
DISCIPLES IN ACTION: A STUDY OF THE BOOK OF ACTS 
LESSON 10 – God Does Not Play Favorites (Acts 10-11) 

 
1. Double visions (10:1-23a) 1 At Caesarea there was a man named Cornelius, a centurion in what was 

known as the Italian Regiment. 2 He and all his family were devout and God-fearing; he gave 
generously to those in need and prayed to God regularly. 3 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!” 
4 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. 5 Now send men to 
Joppa to bring back a man named Simon who is called Peter. 6 He is staying with Simon the 
tanner, whose house is by the sea.”  
7 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. 8 He told them everything that had happened and sent 
them to Joppa. 
9 About noon the following day as they were on their journey and approaching the city, Peter 
went up on the roof to pray. 10 He became hungry and wanted something to eat, and while the 
meal was being prepared, he fell into a trance. 11 He saw heaven opened and something like a 
large sheet being let down to earth by its four corners. 12 It contained all kinds of four-footed 
animals, as well as reptiles and birds. 13 Then a voice told him, “Get up, Peter. Kill and eat.” 
14 “Surely not, Lord!” Peter replied. “I have never eaten anything impure or unclean.” 
15 The voice spoke to him a second time, “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.” 
16 This happened three times, and immediately the sheet was taken back to heaven. 
17 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. 18 They called out, asking if Simon who 
was known as Peter was staying there. 
19 While Peter was still thinking about the vision, the Spirit said to him, “Simon, three men are 
looking for you. 20 So get up and go downstairs. Do not hesitate to go with them, for I have sent 
them.” 
21 Peter went down and said to the men, “I’m the one you’re looking for. Why have you come?” 
22 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.” 23 Then Peter invited the men into the 
house to be his guests. 
 
Consider: 

 What characteristics about Cornelius might be surprising? How do you think he (a Roman 
soldier) would have learned about Jehovah God? What was the message of the vision he saw? 

 What was disconcerting to Peter about the vision he saw? Why do you think his vision was 
repeated three times? 

 
Some quotes for your consideration: 
“Most Roman soldiers, particularly centurions, used their power and authority in coercive ways for 
personal gain. Cornelius, however, was different. He was a devout man—known as one who gave 
generously and prayed regularly…It was for these reasons that God sought him out…Peter learns 
that the work of Christ has significantly altered some former restrictions concerning what is clean and 
unclean…I doubt the difficult of this moment for Peter could be overstated. There are few analogies 



in our modern culture comparable to the deep divide between the Jews and Gentiles.” (Lavender, 
page 91-92) 
 
“He [Cornelius] is a devout man—a man of deep religious feelings. He is not a devout pagan, but he 
fears God, the true God. He must, then, be somewhat acquainted with the Jewish religion…He is not 
a timid or unfaithful worshiper of Ged, but has taught all his family the same worship. He gives much 
alms to the people and is a praying man.” (McGarvey, page 130) 
 
“There are few passages that reveal the surprises of the Lord’s guidance more than the two visions, 
one given to Cornelius and the other to Peter. They were part of one central vision the Lord had for 
his church…He [Cornelius] was deeply respected by the Jews and had become a ‘God-fearer’…His 
spiritual hunger was expressed by the regular spiritual disciplines of prayer and alms-giving.” (Ogilvie, 
pages 179-180) 
 
“Luke gives two features about the piety of Cornelius: his generosity to the needy and his regular 
prayer. These represent the God-ward and person-ward sides of religion as taught in the 
Scriptures…Peter, the one to whom the keys of the kingdom had been given, is again chosen to open 
another important door for the gospel—as he did with the Jews on the day of Pentecost and with the 
Samaritans a short while later…Peter will soon realize that he may not consider any group of people 
common or unclean…Peter is being prepared to accept Cornelius’ invitation to visit him.” (Fernando, 
pages 319-321) 
 

