THE BOOK OF ACTS: PART 5
Acts 15:1-12 NLT While Paul and Barnabas were at Antioch of Syria, some men from Judea arrived and began to teach the believers: “Unless you are circumcised as required by the law of Moses, you cannot be saved.” 2 Paul and Barnabas disagreed with them, arguing vehemently. Finally, the church decided to send Paul and Barnabas to Jerusalem, accompanied by some local believers, to talk to the apostles and elders about this question. 3 The church sent the delegates to Jerusalem, and they stopped along the way in Phoenicia and Samaria to visit the believers. They told them—much to everyone’s joy—that the Gentiles, too, were being converted. 4 When they arrived in Jerusalem, Barnabas and Paul were welcomed by the whole church, including the apostles and elders. They reported everything God had done through them. 5 But then some of the believers who belonged to the sect of the Pharisees stood up and insisted, “The Gentile converts must be circumcised and required to follow the law of Moses.” 6 So the apostles and elders met together to resolve this issue. 7 At the meeting, after a long discussion, Peter stood and addressed them as follows: “Brothers, you all know that God chose me from among you some time ago to preach to the Gentiles so that they could hear the Good News and believe. 8 God knows people’s hearts, and he confirmed that he accepts Gentiles by giving them the Holy Spirit, just as he did to us. 9 He made no distinction between us and them, for he cleansed their hearts through faith. 10 So why are you now challenging God by burdening the Gentile believers with a yoke that neither we nor our ancestors were able to bear? 11 We believe that we are all saved the same way, by the undeserved grace of the Lord Jesus.” 12 Everyone listened quietly as Barnabas and Paul told about the miraculous signs and wonders God had done through them among the Gentiles.
This is the midway point of our Summer Study in Acts and what we find is the Jewish leaders grappling with the shock that God is now working powerfully among the uncircumcised Gentiles.
· Oh no, not them?! How can this be? Who invited THEM to this party?!
The book of Acts could almost be divided by the work of the Holy Spirit through 2 prominent Apostles: 
· Peter the Apostle to the Jews (first half)
· Paul the Apostle to the Gentiles (second half)
Before we Transition into the Ministry of Paul, I want us to see how God worked through the Apostle Peter to open the Jewish Church leaders to the Lord’s desire to reach the Gentiles beyond the Jewish Nation.
· Jesus didn’t just come to be the Messiah to the Jews, he came to be the Savior of the World.
· This is a huge obstacle for many of the Jews and a continued source of contention in the church.
· The average Jewish child grew up hearing “We are God’s special people” and they were so PROUD of it!
Note: And the church began among the Jews in Jerusalem! But it would soon include the Gentiles.
WE DON’T UNDERSTAND HOW RADICAL THIS WAS TO THE JEWS.
· This attitude of “we are special in God’s eyes” is what troubles me about some denominational division today.
· There are some denominations that believe “we are God’s special ones”.
· Some say, unless you believe like us and worship like us. Wear your clothes like us… you aren’t saved.
· This is the sign of dead religion which is used often to feed ego and control people!
Peter said, why are we burdening the Gentile believers with a yoke that neither we nor our ancestors were able to bear?
Overview of Chapters 10 – 15
· Acts 10 & 11:1-18 – Through Peter the Gentiles receive the Gospel & the Spirit which leads to an early church conflict.
· Acts 11:19-30 – A multi-race, multi-ethnic powerful Church is established in Antioch.
· Acts 12 - James the brother of John is Killed & Peter Arrested.
· Acts 13 & 14 – From Antioch Paul & Barnabas are sent out with on a Missionary Assignment.
· Acts 15:1-35 – Conflict between strict Jewish customs and the Gentile’s which necessitates a council in Jerusalem.
Thousands of gentiles are coming to faith in Jesus and experiencing the power of the Holy Spirit. 
This is mind blowing to many of the Jews… It can’t be true…. these filthy idol worshipers… they are not even circumcised… they are eating pig meat and catfish, clams, crabs, and raw oysters! All the Cajuns in the house give me an AMEN! And they disregard the law of Moses and the Sabbath!
