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THE BOOK OF ACTS
Sermon Notes

The Spread of the Gospel to the Gentiles, Part II
Peter’s Vision and Obedience

Acts 10:9-33
August 5, 2007

I. Peter’s Vision

II. Peter’s Obedience

III. Peter’s Opportunity

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

I. Peter’s Vision

 Luke begins Verse 9 by giving the reader a time reference. He states that ‘one the next
day, as they were on their way and approaching the city, Peter went up on the housetop
about the sixth hour to pray.’

o Recall that Cornelius has already had a vision from God and, in accordance with that
vision, [in Verse 8] he sent ‘two of his servants and a devout soldier of those who
were his personal attendants’ to Joppa in order to find Simon Peter [From Caesarea
to Joppa was about a thirty [30] mile journey south].

o Thus, ‘on the next day…’; that is, on the day after Cornelius had sent the men from
Caesarea to Joppa in order to locate Peter, ‘Peter went up on the housetop…to pray.’

o Now, Peter is still at the home of Simon the tanner, who lives ‘by the sea.’

o Luke says it was ‘about the sixth hour’, that is 12:00 p.m., noon.

o In the ancient near east, rooftops were a common place where people would often
go to pray and worship God [2 Kings 23:12; Nehemiah 8:16; Jeremiah 19:13; 32:29;
Zephaniah 1:5].
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o Notice, as well, Luke’s attention to detail and his subtle emphasis on the providential
timing of God. For he writes, ‘as they were on their way and approaching the
city…Peter went up on the housetop…to pray.’

 In other words, God’s sovereign hand was perfectly orchestrating the events
which were about to occur in order to perfectly fulfill His purposes.

 Then, in Verse 10, Luke writes, ‘But he [Peter] became hungry and was desiring to eat; but
while they were making preparations, he fell into a trance;’

o It is always amazing to me how the Lord does not accomplish His purposes ‘in a
vacuum’, but rather, works in accordance with the full range of human experiences.

o In other words, Peter was hungry, an experience every human has had, and
therefore, his vision would center on food. However, the theological and spiritual
implications of the vision would extend far beyond such a physical experience [as
hunger and eating].

 In Verses 11-12, Luke describes Peter’s vision: ‘and he saw the sky opened up, and an
object like a great sheet coming down, lowered by four corners to the ground, and there
were in it all kinds of four-footed animals and crawling creatures of the earth and birds of
the air.’

o Luke writes that ‘the sky opened up, and an object like a great sheet [was] coming
down…]

 Often in the ancient world, roofs were covered with awnings. It is possible
that an awning on Simon the tanner’s roof was the ‘basis’ of the ‘great sheet
coming down.’

 Also, as Simon the tanner lived by the sea, it is also possible that Peter caught
a glimpse of a distant sail and this was the basis of the sheet in his dream.

 Regardless, Luke states that it was ‘lowered by four corners to the ground…’

 Some scholars have commented that the ‘four corners’ represented
the ‘four corners of the earth’, or the ‘ends of the earth’, pointing to
the worldwide mission Jesus Christ through the proclamation of the
Gospel message. This is definitely possible, but it is impossible to
know for certain.

o In the sheet were representatives of all of the animals of the earth. Luke writes that
there were ‘all kinds of (1) four-footed animals; (2) crawling creatures of the earth
and (3) birds of the air.

 These divisions are significant, as they are the same divisions as the
Scriptures give in the Creation account in Genesis 1:30 and the account of
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Noah, in Genesis 6:20. Further, in describing the idolatry of mankind, Paul,
in Romans 1:23, also gives the same division of the animal world.

 But, then, no doubt to Peter’s shock and horror, he heard a voice that said, in Verse 13,
‘Get up, Peter, kill and eat!’

 Luke continues, in Verses 14-16, ‘But Peter said, ‘By no means, Lord, for I have never
eaten anything unholy and unclean.’ Again a voice came to him a second time, ‘What God
has cleansed, no longer consider unholy.’ This happened three times, and immediately the
object was taken up into the sky.’

o Notice Peter’s emphatic response to the command of the voice in his vision: ‘By no
means, Lord, for I have never eaten anything unholy and unclean.’

