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UNSHACKLED 
Freedom Leads to Flourishing 

Text: Acts 10 & 11:1-18 
 
As we continue our study of the life of the early church today, I invite you to turn to 
page 40 in your study guides. As you’ll note there, the scripture cited for today is Acts 
chapter 10. I am going to read from Acts 11 instead, because it reprises the story told 
in chapter 10 but adds some other important narrative too. Listen to the Word of God 
as we pick it up in Acts 11 verse 1… [READING & PRAYER] 
 

The Security of Knowing 
 
A homeowner called in a plumber to fix a leak. The plumber took a good look at the 
pipe in question, gripped his hammer with both hands, and struck the pipe as hard as 
he could. Immediately, the leak stopped. He then presented the customer with a bill for 
$250.35. The homeowner was furious: "This is outrageous! You were here only two 
minutes and all you did was hit the pipe." Whereupon, the plumber took the bill back, 
scrawled on it, then handed it to the customer again. It was an itemized list: "Wear and 
tear on the hammer - 35 cents. Knowing where to hit - $250.00." 
 
Knowing where to hit counts for a lot in life. You get to be a well-regarded professional 
because you know how the job is done. You get to be a success in sports or at school 
because you learn how the game is played and where and when you need to do certain 
things. From the board room to the bedroom, there are certain rhythms and rules, a 
way people and things are plumbed or wired. Once you get this down, then life gets a 
lot simpler. You come to feel more at ease and assured. Am I right about this? 
 
Even in religion, we like to know where to hit. We feel more secure when we’ve got or 
are getting this whole “God Thing” down. Many religions make their money and find a 
following by tapping this desire for security. They claim to have plumbed the ways of 
God and to be very certain about what should never be put down the drain. 
 

Knowing Who & What is Clean or Dirty 
 
It was that way in ancient Israel. Jewish kids were trained from the get-go about what 
you needed to do to keep things clear with God -- and keeping the pipes clean was a 
big part of it. Open a Bible and read the Book of Leviticus chapter 11 today and you’ll 
get a sense of just how much emphasis was put on eating the right foods in ancient 
Israel. There were two major reasons for that, of course. One reason was physical and 
the other was spiritual. In his fascinating book, None of These Diseases, Dr. S.I. 
McMillen argues that the dietary laws God gave to Israel kept the Hebrew people from 
becoming victims of many of the food-borne illnesses that afflicted other peoples of that 
period. The food regulations literally helped preserve God’s people through a time in 



Daniel D. Meyer | Christ Church of Oak Brook 2 

history when other nations were being wiped out by diseases. On the spiritual side, the 
dietary laws also had the effect of helping the Israelites maintain their sense of 
distinctiveness among the other cultures. Like circumcision, the fact that they ate at a 
different training table, in a sense, kept them clearer on their identity. 
 
The overall effect of this, however, led many Jewish people to the conviction that 
hitting it right with God had a lot to do with what you put in your mouth. Maybe you’ve 
heard the adage: “Nice girls don’t drink, cuss, and smoke or date boys who do.” Well, 
Jewish parents raised their kids to think of people who ate pork, shellfish, rabbit, 
reptiles and certain other foods banned in the Book of Leviticus as basically un-date-
able people. “Those Gentiles,” a Jewish parent would say, “gorge themselves on that 
nasty stuff. If one of them invites you over, make an excuse. You’ve no idea what you 
might catch there. Those people have dirty food, dirty morals, and a dirty religion.” 
 

Surely Not, Lord! 
 
As I said, there’s a sense of security that comes from knowing where to hit, who’s right 
and who’s wrong, who’s in and who’s out, who’s clean and who’s dirty. Let me stress 
that it IS important to have solid standards, to live by sound disciplines, to be 
thoughtful about the company you keep and the things you touch or take into your life. 
The “anything goes” approach to consumption or conviction so popularized in our time 
has not ushered in the peace, freedom, and fulfillment its champions promised, but 
often a new wave of illnesses instead. The Bible warns us about this. But it also 
cautions us about the danger of living with the excessive certainty with which some of 
us, perhaps, do. Sometimes, our certainty SHACKLES us and stops us from experiencing 
or extending the flourishing God wants to make possible. 
 
When we meet the Early Church in Acts chapter 11, their mouths are gaping in shock. 
Verse 1 says that “The apostles and the brothers throughout Judea heard that 
the Gentiles also had received the word of God” (Act 11:2). The Christians can’t 
believe that God has been at work amongst people so obviously unholy as those 
unclean-food-scarfing Gentiles. They’d heard, however, that no less a Jesus- stalwart 
than the Apostle Peter himself had been seen sitting at table with Gentiles, eating their 
kind of food! Verse 2 says:  “So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the 
circumcised believers criticized him and said, ‘You went into the house of 
uncircumcised men and ate with them’" (Act 11:2).  
 
Isn’t this fascinating? Who do the disciples sound like here? Who scornfully spat back in 
the gospels: “Why this man welcomes sinners and eats with them!” (Luke 
15:2). That’s right. It was the Pharisees and they were talking about Jesus. Think 
about this, because it has implications for you and me. In under a year, the first 
disciples have gone from being life-transforming ambassadors of the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ to being pharisaical critics of the very kind of thing that Jesus would do. They 
have gone from being people wide open to the movement of the Holy Spirit, to being 
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people so certain they know God’s plumbing, that when they hear rumors that God’s 
living water might be moving outside their familiar pipes, they assume it’s a leak that 
needs fixing. 
 
