
ACTS 11:1-18             20/10/13 

 

 

Last Sunday we noted that Peter had a fresh conversion, not replacing his original conversion, but an utterly new 

understanding of God’s purposes and for non-Jews in particular.  Until then Peter may have thought he understood 

all that God was doing. His views about this were shaken to the very core. As we shall see not everyone shared his 

enthusiasm about the new thing God was doing. 

 

Last week’s text also highlighted other truths: 

 

That God worked sovereignly in Peter and Cornelius and in the circumstances around them. 

That Cornelius was ripe for the picking – he represented fruit ready to be harvested. And it seems in kingdom work, 

that’s the Holy Spirit ability needed, to know when people are ready to respond and not assuming they are.  

That this was the breaking up of new ground and a new extension of Jesus’ vision of the Kingdom of God. 

 

Today’s text focuses on two statements made by Jewish believers in response to the fantastic story Peter conveyed 

to them. And it was fantastic if you were Jewish and living in the first century. I also want to comment on one of 

Peter’s statements, but first our text. 

 

Acts 11:1-18 

 

11 The apostles and the believers throughout Judea heard that the Gentiles also had received the word of 

God. 
2 

So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the circumcised believers criticised him 
3 

and said, ‘You went into the 

house of uncircumcised men and ate with them.’ 

4 
Starting from the beginning, Peter told them the whole story: 

5 
‘I was in the city of Joppa praying, and in a trance 

I saw a vision. I saw something like a large sheet being let down from heaven by its four corners, and it came 

down to where I was. 
6 

I looked into it and saw four-footed animals of the earth, wild beasts, reptiles and 

birds. 
7 

Then I heard a voice telling me, ’Get up, Peter. Kill and eat.’ 

8 
‘I replied, ‘Surely not, Lord! Nothing impure or unclean has ever entered my mouth.’ 

9 
‘The voice spoke from heaven a second time, ’Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.’ 

10 
This 

happened three times, and then it was all pulled up to heaven again. 

11 
‘Right then three men who had been sent to me from Caesarea stopped at the house where I was staying. 

12 
The 

Spirit told me to have no hesitation about going with them. These six brothers also went with me, and we entered 

the man’s house. 
13 

He told us how he had seen an angel appear in his house and say, ‘Send to Joppa for Simon 

who is called Peter. 
14 

He will bring you a message through which you and all your household will be saved.’ 

15 
‘As I began to speak, the Holy Spirit came on them as he had come on us at the beginning. 

16 
Then I remembered 

what the Lord had said: ’John baptised with water, but you will be baptised with the Holy Spirit.’ 
17 

So if God gave 

them the same gift he gave us who believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I to think that I could stand in God’s 

way?’ 

18 
When they heard this, they had no further objections and praised God, saying, ‘So then, even to Gentiles God 

has granted repentance that leads to life.’ 

 

 

 



FIRST RESPONSE 

 

When Peter returned to Jerusalem, to report on what had happened at Cornelius’ house, the first thing the 

circumcised believers said to him was, ‘You went into the house of uncircumcised men and ate with them.’ You can 

just see their faces; imagine the sneer and the harshness in their words. 

 

Peter you done wrong! You went against our religious laws and particularly the law regarding associating with 

people who haven’t been circumcised.  

 

Oh dear Peter, you’ve been a bad, bad boy! 

 

You see Peter we know how God works, what he expects, we know what the rules are and you’ve broken them. And 

those rules are always the same. 

 

When the Holy Spirit moved in such a dramatic and fresh way at an Easter Camp in the early 1970s; that was the 

season when I was the youth leader at Wilson St Church in Timaru, not everyone accepted this with sweetness and 

light – it was so new and different.  Christchurch Baptist Churches sent out a leaders to talk to the young people to 

make sure what had taken place was kosher or real or whatever (and when I say talk I mean talk; they didn’t listen 

I’m told). I didn’t ever find out what they were looking for. It was like they were looking for something wrong, 

something to criticise, some way in which things weren’t as they should be. To be honest it was all pretty different 

and new. 

