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Series, “Acts” Pastor Travis Edgerton 
 
I. Introduction 
 A. Friend at Starbucks in Turlock. Two issues:  
  1.  Hopes he’s done enough good to be saved.   
  2.  Really struggles with what he’s seen in the Church: how money is spent and how people 

treat each other. It’s profound to me that Acts 11 is just as relevant 2,000 years later. 
 B. Setting: Peter and a Gentile man named Cornelius had visions. Peter went, preached and 

this Gentile household believed and were filled with the Spirit. 
1. Peter, a Jew and apostle who had been called to the house of Israel is now 

commissioned by God to be instrumental in the inclusion of the Gentiles. 
2. For the leader of the Jesus movement in Israel to do ministry to Gentiles is a large 

statement of God’s intentions for the Church. 
3. Now Peter is back in Jerusalem and reporting on what happened and receives some 

pushback on what he did. 
C. We could easily (and I think mistakenly) cast this story in a dark light, that this was an 

unfortunate moment in the life of the early Church. But I see this passage as a beautiful 
story of the Holy Spirit both advancing the Gospel of Jesus and strengthening the unity of 
the Church in their understanding of the Gospel. 

D. I want us to explore two streams from this one river this morning: 
1. The incredibly good news of the Gospel of Jesus, that is for EVERYONE. 
2. And how the family of God unifies around this Gospel, even and especially when 

there is disagreement. 
II. Now the apostles and the brothers who were throughout Judea heard that the Gentiles also 

had received the word of God. So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the circumcision party 
criticized him, saying, “You went to uncircumcised men and ate with them.” (Acts 11:1-3) 
A. Jewish Christians living in Israel heard about Peter’s ministry with Gentiles and a group of 

them (the circumcision party) challenge Peter’s decision to do this. 
1. Circumcision party: These are Jewish Christians – people who sincerely love Jesus –  

but they were still under the impression that the way to Jesus was through converting 
to Judaism first.  

2. Judaism=the “lobby” to Jesus/Christianity. Must come through Judaism to get to Jesus. 
3. Either that or that Jesus and the Church were merely the next chapter of God’s 

salvation for the Jewish people alone. 
B. Now before we’re too hard on them, don’t forget that the Apostle Peter seems to have 

been of this same mindset right before God commanded him to share the Gospel with 
Cornelius and his family. 
1. On our side of the book of Acts, we see the idea of the Gospel of Jesus being for all 

people everywhere as just a matter of fact. But don’t forget that over the centuries, 
God has revealed His will to His people progressively. He’s never dumped all truth or 
all of His plan on His people all at once.  

2. This story we’re reading is one further step in God revealing His will to His people. 



 

 

 
C. Their specific critique: “You went to uncircumcised men and ate with them.” 

1. In 1st century Israel, eating=a sign of fellowship, sharing life. 
2. Not to mention, the food Peter and the men he brought were served: Kosher?  
3. And so a legitimate question arises. Now that we have Jesus, are we throwing out the 

Law that was given to Israel in the Old Covenant? 
4. This is a legitimate critique of Peter’s actions if you haven’t yet fully realized the 

universal effect that Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension has had. 
III. But Peter began and explained it to them in order: “I was in the city of Joppa praying, and in a 

trance I saw a vision, something like a great sheet descending, being let down from Heaven 
by its four corners, and it came down to me. Looking at it closely, I observed animals and 
beasts of prey and reptiles and birds of the air. And I heard a voice saying to me, ‘Rise, Peter; 
kill and eat.’ But I said, ‘By no means, Lord; for nothing common or unclean has ever entered 
my mouth.’!But the voice answered a second time from Heaven, ‘What God has made clean, 
do not call common.’ [Remember this: this response is NOT just about food.] This happened 
three times, and all was drawn up again into Heaven. And behold, at that very moment three 
men arrived at the house in which we were, sent to me from Caesarea. And the Spirit told me 
to go with them, making no distinction. These six brothers also accompanied me, and we 
entered the man's house. And he told us how he had seen the angel stand in his house and 
say, ‘Send to Joppa and bring Simon who is called Peter; he will declare to you a message by 
which you will be saved, you and all your household." [Not just Cornelius’ family. A 
“household” included servants, attendants, etc.  So not only is this visit crossing racial lines, 
but also social line] As I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell on them just as on us at the 
beginning.” (Acts 11:4-15) 
A. The Holy Spirit fell on these Gentiles “as” Peter was speaking. Peter didn’t do it. 
B. And not only that, but the Gentiles’ reception of the Holy Spirit was identical to that of the 