 It is quite clear that Peter put great confidence in what he had done [or,
rather, what he had not done]. His focus was on his actions…his works.

 Peter’s response was, no doubt, a result of the presence of unclean animals in
the group, in his vision. However, he was also, most certainly, horrified by
mixture of clean and unclean animals.

 In fact, in his mindset, he quite possibly viewed the clean animals in
his vision no longer clean, but defiled by the presence of and mixture
with unclean animals.

 It certainly appears that Peter had taken great pride in keeping the external
commands of the dietary laws set forth in Leviticus 11:2-47 and
Deuteronomy 14:3-21.

 The Levitcal Law in the Old Testament sets forth the following guidelines
for ‘clean’ food:

 Land animals: must have split hooves and chew cud [therefore, pigs
were unclean]

 Fish: must have fins and scales [therefore, shellfish (and catfish!) were
unclean]

 Birds: no carnivorous birds [therefore, eagles were unclean]

 Insects: wings, four feet, and jump

 There were multiple reasons for the distinction between clean and unclean
animals in the Old Covenant:

 First, the distinction established that all life is lived under God’s
sovereignty.
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 Secondly, that every meal was a reminder of Israel’s covenant with
Yahweh.

 Thirdly, several of the prohibited animals were cultic objects in pagan
religions.

 Fourthly, many of the unclean animals were not as healthy to eat as
the clean animals [e.g. pork and catfish versus chicken and salmon].

 Finally, as a general rule, the unclean animals were those which
exhibited some sort of anomaly within their respective classes or
species as a whole. For example, fish without scales were considered
‘abnormal’ and unclean. Four footed beasts of the field were
considered ‘normal’ if they had cloven, split hooves and chewed cud,
thus excluding pigs.

 Yet, a reading of Leviticus 20:24b-26 gives deeper insight into the purpose of
the clean/unclean laws:

Leviticus 20:24b-26: ‘I am the LORD your God, who has separated you from the peoples. You are
therefore to make a distinction between the clean animals and the unclean, and between the unclean
birds and the clean; and you shall not make yourselves detestable by animal or by bird or by anything
that creeps on the ground, which I have separated for you as unclean. Thus you are to be holy to
Me, for I the LORD am holy; and I have set you apart from the peoples to be Mine.’

 In other words, in the Old Covenant, the LORD clearly links the dietary laws to the
separation of Israel from the other nations.

 However, these distinctions…these separations were not ‘ends’ in the themselves;
rather, they pointed to the holiness, the uniqueness of the Person of the Lord Jesus
Christ!

 In other words, the laws that separated Israel from the other nations were never intended to
set up a permanent, impenetrable wall. It was never God’s plan to exclude the Gentiles
from the ‘community of believers.’ Rather, it was to establish His holy, objective,
unchangeable standard, thus demonstrating the need for all people to conform to His
standard of righteousness [not the other way around].

 In fact, as Peter would later write, in 1 Peter 2:9-12, the ‘holiness’ and the ‘separateness’ of
ancient Israel, as well as the Church today, is the very thing that God uses to draw the world
to Himself.

“But you are A CHOSEN RACE, a royal PRIESTHOOD, A HOLY NATION, A PEOPLE FOR
God’s OWN POSSESSION, so that you may proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called you
out of darkness into His marvelous light; for you once were NOT A PEOPLE, but now you are
THE PEOPLE OF GOD; you had NOT RECEIVED MERCY, but now you have RECEIVED
MERCY. Beloved, I urge you as aliens and strangers to abstain from fleshly lusts which wage war
against the soul. Keep your behavior excellent among the Gentiles, so that in the thing in which
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they slander you as evildoers, they many because of your good deeds, as they observe them, glorify
God in the day of visitation.’

 The Old Testament is clear that the Gentiles would be included in the people of God.