 

Remember I spoke last week about putting God in a box. I suspect the Jewish believers had worked to integrate their 

new faith with their old ways – you know the way we do. And that’s why Jesus so offended the Jews in his ministry. 

 

There are three initial issues for me in this: 

1. We make decisions about people and about issues without always knowing the facts or the story? Would 

we be so judgmental of others if we knew one more fact? Would we be so judgmental if we truly 

understood what it was to live with what that person lives with? I think of the judgment and exclusion 

people with disabilities have faced and still face whether they be intellectual, psychological or physical in 

society and in the church. Confession time - last night I went to the Rugby (it did remind me of the Roman 

Coliseum – in this case the All Blacks were the lions if you get my meaning). I met up with Derek Hills who’s 

one of the pastors at Invercargill Central Baptist. He was there with his profoundly disabled son who is in a 

wheelchair – in the stadium is a special area, near halfway where wheelchairs can be placed along with 

seats for their companions – I thought well at least we’ve learnt something. For some reason when I was 

writing this I remembered a funeral I took some years ago. One of the relatives of the deceased was a 

transvestite – he was a man dressed as a woman, and he’d taken a female name. After the service he stood 

alone until someone from this congregation walked up and engaged him in conversation long enough so he 

could leave with dignity. I’ll always bless Evelyn Grey for that. And I think of others who walk with a limp, 

metaphorically speaking, who haven’t always found welcome and acceptance, and here. We know what the 

rules are and we’re right. 

 

2. Do we put God in a box and think we understand all there is to understand about Him? I think of the time 

when women weren’t allowed to serve communion, let alone serve as deacons or serve as elders or pastors. 

There was a time when people said that speaking in tongues was not of God. But I also know of people who 

insist that speaking in tongues is the only sign that a person is filled with the Holy Spirit and there is no other 

– God in a box stuff. 

 

Then I think of courageous people who have stood up and said what you say about the way God works may 

not be true. I think of Martin Luther in this regard who saw God’s truth that the just shall live by faith - no-

one else could see – they thought salvation was to be bought. I think of his name’s sake Martin Luther King 

who saw God’s truth that all people are created equal – not just pretty words on the Lincoln memorial but 

in life – have you ever thought of the irony in King’s speech in 1963. Did you know the KKK used to gather 



round a burning cross, sing hymns and pray – they were in no doubt that some races were inferior to 

others? I think of William Tyndale who illegally smuggled the New Testament into England because he could 

see what the religious establishment of his day couldn’t see. I think of William Carey who defied the church 

wisdom of his day concerning the mission of the church and set sail for India with a very sick wife and 

several children – all these refused to put God in a box or listen to the people who had done so. 

 

3. Are we so sure that we’re right about issues that we’re not open to other perspectives? And in relation to 

being so sure we’re right I’ll always remember and treasure the powerful words of my pastor in Timaru, 

Peter Millichamp, when he said ‘sometimes it’s better to be loving than to be right.’ It’s extremely difficult 

to walk through the minefield of ethical decisions today let alone any other issues. Some things I think are 

perfectly clear aren’t so clear to others who love Jesus. I’m simply pleading here for less being right and 

more being compassionate and more trying to understand even if we find it difficult.  

 

‘You went into the house of uncircumcised men and ate with them’ wasn’t just for then it’s for today too. 

 

So Peter told them what had happened – it’s largely a repeat of Chapter 10, not the only time Luke does this – he 

records Paul’s conversion 3 times. 

 

In telling them what happened, Peter took the risk of losing respect, of disturbing the peace of the congregation, of 

even losing friends in order to be obedient to Jesus and to the revelation God had given him. 

 

But he did – with some changes according to Luke. 

 

1. First change - 
14 

He will bring you a message through which you and all your household will be saved.’ 

Cornelius hadn’t received God’s salvation simply by becoming a believer in one God; he had to actually 

experience the living reality of Jesus mediated through the Holy Spirit. I was speaking to someone this week 

who believes in God, fine, it’s a start but it’s the Jesus issue people stumble over. 

