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The Life of the 
Apostle Peter
 Part Five - Living with Tension

All that we have learned about the Apostle Peter is only of any use to us if we 
can apply it in some way to our own lives as Christians in Today’s Society.  Two 
aspects of life in Peter’s days created tensions for those early Christians may 
help us to think about what it means today to be a Follower of Jesus - ‘Who can 
join the Church and what must they do?’ and - ‘Where does the Church belong 
in the World?’

Last Time - 

• The Followers of the Way are persecuted by the Jews
• James the Apostle is executed by Herod
• Peter put in Prison and released by the Angel
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• Peter leaves Jerusalem having told the rest of the Disciples to tell James the 
brother of Jesus what had happened

• Herod dies a horrible death
• The Disciples continue to learn how to live as Followers of Jesus - how to 

be His Body - His Church

Two Sources of Tension - 

1 Who Belongs in the Church? - 

The tension of Belonging - 

Matthew 15; 21 to 28

Leaving that place, Jesus withdrew to the region of Tyre and Sidon. A Canaanite woman from 
that vicinity came to him, crying out, ‘Lord, Son of David, have mercy on me! My daughter is 
demon-possessed and suffering terribly.’
Jesus did not answer a word. So his disciples came to him and urged him, ‘Send her away, for 
she keeps crying out after us.’
He answered, ‘I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.’
The woman came and knelt before him. ‘Lord, help me!’ she said.
He replied, ‘It is not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to the dogs.’
‘Yes it is, Lord,’ she said. ‘Even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their master’s table.’
Then Jesus said to her, ‘Woman, you have great faith! Your request is granted.’ And her daughter 
was healed at that moment.

If Jesus is teaching - who is learning and what is the lesson?

Jesus has left Judea and has gone over the border into what we would probably call 
Syria today. Mark’s Gospel has Jesus and the Disciples in a house there, either as 
lodgers or guests - we are not told. Most of the people who live in the area would not 
be Jews. This little lady, a mother, is one of those locals, and so, the Disciples would 
regard her as being outside the Promises of God to the Jews - a Gentile who was not 
one of God’s chosen People. She had no right to be there.

His Disciples, which must have included Peter, object strongly to her presence whilst 
their Master is trying to teach them. Not only is she a woman, but a Gentile too! At so 
many levels Jesus should have had her thrown out straight away! But he has waited to 
see what the Disciples would do. He is teaching them through this little woman, but are 
they listening?
His answer to the woman sounds harsh! Where is His compassion in the face of such 
need? In fact, He is becoming her Rabbi! He enters into a theological conversation and 
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she rises to the occasion. She 
recognises exactly what Jesus is 
saying. Her faith is being tested. Her 
reply, far from being a repetition of 
her first cry for help is a recognition 
of Who and What Jesus is. ‘You can 
help me - if you will!’  This is her 
confession of Faith!

His reply sets the scene for her to be 
able to make her next step of faith. It 
is not designed to put her off! She 
counters his argument with her own 
observation from the natural world - 

reminding him that the promise given to Abraham centuries before included ‘All 
Peoples’ and not just the Jews - ‘All peoples will be blessed…’ The picture below very 
cleverly tells the whole of this story in one image.

Acts 10
At Caesarea there was a man 
named Cornelius, a centurion in 
what was known as the Italian 
Regiment. He and all his family 
were devout and God-fearing; 
he gave generously to those 
in need and prayed to God 
regularly. One day at about 
three in the afternoon he had a 
vision. He distinctly saw an angel of 
God, who came to him and said, 
‘Cornelius!’
Cornelius stared at him in fear. 
‘What is it, Lord?’ he asked.
The angel answered, ‘Your prayers and gifts to the poor have come up as a 
memorial offering before God. Now send men to Joppa to bring back a man named 
Simon who is called Peter.
He is staying with Simon the tanner, whose house is by the sea.’
When the angel who spoke to him had gone, Cornelius called two of his servants and a devout 
soldier who was one of his attendants. He told them everything that had happened and sent 
them to Joppa.
About noon the following day as they were on their journey and approaching the city, Peter 
went up on the roof to pray. He became hungry and wanted something to eat, and while the 
meal was being prepared, he fell into a trance. He saw heaven opened and something like a 
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large sheet being let down to earth by its four corners. It contained all kinds of four-footed 
animals, as well as reptiles and birds. Then a voice told him, ‘Get up, Peter. Kill and eat.’
‘Surely not, Lord!’ Peter replied. ‘I have never eaten anything impure or unclean.’
The voice spoke to him a second time, ‘Do not call anything impure that God has 
made clean.’
This happened three times, and immediately the sheet was taken back to heaven.
While Peter was wondering about the meaning of the vision, the men sent by Cornelius found 
out where Simon’s house was and stopped at the gate. They called out, asking if Simon who 
was known as Peter was staying there.
While Peter was still thinking about the vision, the Spirit said to him, ‘Simon, three
men are looking for you. So get up and go downstairs. Do not hesitate to go with them,
for I have sent them.’
Peter went down and said to the men, ‘I’m the one you’re looking for. Why have you come?’
The men replied, ‘We have come from Cornelius the centurion. He is a righteous and God-
fearing man, who is respected by all the Jewish people. A holy angel told him to ask you to 
come to his house so that he could hear what you have to say.’ Then Peter invited the men 
into the house to be his guests.
The next day Peter started out with them, and some of the believers from Joppa went 
along. The following day he arrived in Caesarea. Cornelius was expecting them and had called 
together his relatives and close friends. As Peter entered the house, Cornelius met him and fell 
at his feet in reverence. But Peter made him get up. ‘Stand up,’ he said, ‘I am only a man 
myself.’
While talking with him, Peter went inside and found a large gathering of people. He said to 
them: ‘You are well aware that it is against our law for a Jew to associate with or visit a Gentile. 
But God has shown me that I should not call anyone impure or unclean. So when I was sent 
for, I came without raising any objection. May I ask why you sent for me?’
Cornelius answered: ‘Three days ago I was in my house praying at this hour, at three in the 
afternoon. Suddenly a man in shining clothes stood before me and said, “Cornelius, God has 
heard your prayer and remembered your gifts to the poor. Send to Joppa for Simon who is 
called Peter. He is a guest in the home of Simon the tanner, who lives by the sea.” So I sent for 
you immediately, and it was good of you to come. Now we are all here in the presence of God 
to listen to everything the Lord has commanded you to tell us.’
Then Peter began to speak: ‘I now realise how true it is that God does not show 
favouritism but accepts from every nation the one who fears him and 
does what is right.

