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“The Beginning of the Ends of the Earth”      Text – Acts 9:31-43       OT Reading – Psalm 103

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Abraham lived around 2000 BC.  This means that at the time that Luke wrote Acts, the Jews had existed as a distinct people group for around 2000 years.  
And one thing, in particular, distinguished them as a people group – circumcision.  
Ever since God had given circumcision as the sign of belonging to Abraham, the world had been divided into two groups – those circumcised and those uncircumcised. 
But while it was true that God had reserved His special favour for the Jews, the Jews combined this with the all too common problem of sinful prejudice.  

They did what a group that has a distinguishing characteristic, like skin colour or dress style or language, etc, often does, which is to use that characteristic as the basis whereby they look down on those who are different.   

And so, over time, the Jews came to hate those who were uncircumcised, or the Gentiles.

Now, while the Jews lived in Israel under the rule of David and his sons, this was a relatively straightforward prejudice to practise – You had the people living in Israel and you had the rest of the world, out there.  
But eventually, Nebuchadnezzar changed all of that.  
First the Jews had to learn how to live in a Gentile land.  
But then, with the rise of the Persian, the Greek, and the Roman Empires, Gentile-ness came to Israel.  
And this was to the point that the Jews were now ruled by the Romans, and had to pay taxes to the Romans, and were surrounded by the trappings of Greek and Roman culture.  
And even the common language of the day was Greek – A Gentile language.  

And this was extremely difficult for Jews who had been brought up to believe that:
· it was OK not to pay a G for work he had done.
· You did not need to return an item of property that you had found if it belonged to a G.
· It was OK to lie to a G or to rob a G.

· If your ox gored a Jew, you had to make restitution; if it gored a gentile, too bad.

· Coming into contact with a dead G was OK because, well, they were not human. 

· Jewish midwives, even, were forbidden from helping G women with child-birth, for that would just help propagate G scum.
I am sure you can see, then, how difficult it was for these early Jewish Christians to even conceive of the idea of the Gentiles being included in the gospel.  
Yes, Jesus had said to the disciples, way back in Acts 1:8, “You shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth”; in other words, the gospel is also to go to the Gentiles.  
But prejudice, as each of us probably knows all too well, runs very deep.  
And so, around 10 years has now gone by since Jesus spoke those words.
And from all that Luke has told us thus far, the closest the apostles, themselves, have come to fulfilling this command is one trip of Peter and John to Samaria, to ‘endorse’ Philip’s ministry there, followed by preaching in a number of Samaritan villages as they returned to Jerusalem.  
Nothing, it seems, has been able to convince the apostles to take the gospel to the ends of the earth.  
· Philip, who was not one of the twelve, has been used by the Lord to convert the Gentile, Ethiopian Eunuch.  
· Saul has now preached in the region of Damascus for three years.  And it seems reasonable to assume that he, given his calling as the apostle to the Gentiles, has been preaching to Gentiles.

· It is also probably safe to assume that he spoke about this with Peter when they met in Jerusalem.  
But still, none of this, has been enough to rid Peter of his prejudice against the Gentiles.  
And people of God, we are on biblically safe ground calling this a prejudice.  

For despite the very plain message of Acts 10, where we read about the vision of unclean animals being let down in a sheet, and despite being used by the Lord to convert Cornelius in Acts 10, listen to what we read in Galatians 2.  
There Paul talks about a meeting between him and Barnabas and James, Peter and John.  He says, “They agreed that we should go to the Gentiles, and they to the Jews.”  
Still, Peter was hesitant to take the gospel to the Gentiles himself.  He will let Paul do that.  
And Paul then writes that he had to rebuke Peter because he was refusing even to fellowship with Gentiles.  Paul even calls him a “hypocrite” for this behaviour.
Well, all of this is necessary for us to understand as we come to the end of ch. 9 and ch’s 10-11.  We are about to come to a major turning point in the progress of the gospel.  
In Acts 10, we will read about the conversion of Cornelius, a Roman soldier, a Gentile, via the ministry of Peter.  
And from that point on in Acts, the focus of the gospel shifts almost entirely to Gentile missions under Paul.  
So now, here at the end of ch. 9, God must prepare Peter for what is about to occur.  
And so, The Lord of the Harvest Prepares Peter to Love the World – the Whole World.
And we will see this through these miraculous encounters, firstly in Lydda and then in Joppa.  But congregation, before we see that, let’s briefly note a few things about the summary paragraph of v31.  For we are told there that “the church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of peace.  It was strengthened; and encouraged by the Holy Spirit, it grew in numbers, living in the fear of the Lord.”
1. Now congregation, we truly could spend a considerable amount of time reflecting on this verse.  It is both revealing and instructive in terms of the church.  
a. For instance, the Greek word translated as church here is in the singular.  
i. However many small congregations, meeting in houses, or larger congregations, meeting in bigger buildings, they are described as the church – singular.  
ii. Now, at other times the word is used to describe a single congregation, or is found in the plural form to describe a group of congregations.  But here, a probably large number of congregations, who are united by faith in the risen Lord Jesus, are described as one entity.  
(1) They are part of Christ’s body, Christ’s bride; the temple built on Him.  
(2) They are, together with every congregation of believers who profess true faith in Jesus Christ, a part of what the Apostles’ Creed calls the holy catholic church.  
iii. And this truth, alone, is wonderfully comforting and humbling and worthy of praise and thanksgiving!  
(1) As a small group of believers, we too are part of the church of Jesus Christ.


