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“OVERCOMING PREJUDICES” (Acts 11:1-30) 

The tremendous move of God amongst the Gentiles in Joppa should have been a means of great 
rejoicing among the saints of God in the NT Church. Sadly, that proved to not be the reality. 
When God’s work goes forward, the devil will always have his people to oppose. This next 
section rehearses much of what was recorded in Acts 10. But the Holy Spirit has a reason to 
include it. For it reveals how this contentious matter was dealt with by the early Church and how 
biased minds were persuaded to give up their prejudices.   
 

 
 

And the apostles and brethren that were in Judaea heard that the Gentiles had also received the word of God. 
And when Peter was come up to Jerusalem, they that were of the circumcision contended with him, Saying, Thou 

wentest in to men uncircumcised, and didst eat with them. (v1-3) 
 
The news of Peter’s mission to the Gentiles had preceded him in Jerusalem. There will always be 
people ready to cause trouble for the work of God. You don’t need to go looking for them; they 
will find you. It is always amazing how people, even Christians, can quickly adopt preconceived 
ideas about an event without all the evidence. Every Christian has the responsibility to not listen 
to gossip or hearsay but to thoroughly check out any complaint against a fellow Christian, “He 
that answereth a matter before he heareth it, it is folly and shame unto him.” (Proverbs 18:13) For centuries, 
the Gentile people had been in relative darkness. Israel was specifically called by the Lord to be 
the gospel light to all the nations. 

 
And He said, It is a light thing that thou shouldest be my servant to raise up the tribes of 
Jacob, and to restore the preserved of Israel: I will also give thee for a light to the 
Gentiles, that thou mayest be my salvation unto the end of the earth. (Isaiah 49:6) 
 
You would have thought the Jewish Christians would have been excited to hear how 

Gentiles were possibly saved. But rather than gather to hear the news of the move of God, they 
gathered to criticize the fact that he ate meals with Gentiles than that their souls were saved from 
eternal destruction! They didn’t even give Peter time to explain. Indeed, the Greek word 
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“contended” is in the imperfect tense indicating they continually did this. However, the fact that 
they were willing to call him to account is powerful evidence that the other apostles and believers 
did not regard Peter as infallible!  
 
But Peter rehearsed the matter from the beginning, and expounded it by order unto them, saying, I was in the city 
of Joppa praying: and in a trance I saw a vision, A certain vessel descend, as it had been a great sheet, let down 

from heaven by four corners; and it came even to me: Upon the which when I had fastened mine eyes, I considered, 
and saw fourfooted beasts of the earth, and wild beasts, and creeping things, and fowls of the air. And I heard a 

voice saying unto me, Arise, Peter; slay and eat. But I said, Not so, Lord: for nothing common or unclean hath at 
any time entered into my mouth. But the voice answered me again from heaven, What God hath cleansed, that call 

not thou common. And this was done three times: and all were drawn up again into heaven. And, behold, 
immediately there were three men already come unto the house where I was, sent from Caesarea unto me. And the 
Spirit bade me go with them, nothing doubting. Moreover these six brethren accompanied me, and we entered into 
the man's house: And he shewed us how he had seen an angel in his house, which stood and said unto him, Send 
men to Joppa, and call for Simon, whose surname is Peter; Who shall tell thee words, whereby thou and all thy 
house shall be saved. And as I began to speak, the Holy Ghost fell on them, as on us at the beginning. Then 

remembered I the word of the Lord, how that he said, John indeed baptized with water; but ye shall be baptized 
with the Holy Ghost. Forasmuch then as God gave them the like gift as he did unto us, who believed on the Lord 

Jesus Christ; what was I, that I could withstand God? (v4-17) 
 
Peter doesn’t react angrily in the flesh to this provocative action. He was the leading Apostle but 
he didn’t use his position to shut them down by claiming infallibility. Rather, he calmly 
responded and rehearsed the matter in all its fullness in an orderly, logical, chronological 
explanation of events, “But Peter rehearsed the matter from the beginning, and expounded it by order unto 
them.” He recognised that he was not above accountability to the others. This is a good way to 
deal with potential strife.  