 

2. Peter says - 
15 

‘As I began to speak, the Holy Spirit came on them as he had come on us at the 

beginning. That’s a slight change - Peter clearly wants to emphasize the sovereignty and surprising activity 

of the Holy Spirit. 

 

3. Thirdly Peter says - 
16 

Then I remembered what the Lord had said: ’John baptised with water, but you will 

be baptised with the Holy Spirit.’  

 

All these are important as we ponder the ways God works and the ways in which God’s people sometimes need to 

explain themselves to one another – this is important in each generation since God is always doing new things. At 

the same time we acknowledge that not every idea is good and not every idea comes from God. The important issue 

is to identify the work of the Holy Spirit and it’s not always easy to do this.  There have been many movements in the 

last century which have claimed to be spirit-driven but which have resulted in all kinds of shameful behaviour. 

 

So there is a constant need for all of us, not just leaders, to be anchored in prayer, humility and deep attention to 

the word of God. 

 

 

 

 

SECOND RESPONSE 

18 
When they heard this, they had no further objections and praised God, saying, ‘So then, even to Gentiles God 

has granted repentance that leads to life.’ 



Whew, thought Peter. Sadly, the victory won here seems to be reversed by the time we get to Chapter 15, but that’s 

for us to consider some time in the future, probably  not this year, which has not much longer to go and there are 

different things happening. 

What we do need to understand from this and related texts is that we don’t live in a static world; that there were 

currents ebbing and flowing around the Christian community then that impacted on their life. At the time Luke 

wrote things were heading for a climax. The pressure was mounting that would lead to a massive revolt and 

ultimately to the destruction of Jerusalem by Rome in 70 AD. The insistence that the Jews remain pure and hold on 

to their own wasn’t a weak consideration. To welcome non-Jews into the community would be like fraternizing with 

the enemy – I nearly wrote ‘sleeping with the enemy’ but that’s a bit close to the bone in a city up north I forget 

what it’s called.  

Similarly, we don’t follow Jesus in our day in a vacuum – there are things in our culture, in our politics and in our 

society that do impact on us. We need to be aware of this and today isn’t the day for exploring this but how so often 

the church becomes part of the culture and not apart from it. 

To illustrate: I’ve just finished reading a novel tracing the life of a young man living in Australia this century who 

comes across a tree planted in memory of a soldier slaughtered in France in 1918 and how ultimately their lives 

became connected. As I read it I couldn’t help wondering what were the churches saying in 1914-18? How much had 

the churches bought into what Wilfred Owen called the old lie, ‘It is a sweet and fitting thing to die for one’s 

country?’ 

Why did the Jews protest against what Peter did? They didn’t want their small worlds to be shattered even after 

they’d met Jesus. And that can be so true of us. Conversion is on-going. 

The third thing I’d like to comment on is the tantalising expression spoken to Peter, ’Do not call anything impure 

that God has made clean.’  

We can be incredibly judgmental as Christians; we can be narrow and exclusive and think we’re doing it in the name 

of Jesus. Jesus had a much broader view – he who is not against me is for me. David du Plessis writing about this 

issue, ‘judge, judge – there are no more judgemental people in the world than Christians. When the Lord made me 

face up to that, He told me, ‘You’re a public prosecutor, judging everyone in sight. And I want you to be a public 

defender.’ 

 

So how are we to respond today? We can’t respond to every issue but the one I’d like us to think about is where we 

have in some way or another called unclean that which God has called clean, when we’ve judged, where we’ve 

criticised, and even if we haven’t said it we’ve thought it. 

 

We’re going to do something a bit different today. We come in here and we sit and listen, then we sing a song, have 

a blessing and go and have a cup of tea. I also know that the unexamined life isn’t worth living. So today I’d like you 

to consider your life in the light of the word ’Do not call anything impure that God has made clean’ and face up to 

the fact that we do mess up, we judge, we criticise, we think, and we put people and God in a box. Today is our 

opportunity to be done with that and leave this stuff at the foot of the cross. While se wing there will be opportunity 

to come a write your confession and place it on the cross. Where will we put these statements – out with the 

rubbish where they belong? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