“I understand that feeling,” says Peter to them. He then goes on to explain how God 
had given him a vision in which God clearly overruled the previous limits Moses had set 
upon the diet of Israel. “What was not kosher before, is now fine with me,” says God. 
“Behold, I’m doing a new thing” (Isa 43:19). “I’m reaching out farther than 
before. I’m pulling the Gentiles into my grace. Go ahead and eat this Gentile stuff. Build 
a real relationship with them. It’s O.K.” When God said this, my first response (says 
Peter) was: “Surely not, Lord! Nothing impure or unclean has ever entered my 
mouth” (Act 10:14; 11:8). In other words, “I can’t change my pattern. This is my 
plumbing. It’s the way I do religion.” But "The voice spoke from heaven a second 
time, 'Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.' This happened 
three times” (Act 10:15-16; 11:9).  
 
“And then,” says Peter, as I was talking to this group of Gentiles, “the Holy Spirit 
came on them as he had come on us at the beginning” (Act 11:15). And I 
thought: “If God gave them the same gift as he gave us, who believed in the 
Lord Jesus Christ, who was I to think that I could oppose God?” (Act 11:17) 
And then Acts 11:18 concludes: “When [the other disciples] heard this, they had 
no further objections and praised God, saying, "So then, even to Gentiles God 
has granted repentance that leads to life." And, as the shackles of their old 
religion fell away, the Early Church became free to build close relationships with non-
Jews. That newfound freedom would transform Christianity from a cult within Judaism 
into a movement with the potential of becoming a global religion. It would free the 
disciples to sow the Gospel of the Kingdom into the lives of people beyond Israel, till 
one day it found its way to you and me. 
 

Who Am I? 
 
I love this story – not only because without it we wouldn’t be here today – but because 
it is honest about the way we are. It is easy for any of us to settle into all kinds of 
certainties about the way God works or what He would or wouldn’t want us to do. We 
forget that God is not shackled in any way. His sovereign and saving power is truly free 
and, sometimes, before we can experience or extend the life of flourishing He wants for 
us, we need to be unshackled too. 
 
So, here is the FIRST of two questions I hope you’ll take home with you today: What is 
the movement of God to which you, like those disciples before us, are currently saying 
“Surely not, Lord”? (Act 10:14; 11:8) I can’t update my understanding of you or what 
you deem kosher. You can’t want me to worship like that, or give even more of myself, 
or open my heart to that sort of person. God, you can’t want me to get involved over 
there at the Esplanade or in that mission work, or join that small group. Surely you 
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don’t expect me to reconcile with that individual, or speak up about that problem, or 
welcome those people into my Church. “Surely not, Lord.”  
 
Some of you have probably been feeling some of this about our whole Take Root 
initiative. You listened last year to the whole pitch about all the things our church’s 
leadership felt called to do to grow the capacity of this campus and extend God’s grace 
out to thousands of other people and you thought: “It’s too much. God can’t want that. 
It demands too much. It will change our church. I’m certainly not turning in some 
Commitment Card binding me to that. Surely not, Lord. Or maybe you made a 
commitment last Fall and you discovered that it was hard to keep it. You suffered a 
financial reversal, or unexpected bills kicked up, or you just got distracted and forgot to 
make the changes in your spending you’d planned. God understands this, right? He 
doesn’t expect me to finish strong with the pledge I made. Surely not, Lord.   
 
I get that. Sometimes, I can feel the flow of something rushing in me or around me and 
I just want to bang out the leak and return to the security of my familiar, comfortable, 
well-sealed ways. But here’s what stops me from doing that. I think: What if the leak is 
the Lord? What if it is the Living Water of the Holy Spirit flowing freely in fresh ways? 
What if God is calling me or you to something new to bring forth even greater 
flourishing in us and through us?  
 
And so, I’m sitting with the SECOND and final question which Peter asked; and I want 
to encourage you to sit with this too: If this really is the Spirit moving, “Who [am] I to 
stand in God’s way?” (Act 11:17) When it comes to fully trusting God or allowing 
him to flow as he wants to through our lives, many of us don’t know how to move. We 
are shackled. We’re shackled by worry that if we get too generous, we won’t have 
enough for ourselves or our family. We’re chained by addiction to the rush that buying 
stuff gives us. We’re bound by past patterns that never made room before for great 
generosity toward a church. These certainties become our religion. 
 
But none of this has to stand in God’s way. He has promised to provide for you, when 
you prioritize Him. He offers you an experience of joy in being used for good by him 
that no product you can buy at a store can ever supply. Your past patterns don’t limit 
God. He can lead you to do a new thing, just as he did with Peter and the early church. 
In Christ, God has truly set you FREE to follow him. If you exercise that freedom, it will 
lead to flourishing for you and the thousands of people he’ll bless through your 
generosity. Be encouraged by that, as you listen to this story… [VIDEO] 
 
Let’s pray together… Lord God, thank you for the courage of that couple as they face 
challenging circumstances, yet persevere in making a sacrifice that puts you and your work 
first. Free us from whatever shackles each of us that we also might be faithful as well. 
Wherever that are points of view or ways of doing things that are blocking what you are 
seeking to do in our marriages, our families, our church, community, or world, liberate us from 
them and lead us and the people we will help into a life of flourishing. In the name of Jesus 
who came that we might have life abundant. Amen. 