2. The Conversion of Cornelius, et al. (10:23b-48) The next day Peter started out with them, and 
some of the believers from Joppa went along. 24 The following day he arrived in Caesarea. 
Cornelius was expecting them and had called together his relatives and close friends. 25 As Peter 
entered the house, Cornelius met him and fell at his feet in reverence. 26 But Peter made him get 
up. “Stand up,” he said, “I am only a man myself.” 
27 While talking with him, Peter went inside and found a large gathering of people. 28 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. 29 So when I was 
sent for, I came without raising any objection. May I ask why you sent for me?” 
30 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 31 and said, ‘Cornelius, God has 
heard your prayer and remembered your gifts to the poor. 32 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.’ 33 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.” 
34 Then Peter began to speak: “I now realize how true it is that God does not show 
favoritism 35 but accepts from every nation the one who fears him and does what is right. 36 You 
know the message God sent to the people of Israel, announcing the good news of peace through 
Jesus Christ, who is Lord of all. 37 You know what has happened throughout the province of 
Judea, beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John preached— 38 how God anointed Jesus of 
Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power, and how he went around doing good and healing all 
who were under the power of the devil, because God was with him. 
39 “We are witnesses of everything he did in the country of the Jews and in Jerusalem. They killed 
him by hanging him on a cross, 40 but God raised him from the dead on the third day and caused 
him to be seen. 41 He was not seen by all the people, but by witnesses whom God had already 
chosen—by us who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead. 42 He commanded us to 



preach to the people and to testify that he is the one whom God appointed as judge of the living 
and the dead. 43 All the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives 
forgiveness of sins through his name.” 
44 While Peter was still speaking these words, the Holy Spirit came on all who heard the 
message. 45 The circumcised believers who had come with Peter were astonished that the gift of 
the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on Gentiles. 46 For they heard them speaking in 
tongues and praising God. Then Peter said, 47 “Surely no one can stand in the way of their being 
baptized with water. They have received the Holy Spirit just as we have.” 48 So he ordered that 
they be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they asked Peter to stay with them for a few 
days. 
 
Consider: 

 What did Peter do in response to the vision he saw? Why do you think Cornelius fell at his feet 
in reverence? 

 What great lesson did Peter admit to learning on this occasion? Why is this lesson so important, 
even today? 

 Summarize the content of Peter’s “sermon” to those gathered in Cornelius’ house. What 
happened as Peter preached? 

 
Some quotes for your consideration: 
“Peter…delivers a powerful exposition of the gospel…Peter, speaking to those gathered in 
Cornelius’ house, proclaims Jesus Christ as Lord of all. He tells them that the prophets spoke of this 
great event…God—the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit—is working to invite all into the kingdom. 
The purpose of the church, and the faithful believers throughout Acts, is to be God’s agents in his 
work of salvation. Today as then, God breaks down our misconceptions, works in the hearts fo 
unbelievers, and arranges the meeting.” (Lavender, page 92) 
 
“Peter…now sees that his mission is designed not for the benefit of Cornelius alone, but for a large 
number of his Gentile friends; and if for all these then, there is to be no further national limitation to 
the gospel…to fear him [God] and to work righteousness, and not any other distinction between 
persons, is the ground of acceptability with him.” (McGarvey, page 136) 
 
“What he [Peter] preached was part of his own growing realization that the Lord shows no 
partiality…It is exciting to see how Peter packed so much into a short message…He covers the 
ground: who Christ is, what he did, the power of the resurrection, divine election of those set free to 
believe, and the offer of forgiveness of sin…The water baptism of Cornelius and his household must 
have been one of the most joyous and moving in history…In it, history was being made, and, as a 
result of it, the Christian church took a whole new direction.” (Ogilvie, pages 187, 190) 
 