Jewish leaders can’t accept this grace alone concept. So, some of these Jewish leaders from Jerusalem began teaching that the gentiles will not be saved and accepted unless they are circumcised (ouch) and start following the law of Moses.
Really? They will have to cut their own bodies and start cutting the throats of their favorite animals for sacrifices.
That’s a lot of blood! Hebrews 9 says under the old Mosaic system it was the blood of Goats and Bulls the ashes of a Heifer that covered a person’s sins before God. But Christ is now our High Priest, and (Heb. 9:12 NLT) it was “with his own blood—not the blood of goats and calves—he entered the Most Holy Place once for all time and secured our redemption forever.”  He bled and died for our sins, so we would not have too! 
Jerusalem Church vs Antioch Church.  Conflict over Gentile’s and Circumcision
This all Started with Peter’s Vision in Chapter 10! (approximately 8 to 10 years before the Jerusalem council)
Look at our beginning text in Acts 15:7 At the meeting, after a long discussion, Peter stood and addressed them as follows: “Brothers, you all know that God chose me from among you some time ago to preach to the Gentiles so that they could hear the Good News and believe… Peter is pointing back to Acts 10.
The story begins with Cornelius and His VISION. 
Acts 10:1-6 NIV At Caesarea there was a man named Cornelius, a centurion in what was known as the Italian Regiment. 2 He and all his family were devout and God-fearing; he gave generously to those in need and prayed to God regularly. 3 One day at about three in the afternoon he had a vision. He distinctly saw an angel of God, who came to him and said, “Cornelius!” 4 Cornelius stared at him in fear. “What is it, Lord?” he asked. The angel answered, “Your prayers and gifts to the poor have come up as a memorial offering before God. 5 Now send men to Joppa to bring back a man named Simon who is called Peter. 6 He is staying with Simon the tanner, whose house is by the sea.”
Who was Cornelius?
· He was a Roman Centurion (gentile commander) who was stationed in Caesarea.
· From Caesarea, was located on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea, thirty-two miles north of Joppa. The largest and most important port city on the Mediterranean. Caesarea was the capital of the Roman province of Judea.
· A Centurion, a commander of 100 soldiers given the task to keep the peace in the city. Because of frequent outbreaks of violence, Roman soldiers had to be stationed to keep peace throughout Israel because they hated Roman Rule.
· Four significant aspects of Cornelius’s character are noted: (1) He was devout; (2) he was God-fearing; (3) he was a generous giver; and (4) he was consistent in prayer.
There is a lot being said here, but you have to look under the surface to catch some of it.
For instance: The term translated “God-fearing” in the original language was a technical term used for a Gentile who attended the synagogue and followed the Jewish laws but had not been circumcised. This is different than a proselyte who had totally converted and was circumcised.
· The Jews had a very detailed Covenant system that involved circumcision, animal sacrifice and the Sabbath.
Genesis 17:14 says a male who fails to be circumcised has broken the covenant.
· I want to point this out because of the Cross of Jesus we are saved by grace through faith in Christ alone. Not by any works done in the flesh or to our flesh… so that no one can boast (Eph 2:8,9)
The controversy is… what makes us right with God? Law of Moses with all its rules and animal sacrifices or faith in the work of Christ and his sacrifice on the Cross?
The Next Day Peter Has a Vision
Acts 10:9-17 NIV About noon the following day as they were on their journey and approaching the city, Peter went up on the roof to pray. 10 He became hungry and wanted something to eat, and while the meal was being prepared, he fell into a trance. 11 He saw heaven opened and something like a large sheet being let down to earth by its four corners. 12 It contained all kinds of four-footed animals, as well as reptiles and birds. 13 Then a voice told him, “Get up, Peter. Kill and eat.” 14 “Surely not, Lord!” Peter replied. “I have never eaten anything impure or unclean.” 15 The voice spoke to him a second time, “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.” 16 This happened three times, and immediately the sheet was taken back to heaven. 17 While Peter was wondering about the meaning of the vision, the men sent by Cornelius found out where Simon’s house was and stopped at the gate.