Peter makes clear that he allowed his claims of being led by the Spirit to be tested before 
the church by six witnesses and in v16 by Scriptural revelation. These witnesses would be 
invaluable in confirming what Peter testified as factually accurate. Peter was able to silence his 
opponents by reminding them that this was the action of a sovereign God. This was not Peter’s 
plan but God’s and God’s alone. He concludes with a reminder that they all are the creatures 
who have no right to resist the Lord, “Forasmuch then as God gave them the like gift as he did unto us, 
who believed on the Lord Jesus Christ; what was I, that I could withstand God?” This is the best way to deal 
with such contention – simply relate fully and rely on what God has done. Boice makes a helpful 
observation for us as Gentiles today, 

 
“Prejudice dies hard. But we need to learn from these early lessons regarding the scope 
of God’s grace in the gospel. Often we find it difficult to believe that God can accept 
other people without these others first becoming like us. Yet God does accept them. 
And it is good he does, because if he did not, you and I would never have become 
Christians. We would have been excluded. The only reason we are believers is that God 
does not show favouritism. That is why we are “in.” Therefore, we must not show 
favouritism ourselves. We must reach out to everyone, and we must not count it a threat 
when God brings into our fellowship somebody who from our perspective just doesn’t 
seem to fit. What matters is not whether other people fit in with us. What matters is that 
they have been accepted by God.” 
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When they heard these things, they held their peace, and glorified God, saying, Then hath God also to the Gentiles 

granted repentance unto life. (v18) 
 
Peter’s careful and calm report silenced his critics. It brings glory to God when we do it well, 
“When they heard these things, they held their peace, and glorified God.” Now the whole church is united 
around the gospel message that both Jew and Gentile are one in Christ. A split had been averted 
by the grace of God. It is a wonderful thing when God’s people are humble enough to allow 
God to overcome their personal prejudices for the glory of God.  
 
Now they which were scattered abroad upon the persecution that arose about Stephen travelled as far as Phenice, 
and Cyprus, and Antioch, preaching the word to none but unto the Jews only. And some of them were men of 

Cyprus and Cyrene, which, when they were come to Antioch, spake unto the Grecians, preaching the Lord Jesus. 
And the hand of the Lord was with them: and a great number believed, and turned unto the Lord. (v19-21) 

 
The work began by Peter soon bore powerful dividends among the Gentile people. Many of 
these places, like Antioch, were infamous for their idolatry and immorality. Some of the Hellenist 
Jews (Greek speaking) from Cyprus and Cyrene did not have the same reservations as Jews from 
Judea, so they reached out to Gentiles in Antioch. This city was one of the greatest cities of that 
era with some say a population of over 500,000, including a Jewish colony of 70,000. Josephus 
ranked it as the third greatest city of the Roman Empire, behind Rome and Alexandria. It was 
wealthy, magnificent, strategic, cosmopolitan, and predominantly Greek in population.  
 

 
 

The emphasis of the witness of these ordinary Jewish Christian members is Christ also, 
“which, when they were come to Antioch, spake unto the Grecians, preaching the Lord Jesus.” That is why 
souls could be saved. The Puritan Thomas Brooks (1608-1680) argues that our preaching as 
witnesses must be Christ-centred, 
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“Christ is a most precious commodity, he is better than rubies or the most costly pearls; 
and we must part with our old gold, with our shining gold, our old sins, our most shining 
sins, or we must perish forever. Christ is to be sought and bought with any pains, at any 
price….Get Him, and get all; miss Him and miss all.” 

 
This revival was certainly the sovereign power of the Spirit of God at work, “And the hand of the 
Lord was with them: and a great number believed, and turned unto the Lord.” No apostle or famous name 
was leading or even guiding them to do this. It was solely because “the hand of the Lord was with 
them.” Interestingly, the founders of the first Gentile church are not even named. There were no 
“big names” because God doesn’t need a “big name” to reach a soul. He can use anyone to 
spark a move of God. We now see for the first time the formal unity of both Jewish and Gentile 
believers in the Church. It all came from ordinary members relying on the message and power of 
an extraordinary God.  
 

Then tidings of these things came unto the ears of the church which was in Jerusalem: and they sent forth 
Barnabas, that he should go as far as Antioch. Who, when he came, and had seen the grace of God, was glad, 

and exhorted them all, that with purpose of heart they would cleave unto the Lord.  For he was a good man, and 
full of the Holy Ghost and of faith: and much people was added unto the Lord. (v22-24) 

 
It is proper for these leaders to not rely on rumours but carefully verify whether there was a real 
move of God. This was a move of God from Acts 8 scattering and in 8:14 they also did “try the 
spirits whether they are of God.” (1 John 4:1) In Acts 9 Saul was not immediately accepted and was 
put to the test. In Acts 11, when Peter returned from Cornelius’ house he was put to the test. It 
is all right to test a move of God as long as you use the Word of God. Too many today refuse to 
be accountable and have their actions questioned. 

