Acts of the Apostles

January: Chapters 11 & 12
I. Controversy over Peter’s baptism of Cornelius

A. Since the first apostles were all observant Jews, what Peter did provoked opposition.  “Circumcision party” (11:2) refers to those who continued in Jewish religious tradition, even while following Jesus as the Messiah.

B. 11:1-15, Peter explains his vision and the events leading up to the baptism of Cornelius’ household.

C. 11:16, Peter invokes Jesus’ own words (recorded in Acts 1:5) to explain his motivation.  See John 14:26, where Jesus foretells the action of the Spirit to a) remind Christians of Jesus’ words and b) guide them into application of what Jesus said.

D. The church embraces the mission to the Gentiles as a genuine act of God (11:18).  Question: how can churches determine if God is inspiring a course of action?  

II. Becoming known as “Christians”

A. Still moving because of the persecution that killed Stephen, the church spreads into Lebanon (Phoenicia), the Mediterranean (Cyprus) and Syria (Antioch) – 11:19.

B. More Gentiles are brought into the church (11:20-21)

C. Apostolic oversight (episcopos) is exercised by Barnabas, who goes to Antioch to investigate (11:22)

D. Because the growth of the church is so rapid, Barnabas brings Saul to Antioch to help him teach the Gospel there (11:25-26).
E. They were “called Christians” – those outside of the church named them this, it is not a title the church created!  It appears that their devotion to Jesus was starting to give them an identity apart from the Jews, and the people of Antioch came up with this name to identify the new group in their city.  Question: What, if anything, makes us stand out as a unique group in our community?  What could or should?
III. The famine and the church response (11:27-30)
A. Prophets were active in the church, announcing breaking news from God.  See I Corinthians 12:10; I Corinthians 14.

B. There were a number of famines during the reign of Claudius as Emperor of Rome.  Thus it seemed as though a famine was “over all the world” (11:28).  The province of Judea suffered a bad famine in the years 45-47 AD.  
C. The church in Antioch decides to take up a collection for famine relief in Judea (11:29-30).  They ask every member to give as able, and send the money in the care of Barnabas and Saul.

D. This is the origin of the Good Friday offering for the Church in the Holy Land, which the Episcopal Church continues to this day.

IV. Continued persecution in Jerusalem.

A. James, one of the first four apostles (Matthew 4:21) is martyred under King Herod, in a cynical political ploy to distract the Jews from their discontent over Roman rule.  Herod continues by imprisoning Peter.  (12:1-4)

B. The church counters with prayer (12:5).

V. Peter’s miraculous release.

A. Peter was scheduled for execution (12:6 “about to bring him out”).

B. 12:7-11, an angel pokes, pushes and otherwise guides a very drowsy Peter out of confinement.

C. Peter goes to the house of the mother of Mark (Mark is the eventual author of the Gospel that bears his name, which scholarship and tradition believe to have been based on Peter’s testimony to Jesus.  In I Peter 5:13, Peter refers to Mark as a “son.”  They were very close, and it is likely that Mark wrote his short Gospel in haste to preserve Peter’s testimony during persecution in Rome.
D. 12:12-17, notice how Peter’s escape from jail parallels Jesus’ resurrection.  A woman is the first to see him (as Mary Magdalene first saw the risen Jesus), and in her joy she runs to tell others – but they think she’s crazy.  Peter appears to them, calms them down, and tells them to take his good news to the rest of the church – just as Jesus did with the apostles on the first Easter.

E. Herod punishes the guards and goes off in a huff.

VI. Herod’s bad end (12:20-23)
A. Although a client of the Romans, Herod is still a Jew and under the covenant of Moses.  So when he receives praise as “a god” (breaking the first three of the X Commandments!), God destroys him.
B. 12:24 in contrast, the word of God spreads because the church is faithful to the New Covenant in Christ.
C. 12:25 having delivered the relief funds from Antioch to Jerusalem, Barnabas (who is still listed first) and Saul head out into the mission field again, this time taking John Mark along with them.

NEXT:  CHAPTERS 13 & 14 FOR MARCH
