NEWS COMMENT INSPIRATION DEBATE

“Who is he, Peter asks himself, to hinder God?”

Acts 11: 1-18

T

he power of story can change things:
minds, hearts, culture, even “the
way we do things around here”. This
story in Acts changes everything.
To give it even more power and significance,
the author, Luke, tells it twice, in Acts 10 and
again in Acts 11. He does the same with the
repetitions of the story of Paul’s conversion.
The milestones in the life of the early church
are worth telling more than once.
This second time, the story is told by
Peter, the main actor in the story. (Or is he?)
Peter tells the gathering in Jerusalem what
happened when he visited Cornelius’s house
in Caesarea. After sharing the Good News
with Cornelius and his household, the Holy
Spirit comes upon all who are listening
and Peter orders them to be baptised. This
should be a cause for great rejoicing, but
it is not. Instead, Peter is criticised by the
believers in Jerusalem. For Cornelius is not a
Jew, but a Gentile, a centurion in the Italian
cohort, who participates in the synagogue
prayers and generously helps the Jewish
people. Peter has baptised an uncircumcised
believer – a most controversial issue in the
apostles’ generation. The problem, however,
does not seem to be the conversion of
Cornelius, but the fact that Peter has gone
into his house and taken food there, thus
breaking the laws around purity.
Not long before, Peter himself would not
have found that acceptable either. Listen
to how he talks before he meets Cornelius:
“No Lord! Nothing profane or unclean has
ever entered my mouth!” (Acts 11:8) The idea
of eating unclean food with uncircumcised
people is unthinkable to him. But a vision
from God and the powerful experience
of the Spirit lead him to admit with
astonishment that God has no favourites,
and that this Gentile household has become
part of the same family of God that he

‘The Gentiles have
become part of the same
family of God’
belongs to. Seeing that they have received
the same gift, who is he to hinder God? And
so this story is about much more than the
conversion of Cornelius.
The coming of the Spirit on Cornelius’
household is no less than another Pentecost
– not as public or dramatic as the one we
are more familiar with, in Acts 2, but a
Pentecost all the same. It is the reminder
of this powerful experience, one they once
had themselves, that leads the gathered
assembly to acknowledge: “God has granted
life-giving repentance to the Gentiles also.”
(Acts 11:18) And that admission is a turning
point for the early Church. It changes
everything: from now on the community of
faith can move outward, beyond Judea and
Samaria, to the ends of the earth!

The stories in the book of Acts reflect
the struggles of the early Christian
communities, who more than a generation
after Jesus’ life were no longer made up of
Jews who followed Jesus, but of Gentiles.
They were communities increasingly
asking where they belonged and how they
related to the earthly Jesus of whom they
no longer had a direct experience. It is for
them that Luke wrote the book of Acts, not
as an example of early church history, but to
make theological points about their identity
and purpose. For Luke, the answer to these
questions about identity and purpose is the
Holy Spirit, the key actor throughout the
book of Acts. It is through the Holy Spirit
that Gentiles come to belong; it is through
the Holy Spirit that they can experience
Jesus, even a generation later, and it is
through the Holy Spirit that they are given
a new purpose. The same Spirit who in Acts
2 thrusts the disciples into mission is also
promised to them – and ultimately to us.
It is through his Spirit that the risen Lord
is still with us, continually guiding us into
new adventures.
So what story will we tell? Is it one of
standing in the way of the Spirit, when
we define who belongs, when we place
conditions on the grace of God, when we
are locked in the past and wedded to the
way we always do things? Or is it a story of
being open to the leading of the Spirit, who
disrupts and challenges and continually
enlarges our imagination of who God is?
The Spirit who beckons us to follow and
point to the experience of the risen Christ,
who welcomes the outsiders and the lost?
It is the power of this story that can change
everything.
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Small group discussion questions to accompany
this article are available from the Reform website
www.reform-magazine.co.uk/study-materials
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Small group discussion questions
April 2016
Chapter & verse – Francis Brienen (page 18)
Read Acts 11:1-18 followed by Francis Brienen’s article.
1. What stories have had a profound impact on your life, or on the life of your church? Why
did they make such a difference?
2. In verses 2-3 of this passage, Peter is criticised by the circumcised believers. Can you put
yourself in their shoes? Why might Peter’s actions have been upsetting for people?
3. Peter’s experiences “lead him to admit with astonishment that God has no favourites,” as
Francis says in paragraph three. Why might Peter find this astonishing?
4. In what way are the events of this story “another Pentecost”, as Francis calls them in
paragraph four?
5. The point of the book of Acts, Francis says in paragraph five, is to tell the early church
about “their identity and purpose”. What do you think they learned from the story of Peter
and Cornelius?
6. In the same paragraph, Francis describes the activity of the Holy Spirit in this story. What
do we discover about the Holy Spirit from this?
7. Francis ends with a challenge about our own response to the Spirit. How does this
challenge apply to our own time and place?
For further reflection: “We, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are
members one of another” Romans 12:5
Prayer: God of Jew and Gentile, outsider and insider, holy people and lost sheep, lead us by
your Spirit, we pray, for we have no other way to follow you. Help us to know when we are
standing fast in the Spirit, and when we are standing in the way. Give us the wisdom and the
grace and the strength to change, and to love those whom you love. Amen.
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