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3 QUESTIONS 
Acts 11:1-18 

 
SERMON NOTES FOR LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 

For those of you who have not been with us for the past few weeks, let me briefly recount 
what has happened before we look at today’s text. 

 
1.  An angel of God visited Cornelius and instructed him to send for Simon Peter – 10:1-

8 
 

2.  Peter had a vision in which the Lord told him not to call common or unclean what God 
had cleansed and to go with the messengers whom Cornelius had sent – 10:9-23 

 
3.  Peter visited the home of Cornelius, preached the gospel, and witnessed the coming 

of the Holy Spirit to the Gentiles – 10:24-48 
 

4.  Peter now gives an account of how God gave the Gentiles the same salvation and the 
same Holy Spirit that he had promised to the Jews – 11:1-18 

 
Let me make a couple of general observations before we go into today’s text.  

 
The first has to do with the importance of repetition. The fact that this story is told in four 
parts, with the fourth part being a summation of the first three acts of the story gives us 
a clue about its importance. If we are not careful, we can quickly read over the events and 
say “yeah, yeah, yeah” and think that we’ve already covered the material. But we need to 
read it slowly and meditate upon it so that it will impact us as God intended it to impact 
us. 

 
The second general observation has to do with the importance of perspective; we need 
to keep the timeline of the church in Jerusalem in mind. When we come to the end of the 
story today, we could be left with the mistaken impression that all is well. But it’s not, 
and that understanding in itself provides a caution that we need to chew on.  

 
The consistent theme that we have seen through these four acts is this: God brought the 
Gentiles into His Kingdom without first making them Jews. I want to update that theme 
for today’s summary message with this takeaway: The power of salvation is not in 
ourselves but in the message we proclaim. 
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I.  HOW GUILTY ARE WE OF WANTING TO MAKE CONVERTS LOOK MORE LIKE US 
THAN LIKE JESUS? WHAT ISSUE(S) IS MORE IMPORTANT TO US THAN THE GOSPEL? 
– 11:1-3 

 
PETER IS ATTACKED BY THE CIRCUMCISION PARTY 
 

The news of Peter’s ministry to Cornelius in Caesarea filtered back to Jerusalem. Either 
by the witnesses who had accompanied him or by the grapevine that always exists. We 
are not told how many days Peter remained in Caesarea but it was more than a few. It 
was certainly enough that it was necessary for Peter to both stay in the house of a Gentile 
and to eat food from his table. 

 
It was the “circumcision party” that brought the accusations against Peter upon his 
return. Commentators rightly point out that the entire church at this time was made up 
of circumcised Jews, so it could have been the whole church that had a problem with what 
Peter had done. But the implication is that there was a particularly noisy subset of the 
church who insisted that it was necessary for a Gentile to become a Jew, to be 
circumcised, if they were going to become a Christian.  

 
We are going to see the appearance of this troublesome group at other places throughout 
the NT. Two of the most notable examples will come from the ministry of Paul – Galatians 
2:12; Titus 1:10 

 
Paul’s developed theology will come to state at least three truths about the role of 
circumcision: 

 
1.  Abraham was counted as righteous by God on the basis of his faith before he was 

asked to submit to circumcision – Romans 4:7-13 
 

2.  Circumcision is a matter of the heart and not of the flesh – Romans 2:25-29 
 

3.  Christ has set us free from the need to be circumcised. The evidence of our true 
circumcision is faith working through love – Galatians 5:1-6 
 

The circumcision party made two accusations against Peter: 
 

1.  You went to uncircumcised men.  
 

What they state is fact; Peter did go to uncircumcised men and eat with them. But the 
motivation behind what he did is so important. The motivation gives meaning to the fact. 
Peter did not choose on his own to go to the uncircumcised but he went out of obedience 
to God. But that being said, we can only speculate as to what else was driving their fear. 

 
There may have been a reason for fear; if news got around that the leader of the apostles 
himself had begun to fraternize with the Gentiles, their goodwill would soon be 
dissipated. And in fact it may well have turned out so. It was not long after this that 
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Herod Agrippa I, appointed ruler of Judea by the Emperor Claudius in A.D. 41, executed 
James the son of Zebedee and then, in view of the approval with which this action met, 
arrested Peter in his turn (12:1-3). About the same time, too, James, the brother of Jesus 
emerges as acknowledged leader of the Jerusalem church, rather than any one of twelve 
apostles (12:17; 15:13). (Bruce) 

 
2.  You ate with them. 

 
Of all the things that Peter could have done, the most obnoxious would have been to eat 
with the Gentiles. The significance of this is interesting in light of what we are told in 11:1 
– “the Gentiles also had received the word of God.”  