This is exactly what Jesus had been trying to teach Peter and the others all those 
months before in Syria.  And in Peter’s words ‘I now realise… that God is no respecter 
of persons!’ That promise to Abraham was for all the Nations, not just the Jews. So 
Peter proceeds to share the Gospel - the Good News - with this Gentile Centurion 
and his family. 
The whole matter was not yet settled. It would be many years before all was settled. 
Did a new Gentile Christian have to obey all the Jewish laws? Did they have to eat 
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Kosher? In other words - ‘If you want to join our club, do you have to be like us!’ - 
Jesus didn’t ask the Canaanite woman to change! He accepted her and drew her into 
His family just as she was. 

How might this instruct our approach to those who might want to join us in Church? 
They don’t have our traditions and often will not understand the things that we do and 
which we take for granted whenever we meet in Church. What do we see when they 
come? and, what do they see when they come?

2 Does the Church Belong in the World?

The Tension of Not Belonging - 

Peter’s first letter is a ‘General Letter, in that it was sent to a number of churches in the 
area and not just to one church. 

And that ‘Church’ was a Church that was living with tension too. It was made up mainly 
of Gentile Converts to this new Christian Faith, which was still seen by many as a Sect 
of the Jewish Faith. The Church also appears to be made up in the main of those who 
were considered by the world as second class citizens - see the comments about Slaves 
and Servants and, if you read the rest of the letter, about Women too! This early 
Christian Gentile Church appears predominately to be made up of people from the 
lower ranks of society.

Now in some ways it sounds like these Greek and Roman Christians should have fitted 
in fine with the rest of the Gentile culture and communities amongst whom they lived. 
Adherence to the Law of Moses set the Jews apart, but these Gentile Christians would 
have looked and sounded much like the rest of society around them - except that they 
didn’t! So much of their faith ran counter to the Pagan way of life around them that 
they quickly found opposition and confrontation and even persecution. 

They had to begin to learn both how to live alongside the Pagan Society around them, 
who often did not understand them and sometimes persecuted them. They had to learn  
how to live separately from them, as God’s Holy People.  And this is exactly what Peter 
is dealing with in his first letter.  

Peter’s First Letter chapters 1 & 2 - 

Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ,
To God’s elect, exiles, scattered throughout the provinces of Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia 
and Bithynia, who have been chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, through 
the sanctifying work of the Spirit, to be obedient to Jesus Christ and sprinkled with his blood:

Grace and peace be yours in abundance.
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Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us 
new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an 
inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade. This inheritance is kept in heaven for you, who 
through faith are shielded by God’s power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to be 
revealed in the last time. In all this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may 
have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials. These have come so that the proven genuineness 
of your faith – of greater worth than gold, which perishes even though refined by fire – may 
result in praise, glory and honour when Jesus Christ is revealed. Though you have not seen him, 
you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and are filled with 
an inexpressible and glorious joy, for you are receiving the end result of your faith, the salvation 
of your souls.

Concerning this salvation, the prophets, who spoke of the grace that was to come to you, 
searched intently and with the greatest care, trying to find out the time and circumstances to 
which the Spirit of Christ in them was pointing when he predicted the sufferings of the 
Messiah and the glories that would follow. It was revealed to them that they were not serving 
themselves but you, when they spoke of the things that have now been told you by those who 
have preached the gospel to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven. Even angels long to look 
into these things.