Genesis 12:1-3
Now the LORD said to Abram,

‘Go forth from your country,
And from your relatives
And from your father's house,
To the land which I will show you;

And I will make you a great nation,
And I will bless you,
And make your name great;
And so you shall be a blessing;

And I will bless those who bless you,
And the one who curses you I will curse
And in you all the families of the earth will be blessed.’

Psalm 2:7-8
‘I will surely tell of the decree of the LORD:

He said to Me, 'You are My Son,
Today I have begotten You.

‘Ask of Me, and I will surely give the nations as Your inheritance,
And the very ends of the earth as Your possession.’

Psalm 22:27
‘All the ends of the earth will remember and turn to the LORD,

And all the families of the nations will worship before You.’

Isaiah 2:1-5
The word which Isaiah the son of Amoz saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem.

Now it will come about that
In the last days
The mountain of the house of the LORD
Will be established as the chief of the mountains,
And will be raised above the hills;
And all the nations will stream to it.

And many peoples will come and say,
‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD,
To the house of the God of Jacob;
That He may teach us concerning His ways
And that we may walk in His paths.’
For the law will go forth from Zion
And the word of the LORD from Jerusalem.

And He will judge between the nations,
And will render decisions for many peoples;
And they will hammer their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks
Nation will not lift up sword against nation,
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And never again will they learn war.
Come, house of Jacob, and let us walk in the light of the LORD.

 God never intended on the dietary laws, and the Levitical Laws as a whole, from the Old
Covenant, to be the basis of ethnic exclusion in Israel; however, this is what it became.

 Once again, this was the essence of first century Jewish legalism and racism.

 Although they had no biblical basis for such a claim, the first century Jews called the
Gentiles ‘dogs’ and refused to enter into their homes.

* * * * * * * * * * * * * *

 One must understand that the average Jew was a staunch legalist and racist – being
nationalistic and ethnically exclusive. In other words, the Jews of the first century believed
that, as God’s ‘chosen people’ they were, in some way, superior to all other races. This
obviously proved to be a huge stumbling block for the Jews in the proclamation of the
Gospel to the Gentile world (and the fulfillment of Acts 1:8!) [NOTE: Even though he was
a believer, Peter was himself susceptible to this].

 Before one can understand the legalism of the Pharisees and many of the Jews of the first
century, one must understand the signs of the biblical covenants. For example, the sign of
God’s covenant with Noah was a rainbow

 However, the two main covenants of the Old Testament also had associated SIGNS:

o Circumcision was the ceremonial sign of God’s covenant with Abraham.

o The Sabbath was the ceremonial sign of the Mosaic covenant
 Therefore, to break the Sabbath was, in some way, to be guilty of breaking all

of the Laws of Moses. [Dietary laws were also of the utmost importance.]

 Each of these signs were intended to point to Christ; however, the Jews turned them into
something they were never meant to be: ‘tests’ or ‘measures’ of a ‘good Jew.’ In other
words, they were something that you could see with the human eye and judge, on the basis
of appearance whether someone was godly or not – regardless of the nature of their heart.

 Therefore, in order to protect the obedience to the external stipulations of the Law – that
which you could see and measure, the Jews developed an extra-biblical hedge; which became
as important [or even more important] that the biblical Laws themselves.

Hedge;
Oral Tradition;
Rabbinic Tradition

The Law
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 Example of the Law vs. the Rabbinical Tradition
o Law: Remember the Sabbath and Keep it Holy.
o Rabbinical Tradition: Is it lawful to eat an egg laid on the Sabbath?

 The leaders of the Jews obeyed the Law as far as appearances were concerned; however,
their hearts were far from God [See Isaiah 1; Matthew 23:23]

* * * * * * * * * *

 In short, Legalism, is the act of elevating man-made laws to the level of importance and
significance as God’s Laws. The reason why this is so dangerous and blasphemous is
because God’s Laws are a reflection of His eternal character, His holiness, His righteousness.
God’s Law is a reflection of Himself.

 However, when men create laws, even those based upon Scriptures, these laws are reflections
of the men who made them. They are not a reflection of God.

 Therefore, when someone elevates their own man-made laws [which are a reflection
of sinful men] to the level of God’s Law [which is a reflection of His holy and
righteous character], he, then, makes himself out to be equal with God.