b. But we see also something said here about church growth.  
i. You see, numerous experts tell us that unchurched, suburban New Zealanders are more likely to return to a church a second time if: (1) their children are well cared for while they worship; (2) the music is contemporary; (3) friendly people welcome them; and (4) the preaching is fast moving and relevant to their particular issues and struggles.  
(1) So, preach a fairly short and funny sermon about relationships or finances or the environment, stick a band up the front, have a nice crèche with the latest toys, plug in an espresso machine and smile, and they will come, more than once.
ii. Now, of course children at church should be well cared for, and of course people should be made to feel very welcome.  But listen again to the summary passages of Acts where we see the most stunning church growth ever occur: 
(1) Acts 2:42, “They devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer … And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.”  
(2) Acts 4:2, “The apostles were teaching the people and proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection of the dead … many who heard the message believed, and the number of men grew to about five thousand.”  
(3) Acts 5:42, “Day after day, in the temple courts and from house to house, they never stopped teaching and proclaiming the good news that Jesus is the Christ.”  And what are the next words we read?  “In those days when the number of disciples was increasing…”  
(4) Acts 8:4, “But when they believed Philip as he preached the good news of the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized, both men and women.”  
iii. And now, here in Acts 9:31, we see the same message – the church enjoys a time of peace.  
(1) Now, it could be a political peace meaning that the overall environment was not as openly hostile toward Christianity as it had been.  
(A) History tells us that around this time there was a new governor in Judea, a new High Priest in Jerusalem, a new emperor in Rome, and a new King of Palestine.  
(i) And so, perhaps these things occupied more of Jewish attention than Christianity.  
(B) But it may also be that a sense of peace prevailed among the believers despite persecution.  
(C) Whatever the case, “the church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of peace.  It was strengthened; and encouraged by the Holy Spirit, it grew in numbers, living in the fear of the Lord.”  In short, this church feared God and was strengthened by the Holy Spirit.  
(i) And that was the secret of their astonishing growth.  
1. These believers knew these truths, for example: Ephesians 5:5, “For of this you can be sure: No immoral, impure or greedy person … has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God.”  
2. 1 Peter 1:14, “As obedient children, do not conform to the evil desires you had when you lived in ignorance.  But just as He who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do … Since you call on a Father who judges each man's work impartially, live your lives as strangers here in reverent fear.”  
3. And so, holiness was important to them because it is important to God.  
4. But as sinners, just like you and I, this made them even more jungry for and devoted to the means of grace – the preaching of the word of Jesus Christ, prayer, and the sacraments.  
5. For it is by these things, both then and now, that the Holy Spirit strengthens His people, and grows the church of Jesus Christ.  
Well, we come then to Peter and his travels in Palestine.
1. And we can really only guess at his motivation for these travels.  
a. Perhaps, he was just curious to see the growth of the church even in these regions.  
i. Perhaps he travelled to give these new church plants an apostolic blessing, as he did when Philip was in Samaria.  
ii. Perhaps this was how he could build up his credentials as a basis for moving out into Gentile land.  
(1) We are simply not told.  
(2) But Rev. Alan Douma, who is serving as a missionary in PNG, will tell you that a visit from an official church representative is always very encouraging and energizing for those serving on the frontline.  
(3) And so, we may be sure that Peter’s visit was a great blessing to these congregations.  
2. Well, what we are told is that Peter travels eventually to Lydda and then to Joppa, on the coast.  And the first miracle he performs will be a healing and the second a resurrection.  
a. And in this pair of miracles we see parallels to the miracles of Elijah and Elisha, and we see parallels to the miracles of Jesus in Luke 5 and Luke 7.  
i. And to those who witnessed these miracles, to Theophilus as he read Luke’s account, and to us who read it today, these parallels are sign posts that reveal Peter is standing in a long line of great prophetic healers.  
b. But there is something else about this pair of miracles we should also note.  
i. Both of those healed are named, and one involves a man and the other a woman.  And in this, we see the NT, gospel abundance at work.  
(1) Luke wants his readers to note that the salvation blessings in Jesus Christ are intended for both men and women.  
(A) Indeed, in the case of this pair, more will be said about Tabitha than is said about Aeneas.  
(i) And this, people of God, would have made Luke open to the charge of being a militant feminist by the Jews of his day!

