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Derek French: 

 One of the things human beings find difficult to cope with sometimes is to accept changes, especially if 

something’s been done in a certain way for a very long time. Suspicions can easily arise and motives 

questioned and accusations can fly. 

 I am sure it will not surprise you to learn that Christian believers can feel these same emotions when 

someone in our church suggests doing something in a different way. Indeed the unity of the local church 

can be put in jeopardy quite easily and in extreme cases believers can be found to accuse other believers of 

wrong doing, when they’ve done nothing of the sort, and this was exactly the situation we find in Acts 

chapter 11.   

If you were with us last time you’ll remember how God had shown Peter that he was to be willing to take 

the gospel to Gentiles. Peter, being a Jew, wouldn’t have normally ever visited a Gentile home, because to 

do so would have been considered to make him unclean and in fact, this had been the prevailing view 

amongst the Jews for hundreds of years.  

But Peter had learned from the Lord himself that he was never to consider anyone whom God had cleansed 

as common or unclean. The result being he went to the home of the Gentile Cornelius and preached the 

good news about Jesus to him and Cornelius and others with him were saved.   

This was a momentous occasion in the outworking of God’s plan of salvation. Knowing this had never been 

done before; it’s not surprising to discover that when some of the believing Jews in Jerusalem heard about it 

they began to accuse Peter of wrong doing. The potential for a huge division amongst the Lord’s people was 

very real indeed, and it’s this situation that we are considering today.   

We are in Acts chapter 11 and we have the help again of Phillippa and Gerard Chrispin. Phillippa will read 

the first 18 verses of the chapter and then Gerard will explain them to us. 

Phillippa Chrispin: 

 ‘Now the apostles and brethren who were in Judea heard that the Gentiles had also received the word of 

God. And when Peter came up to Jerusalem, those of the circumcision contended with him, saying, “You 

went in to uncircumcised men and ate with them!” 

 But Peter explained it to them in order from the beginning, saying, “I was in the city of Joppa praying; and 

in a trance I saw a vision, an object descending like a great sheet, let down from heaven by four corners; 

and it came to me. When I observed it intently and considered, I saw four-footed animals of the earth, wild 

beasts, creeping things, and birds of the air. And I heard a voice saying to me, ‘Rise, Peter; kill and eat.’ 

But I said, ‘Not so, Lord! For nothing common or unclean has at any time entered my mouth.’ 

But the voice answered me again from heaven, ‘What God has cleansed you must not call common.’ Now 

this was done three times, and all were drawn up again into heaven. At that very moment, three men stood 

before the house where I was, having been sent to me from Caesarea. Then the Spirit told me to go with 

them, doubting nothing. Moreover these six brethren accompanied me, and we entered the man’s house. 

And he told us how he had seen an angel standing in his house, who said to him, ‘Send men to Joppa, and 

call for Simon whose surname is Peter, who will tell you words by which you and all your household will be 

saved.’ 

And as I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell upon them, as upon us at the beginning. Then I remembered the 

word of the Lord, how he said, ‘John indeed baptized with water, but you shall be baptized with the Holy 

Spirit.’ If therefore God gave them the same gift as he gave us when we believed on the Lord Jesus Christ, 

who was I that I could withstand God?” 

 When they heard these things they became silent; and they glorified God, saying, “Then God has also 

granted to the Gentiles repentance to life.”’  

Gerard Chrispin: 

 The report that Gentiles have now received God’s word spreads quickly in Judea. It soon reaches the ears of 

the apostles and other Christians. Jewish believers in Jerusalem, known as those of the circumcision, are 

offended by what they see as Peter’s unholy relationships with Gentiles. When Peter returns they argue with 

him. Their brand of Jewish holiness concerns Old Testament ceremonial and traditional views of outward 

cleanness. They believe that orthodox Jews must neither contaminate themselves nor give a poor example 
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to other Jews by fraternising with Gentiles. It seems that the good and positive news that Gentiles have 

actually believed in Christ has passed them by. 

They criticise Peter simply because he went in to uncircumcised men and ate with them. Their priority 

should be to share the good news of Jesus with others. But they remain entangled in superficial and 

ceremonial externals which have now come to an end. Christians today should learn from their mistake, and 

always put first proclaiming and living out Christ’s gospel. 

 Peter is very patient and gracious as he answers his critics. He repeats the details of how God prepared him 

for his encounter with Cornelius that is set out in Acts chapter 10. The only added information we now 

learn from him is that there were six Christian brothers who accompanied him from Joppa to Caesarea, and 

that Cornelius had actually been told by the angel that all his household would be saved. That explains why 

Cornelius was so keen to gather all his relatives to listen to Peter’s message. 