This educating of Peter took a little repetition 3X’s. God was revealing something that would be startling to Peter’s Jewish mind; God was basically nullifying the Jewish dietary laws and by analogy preparing Peter to meet and reach a bunch of unclean Gentiles.
· 3 times emphasized the importance of this revelation and how difficult it was for Peter to grasp.
· 3 times also show us how many times WE ARE OFTEN found questioning and resistant to God’s voice and how good it is that God loves us enough to keep speaking to us.
· Peter denied Jesus 3 times.
· The risen Jesus restored Peter by asking him, Do you love me 3 times.
· Here the Voice of God Speaks 3 times… don’t call anything or anyone impure that God has made clean.
FOR ALL THE STUBBORN AND RESISTANT PEOPLE IN HERE… WHAT DOES IT TAKE TO GET YOUR ATTENTION?
God still speaks to his people—through the written Scriptures, through the words of others, through circumstances and events. It is up to us to listen, to be perceptive, to be alert.
Peter’s Visit Continued:
· Peter shows up at Cornelius’ house.
· Cornelius is so overwhelmed and astonished that Peter is a real person and that he is there, He falls to his feet in reverence. REALLY? A Roman commander bowing and giving reverence to a jew? Wow! Stand up I am only a man
· New 27, 28 NIV While talking with him, Peter went inside and found a large gathering of people. 28 He said to them: “You are well aware that it is against our law for a Jew to associate with or visit a Gentile. But God has shown me that I should not call anyone impure or unclean.
· Look at verse 34, 35 Then Peter began to speak: “I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism 3 but accepts from every nation the one who fears him and does what is right.
This was Vital! The Jewish leaders of Christ’s new church had to open up their minds and hearts to people who were not like themselves.
Jesus didn’t just come to be the Messiah to the Jews, he came to be the Savior of the World. 
Peter had been given the Keys to the Kingdom by Jesus and in this act of obedience and submission God used Peter to open the door of salvation to the Gentile world.
Peter’s message was simple and brief: Christ lived, died, and rose again, and “everyone who believes in him will have their sins forgiven through his name” Acts 10:43 NLT.
Acts 10:44-48 NIV While Peter was still speaking these words, the Holy Spirit came on all who heard the message. 45 The circumcised believers who had come with Peter were astonished that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on Gentiles. 46 For they heard them speaking in tongues and praising God. Then Peter said, 47 “Surely no one can stand in the way of their being baptized with water. They have received the Holy Spirit just as we have.” 48 So he ordered that they be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they asked Peter to stay with them for a few days.
Some people call this the Gentile’s Pentecost.
Peter’s words (received the Holy Spirit just as we have) reveal the impressiveness of what they had just seen. It was undeniable, irrefutable evidence that God had come to the Gentiles. They were now full-fledged, fully-accepted, Spirit-filled members of the body of Christ. No human opinion, apostolic or otherwise, could change that.
The Apostles had not invited the gentiles into the kingdom – God had!
This is simply to ongoing work of Jesus by the Holy Spirit through His church!
The Apostle and the early leaders are simply witnesses of what GOD is Doing!
NOTE: Someone may have told you about Jesus but your invitation… it came from God. God was (is) drawing you.
ILLUS Incredible! I remember when a few of us were standing on the shore of the Mediterranean in Casearia a few years ago. In my minds I could see Peter and his team on the shore baptizing Cornelius and all his guest in the sea. 
Five Words that Marked the Early Church 
1. Hunger: Cornelius demonstrated a hunger to know God and an eagerness to obey Him.
· Throughout the book of Acts we find individuals who are not just curious they are hungry for God.
· Are you eager to hear from God and to do his will? Ask the Spirit of God to give you a thirst for himself. He must implant these holy desires within you. You cannot produce them in your own efforts or strength.
 2. Prayer: It was no coincidence that both men have their vision while they are praying.
· We must understand that prayer is the vital link to the living God. When we see prayer not as a luxury or optional but as a necessity then, and only then, will we have intimacy with God and experience his power and presence. 
