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Peter Defends the Evangelism of Non-Israelites

Acts Chapter 11

After Peter’s experience in chapter 10 during which time he witnessed the Gentiles receiving the Holy Spirit before even they were baptized by water, he now defends the exact same Gospel that God specifically called Paul to Preach. The Gentiles received the Word of God, believed on Jesus, and were baptized first by the Holy Spirit without being circumcised in the flesh but in their hearts. The first ecumenical council had not taken place (Acts 15), so the circumcision question was open for discussion. In other words the early church at this time was still plagued by legalism, particularly as it related to circumcision. Paul addressed the question definitely in his letter to the Galatians. 
A Gentile was anyone who was not an Israelite. Most Israelite believers thought that God offered salvation only to them because God had given his Law to them (Exodus 19-20). A group in Jerusalem believed that Gentiles could be saved, but only if they followed all their laws and traditions; in essence, if they became members of their religion which is of the Pharisees known as Phariseeism or Judaism today. Both were mistaken, because God chose the Israelites and taught them his laws so they could bring the message of salvation to all people (Genesis 22:3; Psalm 22:27; Isaiah 42:4; 49:6; 56:3-7; 60:1-3; Jeremiah 16:19-21; Zechariah 2:11; Malachi 1:11; Romans 15:19-12; John 10:14-18).
When Peter brought the news of Cornelius’s conversion back to Jerusalem, the believers were shocked that he had eaten with Gentiles. Some for good-will, and some for ill-will, would spread the report of it; so that before he himself had returned to Jerusalem the apostles and the brethren there and in Judea heard that the Gentiles also had received the word of God, that is, the gospel of Jesus Christ, which is not only a word of God, but the Word of God; for it is the summary and centre of all divine revelation. They received Jesus Christ; for his name is called the Word of God, (Revelation 19:13). Not only that the Israelites who were dispersed into the Gentile countries, and the Gentiles who were proselyte to the religion of Phariseeism, but that the Gentiles also themselves, with whom it had hitherto been thought unlawful to hold common conversation, were taken into Christian Church-communion, that they had received the Word of God. That is, that the word of God was preached to them, which was a greater honor put upon them than they expected. 

Why should this seem strange to those who were themselves commissioned to preach the gospel to every creature. But thus often are the prejudices of pride and bigotry held fast against the clearest discoveries of divine truth. That it was entertained and submitted to by them, which was a better work wrought upon them than they expected. It is likely they had the notion that if the gospel were preached to the Gentiles it would be to no purpose, because the proofs of the gospel were fetched so much out of the Old Testament, which the Gentiles did not receive: they looked upon them as not inclined to faith in God, nor likely to receive the impressions of it; and therefore were surprised to hear that they had received the word of the Lord.

Their reaction to Peter’s testimony should teach us how to handle disagreements with other fellow Christians. We must not judge our fellow believers’ behavior until we have heard from them the reasons for their actions. God had promised throughout Scripture that he would reach the Gentiles, and will bring them to himself (Genesis 12:3; 18:18) and became very specific in Malachi’s statement: For from the rising of the sun even unto the going down of the same my name shall be great among the Gentiles” (Malachi 1:11). But this was an extreme difficult truth for those who considered themselves the chosen people, even those of them who believed in Jesus Christ, to accept. Those Judaens who had come out from the religion of Phariseeism understood how certain prophecies were fulfilled in Jesus Christ, but they overlooked other Old Testament teachings. Too often we are incline to accept only the parts of God’s Word that appeal to us, ignoring the teachings we do not like. We must accept all of God’s Word as absolute truth.
There are narrow souls that are for engrossing the riches of the Church, as there are those that would engross the riches of the world, and would be placed alone in the midst of the earth. These people we say are of Jonah’s mind, who, in a jealousy for his people, was angry that the Ninevites received the word of God, and justified himself in it. Ministers of the Gospel of Jesus Christ must not think it strange if they be censured and quarreled with, not only by their professed enemies, but by their professing friends; not only for their follies and infirmities, but for their good actions seasonably and well done; but, if we have proved our own work, we should be rejoicing in ourselves, as Peter had, whatever reflections we may have from our brethren. Those that are zealous and courageous in the service of Jesus Christ must expect to be censured by those who, under pretence of being cautious, are cold and indifferent. Those who are faithful in godly love, generous, charitable principles, must expect to be censured by such as are conceited and strait-laced, who say, Stand by yourself, I am holier than you.
12-20. Paul no doubt was a suspect but Peter was not until after his experience in the conversion of Cornelius; for he now joins Paul in defending evangelizing the Gentiles without circumcising them. Peter recounts what happened to him in connect with the conversion of Cornelius. He testifies that the Holy Spirit had come upon those Gentiles, this validates the ministry and confirms the fact that the gospel was for the Gentiles as well as to the Israelites. Peter’s defense for eating with Gentiles was a simple restatement of what happened. He brought six witnesses with him to back him up and then he quoted Jesus’ promise about the coming of the Holy Spirit (Acts 11:15). These Gentiles’ lives have been changed, and that was all the evidence Peter and the other believers needed. Changed lives are equally powerful as evidence today. Jesus had also demonstrated clearly that he and his message were for all people. He preached in Samaria; in the country of Gadarenes, populated by Greeks (Mark 5:1-20); and he even reached out to the Romans (Luke 7:1-10). The apostles should not have been surprised that they were called to do the same, and neither should believers today.
When the Church accepted Peter’s testimony that the Gospel was also for Gentiles, Christianity exploded into Gentile areas and large numbers became believers in Jesus Christ. The seeds of this missionary work had been sown after Stephen’s death when many believers were persecuted and scattered, settling in faraway cities and spreading the Gospel to other Israelites and Judaens in the lands they fled.