 Peter does not now explain in details to the enquiring Jewish believers exactly what he said to his hearers in 

Cornelius’ house, but he reveals that his sermon had only just started when the Holy Spirit fell on them, as 

upon us at the beginning. Sometimes short sermons can bring blessing. 

Derek: 

 Well, it’s not too difficult to see that the tension amongst the believers must have been considerable, so how 

did Peter continue? Here’s Gerard again. 

Gerard: 

 In any argument or discussion concerning the things of God we need to go back to the word of God, the 

Bible. We can be confident that the word of God is the word of God himself. The Holy Spirit moved each 

of the holy men of God he chose to contribute to Holy Scripture. Even so, it is good to note that Scripture 

also includes some words that passed the lips of the incarnate Lord Jesus in his life on earth. 

 Peter now explains how he witnessed the Holy Spirit coming upon the new Gentile believers in Caesarea. 

He recalled the Lord’s words, ‘John indeed baptized with water, but you shall be baptized with the Holy 

Spirit.’ This brings to mind John chapter 1, verses 32 to 34. 

 ‘John bore witness, saying, “I saw the Spirit descending from heaven like a dove, and he remained upon 

him. I did not know him, but he who sent me to baptize with water said to me, ‘Upon whom you see the 

Spirit descending, and remaining on him, this is he who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.’  And I have seen 

and testified that this is the Son of God.” 

Jesus’ actual words in Acts chapter 1, verses 4 to 5 confirm what Peter now says. 

‘He (Jesus) commanded them not to depart from Jerusalem, but to wait for the Promise of the Father, 

“which,” he said, “you have heard from me; for John truly baptized with water, but you shall be baptized 

with the Holy Spirit not many days from now.’ 

 So Peter has shown his critical and suspicious Jewish brothers that he is trusting and applying God’s word 

and even the words of the Lord Jesus Christ himself before deciding how to act in this crucial question of 

Gentile people coming to know Jesus Christ. For us too, the principle of rooting all our practice in the 

teaching of God’s word is very important. But will it now persuade those who dispute with Peter that he is 

correct to have eaten with Gentiles as brothers in Christ? 

 In applying God’s word to any problem, we need to approach it as simply as possible. Peter now applies 

clearly and straightforwardly the fact that God has given his Holy Spirit to the new Gentile believers. He 

argues that if God has accepted the Gentiles who have believed on the Lord Jesus Christ, as the Jewish 

believers themselves have believed on him, and if God has confirmed that by sovereignly giving them his 

Holy Spirit, how can he now withstand God? 

In other words, God has made it plain in practice that these new believers are accepted, welcome and treated 

as family by God. Therefore, he must do the same. The logic is irresistible. In all fairness to those converted 

Jews who question him, they immediately accept the strength of his biblical argument. They humbly 

become silent, glorify God, and conclude correctly, then God has also granted to the Gentiles repentance to 

life. 

 The repentant, believing Gentiles are therefore accepted as having trusted Christ and therefore as having 

received the Holy Spirit. Every sinner today, Jew or Gentile, who turns from sin and accepts the risen Christ 

into their hearts also immediately, becomes a member of God’s family, both now and for eternity. The Jews 
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who have questioned Peter now realize that he is right to have spent time with his new brothers in Christ, 

and to have had a meal and fellowship with them. 

 This leads to three personal questions. First, whether you are a Jew or a Gentile, are you in God’s family of 

born-again believers in Christ? Second, if you are, how are you trying to help others to join it by leading 

them to Christ? Third, are you warmly welcoming new Christians into the fellowship of the church? 

Derek: 

 It’s lovely to learn the way the believers accepted what God had done, and the potential for division was 

overcome. In actual fact it must have both thrilled and amazed them that God had given the Holy Spirit to 

these Gentile believers, just as he had done so to them on the day of Pentecost. No wonder they glorified 

God. 

 And by God’s amazing grace he’s continuing to do the same all over the world as the message about the 

Lord Jesus Christ is proclaimed, people are being saved and Christ’s church is being built. And that puts on 

all pastors and church leaders the responsibility to teach the Lord’s people to both take the gospel of Christ 

to everyone in our world and to exclude no one, and then to warmly welcome all who trust in the Lord Jesus 

as our brothers and sister in Christ. 

We need to remember that Christ’s church will, according to Revelation chapter 7, verse 9 contain, ‘... a 

great multitude that no one can count, from every nation, tribe, people and language...’ and they will all 

stand, ‘...before the throne and in front of Lamb.’ 

 What a glorious prospect to look forward to and to prepare for. 
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