 
The implication is that the brothers in Christ in Jerusalem are aware of the fact that the 
Gentiles have received the word of God just like the Jews have, but the circumcision party 
is hung up on the fact that a circumcised Jew went into the home of, and ate with, 
uncircumcised Gentiles. 

 
They were wrong in their understanding. They did not see how one could become a 
Christian without also being a Jew, so if one was not a Jew when they became a Christian, 
they needed to be converted to Judaism as well as to Christianity. 

 
This is the same kind of criticism that Jesus received from the Pharisees and the teachers 
of the law – Lk 5:30; 15:2; 19:7. They criticized him for an action that seemed to have 
more significance for them than the salvation of the Gentiles.  But it must be 
remembered that Peter’s action challenged their understanding of Scripture and what 
it meant to be the holy people of God. (Peterson) 

 
WHAT IS MOST IMPORTANT TO US? 
 

The question before us is this: what issue is more important to us than the gospel? 
 

Let’s remember again the difference between justification and sanctification. Justification 
is instantaneous, sanctification is a process. We are either saved or not saved 
(justification). Once saved, some habits, thoughts and lifestyles are instantaneously 
changed while others take a lifetime to be transformed into the image of Jesus 
(sanctification) 

 
We need to grow in our ability to discern the motives behind our likes and dislikes. We 
need to be able to discern the difference between gospel and culture, between conviction 
and preference.  

 
That being said, here are three areas where we might find ourselves making preference 
for something other than the gospel when it comes to accepting a new believer into our 
circle. 

 
1.  Habits  
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There are some habits that cannot be phased out of our lives; they need to be put to death 
immediately. Tim Challies has said, “If you are looking at porn, stop it. Don’t make it your 
aim to gradually decrease the amount of porn that you view. Stop it now.”  

 
There are other habits that, no matter how much we want to rid ourselves of them, we 
continue to struggle with them. When he came to Christ in the middle of the Watergate 
scandal, Charles Colson had no problem with stopping his intake of alcohol; but he 
struggled with his nicotine addiction for years.  

 
2.  Culture 

 
Here are a few cultural decisions that could cause us to fellowship or not fellowship with 
a fellow believer.  

 
The early founders of our church were devoted advocates of homeschooling. Much of our 
ways of doing ministry took this lifestyle into account. And it’s possible that a bias against 
those who chose public schooling became a part of our flavor.  

 
How about the issue of working moms versus stay-at-home moms. Or different tastes in 
social media lifestyles; those who abstain or limit Facebook versus those who put every 
thought they have on Facebook. 

 
3.  Theology 

 
It is possible for someone to come to faith in Christ and not have a fully formed theology. 
But do we resent them coming to Christ because they haven’t had an opportunity to think 
through everything? If we do, then we are preferring theological sophistication over the 
gospel. 

 
II.  DO WE REALLY BELIEVE THAT PEOPLE NEED TO HEAR THE GOSPEL IN ORDER TO 

BELIEVE THE GOSPEL? WHAT ARE WE WILLING TO DO TO TAKE THE INITIATIVE 
TO GO TO THEM? – 11:4-17 

 
PETER TELLS THE CHURCH WHAT HAPPENED 
 

The “but” is proof that Peter did not share their outlook – 11:4 
 

Peter is going to contradict their assertion that he has sinned by being in close contact 
with the Gentiles. And in telling the story, he will do so from his perspective. That is why 
his telling of the story begins with his vision in Joppa and not with the angel’s visit to 
Cornelius in Caesarea. 

 
Much of what Peter tells the Jewish brothers is what we have already covered. In fact his 
version of the events is quite streamlined – 11:5-12 
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In recounting the story, Peter gives us a detail that we have not previously been given – 
11:13-14 

 
We now have proof that Cornelius was not saved before Peter came and spoke to him. It 
was necessary for Cornelius to hear the gospel message from Peter even though 
Cornelius was a good man whose works had been accepted by God. But salvation is not 
of works but of grace, thus it was necessary for Cornelius to hear the message of grace. 

