Lesson – 9                                      August 29, 2015                                  Gladwin Mathews 


Lesson – 9 Peter and the Gentiles
Read for your study: - Acts 2:5-21; 10:1-8,23-48; ; 10:9-22;11:1-10; 15:1-35; Rom. 2:14-16. 
Memory Text: - Then Peter said to them, Repent, and let every one of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is to you and to your children, and to all who are afar off, as many as the Lord our God will call (Acts 2:38-39, NKJV).
Introduction: -. Matthew 12:21 says, “And in His name the Gentiles will find hope.” Peter was the first apostle to proclaim salvation to the Gentiles. The word Gentiles comes from the Latin ‘gentilis’ which means of the “same clan” or tribe. In Hebrew ‘Goyim’ means nations or a group of people. God’s chosen people, the Israelites, used the term Goyim to describe any group of people who were not descendants of Abraham or Israel. It was only later when the Bible was translated into Latin that the word gentilis was used. 
Historically, the gospel had been first committed to the people in Jerusalem. Then it spread to Judea and Samaria. Finally, God's design was to take the gospel to the uttermost parts of the earth. Although the Jews were “the chosen people,” and it was God’s plan that they were to be “a light to the nations” but they were very reluctant to reach out to the gentiles. Thus, Jesus the Messiah came to lay out that master plan of evangelism to save the whole world. This week’s lesson explores into the divine plan of reaching out to the gentiles as shown to Apostle Peter. Let us dive into our study and learn from Peter’s experience! 

Peter at Pentecost: - Acts 1:8 which reads, “Ye shall be witnesses unto me both in Jerusalem, and in all Judaea, and in Samaria, and unto the uttermost part of the earth,” set the stage for the outreach mission. The key man in this early missionary movement was Peter. This movement exploded in Jerusalem, and then spread throughout Judea and Samaria. Thousands of people were being saved with the out pouring of the Holy Spirit beginning on the day of Pentecost. Peter was filled with the Holy Spirit and had been given a very special commission through the vision he received of unclean animals. The Spirit of God impressed upon Peter to understand the vision and for the first time gospel reached to the half – breed Samaritans (half Jews and half gentile).  
The Samaritans were a despised people. From the time of the separation of the kingdom of Israel, they had been disliked by the Southern kingdom. When the people of the Northern kingdom were taken into captivity by Assyria, they eventually intermarried with the Assyrians. They were despised by the Jews of the Southern kingdom who maintained that their national existence was a gift of God and should never be polluted. The Samaritans were hated because they were half‑breeds. But Peter had been able to accept them when he had seen what Philip had accomplished through the Spirit of God. When Peter laid hands on those who had believed, and the Spirit came upon them, he was shocked. They received the same gift that the Jewish believers had received at Pentecost. The two races were now in one body together, and Peter was ready to accept that reality. Peter was ready to break the barriers of tradition which stood between Jew and Gentile. 
The Conversion of Cornelius: - In Acts 10 the Word of God describes how God opened the church to the Gentiles. “There was a certain man in Caesarea called Cornelius, a centurion of what was called the Italian Regiment, a devout man and one who feared God with all his household, who gave alms generously to the people, and prayed to God always.” 

Caesarea was a Roman city on the shores of the Mediterranean in Judea. It was the headquarters of the Roman governor of the province of Judea. Archaeologists have discovered a stone from a building in Caesarea inscribed with the name Pontus Pilate. 
Cornelius was an officer, a centurion in the Roman Army. A patriotic Jew of that day would naturally dislike or even hate him. Yet, Cornelius was a devout man; a man who feared God, who prayed to God always and who gave alms generously to those who were in need. 
The Acts of Apostles says, “Believing in God as the Creator of heaven and earth, Cornelius revered Him, acknowledged His authority, and sought His counsel in all the affairs of life. He was faithful to Jehovah in his home life and in his official duties. He had erected the altar of God in his home, for he dared not attempt to carry out his plans or to bear his responsibilities without the help of God”.—Ellen G. White, The Acts of the Apostles, p. 133.