Therefore, with minds that are alert and fully sober, set your hope on the grace to be brought 
to you when Jesus Christ is revealed at his coming.  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; for it is written: ‘Be holy, because I am holy.’

Since you call on a Father who judges each person’s work impartially, live out your time as 
foreigners here in reverent fear. For you know that it was not with perishable things such as 
silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from 
your ancestors, but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect. He was 
chosen before the creation of the world, but was revealed in these last times for your sake. 
Through him you believe in God, who raised him from the dead and glorified him, and so your 
faith and hope are in God.

Now that you have purified yourselves by obeying the truth so that you have sincere love for 
each other, love one another deeply, from the heart. For you have been born again, not of 
perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the living and enduring word of God. For,

‘All people are like grass,
    and all their glory is like the flowers of the field;
the grass withers and the flowers fall,
    but the word of the Lord endures for ever.’

And this is the word that was preached to you.
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Therefore, rid yourselves of all malice and all deceit, hypocrisy, envy, and slander of every kind. 
Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation, 
now that you have tasted that the Lord is good.

As you come to him, the living Stone – rejected by humans but chosen by God and precious to 
him – you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, 
offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. For in Scripture it says:

‘See, I lay a stone in Zion,
    a chosen and precious cornerstone,
and the one who trusts in him
    will never be put to shame.’

Now to you who believe, this stone is precious. But to those who do not believe,

‘The stone the builders rejected
    has become the cornerstone,’

and,

‘A stone that causes people to stumble
    and a rock that makes them fall.’

They stumble because they disobey the message – which is also what they were destined for.

But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s special possession, that 
you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. 
Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received 
mercy, but now you have received mercy.

Dear friends, I urge you, as foreigners and exiles, to abstain from sinful desires, which wage war 
against your soul. Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing 
wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us.

Submit yourselves for the Lord’s sake to every human authority: whether to the emperor, as the 
supreme authority, or to governors, who are sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to 
commend those who do right. For it is God’s will that by doing good you should silence the 
ignorant talk of foolish people. Live as free people, but do not use your freedom as a cover-up 
for evil; live as God’s slaves. Show proper respect to everyone, love the family of believers, fear 
God, honour the emperor.

Slaves, in reverent fear of God submit yourselves to your masters, not only to those who are 
good and considerate, but also to those who are harsh. For it is commendable if someone 
bears up under the pain of unjust suffering because they are conscious of God. But how is it to 
your credit if you receive a beating for doing wrong and endure it? But if you suffer for doing 
good and you endure it, this is commendable before God. To this you were called, because 
Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps.

‘He committed no sin,
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    and no deceit was found in his mouth.’

When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no 
threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly. ‘He himself bore our sins’ in his 
body on the cross, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; ‘by his wounds you 
have been healed.’ For ‘you were like sheep going astray,’ but now you have returned to the 
Shepherd and Overseer of your souls.

Peter does not talk to his readers as he would to his fellow Jewish Christians. He still 
uses the Old Testament to underpin his arguments, but as ‘Logic’ rather than as 
‘Tradition’ He carefully and sympathetically draws them into an understanding that the 
Prophets of the Old Testament had predicted the drawing into the Kingdom of the 
Gentile races as being God’s hidden will - his ‘Mystery’ as St. Paul would call it - hidden 
in Christ and in His sufferings. For - ‘you were not a people, but now you are the 
people of God’

He is also very careful not make this feel like a second rate level of membership! The 
same Jesus made the same Sacrifice for both Jew and Gentile. The Jews’ primacy in this 
is purely temporal - they were the first to be adopted as God’s Holy People, but it was 
never God’s plan that they were to be the only nation to be included in God’s plan, nor 
for them to be the ruling people in God’s Kingdom.

The Church today has exactly the same challenge and lives with exactly the same 
tensions! We each have the same problems as those early Christians - How do we live 
as a Holy People set apart from Society whilst at the same time being alongside the 
same society - in it but not of it?

For a Jew living a Holy Life was simply (!!) a matter of the Law. That was the Jews’ 
measure of Holiness. But, how was a Gentile to live a Holy Life? 

One way was by not complying with the ways of the world around them, and by doing 
the unexpected! So Peter tells them to - ‘rid yourselves of all malice and all deceit, 
hypocrisy, envy, and slander of every kind’ - and to ‘Submit yourselves for the Lord’s sake to 
every human authority’ - and to ‘Live as free people, but do not use your freedom as a cover-
up for evil; live as God’s slaves. Show proper respect to everyone, love the family of believers, 
fear God, honour the emperor’

And the unexpected - ‘Slaves, in reverent fear of God submit yourselves to your masters, not 
only to those who are good and considerate, but also to those who are harsh’

How might we, today’s Church, follow Peter’s advice? How are we ‘Holy’ (Set apart) and 
how do we surprise the World by doing the unexpected?
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