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ACTS IN A NUTSHELL
Study Two: Acts 10:9-48 and Acts 11:17-18

A Roman soldier and two slaves are travelling down the coast from
Caesarea to Joppa. They are commanded by a Centurion called Cornelius to
find a man called Peter, and to return with him to Caesarea.

Since we last saw them, Peter and his friends have been in and out of
prison. Confusion had reigned among the Sanhedrin when, mysteriously
released by an unseen power, they had re-appeared teaching in the Temple.
They received a flogging for their pains and were told not to preach in the
Jesus' name; an instruction that they once again ignored.

From among their expanding leadership, one man's actions had attracted
false accusations leading to his arrest. Instead of condemning his
accusers with silence, this man, Stephen, argued clearly through Hebrew
scripture against the validity of worship in the Temple, identifying the
hypocrisy of the religious leaders.

The patience of the Jewish leadership finally snapped. With Stephen's
lynch mob death came severe persecution for the community of believers
in Jerusalem. Dispersed into the countryside, their new faith is with them,
and persecution is not far behind. The dramatic intervention of the risen
Jesus stops one Pharisaic persecutor in his tracks, leaving him with a new
name and occupation: Paul, newly commissioned advocate of Christ Jesus.

Peter has travelled among the coastal communities, following up his
colleague Philip's teaching and baptism in the name of Jesus Christ with a
ministry witnessing to the power of the Holy Spirit. Peter knows that if
anyone wants to find him, he will be easy to locate.
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TEACHING AND DISCUSSION:

Q1: Share news of any answered prayer since the previous session, the
reaction of your church leaders t ideas shared after the last session, and
identify any ways in which group members have felt guided by the Holy
Spirit.

Read Acts 10:9-48 and Acts 11:17-18

This passage introduces the end of the first phase in the development of the
Christian church. Up till now it has been dominated by Jerusalem and the
Temple. As Jews this had been the most obvious place to share the truth
about Jesus, because the Jews should have been the most accepting of the
message, and the largest crowds are always at the Temple. But the message
has been rejected by the majority in Jerusalem and the mission and ministry of
these early Christians has moved into individual coastal towns and homes.

It is Peter's ministry that keeps our attention as we seek to understand the
repercussions of this change, and review our own expectations and traditions
in the light of the Holy Spirit's example.

Q2: Briefly identify the key parts of this passage where people are
instructed by the Holy Spirit.

By staying in a tanner's house Peter was showing that he was modelling his
ministry on that of Jesus. To a strictly orthodox Jew (which Peter patently
wasn't by this time), a tanner or leather worker would have been ritually
unclean – not someone to accept hospitality from! Like Jesus, Peter was
taking the message of salvation to the outcasts of acceptable society. But
even he probably wouldn't have anticipated how this would make him open to
more specific guidance by the Holy Spirit.

Even from Peter's unorthodox position on a tanner's roof, God's command that
he eat ritually unclean food was repulsive (a bit like asking a vegan to eat
meat!) This wasn't a new command; Jesus had said the same (Mark 7:14-23),
but perhaps recent life in Jerusalem had made it expedient to ignore such
teaching.
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Cornelius had been praying when he received the instruction to fetch Peter
(Acts 10:30-33). Peter is praying when he receives his vision and command to
go with the Cornelius' people. In neither case was prayer a one-off activity!

Q3: Using the examples found during the week by the group of when
visions/pictures have given spiritual direction to the actions of a person
or community, discuss how they might have made themselves available
to such guidance by the Holy Spirit.

God doesn't let Peter hang around to get used to the new ideas, he puts Peter
into a sequence of situations in which he must either honour God's command
or turn away from the ministry it is leading to. By inviting the Gentile travellers
into the tanner's home for the night (Acts 10:23) and himself entering
Cornelius' house (Acts 10:27), Peter is accepting the significance of the com-
mands he has received from God. His actions fly in the face of propriety; like
the meat they eat, Gentiles are no longer to be regarded as taboo companions.

Q4: Look at Saul's conversion (Acts 9:1-30) and other Bible passages
which show God immediately placing the need for action after teaching.
Are there examples of situations where something else is required first?
Discuss how immediate action may sometime be difficult and where it
might be appropriate.

Q5: Identify who the outcasts of your local community are, and how
individuals or the wider church might take the Christian message to
them. Make a note of specific issues for use during the reflection.
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This is one of many passages in Acts which emphasises Luke's positive
attitude to members of the political ruling class, the Romans (see also Paul's
treatment in Acts 13:6-12, 18:12-17, 21:31-40). Luke is regarded as the literary
peacemaker of Christian tradition, not just in how he presents the Roman
world as open to the Christian message. He also makes clear that Jewish
rejection of the Christian message may not have been total but contributed to
the spread of Christianity among the Gentiles in accordance with Jesus'
prophetic manifesto for their ministry (Acts 1:8).

Q6: What is the relationship between church leaders and local politicians
or government organisations in your local community? Discuss how
church communities could improve the situation and cross barriers.
Make a note of your ideas for use during the reflection.

There is a great sense of anticipation and excitement in the last phrase of Acts
10:33. Cornelius believes in God. Because God has ordained this meeting,
and both Peter and Cornelius have been faithful to the promptings they are
received, Cornelius is able to acknowledge the authority with which Peter will
preach before he's even opened his mouth. It should be no wonder to us that
God honours their ardour by pouring out his Holy Spirit on them; the
acceptance of God's will for the Gentile communities by Christians of Jewish
background is witnessed in symbolic action of baptism, importantly without any
additional 'rites of passage' (like circumcision) being required.