 Furthermore, in the mind of a legalist, adherence to their [man-made] laws in some
way makes them righteous or ‘earns’ their favor before God. At its core, legalism
reflects a belief in works-based salvation and a perverted view of the grace of God which
saves us.

o This is why the church must continually guard against the evil of legalism.

o NOTE: Legalism is not committing one’s self to obedience to the Laws of God [and
holding other Christians accountable for such obedience] – this is biblical
Christianity. Rather, legalism is committing one’s self to obeying man-made laws –
and holding other Christians accountable for such obedience as well.

 Ethnic Exclusivism [Racism] is the belief that one race or ethnic group is in some way
superior to others.

 However, a closer examination of racism, from a theological perspective, reveals just how
evil it is. In other words, to claim that one race is superior to another is to claim, as the Jews
actually did, that God favors or prefers one race over the others. Further, to claim that God
prefers a particular race is to claim that there is something inherent to that singular group of
people which is more like God than other races, thus meriting His favor. This is obviously
blasphemous to the core.

 Legalism and Ethnic Exclusivism are very closely related. In the case of first century
Judaism the reason was because they made their extra-biblical laws [legalism] the basis for
disassociating with and looking down upon those groups of people [i.e., Gentiles] who did
not embrace and adhere to their laws.
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 Ancient Israel, like many professing believers today, had forgotten that the basis of God’s
election of them was solely His sovereign will. It had nothing to do with anything inherent
to them as individuals or a collective people. It had nothing to do with any ‘foreseen, future
merit’ that they would exhibit. God simply chose Israel because He chose to.

 Again, however, the tragic truth was that in the first century, a massive wall separated the
Jews and the Gentiles in Israel and the surrounding lands.

‘It is difficult for us to grasp the impassable gulf which yawned in those days between the Jews on
the one hand and the Gentiles (including even the ‘God-fearers’) on the other. Not that the Old
Testament itself countenanced such a divide. On the contrary, alongside its oracles against the
hostile nations, it affirmed that God had a purpose for them. By choosing and blessing one family,
he intended to bless all the families of the earth (Genesis 12:1-4)…The tragedy was that Israel
twisted the doctrine of election into one of favoritism, became filled with racial pride and hatred,
despised Gentiles as ‘dogs’, and developed traditions which kept them apart. No orthodox Jew
would ever enter the home of a Gentile, even a God-fearer, or invite such into his home. On the
contrary, ‘all familiar intercourse with Gentiles was forbidden’ and ‘no pious Jew would of course
have sat down at the table of a Gentile’ John Stott

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

 Peter’s vision, and the voice in it, demonstrates another profound theological truth.

 The animals in his vision represent the clean and unclean animals of the Old, fallen, sinful
Creation – with Adam as its head.

 However, in the New Creation, whose Head is Christ, God has declared all animals
and all people [without distinction] ‘clean’ through the Redemptive Work of Jesus
Christ.

 Christ Himself emphasized this truth during His earthly ministry…and Peter was no doubt
there.

 In Mark 7:14-23, Jesus declares, ‘Do you not understand that whatever goes into the man
from outside cannot defile him, because it does not go into his heart, but into his stomach,
and is eliminated?’ Mark then adds parenthetically, ‘Thus He declared all foods clean.’
Then, Jesus says, ‘That which proceeds out of the man, that is what defiles the man.’

 Interestingly, Jesus’ words here in Mark 7 are immediately followed with His ministry to a
Syrophoenician [Gentile] Woman; just as Peter’s vision will be followed by his ministry to
Cornelius, a Gentile man.

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

 After Peter’s objection to the command in his vision, Verse 15, saying, ‘What God has
cleansed, no longer consider unholy.’
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 Then, Luke adds, in Verse 16, ‘This happened three times, and immediately the object was
taken up into the sky.’

o One scholar [Pesch] notes that in the ancient near east, one was certain that a vision
was from God only if it occurred three times. This was, as he puts it, the manner of
‘testing the spirits.’

