Series I
Lesson 23 

Page 


[image: image1.jpg]IXPETER 3:18
GROW 1N GRACE AND
IN THE KNOWLEDGE

OF OUR

Lorp AND SAvVioR

Jesus CHRIST

To HiM B8 GLORY ROTH
NOW AND EVERMORE

AMEN



CATHOLIC SCRIPTURE STUDY

Catholic Scripture Study Notes written by Sister Marie Therese, are provided for the personal use of students during their active participation and must not be loaned or given to others.

SERIES I
THE GOSPEL OF LUKE

[image: image2.png]


AND ACTS OF THE APOSTLES

Lesson 23  Commentary  Acts 10 - 12

Lesson 24  Questions        Acts 13 – 15:35

MISSION TO THE GENTILES

Acts 10 – 12

I. INTRODUCTION


We have just finished the account of Paul’s conversion, he who is called the Apostle of the Gentiles. As we saw in the introduction to Acts, Paul occupies the second part of Acts, yet the first Gentiles to join the Church come through God’s direct intervention through Peter, even more, through visions to both a leading Gentile and to Peter. The Gentile Cornelius is an outstanding one—he is a “God-fearing” Roman military officer, in charge of a hundred soldiers in Caesarea on the west coast of Samaria, bordering the Mediterranean Sea. Cornelius gives us a different picture of the Romans than we receive later in the persecution of Christians.


Luke tells us of Cornelius three times in Acts.  Luke himself was not an Israelite but a Gentile, so this first Gentile convert is important to him, evidently.


God’s will in this conversion results in Peter’s having to break Jewish custom and laws and having to account for it in Jerusalem.  It becomes clear that Jesus has not come for the Jews only, but for all people. Both Peter and Paul, as do all the Apostles, live to see the official rejection of their apostolic message by the Jewish officials and to see the abundant conversions among the Gentile peoples, which of course we are.  Yet, “Salvation came from the Jews,” Jesus had told the Samaritan woman (John 4: 22; Romans 9:4-5).  It was not for them alone, however, but to save all earth’s people who accept it.


God loves all He has made, especially those made in His own image (Genesis 1:26).

II. CORNELIUS, THE ROMAN CENTURION (Acts 10:1-48; Luke 7:2, 4, 5)


A. Cornelius the Man (Acts 10:1-2). First, Luke tells us a remarkable fact: Cornelius had brought his whole family and household (probably servants and/or slaves) to be “devout and God-fearing.” Many, many Christians have not been able to pass their faith on so successfully. We ask ourselves: what was the secret of Cornelius? The next few lines may have a clue: “He gave generously to the people, and he constantly prayed to God.” Cornelius was so pleasing to God, so much a man of prayer, that his intercession was powerful before God; also his character, faith, and love for others must have won all to him and to what made him who he was.  God sent Peter to him.


B. Cornelius’ Vision (Acts 10:3-8). At the Jewish hour of prayer, three in the afternoon, Cornelius saw clearly a “messenger from God” (angel means messenger), who told him to send for “Simon known as Peter” in a nearby town of Joppa.  Cornelius immediately sent two servants and a “devout” soldier to Joppa to the “leather-tanner’s house by the sea at Joppa.” Peter’s presence at a tanner’s house in itself was a departure from Jewish custom: the trade of a tanner, and his work with unclean animals, was despised by the rabbis.


C. Peter’s Vision (Acts 10:9-23). In this amazing story, God is making it very clear to Peter that things have changed.  We see Peter keeping the noonday prayer that all the Jews observed.  For a private time to pray, he had gone to the rooftop, a common practice for prayer time.  Probably Peter prayed longer than usual, for he became so hungry that he asked for some food, but before it came he had a vision of a large canvas filled with all kinds of God’s creatures. A voice said, “Peter, kill and eat!” Horrified, Peter told God, “Certainly not, Lord!” Three times this happened, then the canvas was taken up to heaven.


At this point, some men at the door were asking for Simon known as Peter, and Peter heard the Spirit tell him to hurry down to speak to some men asking for him at the door.  There, Cornelius’ messengers told him that an angel had told Cornelius to send for Peter in Joppa.  By this time, Peter ended his protesting, and did what Jews never did: he invited Gentiles in and gave them lodging.


It is significant that though Paul was called to evangelize the Gentiles, it was Peter whom God sent to make the first Gentile convert. Again, we see that Peter, as Jesus commissioned him (Matthew 16:13-19), is the leader of the apostles and leader of the Church founded on them. Peter willingly goes off to another forbidden action by Jewish  law: he goes to visit Cornelius—at the command of God, taking along with him several other Christian Jews.