“A big shift has taken place in Peter’s thinking, for he now realizes that no longer are the typical 
Jewish distinctions among people significant…Peter’s speech is typical of evangelistic messages of 
Acts. Each speech is unique and relevant to the audience, but certain features are common to all of 
them…good news of peace through Christ…Jesus as Lord of all…a summary of the ministry of Jesus 
is given…accredited by God…the apostles were witnesses…the death and resurrection of 
Jesus…Jesus as judge…all the prophets testify about him…In spite of all the leading that God had 
given to this point, Jewish believers are astonished that these Gentiles had received the Holy Spirit. 
With such unmistakable evidence that these Gentiles have indeed been converted, Peter does not 
hesitate to baptize them immediately...Peter’s message is an important model for us in presenting 



the gospel to devout people who, like Cornelius, may know something about God but are ignorant of 
the saving gospel of Christ…Of particular interest is Peter’s stress on the life of Christ in this sermon.” 
(Fernando, pages 322, 333-337, 340) 
 

3. Even to Gentiles… (11:1-18) 1 The apostles and the believers throughout Judea heard that the 
Gentiles also had received the word of God. 2 So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the 
circumcised believers criticized him 3 and said, “You went into the house of uncircumcised men 
and ate with them.”  
4 Starting from the beginning, Peter told them the whole story: 5 “I was in the city of Joppa 
praying, and in a trance I saw a vision. I saw something like a large sheet being let down from 
heaven by its four corners, and it came down to where I was. 6 I looked into it and saw four-footed 
animals of the earth, wild beasts, reptiles and birds. 7 Then I heard a voice telling me, ‘Get up, 
Peter. Kill and eat.’ 
8 “I replied, ‘Surely not, Lord! Nothing impure or unclean has ever entered my mouth.’ 
9 “The voice spoke from heaven a second time, ‘Do not call anything impure that God has made 
clean.’ 10 This happened three times, and then it was all pulled up to heaven again. 
11 “Right then three men who had been sent to me from Caesarea stopped at the house where I 
was staying. 12 The Spirit told me to have no hesitation about going with them. These six 
brothers also went with me, and we entered the man’s house. 13 He told us how he had seen an 
angel appear in his house and say, ‘Send to Joppa for Simon who is called Peter. 14 He will bring 
you a message through which you and all your household will be saved.’ 
15 “As I began to speak, the Holy Spirit came on them as he had come on us at the 
beginning. 16 Then I remembered what the Lord had said: ‘John baptized with water, but you will 
be baptized with the Holy Spirit.’ 17 So if God gave them the same gift he gave us who believed in 
the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I to think that I could stand in God’s way?” 
18 When they heard this, they had no further objections and praised God, saying, “So then, even 
to Gentiles God has granted repentance that leads to life.” 
 
Consider: 

 Why was Peter forced to explain himself to the disciples in Jerusalem? What was the reaction 
of those who heard his explanation? 

 
Some quotes for your consideration: 
“The Jew/Gentile barrier was so immense that God chose to demonstrate his loving acceptance of the 
Gentiles by giving them the Holy Spirit prior to baptism…They [those in Jerusalem who criticized 
Peter] did not criticize him for baptizing the Gentiles, but for eating with them. The sin of breaking 
the sanctity of table fellowship was apparently the gravest sin in their way of thinking. So Peter tells 
the story of how God opened his mind to a new way of looking at the world…What a wonderful way 
of expressing what happens when one accepts Jesus as the Christ! It is turning away from non-life to 
life—life in the kingdom of God!” (Lavender, pages 96-97) 
 
“The prejudice from which Peter had been delivered was still preying upon the hearts of his Jewish 
brethren, including the other apostles…The events here rehearsed by Peter had removed his own 
prejudice and now…are all pressing upon their [the skeptical Jews] hearts and minds, with precisely 
the same import that they did upon his…So greatly are their hearts enlarged that they now glorify 
God for the very things on account of which they had just been censuring Peter.” (McGarvey, pages 
142-143) 
 



“The consternation of Christians there must have been immense because not only had their leader 
baptized Gentiles, he was also having continuous table fellowship with them…when the church 
criticized Peter…he did everything he could possibly do to gain their approval. This is why he took six 
Jewish brothers with him. He wanted them to witness what was happening and testify to the church 
about it.” (Fernando, pages 338, 342) 
 