(B) But while different roles remain for men and women in marriage and in the church, in terms of salvation, Galatians 3:27 says, “All of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.  There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”  
(i) And what we see here in Acts 9 is a visible demonstration of exactly that.
3. So, in Lydda, Peter visits Aeneas, who has either been paralyzed for eight years or since he was eight years old, the Greek can read both ways.  But whatever the case, he has been bedridden a long time.   And Peter says to him, “Jesus Christ heals you.  Get up and take care of your mat,” or, even more simply, ‘Get up and make your bed.’  And that is exactly what happened, immediately.  
a. Now, some think that the next miracle, the resurrection of Tabitha, was the greater miracle of the two.  However, as Charles Swindoll once quipped, what happened here with Aeneas was real power.  Some of us have said ‘Get up and make your bed’ to our teenagers, many times, and nothing has happened.  
b. All joking aside, however, this was a great miracle!  
i. Last Sunday evening we looked at the weight of the coming glory that Jesus will bring when he comes again.  
(1) We considered Romans 8, which describes creation as longing to be set free from the harness of sin.  
ii. Well, here we have a small snapshot of the coming glory intruding into creation.  
(1) Sin’s effects are undone.  
(A) You see, in heaven there will be no paralysis.  
(B) And here, the reality of paralysis is undone.  
(i) It is an astonishing picture of the power of Jesus’ glory.  
(ii) May Jesus Christ, indeed, be praised!  Hallelujah.  Maranatha – Come Lord Jesus!
c. Now, even as we rejoice in Peter’s wonderful work of faith and gospel proclamation, a work that the Lord used to bring many to faith in Christ, let us note, also, how this miracle serves Christ’s purposes of preparing Peter for Gentile mission.  
i. So far, Peter has healed a lame man and a blind man.  
ii. But now, with Aeneas, Peter encounters someone who is as good as dead.  
(1) You see, Aeneas cannot feed himself or clothe himself or go to the toilet himself – he is paralyzed.  
(2) All of his bodily fluids and solids would need to be cleaned and wiped up by someone else.  
(A) Caring for someone like Aeneas would be one of those things that Pharisees would look down on as unclean work.  
iii. But the Lord brings Peter into contact with uncleanness and does a miraculous work of cleansing.  
d. Well, setting aside what Charles Swindoll said about the power of this miracle, there can be no doubt that there is a clear crescendo in the order of these two miracles.  
i. While Aeneas was paralyzed, Tabitha is dead.  
ii. While it seems that Aeneas was a believer, this is definitely so of Tabitha.  
iii. And Tabitha is also painted in a very good light as her many deeds of kindness are described for us and we are told how highly regarded she was in the Christian community.  
e. Now, Tabitha means gazelle, as does Dorcas, but most of Luke’s readers would not be familiar with Aramaic so he must give the Greek equivalent of her name for their benefit.  
f. It appears that she was well off and was able to use her money and gifts and time in the service of others.  
g. But we are told that she has died.  
h. However, perhaps having heard about Aeneas’ healing or expecting Peter to have the same powers as Jesus, these believers send for him in the hope that a miracle might occur.  
i. Now, in Mark 5, Jesus resurrected the daughter of Jairus.  
(1) And He too asked everybody to leave the room, as Peter does here.  
(2) “He then took her by the hand and said, ‘Talitha koum!’ (which means, ‘little girl, I say to you, get up!’).”  
(3) And what Peter would have said here changes just one letter, “Tabitha koum!”  
(A) And both the little girl with Jesus and Tabitha here immediately get up.
ii. And once again, in an even more astonishing way, the mighty power of Jesus has intruded in creation.  
(1) The curse of sin, death, has been reversed.  
(A) Yes, death will still come for Tabitha.  But for now, an astonishing thing has occurred and all who read this account, know for certain, by faith, that we too shall be resurrected on the day Jesus comes again to an eternity where there will be no death, no pain, and no tears!  