D. At Cornelius’ House (Acts 10:24-48). While waiting for Peter, Cornelius again shows his leadership and his unity with his family and friends: he invites them all to be there when Peter arrived.  His reverence when Peter came in is shown by falling at the feet of Peter, who protested: “I am only a man! ... God has made it clear to me that I must not consider anyone clean or unclean, so I have made no objection to coming to your house.  But why have you sent for me?” (Acts 10:26-29).


After Cornelius tells of his vision, Peter speaks of his new realization “...in every nation whoever fears him and acts uprightly is acceptable to him” (2 Chronicles 19:7; Wisdom 6:7). After telling briefly of Jesus’ life, His resurrection, His commissioning of the Apostles, and the prophets’ foretelling of Jesus, “the Holy Spirit fell upon all who were listening to his word.” Immediately, all the household and friends of Cornelius began to “speak in tongues and glorify God” (Acts 10:46). The Jewish Christians were astounded. Peter questioned: “Can we withhold baptism from these people?” Peter baptized them in the name of Jesus and then stayed with them for a few days.

III. PETER AT JERUSALEM (Acts 11:1-18)


Segregation laws do not die easily, the Jewish Christians and even the Apostles in Jerusalem heard about the Cornelius event and Peter’s actions.  They did not understand this and reproached or at least questioned Peter when he came to Jerusalem: “You entered the house of uncircumcised people and ate with them!” After hearing the account from Peter, and his question—“If God gave them the same gift he gave to us when we came to believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I to be able to hinder God?” They accepted his action. The whole event had been so much the work of God that the Apostles and others began to glorify God.


The Apostles had heard from the Risen Jesus when He last met them on a mountain in Galilee: “Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you.  And behold, I am with you always, until the end of the ages” (Matthew 28:18-20). This last command of Jesus, expressed in Greek in Matthew’s gospel, contained three times the word meaning “all”—”katholikos”—universal, or all.  This word was early used for the Church. God used Peter and Cornelius to make clear that His church was for all. It is still catholic.

APPLICATION


These accounts of God’s strong activity in spreading the church show us how He can work in human situations to bring about His will.  We can learn trust in His plan, His providence, though we do not understand it; we can learn trust that He can bring about anything He wants, turn things around from what we expected or wanted, all the while furthering a divine plan we will recognize only later.

IV. CHRISTIANS IN ANTIOCH (Acts 11:19-26)


A. New Name. This large city on a river near the Mediterranean coast was the central headquarters of the Roman governor in Syria. Jewish Christians dispersed by the persecution that began with Stephen were the first to announce the Good News to the people of Antioch.  When the Jerusalem Christians heard of this new influx of Gentiles into the Church, they reacted this time in a more positive manner.


James, who had been acting as bishop, representative of the apostles, sent Barnabas to Antioch.  Barnabas rejoiced at what he found.  Antioch was not a Jewish city, and the pagans there began to call the new church members “Christians.” The Jewish Christians had avoided such a reference to Jesus as the anointed Messiah, since it was a Jewish term that upset the Jewish leaders to hear claimed for Jesus.  This account in Acts 11:26 is its first use in the New Testament.  It distinguished Gentile Christians from Jewish Christians.  Since as history proceeded, the Jews as a people did not accept their own “Christ”—Messiah, it has remained as the title of those who believe in Jesus as the Son of God, Savior of all.


Barnabas next went to Tarsus and brought Paul to Antioch, where they worked together for a year.


B. Prophets in the Church (Acts 11:27-30). At Jerusalem there were prophets among them, some of whom visited Antioch and foretold of a coming famine everywhere.  Two Roman writers, Suetonius and Tacitus, recorded a severe famine in Rome in the years 41 - 54.  Josephus, the Jewish historian, records a famine in Judea in 46 - 48. At Antioch the Christians each set something aside, according to his means, and sent it to Jerusalem by Barnabas and Saul, for the “brothers who lived there.” We begin to see the universal church show what later astounded the Romans: “See how these Christians love one another.” Despite differences on one or another factor, Christians have a strong unity as members of the “one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church”, as we say in the Apostles’ Creed.


One last statement is worth noting: they “sent it to the presbyters” in Jerusalem. Already there are assistants to the Apostles, the first bishops (“episcopoi”). The Apostles themselves were the first of all the Church’s offices in the teaching and ruling over the church.  It is their powers, given by Jesus, that are passed down from age to age.  Bishops of the church today have the powers of an Apostle, passed down and traceable through the Christian ages. Each bishop can ordain a new bishop. Today, bishop’s assistants are called priests, from “presbyters.”