Jewish believers in “the beginning” (Acts 2). 
C. Same gift=SAME STATUS.  Gentiles are shown to be FULLY INCLUDED. 
D. Inclusion is OUTSIDE of the Old Covenant Law: no circumcision or law keeping. They 

went straight from being lost pagans to saved brothers and sisters. 
E. This act of God in giving the Holy Spirit directly to Gentiles without entering through 

Judaism was a complete game-changer in the theology of the early church. But it was not 
only this act of the Holy Spirit. What Peter says next shows us the foundation for his 
change of heart and mind: 

IV. And I remembered the word of the Lord, how He said, “John baptized with water, but you will 
be baptized with the Holy Spirit.”[in Acts 1:5] If then God gave the same gift to them as He 
gave to us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could stand in God's 
way?” (Acts 11:16-17) 
A. Peter’s basis of belief was the word of Jesus, attested to by the work of the Holy Spirit, in 

that order 
1. Peter’s logic:  

a. If God is giving Gentiles the Holy Spirit, the same as He is giving Jews, I have no 
right to resist. I am not the giver of salvation and the Holy Spirit. Trust in Jesus 



 

 

results in the giving of the Spirit across ethnic lines and no man can tell God what 
He can and can’t do. 

b. This should greatly embolden our disciple-making! How often we believe the lie 
that certain people are unreachable. Don’t tell God who He can’t save. 

2. For some of us who’ve grown up in Church, the truth of this Scripture can seem like 
“old news.” The truth that Jesus extends salvation to all people regardless of ethnicity, 
religious upbringing, etc, can seem to us like, “well of course.” 
a. But for so many people, this jump from salvation by laws and rules to salvation by 

the grace of God is not only hard to understand but VERY costly to believe. 
b. Story:  
 1) Friends here at the church have befriended some refugees from Afghanistan 

who are Muslim.   
2) These friends of mine were invited to a celebration of one of their sons’ 

circumcision. It was literally a circumcision party. 
3) A question came up about Jesus: Wasn’t Jesus a Jew? So why isn’t it required 

for Christians to circumcise their kids? Did Jesus start a new religion? Why 
doesn’t that matter anymore? 

4) We may think the things we believe are just a matter of course. But to the rest 
of the world, being saved by works is the default. And telling them about a 
salvation that is given freely by grace through faith is truly good news. But it’s 
costly news: all that I’ve done to be righteous has no merit in God’s eyes. 

3. Just like the Jews who criticized Peter, there are people all over the world who have 
lived their whole lives with the understanding that God’s acceptance of them is based 
on a whole lifestyle of earning it with works. To give everything your life is built upon 
is costly, even if it IS good news. 

4. This good news which is “old news” to us is still “new news” to so many. So it’s really 
important that we have an answer for what we believe – the depth of what Jesus 
accomplished in His death, Resurrection and Ascension to the right hand of the Father. 

B. By living a life that satisfied all the requirements of the law, and then dying IN THE 
PLACE of those who didn’t, Jesus fulfilled the law of God on our behalf. So now that law, 
written in stone, is no longer needed because those who trust Jesus are indwelt by the 
Holy Spirit and the law of God (the law of LOVE) is written on our hearts.  
1. The Law served its purpose for mankind. It showed us how sinful we are and it 

showed us that we could never obey God’s law by our own merit. (Galatians) 
2. And so when Jesus came, the Law handed the baton to Him and He did what the law 

could never do. The law cannot make you righteous… it can only show you that you 
ARE NOT. 