 
It has already been made clear that Cornelius was acceptable to God as a man who 
feared him and practiced righteousness (10:35). Throughout the Bible, divine judgment 
is regularly pronounced in accordance with a person’s works; but salvation is not of 
works but of grace (15:11), and salvation did not enter Cornelius’ house until Peter came 
there with the gospel. The “household” included not only Cornelius’ immediate family in 
the modern English sense, but all who were under his authority—slaves, attendants, and 
other dependents. (Bruce) 

 
It is this statement that helps us to understand Cornelius’ statements in 10:22, 33. 
(Marshall) 

 
The “power to be saved” was not in the presence of Peter but in the message Peter was 
going to deliver. The power of salvation is not in ourselves but in the message we 
proclaim. We possess the same power that Peter possessed even if we don’t see dramatic 
results like that which happened in Cornelius’ home. 

 
This truth is buried in the middle of Peter’s retelling of the story. It was necessary for 
Peter to obey the Spirit’s prompting to go to Caesarea because God had already promised 
Cornelius that Peter would come and tell him how he could have peace with God.  

 
As Peter continued to give his version of the events, he gives evidence that the Holy Spirit 
fell on the Gentiles before he was through with his sermon – 11:15 

 
According to chapter 10, he had delivered a bare bones outline of the gospel when the 
Spirit fell. Here he gives the impression that he had intended to speak longer, perhaps to 
speak to them about water baptism and the gift of the Holy Spirit, but he was interrupted 
by the Spirit. Possibly he meant to explain to them what he was saying, rather than just 
declaring it. 

 
He then shared why he did not try to interrupt what God was doing, even though he was 
not finished preaching. He broadened the promise of the coming of the Holy Spirit, that 
Jesus had given to the 120 before his ascension, to include the Gentiles as well – 11:16 
(Acts 1:4-5) 

 
Peter then makes the connection between what happened to the Gentiles in Caesarea 
with what happened to the Jews on the Day of Pentecost. In doing so he made no 
distinction between how the Holy Spirit fell on the Jews and how he fell on the Gentiles – 
11:16 
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Peter’s interpretation and defense of why he did what he had done was thus: God gave to 
the Gentiles the same gift that he gave to us when we believed in the Lord Jesus. Who was 
I that I could stand in God’s way? – 11:17 

 
The word translated as “same” can also be translated as “equal.” Peter is saying the 
Gentiles had the same (equal) experience with the Holy Spirit that the Jews did on the 
Day of Pentecost. Thus they have now had the Gentile Day of Pentecost. He is saying, “He 
gave them an equal gift that he gave to us. He gave it to us at the time we believed in the 
Lord Jesus. Therefore it was obvious to me that they had believed in the Lord Jesus even 
as we had.” And that is why Peter did not oppose what God was doing to the Gentiles. 

 
DO WE REALLY NEED TO SHARE THE GOSPEL WITH OTHER PEOPLE? 
 

The question before us is “Do we really believe that people need to hear the gospel in 
order to be saved? If we do, what keeps us from taking the initiative to take the gospel to 
them?” 

 
We should take comfort from the knowledge that the power of salvation is not in 
ourselves, as witnesses and communicators, but in the message we proclaim. 

 
When Peter responded in faith to the Spirit and was willing to step outside of his comfort 
zone, he was participating in God’s plan to take the gospel to the Gentiles. He did not 
know until after he had responded in faith, and probably not until he had spent extended 
time with Cornelius, all that God had been orchestrating so that the Gentiles could hear 
the gospel message.  

 
We do not have to have all the facts that our disposal before we respond in faith to take 
the gospel to the nations.  

 
This will mean getting up from where we are and going to them. It has been said that the 
farthest distance that any of us will ever have to travel in order to share the gospel is 18”. 
That is the distance of the personal space that we all cherish. The farthest distance we 
will have to travel, either here at home or on the other side of the world, is the 18” from 
our space to our listener’s space.  

 
This will mean experiencing the discomfort of stepping outside of our comfort zone. 
Consider the personal preferences that Peter had to put aside as he obeyed God.  