One of the greatest difficulties churches face is choosing the right character of man for 
the right role. Barnabas was a native of Cyprus and had a gracious character (Acts 4:36-37) and 
so was providentially equipped for the work on which the Jerusalem church sent him. Barnabas 
was known for his empathy to outsiders and humbly yielded to the call of God. The church in 
Jerusalem chose well when they picked Barnabas as effectively the first pastor of these new 
converts. This journey from Jerusalem to Antioch was around 300 miles so this was a man with a 
big heart for these needy souls.  

Barnabas as “son of encouragement” truly was a loving and encouraging person. He was 
“a good man, and full of the Holy Ghost and of faith.” The fullness of the Holy Spirit and faith is the 
root or source of Barnabas’ goodness. His immediate joyful reaction to these converts can only 
be contrasted with the unhelpful reaction of the Jews in Jerusalem in 11:1. Faith not only 
discerns saving grace, it delights in grace. The need today is not men full of themselves but full 
of faith and the Holy Ghost!  

Barnabas was happy because of what God had done by saving grace. His first reaction 
was not to show his authority or rebuke them but he gave positive encouragement.  He was able 
to discern the grace of God in the imperfect lives of these young Gentile saints. Barnabas truly 
cared for them and he continued to edify these believers. This word “exhorted” means that he 
continually encouraged them as the imperfect verb signifies a continuous action. George 
Herbert, an English pastor and poet, said, “Good words are worth much, and cost little.” The 
expression “that with purpose of heart they would cleave unto the Lord” has the idea that they must 
resolve to have a set plan. Christianity cannot be sustained by mere emotion but a determination 
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of the will that they will walk in the ways of God. Those who build their spirituality on mere 
emotion by singing and rejoicing with others will soon discover that this type of emotional 
foundation comes and goes when the emotions rise and fall.  

The results of having the right type of godly leader there was “much people was added unto 
the Lord.” When the saints remain in close communion with Christ, then evangelism is effective. 
What a testimony to this man.  Barnabas had the right spiritual attitudes, qualities, and gifts. His 
presence and ministry resulted in many more conversions to the Lord. God can really use a man 
like this. All our churches need to have men and women with the heart of Barnabas. 
 

 
 
 
Then departed Barnabas to Tarsus, for to seek Saul: And when he had found him, he brought him unto Antioch. 
And it came to pass, that a whole year they assembled themselves with the church, and taught much people. And 

the disciples were called Christians first in Antioch. (v25-26) 
 
Evidently, however, Barnabas felt himself inadequate in the face of so great a work. Every 
preacher recognises the need for help as the work grows. It is not to be a one-man show, where 
a congregation becomes too dependent on a single man. However, this takes humility and 
meekness for it would be easy to assume that a more gifted co-labourer would be a threat to his 
popularity and even position. Barnabas needs to discern the need and the man with the right 
spiritual character and gifts to meet the need. It is interesting that he did not return to Jerusalem 
for one of the apostles, but to Tarsus to find Saul. It may have been as much as ten years since 
Saul left Jerusalem for Tarsus. To select Saul was a risk as he was so gifted, zealous and a 
determined man. But Barnabas wasn’t interested in Barnabas but the work of God.  

Tarsus is around 90 miles away from Antioch and the journey is an arduous one through 
steep hills and valleys. It would take a real dedication by Barnabas before the days of modern 
travel. The word for “seek” in Greek means “to make diligent search with difficulty” so Saul may 
have been moving around evangelising establishing churches all over Cilicia (Acts 15:41). 
Barnabas’ attitude to make this effort shows his concern for the Antioch saints, his humility, and 
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his discernment as to the right man for the role. It takes character to know character. Fame and 
wealth come and go but the only thing that endures is character.  

The results were rewarding and we see the same pattern of growth, “And it came to pass, 
that a whole year they assembled themselves with the church, and taught much people.” Once the saints were 
built up in the Word of God for one year, the church grew deeper and wider. Teaching by a 
gifted ministry from pastors is the New Testament practice. This is not the idea of Barnabas or a 
Church Council but the blueprint of a sovereign God, 

 
And he gave some, apostles; and some, prophets; and some, evangelists; and 
some, pastors and teachers; For the perfecting of the saints, for the work of the 
ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ: (Ephesians 4:11-12) 
 

We can only imagine what a wonderfully balanced and gifted team of pastors ministered in this 
church. For the zeal, determination, and the great theological mind of Saul coupled with the big 
heart of the wise Barnabas meant that the whole was far greater than the sum of the parts!  