3. It is “believing loyalty” to Jesus that attaches us to Jesus so that His life, death, 
resurrection become our righteousness.  

C. And the good news doesn’t just stop at Jesus saving us from our sins. The good news is 
also about our adoption into the Family of God. 
1. Jesus had said to His Jewish disciples:  “YOU” will be baptized with the Holy Spirit. 



 

 

2. Before this experience with Cornelius, who did Peter believe that “YOU” to be? Jews 
who accepted Jesus as Messiah. That’s a very narrow “You.” 

3. But then the Holy Spirit fell on these believing Gentiles, without the Law! Just as He 
did on believing Jews and this gave a deep clarity to Jesus’ words. In Peter’s mind, 
that narrow view of “YOU” became a very wide “You.” 

4. In a moment, “Us and Them” became a united “We.”  
5. And apparently, the evidence was overwhelming. I love the humble response of those 

who had been critical of Peter:  
V. When they heard these things they fell silent [they stopped their arguing and critique]. And 

they glorified God, saying, “Then to the Gentiles also God has granted repentance that leads 
to life.” (Acts 11:18) 
A. It is not ethnicity, or class, or lineage, or associations, or good works that bring salvation.  

It is faith in Jesus alone! 
B. The implications are monumental: The family of Jesus is not defined by who WE choose, 

but by whom GOD has chosen. 
C. This is a PROFOUND moment in the life of Jesus’ church. The implications should never 

be overlooked. I want to point out two major implications: 
1. First Implication: The power of the Gospel of Jesus  

a. When a man, woman, or child puts their faith (their “believing loyalty” as one 
scholar phrases it) in Jesus Christ, they are immediately forgiven, cleansed, saved 
and become God’s adopted son or daughter. This is the greatest news the human 
race has ever received.  And not only that! … 

b. According to this passage, when a person of any ethnicity, socio-economic status, 
religious background or the various ways we are enslaved to sin, is forgiven and 
becomes an adopted child of God, they become MY brother, MY sister. Not just 
metaphorically! This is real! The moment I gain a heavenly Father, I also gain a 
heavenly family. 

c. The truth that this passage is heralding in no uncertain terms is that salvation 
comes by God’s sovereign mercy through faith alone in Jesus! And that faith in 
Jesus breaks all the man-made barriers between us and makes us family with all 
who share our heavenly Father! 

d. PEOPLE don’t get to declare each other clean or unclean, or worthy or unworthy.  
We watch Jesus save people and welcome them into the family without 
distinction, no favorites, no inequality. Just brothers and sisters. 

2. Second Implication:  By the power of God’s Word and the work of the Holy Spirit, 
God’s Church can be one and THRIVE in and through misunderstanding, confusion, 
questioning, and disagreement. 
a. I don’t think this story of Peter’s actions and the critique that came from the Jews 

is a dark spot in the church’s history at all. I think this is beautiful. 
b. Peter stepped outside of the separation that Jewish people had observed, BY THE 

COMMAND OF THE PENTATEUCH for more than a millennium. 
 1) He had every right to because God commanded it. 



 

 

2) But these Jewish followers of Jesus also had every right to ask why Peter 
seemed to be disobeying the Law. Their critique doesn’t seem to have come 
from hard hearts as much as lack of information. 

c. Notice Peter’s response to the critique: 
1) Not “When will you ignorant people ever learn” 
2) Not “Do you know who you’re talking to? I’m Peter!” 
3) No. He respectfully submits to the questions of His church family and gives an 

account for the work of God. 
4) Peter draws their attention to the WORDS of Jesus and to the WORK of the 

Holy Spirit. He appeals to the Father’s revelation of truth through Jesus which 
is confirmed by the work of the Holy Spirit. 

d. Notice the response of the critics: 
1) They let the words of Jesus and the work of the Holy Spirit CHANGE            

THEIR MINDS. 
2) Not only did they change their minds, they glorified GOD for the very thing 

that they had initially criticized Peter for.   
3) Because of Jesus’ words, the work of the Spirit and the humility of God’s 

people, conflict resolved in WORSHIP.  
VI. No, this isn’t a dark spot. This seems to me like a beautiful model of unity for the family of 

God to follow. 
A. Continue the tradition of “line-crossers” that Jesus started. Surrender to Jesus if you 

haven’t. 
B. Learn from our brothers and sisters in the early Church who lovingly and respectfully 

worked through disagreements and frictions led by the Word of God and the leading of 
the Holy Spirit. 
1. When God adopts new children, what kind of family will they be brought into? One 

that is marked by strife and infighting? Or one that is marked by deep love, unity, and 
humility in places where we disagree? 