(2) It is no wonder, then, that on that day, many people, seeing Tabitha alive again, “believed in the Lord.”  
(3) And we must, as it were, salute Peter for this great act of faith on his part.  
(A) He clearly expected the Lord to bring about her resurrection.  
(B) He clearly believed in the power of Jesus to give spiritual and physical life.  
i. But in terms of how the Lord is dealing with Peter, notice the easy to miss but important difference between Jesus’ healing of the little girl and Peter’s healing of Tabitha.  
i. Jesus took the hand of the dead girl and said, “Talitha Koum,” and she got up.  
ii. Peter says to the dead woman, “Tabitha koum,” and when she sits up he then takes her hand and helps her to stand.  Do you see the difference?  
(1) Unlike Jesus, Peter will not touch the dead.  Peter only touches her when she has come back to life.  
4. Well, if this were just an account of two wonderful miracles, this is where we would expect the story to end.  But we may be certain it is also about the Lord of the harvest preparing Peter to love the world – the whole world, because of v43.  
a. For we are told that Peter goes to stay “with a tanner named Simon.”  
i. My family and I once visited the tannery at Pompellier house in Russell, in the Bay of Islands.  
(1) I am sure others of you have been there also.  It was once a tannery and is now a museum where tanning, printing and bookbinding can be seen.  
(A) Well, as they show you around, they take a perverse delight in telling you that leather is tanned by soaking it in?  Urine.  
ii. And of tanning, just listen to what Wikipedia says, “In ancient history, tanning was considered a noxious or "odiferous trade" and relegated to the outskirts of town, amongst the poor … [After being soaked in urine] the tanners would bate the material by pounding dung into the skin or soaking the skin in a solution of animal brains.  Among the kinds of dung commonly used were that of dogs or pigeons.  Sometimes the dung was mixed with water in a large vat, and the prepared skins were kneaded in the dung water until they became supple, but not too soft.  The ancient tanner might use his bare feet to knead the skins in the dung water, and the kneading could last two or three hours.  It was this combination of urine, animal faeces and decaying flesh that made ancient tanneries so odiferous. Children employed as dung gatherers were a common sight in ancient cities.  Also common were "[urine]-pots" located on street corners, where human urine could be collected for use in tanneries or by washerwomen.”  
b. Now, as uncomfortable as all this is to hear, I am sure you can see that Peter choosing to stay with Simon the tanner is an extraordinary act of genuine Christianity considering his Jewish upbringing.  
i. Peter has learnt something from the two miracles that have just occurred.  
(1) Simon the tanner is about as unclean as anyone could possibly be by Jewish standards.  
(A) In fact, Jewish law stated that if a woman discovered that her fiancé was a tanner, she was allowed to end the engagement.  
(2) But Simon is a believer in Jesus Christ!  And Peter stays with him.  
(A) God is slowly squeezing prejudice out of Peter.  
(3) But it will be a slow process as chapter 10 will reveal.  
(A) For while Peter appears to have no problem staying with an unclean Jew, the very suggestion that he should go the Gentiles will absolutely horrify him as we shall see.
Well, brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, first and foremost, let us praise God for this glimpse of heaven.  Jesus is coming again.  
And when He comes, we shall be able to say, “Where, O death, is your victory?  Where, O death, is your sting?" … Thanks be to God!  He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.”

But let us also praise God for this picture of His gentle dealings with a sinful apostle.  Surely it is true that “He does not treat us as our sins deserve.”  Surely He is a gracious and patient God!  

But may it also be that as we live in the fear of the Lord and devote ourselves to the means of grace that He may strengthen us by His Holy Spirit.  
Praise God for His grace to us in Jesus Christ.  Amen.