21-26. “The hand of the Lord was with them.” At this time the believers began actively sharing the Good News with Gentiles. Those who preached were not apostles, only ordinary ministers. Yet God was at work in their and through them, and multitudes believed. The same thing is true today for lay witnesses to Jesus Christ; multitudes of sinners have come to know Jesus Christ by those who have never been ordained to the gospel ministry. God accomplishes what he wants however he is pleased to do so.

Barnabas went to Antioch at the direction of the Church. The Holy Spirit directed them to send him on this journey, and he willingly accepted direction from the brethren. He demonstrated strong faith; he ministered joyfully with kindness and encouragement; he taught new believers further lessons about God (Acts 9:26-30). Ministers and evangelists do have a responsibility to larger body of believers, to which they give an accounting and under whose direction they labor.
This is the first instance in which believers are called Christians, because all they had in common was Jesus Christ not race, nationality, culture or even language. Jesus Christ’s love crosses all boundaries and unites all people.  The word appears only two other times in the New Testament (Acts 26:28; 1 Peter 4:16). In Antioch the word “Christians” was actually used as a slur. Antioch was the center of worship for several pagan cults that promoted sexual immorality and other forms of evil common to pagan religions. It was also a vital commercial center; the gateway to the eastern world. Antioch was a key city both to Rome and to the early church. Paul used the city as his home base during his missionary journeys.
27-29. Here we find the first mention of Christian prophets in the New Testament. John the Baptist and Jesus were called prophets. Besides Agabus mention is made of prophets in the Church at Antioch. Judas and Silas are denominated prophets, and four unmarried daughters of Philip the evangelist prophesied. Prophets are mentioned in 1 Corinthians 12:28, 14:29, 37; Ephesians 4:11. We do know that the prophets referred to in Ephesians 2:20 and 3:5 are Old and New Testament prophets. Their role was to present God’s will to the people and to instruct them in God’s Word. Sometimes, like Agabus, they also had the gift of predicting the future. In the Christian Church, the gift of prophecy was not limited to the apostles. Here Agabus who came from Jerusalem prophesied the coming famine. He also prophesied that Paul would be shacked and bound to be delivered to the Gentiles (Acts 21:10, 11). This was on the third missionary journey. Agabus’ prophetic prophecy was given at Caesarea, and it was believed that Agabus was one of the Seventy and that he was later martyred during the reign of Claudius who was the Roman emperor at the time; in A.D. 41-54.

30. Claudius was evil, and so was his bloodline. He was a nephew of the emperor Tiberius, and a grandson of Livia, the wife of Augustus. Agrippina, his last wife, was his niece. He adopted her son Nero, who became emperor. Nero murdered his mother, and Nero fiddled while Rome burned. Nero became a symbol of evil during that age as he killed his brother “Britannicus”, his mother “Agrippina”, his wives “Octavia” and “Poppaea”, his counselor “Seneca” and many Roman leaders and Generals. Nero with his mates rioted by night through the city, attacking men, assaulting women, and filled the vacant positions at the imperial Court from the dregs of the city. In the civic administration extravagance was unbounded, in the court luxury unbridled. Does Nero’s history sound like the life history of someone you know today? He began the first persecution of Christians where St. Paul got the crown of martyrdom and apostleship. This persecution began in 64 AD and in the 10th year of his reign. Nero was the Emperor to whom St. Paul sent his petition. So Paul said, “I stand at Caesar’s judgment seat, where I ought to be judged” (Acts 25-11).
30. There were serious food shortages during the reign of the Roman emperor Claudius (A.D 41-54) because of drought that extended across much of the Roman Empire for many years. It is significant that the Church in Antioch assisted the Church in Jerusalem. The Antioch Church had grown enough to be able to help the established Church. The relief for the hungry in Judaea was limited to the brethren in Jesus Christ. Obviously the small group of Christians could not send enough money to feed everyone who was suffering in the famine. Mercy begins with succoring those who belong to Jesus Christ first. After that, one can help those who are outside the kingdom. 

In this passage we find the first mention of “Elders” in the New Testament Church. Other references to elders include Acts 15:23; 2-23; 16:4; and 21:18. Outside of the Acts they are spoken of in several other books of the New Testament. However, nothing was said of their origin. Probably the office was taken from the Temple pattern of elders in the synagogue with respect to name and function (Titus 1:5). The elders were appointed to manage the affairs of the Congregation. At this point, their main role was to respond to the needs of the believers.
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