V. HEROD’S PERSECUTION (Acts 12:1-24)


A. The First Apostle Martyred (Acts 12:2). The first martyr among the Apostles was James, the brother of John, two of the earliest called by Jesus, just after he had called the first two: Peter (Simon) and his brother Andrew.  This James was not the bishop of Jerusalem.  That James may not have been even a bishop, but is clearly presented in Acts as in charge of the Jerusalem church after Peter began to evangelize elsewhere. Of course, Peter could have appointed him and anointed him as bishop of Jerusalem.


B. Peter Arrested  (Acts  12:1-24). This Herod Agrippa ruled Judea from 41 - 44. When the martyrdom of James pleased the Jews, Herod had Peter put in prison.  The suspicion Herod had of how difficult it would be to succeed with this is shown by his placing four squads of four soldiers each, sixteen soldiers, to guard one jailed man.  But Herod had not reckoned on God. The chains, the bolted doors, and the guards meant nothing to an angel of God who came in a brilliant light, tapped Peter on the side, had him stand up as the chains dropped away from his wrists, and led him past each guard, and through the iron gate, which opened by itself. After a short walk, he disappeared.


Peter found himself alone and free to go to the Christians gathered at the home of another Mary, the mother of John Mark (writer of the Gospel). The assembly there were in prayer for Peter.  After the joyful visit was over, Peter asked that they tell James (in charge in Jerusalem), and he left “for another place,” probably still in Palestine.


Herod had the guards of Peter executed.  He had no idea of the supremacy of Peter’s God and His Son, Jesus whose will and power were not confined by bolts or guards.  Shortly after this, Herod “attired in royal robes,” in finery and with authority, sat on his throne to hear an appeal from the delegates of the important province of Tyre and Sidon. Suddenly, as Eusebius, the early Church historian, describes in vivid detail, Herod became violently ill with a great agony in his abdomen, said to have been worms eating him, and died.  “But the word of God continued to spread and grow”—the first of many triumphs of the power of the Church and its Lord, over any human glory and power.

APPLICATION


God has not always defended and freed His Christians as he did with Peter, whose special call was one that God wished to establish firmly in the church, and later in Rome, not Jerusalem. But we learn from this special care that God’s will can and does prevail over many aspects of our lives, especially if we are doing His work, living by His laws, and loving Him.  Whatever He allows to happen to us while in such relationships to Him, cannot affect our spiritual well-being, or our future in eternity, but actually is for our good or others.

* * * * * * *

QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 24

Acts 13 – 15:35

Day 1

Read the Notes.


a.
Share something you learned in the Notes.


b.
Did something help you personally, spiritually? Can you say how?

Day 2

Read Acts 12:25 and 13:1-12.


a.
Who were the men in the Antioch church who were gifted as leaders? Comment on one with an interesting background.


b.
What was the Antioch community doing when Barnabas and Saul were called to a new work for God?


c.
Does this say something to you or your parish community?


d.
In their mission to Cyprus (Acts 13:4-12) how did Paul show his authority?

Day 3


a.
Read Acts 13:13-15.  In Antioch in central Turkey where did Paul and Barnabas go to worship? What do we learn about that worship ceremony?


b.
Read Acts 13:16-43.  How did Paul present Jesus to those Jews and how did it succeed?


c.
Read Acts 13:44-52, Isaiah 49:6. What pattern is developing in Paul and Barnabas’ missions? Why?

Day 4

Read Acts 14:1-28.


a.
How can verse 9 teach us something about answers to prayers?


b.
Read Acts 14:14-20. What do we learn about crowd psychology in these verses?


c.
As Paul and Barnabas re-visited the towns where they had preached Jesus as Lord and Savior, what did they say and do? Comment on this.

Day 5

Read Acts 15:1-5.


a.
Back in Antioch with their good news, what dissension did they find and what was done about it?


b.
Read Acts 15:6-12.  After the discussion (and debate) who had the last word, and how did the assembly react? What does this teach about the Church’s authority?


c.
Read Acts 15:13-21. What new decision did James suggest for Gentile Christians?

Day 6


a.
Read Acts 15:22-29.  What do you learn here?


b.
Again, what do we learn about the early church in regard to authority and unity?


c.
Read Acts 15:30-35. How did the Apostles’ representative succeed in the Antioch assembly?
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