Cornelius was in the category of what the Jews called God-fearers (one who feared God). These were Gentiles who loved the God of Israel; they were sympathetic to and supportive of the Jewish faith. Yet they stopped short of becoming full Jews in lifestyle and in circumcision. Jewish people of that time respected and appreciated these God-fearing Gentiles, but they could not really share their life and homes and food with them, because they were still in fact Gentiles and not full Jewish converts. 
God heard Cornelius’ prayer and sent an Angel with a special message to call for Peter. It is significant that God spoke to Cornelius directly, even calling him by name. It is also significant that Cornelius responded with a healthy fear of the heavenly and holy (he was afraid). This shows that Cornelius had a real relationship with God. 
What lesson can we learn from this incident? How many of us are as faithful as was Cornelius? How many Gentiles do we know who have received messages from God? 

Peter’s Vision: - Jews and Gentiles had been locking heads for centuries. The Jews viewed Gentiles as unclean. For example, milk that was drawn from a cow by Gentile hands was not allowed to be consumed by Jews. Bread and oil prepared by a Gentile could be sold to a stranger, but could never be used by a Jew. No Jew would ever eat with a Gentile. If a Gentile was ever invited to a Jewish house, he couldn't be left in the room lest he defile all the food in the room. If cooking utensils were bought from a Gentile, they had to be purified by fire and water.

The Gentiles retaliated. They scorned the Jews. Circumcision, the Sabbath day rest, worship of an invisible God, abstinence from certain foods, and all other aspects of the Jewish life‑style were points of mockery for the Gentiles. For God to turn around the situation between the Jews and Gentiles to meet, He needed to make some preparations. 

He prepared two people thirty miles apart: He first prepares a Gentile, and then prepares a Jew. The Gentile is Cornelius, and the Jew is Peter. He gives each one a special vision that serves as preparation. Before the two could ever come together, God had to change their attitudes. 

Acts 10:11-20 narrates that Peter saw in a vision all sorts of kosher and non-kosher animals prominently displayed on a sheet-like background (a great sheet bound at the four corners). Then, Peter heard a command: Rise, Peter, kill and eat.’ 

Question: Why did God use this method of reaching out to Peter? When Peter became very hungry and wanted to eat during prayer, he no doubt regarded it as a distraction. Yet, God used it by speaking to him through a vision regarding food. His hunger perhaps made him pay more attention! 

Question: How did Peter respond to God? Peter objects… “I have never eaten anything profane and unclean.” Peter’s response was both absurd and yet typical of us. He said “no” to his Lord. The only legitimate answer to a request from our Lord is “yes.”  Peter had a bad habit of telling Jesus “no” (Matthew 16:22, John 13:8). Compare Peter’s response to God (Not so, Lord!) with Cornelius’ response to God (What is it, Lord?). On that day, it seemed that Cornelius was more responsive to God than Peter was.
When the Jewish Rabbis read through all five of these books, they counted 613 Commandments. Not all of them were as important as the Ten Commandments … but they were very important to the Jews… especially laws concerned with the Sabbath day, cleanness and uncleanness, and what foods were forbidden. The Jews took the food and dietary laws very seriously [and Orthodox Jews to this day are just as strict.] They were always absolutely forbidden to eat pork and certain other animals [like shellfish]. A faithful Jew would rather suffer death than break these laws. Jews were also forbidden to associate too closely with “gentiles” [non-Jews]. They could not eat with them or even go into their homes… this would make them unclean. 

The voice speaks to him again and says, “What God has made clean, you are not to call profane.” When the vision ended, Peter did not understand the meaning of the vision. After three times receiving the vision of the sheet coming down from heaven and saying, “No” each time, Peter woke up and realized when the Gentile servants of Cornelius arrived at the door that God intended for him to go with them. God had surprised Peter with the knowledge that these men were Gentiles. The idea that God could send and use Gentiles was entirely new to Peter. God was expanding Peter’s mind and heart even much earlier than the vision: 
· Peter stayed in Joppa with a tanner (Acts 9:43; Acts 10:6, 32). Tanning and tanners were repulsive to the Jews since they handled dead bodies and used excreta in their processes. Tanneries were not allowed in towns; note that Simon’s was located by the sea side (Acts 10:6).
· All people, represented by all kinds of . . . animals (NKJV) in Peter’s vision, are God’s children. 
· Peter’s call to witness to Cornelius implied that, although all people are acceptable to God, not all religions are equally acceptable. Cornelius was already a religious man, yet, as a soldier he would be acquainted with the worship of Mithra, and as an officer he would have taken part in emperor worship. And these were not acceptable to God.
Question: Do we have to have a perfect time or perfect situation for evangelism? As we see what God does with Cornelius and with Peter, we see principles that God uses when He deals with everyone in an evangelistic situation. We see how God prepares the receiver of the gospel (Cornelius), and the messenger of the gospel (Peter). At the perfect time, it is God who brings the two together.

