you did not labor, nor did you make it grow, which came into being in a night and perished in a night. 11  And should not I pity Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than 120,000 persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and also much cattle?”

B.  Where is your heart? Where is your compassion, your affection for the lost? Oh, 
I know you think that they have nothing whatsoever to offer you, “ICK.”  I know you think that your reputation with others will go down if you are seen with them, “ICK.”  I know that they will take away your precious time; that you may lose your place in your precious circle of friends, “ICK.”  


C.  Yet how can you say, “ick” when God is choosing some of them to become his glorious sons and daughters?  Where is your love?  Don’t you realize that GOD had the most right of all to look at YOU and say, “ICK,” and to toss you away in the garbage?  Can you who have been loved so much in Christ in turn love so little? 
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