2. Is there anyone in the family of God that you are angry with? That you have unsettled 
tension or grievance against? For the sake of love, obedience to God and the integrity 
of Jesus’ Gospel, go to them and be reconciled. 

VII. Communion: 
A. Take time to reflect on the greatness of the Gospel, that you are saved by nothing you do, 

but by what Jesus has done. 
B. 1 Corinthians 11 warns us about receiving the Lord’s supper in an “unworthy manner.”  

The main context of “unworthiness” in this passage is what Paul calls in v. 18, “divisions 
among you.” 
1. It is so important for us when we take Communion to understand that only those who 

have been unified to God through faith in Jesus participate in this. 
2. But I also believe that it is of immense importance that we also are walking in unity 

with our brothers and sisters in Christ so as to not participate in an unworthy manner. 
3. I urge you, that if you have unforgiveness in your heart toward a brother or sister in 

Jesus, not to participate today. But first, go and be reconciled so that your life is in line 



 

 

with the picture of unity that the sacrament of Communion paints. This is NOT a 
shame thing. It"s about integrity and honoring what sharing in this table means: that 
we are one with Jesus AND each other.  

4. And then, having done all that is in your power to be at peace with one another, come 
back next week and take Communion from the joyous posture of your life genuinely 
reflecting what we do when we gather at the Lord’s Table together. 



 
 
HOME GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDE 
CONNECTION 

How are you doing? 
What did obedience look like this week? 
 

PASSAGE | ACTS 11:1-18 

Peter Reports to the Church 

11 Now the apostles and the brothers who were throughout Judea heard that the Gentiles also 
had received the word of God. 2 So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the circumcision 
party criticized him, saying, 3 “You went to uncircumcised men and ate with them.” 4 But Peter 
began and explained it to them in order: 5 “I was in the city of Joppa praying, and in a trance I 
saw a vision, something like a great sheet descending, being let down from Heaven by its four 
corners, and it came down to me. 6 Looking at it closely, I observed animals and beasts of prey 
and reptiles and birds of the air. 7 And I heard a voice saying to me, ‘Rise, Peter; kill and eat.’ 8 But 
I said, ‘By no means, Lord; for nothing common or unclean has ever entered my mouth.’ 9 But the 
voice answered a second time from Heaven, ‘What God has made clean, do not call 
common.’ 10 This happened three times, and all was drawn up again into Heaven. 11 And behold, 
at that very moment three men arrived at the house in which we were, sent to me from 
Caesarea. 12 And the Spirit told me to go with them, making no distinction. These six brothers 
also accompanied me, and we entered the man's house. 13 And he told us how he had seen the 
angel stand in his house and say, ‘Send to Joppa and bring Simon who is called Peter; 14 he will 
declare to you a message by which you will be saved, you and all your household.’ 15 As I began 
to speak, the Holy Spirit fell on them just as on us at the beginning. 16 And I remembered the 
word of the Lord, how he said, ‘John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy 
Spirit.’ 17 If then God gave the same gift to them as he gave to us when we believed in the Lord 
Jesus Christ, who was I that I could stand in God's way?” 18 When they heard these things they 
fell silent. And they glorified God, saying, “Then to the Gentiles also God has granted repentance 
that leads to life.” 

 

CONVERSATION 

What stuck out to you in the passage? 
What do you think the Holy Spirit is saying to you? 
What do you need to do this week to be obedient? 
Is there anyone that you could impact or share with this week? 
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