Question: What happens while Peter is still talking at Cornelius house? In an extraordinary moment, the Holy Spirit enters all of the persons who are there and listening… before they are baptized! Those who came with Peter were astounded…because in those days it was generally thought that only Jews could be saved by the Gospel and by Baptism…and these were Gentiles! But it was clear that God chose them… because He acted directly to bring them into communion with the Holy Spirit. Peter responds by saying, “Can anyone withhold the water for baptizing these people, who have received the Holy Spirit even as we have?” And so the first Gentiles are baptized…and a new chapter in the Church’s story begins. But, the believers in Jerusalem were shocked at the Gentile converts! 
The Jerusalem Decree: - When Peter got back to Jerusalem they confront Peter and accuse him that Peter had actually gone to the house of Cornelius, an uncircumcised Gentile, and had eaten with them. 
Peter then repeats almost word for word the account of the vision he saw at Joppa, and also describes for them just what happened in Cornelius’ house (Acts 11: 34 – 44). He even took six fellow believers from Joppa to be his witnesses. Peter said, “In truth I perceive that God shows no partiality…” This statement goes completely against the prevailing Jewish thought at that time that God certainly did show partiality, towards the Jews and against the Gentiles. The idea that God shows no partiality is also stated in Deut 10:17 and 2 Chronicles 19:7 For the Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and awesome, who shows no partiality nor takes a bribe (Deut. 10:17).
Ellen G. White writes, “Peter told of his astonishment when, in speaking the words of truth to those assembled at the home of Cornelius, he witnessed the Holy Spirit taking possession of his hearers, Gentiles as well as Jews. The same light and glory that was reflected upon the circumcised Jews shone also upon the faces of the uncircumcised Gentiles. This was God’s warning that Peter was not to regard one as inferior to the other, for the blood of Christ could cleanse from all uncleanness. . . . Peter’s address brought the assembly to a point where they could listen with patience to Paul and Barnabas, who related their experience in working for the Gentiles.”—Ellen G. White, The Acts of the Apostles, pp. 193.1-194.1.
A careful reading of Acts 10 and 11 makes it very clear that Peter understood his vision of the sheet to be talking about not rejecting carrying the gospel to Gentiles.
The brothers from Jerusalem begin to understand that God is opening the doors even for those who are not Jewish, “…they stopped objecting and glorified God saying, ‘God has then granted life-giving repentance to the Gentiles too.” 
From the council that took place in Jerusalem as recorded in Acts 15, what can we learn about how Christian councils or Church boards should be conducted in our day? 
What role did the personal testimonies play? About witnessing! About the gospel and Scripture! About how we should reach out to people in other cultures and settings! And about how they related to each other in the council! 

Quotations to ponder our thoughts on: 

1. “[The church] was organized for service, and its mission is to carry the gospel to the world.”—Ellen G. White, The Acts of the Apostles, p. 9. [Content in brackets is added.] 

2. “The church is the church only when it exists for others.”—Dietrich Bonheoffer, quoted in Joel Lawrence, Bonheoffer: A Guide for the Perplexed (London: Continuum International Pub., 2010), p. 36. 

3. “The church exists by mission, just as fire exists by burning.”—Emil H. Brunner, The Word and the World (London: SCM Press, 1931), p. 108. 

Peter had been slow in learning from the Master of missions! “Peter had a long and bitter experience trying to do things his own way: contradicting Jesus about His death (Matt. 16:22-24), taking his eyes off Jesus and sinking into the waves (Matt. 14:22-32), severing the ear of the high priest’s servant (John 18:10, 11), falling asleep in Gethsemane (Matt. 26:36- 46), and finally denying Jesus just hours before His death (vss. 69-75). (Adult Teachers Sabbath School Bible Study Guide p. 120) How well are we doing at carrying the gospel even to non-Christians or secular people in our world today? Are we as slow to learn as Peter was? 
God Bless You!!!
1