Q7: Peter spoke and acted with God's guidance and authority. Discuss
how much national and local church leaders are showing themselves to
be guided by God and acting with his authority. How does this influence
the way we respond to them? Make note of leaders or situations where
God's guidance and authority needs to be made more visible.
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Q8: When was the last time group members went to a Christian
service/meeting with the expectation that God was going was going to
teach them something tremendously exciting or challenging? Discuss
how churches might become more expectant of the Holy Spirit's work.

Who are we that we should hinder God? After all the excitement and a lengthy
stay with Cornelius, Peter has to report back to the church in Jerusalem (Acts
11:1-16). They have not shared in Peter's vision or experiences; they have
remained in an environment dominated by fear where such actions would
perhaps be regarded as an ill-considered risk. Despite this, Peter's story and
his understanding of God's will (Acts 11:17-18) confronts the 'parent church'
with a new idea. In reflective silence it is accepted as God's will, but it is an
issue to which Christian communities will return repeatedly as faith in Jesus
spreads throughout the Roman Empire (see Acts 15:1-29 and Paul's letter to
the Galatians, specifically Gal 3:28 and 6:15).

Q9: Look at Acts 10:48 and 11:17 and the two verses of Galatians
identified above. Discuss what elements of salvation (as discussed last
week) should be brought to mind when using the name of Jesus Christ.

Q10: What changes could be made to liturgy and worship practices in
the home group or local church as a result of thoughts generated by this
study?
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REFLECTION:
Make sure that members of the group have the notes made during discussions
of Questions 4, 5 and 6 to hand. They should reflect the needs identified by
the groups among the outcasts of the local community, it's politicians and
government, and church leaders or situations where God's guidance and
authority need to be visible. Share any other needs that members of the group
may have, or wish prayer for on behalf of others.

Ask members of the group to read together those prayers in bold, and share
out the reading of other passages and prayers, leaving times of silence and
sharing the needs you have discussed as appropriate. A candle can be lit to
signify God's light being shared with the world, or burn incense to signify God's
presence.

As both Peter and Cornelius met with God in prayer, let one person read the
following before a time of silent personal prayer and praise:

The silent self
Silence is
    sitting still
    standing still
    lying still
consciously
    gratefully
        gracefully
breathing
inspiring-
   being inspired with life
                           and love
    from him from whom these
        gifts do come-
the Lord of life and love-
the living Lord Jesus.
And in the stillness
            knowing
        and joyfully acknowledging
    that in Jesus alone
the silence of life and love is found.
Then to humbly rest
             sit
        stand
    lie
to bow the knee
in all that satisfying silence
    and be fulfilled.

By Harry Alfred Wiggett
from “An African Prayer Book” by Desmond Tutu
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After an extended period of silence offer the prayers of the group for

· mission and ministry to the outcasts of the local community;

· positive relations between churches and local politicians and
government;

· leaders or situations where God's guidance and authority needs to
be made more visible;

· other needs that members of the group may have.

The following is edited from a sermon by Archbishop Njongonkulu Ndungane
during the closing Eucharist at the conference on HIV/AIDS in Cape Town,
South Africa in August 2001:

The spirit of the Lord is upon me...

Over and over at this workshop we have heard these words of affirmation
coming from, not someone else, but our own lips and I trust our hearts.

In that same spirit I am asking you to accept a challenge to action starting right
now, at this holy moment and in fellowship with your sisters and brothers that
have worked and prayed so diligently over these last few days. Yes, a
challenge to action now, no delays, no excuses, no turning back. We are
marching in the light of God and nothing can stop us…

It was the stirring testimony of a young Ugandan priest, whose life, though a
life that is lived as one with HIV, transformed the hearts of the primates of the
Anglican Communion in their annual gathering in March 2001, to break the
yoke of pre-occupation with internal matters and minutia and compelled us to
become not only those 'who save souls but also save lives!'.

Language, race and culture can be brutal forces of separation, but isn't it
interesting that at the Day of Pentecost, the diversity in all the languages [and]
customs,...brought unity? This is the great gift we share as the Anglican
Communion. We say in the liturgy, though we are many, we are one.
So be it...

Love God, maybe that is not so hard; loving neighbour, now that can be a
challenge; and love yourself, maybe that is the hardest of all. The Trinity of
Love: God, Neighbour and Self, allows us to be surrounded by the Trinity that
we worship...
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Yes, we say 'The Spirit of the Lord is upon me', and so it is, but let's allow that
Spirit to be the driving force in our challenge for action.

Now is the time, now is the day of salvation.
Let the people say, Amen.

  Edited from “Voices from Africa – transforming Mission in a Context of
   Marginalization: An Anthology”  edited by Andrew Wheeler

The privilege is ours to share in the loving

Almighty God, our heavenly Father, the privilege is ours to share in the
loving, healing, reconciling
mission of your Son Jesus Christ, our Lord, in this age and wherever we
are. Since without you
we can do no good thing.
 May your Spirit make us wise;
 May your Spirit guide us;
 May your Spirit renew us;
 May your Spirit strengthen us;
So that we will be:
 Strong in faith,
 Discerning in proclamation,
 Courageous in witness,
 Persistent in good deeds.
This we ask through the name of the Father. Amen

Church of the Province of the West Indies from “An African Prayer Book” by Desmond Tutu

In preparation for the last study, try and do the following
before you meet:

Think about Christian leaders who you regard with affection, and consider what
particular characteristics have made them inspiring.

Think about who leads the ministry of your church. Is it one person, or a team?
Think about what skills are available to the church through that leadership.

Think back through your faith life – can you remember any examples of when
you believe the Holy Spirit has prompted you to take a particular course of
action?