 
But it will also mean experiencing unimaginable joy when we see others come into 
relationship with Jesus. So what motivates us to do this? Why should we follow through 
in taking the initiative to share the gospel with others? 

 
Our motivation for taking the initiative for going is knowing that God is going before us 
to prepare hearts to believe the message that we are proclaiming.  
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They are not going to believe us because we have been obedient to Jesus. 
 

They are not going to believe us because we have all the answers to their questions. 
 

But they are going to believe in Jesus because: 
 

1.  God has already prepared their hearts to believe, and  
 

2.  Because the power is in the message we proclaim and not in ourselves.  
 

III.  DO WE UNDERSTAND THAT GOD WILL PASS US BY IF WE DIG IN OUR HEELS? – 
11:18 

 
THE CHURCH DIGS IN ITS HEELS 
 

When Peter finished his explanation there was silence. And then, seemingly, the church 
accepted what Peter had said. So all should be good, right? Not really.  

 
When we come to chapter 15 we will see that this issue has really not been resolved. It 
will be resurrected by the circumcision party and will be a big enough issue that a special 
meeting of the church will be called to decide how to handle it. The question will be, “do 
the Gentiles have to become Jewish in order to become Christian? – Acts 15:1-2 

 
But Acts 11:18 seems to give the impression that the church was now on-board with the 
idea that Gentiles could be Christians too. So what’s the problem? Allow a couple of 
commentators to tell us what they think is happening. 

 
It may be surmised that the endorsement of Peter’s action was more wholehearted on 
the part of his fellow-apostles than on the part of the zealous rank and file of the 
Jerusalem church. This may have been one reason for the speed with which James the 
Just was henceforth acknowledged as the undisputed leader of the mother-church: 
James at least enjoyed a public reputation which was unspotted by any suspicion of 
fraternizing with Gentiles. But the apostles had at least admitted the principle of 
evangelizing Gentiles, and had done so in time to recognize the same principle being 
worked out farther north on a scale previously imagined. (Bruce) 

 
We should not take verse 18 to imply that the church at Jerusalem forthwith entered 
zealously into a mission to Gentiles; indeed, it never seems to have done so, and as a 
result it lost its importance in course of time. (Marshall) 

 
ARE WE IN DANGER OF BEING BYPASSED BY GOD? 
 

The question before us is this, “do we understand that God will pass us by if we dig in our 
heels?” 
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I do not wish to imply that I have any word of warning from the Lord that we have dug in 
our heels on any issue. But I do wish to clearly state that we are capable of doing so. If we 
plant our flag on the hill of any secondary issue and refuse to let God change us so that 
we can accept “Gentiles” into our world, then he will us by. 

 
Are we elevating any secondary issue to a place of primary importance?  

 
If we have, and if God is bringing it to our attention, have we dug in our heels because we 
just can’t bear to let it go? 

 
In practical terms, this narrative challenges Christians to be wary of allowing any 
cultural, social or inherited religious barriers to hinder the acceptance of new converts 
into the church. At the same time, it is an encouragement to recognize when a work of 
God’s Spirit is taking place—perhaps in unexpected ways, in unexpected quarters—and 
a warning not to be found opposing that work. (Peterson) 

 
CONCLUSION 
 

We are at a critical point in the life of our church. We need special grace and courage . . .   
 

To be able to grow in grace to become more like Jesus; to be able to discern primary from 
secondary, to discern genuine and authentic from counterfeit;  

 
To schedule the use of our time, money, attention and affection so that we prioritize time 
for taking the initiative to share the gospel. 

 
To eagerly anticipate the future rather than forlornly longing for the past. 

 
Upon first glance someone might think this passage is just vain repetition of the three 
previous passages we have covered. But it’s not just a simple retelling of the same story; 
it is a fresh word of warning. The church in Jerusalem is in danger and they don’t 
recognize it. They are cherishing things other than the gospel; their traditions and their 
pet theology. Even though they are giving verbal assent to the truth, it’s not really 
changing their hearts. This is such a dangerous place to be. I pray that we are not in the 
same place. 

 
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 

 What issue(s) is more important to me than the gospel? 
 

 What am I willing to do to take the gospel to those who haven’t heard? 
 

 Where am I in danger of digging in my heels because of personal preference?  