 Then, in Verses 17-18, Luke writes, ‘Now while Peter was greatly perplexed in mind as to
what the vision which he had seen might be, behold, the men who had been sent by
Cornelius, having asked directions for Simon’s house, appeared at the gate; and calling out,
they were asking whether Simon, who was also called Peter, was staying there.’

o Notice that the vision Peter received was rather ‘straight-forward.’ There was little
doubt as to what was meant. However, Peter is perplexed. The reason is because,
no doubt, the vision challenged such a deeply-rooted tradition that would be difficult
to abandon.

o Yet, such is the Word of God. When we submit ourselves to it, it often attacks
[and destroys!] our man-made, extra-biblical traditions [AND ALL OF US
HAVE THEM!]. It is our duty, then, to abandon such traditions, and
embrace the Scriptures.

 Verses 19-20, then, states, ‘While Peter was reflecting on the vision, the Spirit said to him,
‘Behold, three men are looking for you. But get up, go downstairs and accompany them
without misgivings, for I have sent them Myself.’

o Notice, first of all, that the Spirit is speaking. In other words, He is a Person!

o Yet, secondly, notice the working of the Spirit in conjunction with the will of God
and the Word of God.

o We get a glimpse of the Persons of the Trinity, the Godhead, working in perfect
unity and consistency with respect to the salvation of Cornelius [and the
transformation of Peter!].

o We read in Ephesians 1:3-6 that it is the Father who chose us in Christ [the Son]
before the foundation of the world.

o But, we know that our salvation is also a Work of the Person of the Holy Spirit, who
acts in perfect accordance with the Will of the Father and the Work of the Son.

o So it is here. God the Father has chosen Cornelius. The voice [the Word] of the
Lord is preparing Peter through the revelation [vision] that he has received; and now
the Holy Spirit is leading Peter into truth in accordance with the Will of the Father
and the Word of the Lord.

 So it is with us today. God speaks to us through His Word [the Scriptures Alone], and
the Holy Spirit illumines this truth to us.
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 Again, often times, the Word of God will challenge, and even contradict our own pre-
conceived beliefs.

 However, it is our duty, as born-again believers, to simply obey.

II. Peter’s Obedience

 In Verses 21-22, Luke writes that ‘Peter went down to the men and said, ‘Behold, I am
the one you are looking for; what is the reason for which you have come?’ They said,
‘Cornelius, a centurion, a righteous and God-fearing man well spoken of by the entire nation
of the Jews, was divinely directed by a holy angel to send for you to come to his house and
hear a message from you.’

 Notice, Peter’s revelation, and leading of the Spirit [in accordance with the revelation] as
followed by obedience on his part.

 Then, because of Peter’s obedience, the Lord has given him and opportunity to put into
practice what the Lord has revealed to him. NOTE: This is one of the great blessings that
God gives obedient followers of Christ – the opportunity to ‘put into practice’ those things
He reveals to us in His Word.

 Then, in Verse 23, Peter invites them in and gives them lodging for the night.

 Up until this point, it is nothing short of amazing how God has sovereignly worked to
orchestrate all of these events perfectly in accordance with His will:

o First, at the very time that Peter was praying and having a vision, the men sent by
Cornelius were on their way from Caesarea [Verses 9-16].

o Secondly, while Peter was perplexed and contemplating his vision, the mean arrived
at his house [Verse 17-18].

o Thirdly, while Peter was reflecting on his vision, the Spirit spoke to him and told him
to go downstairs and accompany the men [Verses 19-20].

o And, finally, when Peter went and greeted the men, they explained to him why they
were there [which was perfectly consistent with what the Spirit had told him] [Verse
21-23].

III. Peter’s Opportunity

 On the next day, according to Verse 23b, Peter arose and went away with the men from
Caesarea.

 Recall that it was Joppa, hundreds of years earlier, where Jonah had boarded a ship in his
attempt to flee from the face of God.