· The early church in the book of Acts was a praying church!
· In chapter 12, James is killed and Peter is arrested and waiting to be executed for his faith in Christ. But the church prayed earnestly for him. And the night before his trial God sends an angel from heaven and he breaks the chains and leads Peter out of prison. Peter thinks he is dreaming it all and when he shows up at the door the people praying don’t believe its him!
1St Saturday Prayer coming this week on July 1st, 9am.  
3. Partnership: Cornelius and Peter were very different, but God’s plan included them both.
· Cornelius was wealthy, a Gentile, and a military man. Peter was a Jewish fisherman-turned-preacher.
· In Cornelius’s house that day, a new chapter in Christian history was written.
· Cornelius needed Peter and his preaching of the gospel to find the way to salvation. Peter needed Cornelius and his salvation experience to know that Gentiles were included in God’s plan.
· We really need one another and we need to accept what God has to offer us through our partnerships with others.
Men’s gathering yesterday it was great to see old men and young men fellowshipping and playing together.
At CL, we have Journey Coaches and Discipleship groups where you can receive ministry and learn to minister to others.
There are so many Impact teams of CL…. Get involved, lets serve God together.
4. Power: The ongoing impartation of Holy Ghost power was the norm and not the exception.
· The Promise of Power
Acts 1:8 But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”
Acts 2:38,29 “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 39 The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off—for all whom the Lord our God will call.”
The Promise of Holy Ghost Power Fulfilled:
1. The Day of Pentecost (Acts 2:1-4)
2. The New Believers in Samaria (Acts 8:14-17)
3. The Newly Converted Saul (Acts 9:17).
4. Cornelius and His House (Acts 10:44-48)
5. The New Believes in Ephesus (Acts 19:1-6)
 5. Cooperation: the early church resolved conflicts and cooperated with their leaders.
· James was the Head Elder or Lead Pastor of the church in Jerusalem and he was the lead among the leaders and had the authority to speak for them.
Acts 15:19 NIV “It is my judgment, therefore, that we should not make it difficult for the Gentiles who are turning to God. 20 Instead we should write to them, telling them to abstain from food polluted by idols, from sexual immorality, from the meat of strangled animals and from blood.
· The Conflict was resolved openly, not in secret behind close doors
Letter: They sent a letter to the gentile believers from Jerusalem apologizing for the men who came from their church and caused trouble over circumcision. 
Paul, Barnabas, Judas and Silas was sent back to Antioch with the letter from James and the issue was addressed. 
· Every church has problems both relational and doctrinal. But a healthy spirit-filled church is equipped with those who are spiritual wisdom and have spiritual authority to deal with conflicts.
· Don’t be shocked when issues arise in your church. There were plenty. It happened then and it will happen now.
· Men will fail us God never does.
Sometimes Leaders will disappoint you with their inconsistency. Don’t let their weaknesses rock your faith.
Even the Apostle Peter got caught up in the fear of man.
Galatians 2:11-13 NLT But when Peter came to Antioch, I had to oppose him to his face, for what he did was very wrong. 12 When he first arrived, he ate with the Gentile believers, who were not circumcised. But afterward, when some friends of James came, Peter wouldn’t eat with the Gentiles anymore. He was afraid of criticism from these people who insisted on the necessity of circumcision. 13 As a result, other Jewish believers followed Peter’s hypocrisy, and even Barnabas was led astray by their hypocrisy.
· 14 When I saw that they were not following the truth of the gospel message, I said to Peter in front of all the others, “Since you, a Jew by birth, have discarded the Jewish laws and are living like a Gentile, why are you now trying to make these Gentiles follow the Jewish traditions?
· 15 “… we know that a person is made right with God by faith in Jesus Christ, not by obeying the law. And we have believed in Christ Jesus, so that we might be made right with God because of our faith in Christ, not because we have obeyed the law. For no one will ever be made right with God by obeying the law”.
--- wont you put your faith in Jesus Christ today?! 
Can we be a church that overcomes racial bias and cultural division! There is no place for that in the Kingdom of God!

