Acts 11:1-18: Rules

Holy Communion, Easter 5, 18th May 2025

Following on from last week, | am going to stay with Acts today. Last week’s reading was from Acts 9 about
Peter bringing Tabitha back to life in Joppa. Christine was looking at the influence of the Holy Spirit on
Peter.

Acts 10 is about a Roman soldier, a centurion called Cornelius, who is a devout follower of God despite
being a Gentile, who prayed ‘constantly’ and generously supported those in need. He has a vision of an
angel telling him to send to the house of Simon the Tanner in Joppa for a man called Simon Peter.

Peter also receives a vision, of a sheet full of unclean animals being lowered from heaven, with a voice
telling to kill and eat. Just as this vision ends, three messengers from Cornelius arrive. Peter goes with
them to Cornelius’ house in Caesarea, and he preaches the gospel to those assembled there.

Before Peter even finishes, the Holy Spirit falls on Cornelius’ household, as it had on the disciples at
Pentecost. They were baptised, and Peter stayed with them for some days to teach them.

Which is where our reading picks up the story. News travels to Jerusalem about Gentiles accepting the
word of God. Peter has to return to Jerusalem to defend what he has been doing.

This is a pivotal moment for the church, and for Christianity. The church could have decided that the gospel
was for Jews only, and kept it, like Judaism, for the Chosen People. But they didn’t, and the gospel came to
the rest of the world, including us.

Jesus was Jew. The disciples were all Jews. The early church in Jerusalem was all Jewish. Judaism believed
that the Jews were a separate people, a chosen nation, that should keep itself apart from those who were
not chosen.

Peter faces criticism from the Jewish Christians that he should not have been mixing with uncircumcised
men, let alone be eating with them. There does not seem to be any specific Old Testament verse that
forbids this, though there are some verses that say that Jews should not mix with Gentiles - to keep
themselves from contamination (like Ezra 9:10-14). But there was a body of regulations and social custom,
and orthodox Jews would have frowned on any mixing with Gentiles. It was not done, and most people
would have believed that this was an instruction from God.

This is despite the message from God, right from the beginning, being that his blessing was for all mankind.
When Abraham was called, God tells him that ‘in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed’ (Genesis
12:3).

There had been hints in Jesus’ ministry that the kingdom went wider than Israel. Jesus heals the daughter
of a Syrophoenician (or Caananite) woman. (This is where Jesus says ‘l was sent only to the lost sheep of
the house of Israel, ...it is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs’. But she replies that
even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from the master’s table (Matthew 15:21-28).) Or his conversation
with the Samaritan woman at the well (John 4:1-42). Or his healing of a centurion’s servant (Matthew 8:5-
13).

It was interesting to see how Peter was prepared, too. In the run-up to this he has healed a couple of
people with Greek names - like Tabitha in Joppa, and Aeneas in Lydda. These may have been converts to
Judaism, but their names show they are not from Jewish backgrounds.



Peter’s vision is pretty stunning. Eating unclean creatures was definitely forbidden in Judaism (Leviticus
11), so an instruction to ‘kill and eat’ unclean animals (with apologies to vegetarians) would definitely have
got his attention.

It would have been hard to miss the point of the vision, given what was going on around him, and Peter
certainly gets the message. ‘The Spirit told me to go with’ (the Centurion’s servants), ‘and not to make a
distinction between us and them’ (v12).

The gospel is for gentiles too. Itis an important moment for the church.

Though | suspect that, even if the church had fluffed this one, the gospel would have broken out anyway,
soon enough. Like trying to keep water in your hands, it soon leaks out. As the Christians spread out from
Jerusalem in the persecution following the death of Stephen, they were just telling everybody. The Good
News was just too good to keep to themselves.

But the first church did not fluff it. They were open enough to see God at work. ‘They praised God, saying
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“Then God has given even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life (v18).

Having an open mind is a good thing. The passage immediately following this is about Barnabas being sent
to Antioch (the place where disciples were first called ‘Christians’). There too, believers had been
proclaiming the Jesus to Gentiles, and many had turned to the Lord. It says that, when he saw the grace of
God at work among the Gentiles, he rejoiced because — note this — ‘he was a good man, full of the Holy
Spirit and of faith’ It is a good thing to recognise God at work.

It is the opposite of being stuck in a dogma, doing things because they have always been done like that.
Not seeing God working because it does not follow the rules.

Some years ago, we had a friend who was part of a house church, and he had to walk past an Anglican
church to get there. As he did so, he would joke that it was a mausoleum, with dry, traditional worship.
Then God started to bless the Anglican church, and it grew and came alive. Our friend did not know what
to make of it. This did not follow the rules, and God should not be blessing it.

The change the church in Jerusalem was being asked to accept, was momentous. From seeing God'’s
promise being only for Jews, to being for everyone. It went against everything that they had been brought
up thinking, things they believed were inspired by God himself. But the Christians did accept it.

We probably don’t know what fixed thinking we get stuck with. When we make judgements about people’s
faith or position relative to God on the basis of their behaviour, or background, or sexual orientation, or
ethnicity... When we write people off, when we confine God.

Closed versus open minds. Being flexible enough to change.

Which is not to say that you accept anything and everything. There are still things that are good and bad,
right and wrong. Paul says in Ephesians ‘We must no longer be children, tossed to and fro and blown about
by every wind of doctrine, by people’s trickery, by their craftiness in deceitful scheming’ (4:14). But we
need to be careful, open to being wrong, compassionate, open to the Spirit.

Jeremy Thake
St. John & St. Stephen.



Acts 11

Peter’s Report to the Church at Jerusalem

Now the apostles and the believers who were in Judea heard that the Gentiles had also accepted the word
of God. 2 So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the circumcised believers criticized him, 3 saying, ‘Why did
you go to uncircumcised men and eat with them?’ 4 Then Peter began to explain it to them, step by step,
saying, 5 ‘l was in the city of Joppa praying, and in a trance | saw a vision. There was something like a large
sheet coming down from heaven, being lowered by its four corners; and it came close to me. 6 As | looked
at it closely | saw four-footed animals, beasts of prey, reptiles, and birds of the air. 7 | also heard a voice
saying to me, “Get up, Peter; kill and eat.” 8 But | replied, “By no means, Lord; for nothing profane or
unclean has ever entered my mouth.” 9 But a second time the voice answered from heaven, “What God
has made clean, you must not call profane.” 10 This happened three times; then everything was pulled up
again to heaven. 11 At that very moment three men, sent to me from Caesarea, arrived at the house
where we were. 12 The Spirit told me to go with them and not to make a distinction between them and us.
These six brothers also accompanied me, and we entered the man’s house. 13 He told us how he had seen
the angel standing in his house and saying, “Send to Joppa and bring Simon, who is called Peter; 14 he will
give you a message by which you and your entire household will be saved.” 15 And as | began to speak, the
Holy Spirit fell upon them just as it had upon us at the beginning. 16 And | remembered the word of the
Lord, how he had said, “John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.” 17 If then
God gave them the same gift that he gave us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was | that |
could hinder God?’ 18 When they heard this, they were silenced. And they praised God, saying, ‘Then God
has given even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life.’