11

 Luke, then states, in Verse 24, that ‘On the following day he [Peter] entered Caesarea.
Now Cornelius was waiting for them and had called together his relatives and close friends.’

o The following timeline outlines the events that have now culminated with Peter’s
arrival in Caesarea:

 Day 1: Cornelius has a vision and sends messengers to Joppa.
 Day 2: The messengers from Caesarea arrive in Joppa around noon, just after

Peter’s vision.
 Day 3: Peter and the others set out for Caesarea from Joppa.
 Day 4: Peter and the men reach Caesarea.

o God had perfectly prepared both Cornelius and Peter and orchestrated the necessary
events for the meeting, perfectly in accordance with His timing.

 In Verses 25-26, Luke writes, ‘When Peter entered, Cornelius met him, and fell at his feet
and worshipped him. But Peter raised him up, saying, ‘Stand up; I too am just a man.’’

o It is not surprising that Cornelius fell at the feet of Peter in great reverence. In fact,
in the Ancient Near East, such was a common gesture. Further, Cornelius, no doubt
associated Peter with his dream, considering him more than a mere man.

 However, Peter quickly objects to Cornelius gesture.

o It is fascinating, however, that in this account, the modern-reader is given two
extremes of how to unbiblically treat other men and women:

 First, we should never look down upon other races or nationalities as being
in any way inferior to our own [that is to elevate ourselves to an unbiblical,
god-like level].

 Secondly, we should never elevate others to a level reserved only for God
Himself.

 When Peter entered into the home of Cornelius [a miracle itself!], he ‘found many people
assembled’ Verse 27.

 Then, in Verse 28, Peter ‘confesses,’ ‘You yourselves know how unlawful it is for a man
who is a Jew to associate with a foreigner or to visit him; and yet God has shown me that I
should not call any man unholy or unclean.’

o One scholar notes that the Greek word used here, translated ‘unlawful’ ‘denotes
what is contrary to ancient custom or prescription (themis), rather than to positive
enactment (nomos)’. In other words, it was not against the Jewish Law, as revealed in
the Old Testament, for a Jew to enter into the home of a Gentile. Rather, it was a
violation of tradition…a taboo.
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o This was the central truth of Peter’s vision and transformation. Although his vision
centered around food, the truth was that no man is holy or unclean.

 The reason for this is quite clearly because every man is made in the image
of God.

 Furthermore, every man, without exception, regardless of race or nationality,
is a born sinner and in need of a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ.

Romans 3:21-26
‘But now apart from the Law the righteousness of God has been manifested, being witnessed by the
Law and the Prophets, even the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all those who
believe; for there is no distinction; for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, being
justified as a gift by His grace through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus; whom God displayed
publicly as a propitiation in His blood through faith This was to demonstrate His righteousness,
because in the forbearance of God He passed over the sins previously committed; for the
demonstration, I say, of His righteousness at the present time, so that He would be just and the
justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.’

Dr. Douglas Moo writes [concerning Romans 3:21-26], ‘[Paul’s] ‘no distinction,’ as we would
expect, has to do with the absence of any basic difference among people with respect to
their standing before God. Jews may have the law and circumcision; Americans may lay
claim to a great religious heritage; ‘good’ people may point to their works of charity; but all
this makes no essential difference to one’s standing before the righteous and holy
God…Paul, then, is indicating that all people fail to exhibit that ‘being-like-God’ for which
they were created…’

Romans 10:12-13
‘For there is no distinction between Jew and Greek; for the same Lord is Lord of all, abounding in
riches for all who call on Him; for ‘WHOEVER WILL CALL ON THE NAME OF THE LORD
WILL BE SAVED.’’

Colossians 3
Do not lie to one another, since you laid aside the old self with its evil practices, and have put on the
new self who is being renewed to a true knowledge according to the image of the One who created
him-- a renewal in which there is no distinction between Greek and Jew, circumcised and
uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and freeman, but Christ is all, and in all.’

 Luke concludes by recording Cornelius’s words in Verse 33: ‘Now then, we are all here
present before God to hear all that you have been commanded by the Lord.’

o It would be difficult to think of a more ready-made opportunity to proclaim the
Gospel. However, it was the sovereign hand of God through the obedience of Peter
that brought them to this encounter.