4. The church in Antioch (11:19-30) 19 Now those who had been scattered by the persecution that 
broke out when Stephen was killed traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Antioch, spreading 
the word only among Jews. 20 Some of them, however, men from Cyprus and Cyrene, went to 
Antioch and began to speak to Greeks also, telling them the good news about the Lord 
Jesus. 21 The Lord’s hand was with them, and a great number of people believed and turned to 
the Lord.  
22 News of this reached the church in Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas to Antioch. 23 When he 
arrived and saw what the grace of God had done, he was glad and encouraged them all to remain 
true to the Lord with all their hearts. 24 He was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith, and a 
great number of people were brought to the Lord. 
25 Then Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, 26 and when he found him, he brought him to 
Antioch. So for a whole year Barnabas and Saul met with the church and taught great numbers 
of people. The disciples were called Christians first at Antioch. 
27 During this time some prophets came down from Jerusalem to Antioch. 28 One of them, named 
Agabus, stood up and through the Spirit predicted that a severe famine would spread over the 
entire Roman world. (This happened during the reign of Claudius.) 29 The disciples, as each one 
was able, decided to provide help for the brothers and sisters living in Judea. 30 This they did, 
sending their gift to the elders by Barnabas and Saul. 
 
Consider: 

 What good things happened after Stephen’s death and the persecution that ensued?  

 Why was Barnabas sent to Antioch? Who did he go and find to bring to Antioch with him? 

 How did the Antioch disciples help the Judean disciples? 
 
Some quotes for your consideration: 
“Some of those who fled Jerusalem spread out to faraway places, but they were not discouraged or 
dissuaded from their belief in Jesus as Lord. Everywhere they went they proclaimed the good news of 
the kingdom of God. God blessed their work and they were very successful, bringing a great number 
to belief…As news of this successful mission [in Antioch] reached Jerusalem, the leaders felt it was 
important to make sure the teaching of the gospel was accurate and complete. They sent 
Barnabas…to Antioch for this reason…[he] saw this as a great opportunity to mentor Paul [Saul] 
and encourage him in teaching and preaching. God used Barnabas to call Paul to a ministry that would 
change the world…The new believers in Antioch had never seen the faces of their brothers and sisters 
in Judea. But everything the Christians in Antioch owned was now the possession of their newfound 
family in Judea.” (Lavender, pages 101-102) 
 
“Jerusalem was still the chief center of religious influence, being the chief residence of the apostles.  
They kept a watchful eye upon the movements of brethren in all directions, supplying help and 
counsel according to the demand of circumstances. They were anxious to hear of every new success, 
and the brethren were equally glad to report it.” (McGarvey, page 144) 
 



“…these displaced believers in Antioch began preaching Christ to the Hellenist Jews there. The Lord 
blessed their efforts…The apostles sent Barnabas, the encourager, to check on the power of 
evangelism that had been released in Antioch…he rejoiced at what the followers of the Way were 
doing there…Barnabas went to Tarsus to call the meditating Saul into active ministry…They 
preached for a full year in the city of Antioch…when a famine hit Jerusalem, and the church there 
was in desperate straits, it was the church at Antioch that sent an offering.” (Ogilvie, pages 193-195) 
 
“Luke is reminding us that the scattering by persecution in connection with Stephen was indeed the 
scattering of the seed of the gospel in God’s plan…What Barnabas urged was not just perseverance 
along the Christian way…The discipline required for perseverance comes from a clinging love 
relationship with the Christ who loved them and gave himself for them…That this young church gave 
a gift to the ‘mother’ church in Jerusalem shows how the missionary spirit had caught on…The 
mother church in Jerusalem sends the gospel and the daughter church in Antioch sends money to the 
mother church.” (Fernando, pages 347, 349, 351) 
 
Closing Considerations: 
1. It may seem strange to us that Peter (and others) had to be convinced that “the gospel is for 

all,” but do we sometimes fall into the trap of reaching out exclusively to those like us? How 
can we be more intentional about being inclusive in our outreach efforts? 

2. Do you know a devout person or family that loves God and serves others, yet needs to know 
more about becoming a follower of Jesus? Ask God to provide an opportunity to tell them the 
Gospel story. 

 