Ancient Antioch was said to be renowned for its mockery, especially the coining of 
nicknames. The IVP commentary states, 

 
“When an organized brigade of chanting devotees of Nero led crowds in adulation, this 
band of imperial cheerleaders with their ludicrous homage was quickly dubbed Augustiani. 
And earlier, when the devotees of the one called Christ came to public attention, they 
were named Christianoi, partisans of Christ (11:26). What may have been first coined by 
outsiders as a term of derision (see Acts 26:28 and 1 Pet 4:16, the only two other New 
Testament occurrences of the term--both on the lips of hostile unbelievers), the 
followers of the Way embraced it as a fitting label.” 

 
This large group of Gentiles were evidently not some sect of Judaism. So, the locals chose a new 
name of “Christians” to identify them. This name means “those who belong to Christ’s party,” 
or “Christ’s men.” The name was given in mockery but has stuck down through the centuries as 
a badge of honour. God’s people have always been mocked by the world for their conformity to 
the Word of God. Interestingly, the term “Methodist” originated in Oxford as a nickname for 
the methodical lives of John Wesley and his followers.  
 
And in these days came prophets from Jerusalem unto Antioch. And there stood up one of them named Agabus, 
and signified by the Spirit that there should be great dearth throughout all the world: which came to pass in the 

days of Claudius Caesar. Then the disciples, every man according to his ability, determined to send relief unto the 
brethren which dwelt in Judaea:  Which also they did, and sent it to the elders by the hands of Barnabas and Saul. 

(v27-30) 
 
Before the closing of the Canon of Scripture, there were prophets in the Church who could 
predict the future. A famine was described in Judea by Josephus (Antiq., book 20, chapter 2, 
section 5) who records, “A famine did oppress them at the time (in the time of Claudius); and 
many people died for the lack of what was necessary to procure food withal. Queen Helena sent 
some of her servants to Alexandria with money to buy a great quantity of grain, and others of 
them to Cyprus to bring a cargo of dried figs.” In the latter part of Claudius Caesar’s reign (51 
A.D.), there was another famine at Rome, mentioned by Suetonius and by Tacitus. 
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 The generosity of these Gentile Christians reveals that they had been truly born again. 
This is even more notable as the Jewish Christians, who they had never met, were not exactly full 
of warmth towards them. One of the first signs that a person loves God is that they have a love 
for their fellow believers. Amy Carmichael once observed: “you can give without loving but you 
cannot love without giving.” A church well taught God’s Word is a church that lives well, works 
well, gives well. 

These Gentile Christians immediately were moved to help without being prompted by 
their leaders, “Then the disciples, every man according to his ability, determined to send relief unto the brethren 
which dwelt in Judaea.” They gave proportionately, “every man according to his ability.” For those that 
had more gave more because the Lord had blessed them with more resources. These people 
were, “determined to send relief unto the brethren.”  If a person does not determine to give, they often 
never give anything. Giving is a matter of our will choosing to put down the flesh of our selfish 
nature. That takes determination. Boice observes, “As far as I know, this is the first charitable act 
of this nature in all recorded history – one race of people collecting money to help another 
people. No wonder they were first called Christians at Antioch.” 

Their emotions were touched by the need but the matter was handled in a dignified and 
orderly way. For they ensured that the giving was done through the government of the NT 
Church, “Which also they did, and sent it to the elders by the hands of Barnabas and Saul.” It is wonderful 
to now witness Saul who persecuted the church in Jerusalem now God’s instrument to bring a 
blessing to it.  

The passage ends with the less gifted Barnabas acting in the role of Senior Pastor 
whereas Paul is more of his associate pastor. That is why they are referred to as “Barnabas and 
Saul.” Later the dynamic will change from Acts 13, when the Holy Spirit places Saul (now Paul) 
in the more prominent role as “Paul and Barnabas.” (Acts 13:43) Young Saul needed the guidance 
of the older Barnabas at this moment in Antioch. But likewise, the older man would have to step 
aside from the more prominent role when God had moulded Saul to become the more effective 
leader.  
 
 
 
 


