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THE MANDATE(S) 
Acts 10:9-23a 

 
SERMON NOTES FOR LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 

We are in the middle of a major plot turn in the Book of the Acts. God is in the process of 
directing the church’s attention toward the Gentiles, to fulfill his command to take the 
gospel to the ends of the earth. If the disciples could have had God’s perspective in 
Chapter 1, they would have known that God did not intend for them to only talk to Jews. 
God always intended for the Gentiles to be a part of his kingdom. 
 
When we receive this kind of a mandate, it is never a clean process for us to obey. We are 
finite human beings who are being directed by an infinite Creator God. Prejudice and 
suspicion must be overcome so that the church can be faithful to its mission and so that 
God’s purpose can be carried out.  
 
This text should cause us to think about the prejudices we have about certain people or 
certain types of people that prevent us from taking the gospel to them. I think the key to 
having that mindset is more than just the thought of “God created all the different people 
so we need to be nice to them,” but should rather be “God has made all people clean, so 
there are no unclean people from whom we must withhold ourselves.” The creation 
mandate is involved (yes, we are all created equal before God) but more so the gospel 
mandate is involved (Christ died to redeem children for God from all people(s) on the 
face of the earth). 
 
God used extraordinary means to cause Peter to be willing to accept the invitation of a 
Gentile to enter his home and share the gospel with him. In doing so, he reveals three 
mandates in this passage for us to consider.  
 
There is the “gospel mandate.” “I am sending you to a people from whom I am calling 
many to follow me.” Imitate God and take the initiative to take the gospel to them. 
 
There is the “cultural mandate.” “I am sending you to a people that you would never 
ordinarily seek out.” Fulfill God’s commission and set aside your prejudice(s). 
 
There is the “hearing from God mandate.” ”You will know that you are hearing correctly 
from me when you do what I say.” In the face of wanting to know all the possible 
outcomes before we act, act on what you have heard. The confirmation will follow the 
action. 
 
When we obey this call to go to a people that we would otherwise ignore, we see this 
truth: the gospel is more precious than prejudice. 
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I.  GOD SPOKE TO PETER IN A VISION – 10:9-16 
 
GOD USED PETER’S HUNGER AS THE SETTING FOR THE VISION – 10:9-10 
 

Peter went up on the housetop to pray at noon – 10:9 
 

Both of the supernatural appearances in this chapter took place when Cornelius and 
Peter were at prayer. For Cornelius, it was at 3 PM, which was a normal prayer time. But 
Peter’s encounter took place at 12 PM, which was not a typical time of prayer. Except for 
pious Jews, who probably followed the model of Daniel and David - (Daniel 6:10; Ps 
55:16-17) 

 
Noon was also not a normal mealtime. The Jews would usually have a light meal early in 
the day and then a larger meal in the late afternoon. Peter took this opportunity and went 
up on the rooftop to pray, probably to get some privacy.  

 
At the time he is preparing to pray, the messengers sent from Cornelius are getting close 
to the city. They have covered the 30 miles between Caesarea and Joppa in fine speed, as 
it has been less than 24 hours since they were commissioned by Cornelius to bring Peter 
back to Caesarea. It is possible that they did not set out for Joppa until that same morning, 
as it would have been too late in the afternoon on the previous day to begin traveling. If 
that is the case, then Cornelius must have given them horses to ride. 

 
But this is the way God works. At the time we go to prayer he has already put into motion 
the events that he will direct our attention to as we pray. Prayer is not only talking to God 
but is also listening to God.  

 
Peter asked for food to be prepared for him to eat, even though it was not a mealtime – 
10:10 

 
Commentators say there are two factors that we need to pay attention to here to help us 
understand what Peter is about to experience. One is that he has gone to a place in order 
to pray. With that being his mindset he is going to be in the necessary frame of mind to 
hear what God has to say.  

 
The second factor is that Peter is hungry. That will explain why God used the imagery of 
a sheet descending from heaven and the collection of animals and the command to kill 
and eat in order to satisfy his hunger.  

 
He fell into a trance while he was waiting for the food to be prepared – 10:10 

 
What does it mean that Peter fell into a trance? Was he was so hungry that he zoned out? 
Was he overcome by an abnormal condition while he was waiting? Was he so intent on 
his prayers that it seemed like he was in a trance? To be in a trance means “to be in a state 
of being in which consciousness is wholly or partially suspended. It is as if he is a man who 
is standing outside of himself. (Bruce) 
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Peter was conscious of what was going on, as evidenced by his response to the voice and 
his puzzlement over what he had heard and seen and what it meant. But it was not his 
normal state of awareness. 

 
THE DETAILS OF THE VISION – 10:11-16 
 

Peter saw “the heavens opened” – which is a literary device that says something 
significant is about to happen – 10:11 

 
This phrase “the heavens opened” is used in Scripture to signify that we are at a turning 
point in God’s revelation. Here are some examples. 

 
1.  God’s judgment on the world poured out through the flood – judgment - Genesis 

7:11 
 

2.  The baptism of Jesus – ministry - Lk 3:21-22 
 

3.  The death of Stephen – movement - Acts 7:56 
 

4.  What is happening here is that the heavens are being opened “to stimulate the 
church to move out toward the ends of the earth.” (Peterson) 

 
Peter saw something like a sheet descending from heaven – 10:11 

 
We don’t know where the imagery of the sheet came from and we don’t have to know. In 
past days it was speculated that either Peter had seen a sailboat on the horizon of the 
Mediterranean Sea and that planted the idea in his mind. Others have said there must 
have been a canopy over Peter’s head on the housetop where he went to pray and that is 
what gave him the picture. But the focus of the vision is not on the sheet but on what was 
in the sheet and what it represented. 

 
In the sheet were all kinds of animals and reptiles and birds of the air – 10:12 

 
Luke is very precise in saying what was in the sheet: animals, reptiles and birds of the air. 
Bruce says that this listing hearkens back to the three divisions of Genesis 6:20 – “birds . 
. . cattle . . . every creeping thing.” 

 
When God preserved the animals and reptiles and birds of the air on the ark, it included 
those which would be declared common or unclean. And it is obvious from Peter’s 
response to what he sees that this collection includes both clean and unclean. 

 
A voice commanded Peter to “rise, kill and eat” – 10:13 

 
Peter is given instructions in the trance but he resists obeying them – unlike Cornelius 
who was quick to obey what he had been told. But that’s because Peter is being given 
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something harder to do; kill and eat that which he considers to be unclean. If Cornelius 
had been given the same command, it would not have phased him in the least. But not so 
with a God-fearing Jew. Cornelius did not have a prohibition against mixing with the 
unclean, but Peter did. 

 
To “rise up” means to take action. There is no mistaking what God is asking Peter to do; 
kill that which Peter considered to be unclean as if he were going to eat it or offer it for 
sacrifice. 

 
Peter replied that he had never eaten anything common or unclean – 10:14 

 
Peter responds to the voice as “Lord.” There was nothing said about this being the voice 
of God but that is how Peter responds to it, by calling him “Lord” Some have speculated 
that Peter did so because he recognized the voice; it was that of Jesus.  

 
Peter responds with respect. He wasn’t trying to be disobedient or disrespectful, he 
probably thought he was being tested on his orthodoxy. I think that is seen in the 
emphatic way in which he describes his prohibition. “Common” = defiled, ceremonially 
unacceptable. “Unclean” = what is ritually not acceptable, defiled, unclean. Either word 
by itself would have been a sufficient reason not to take and eat, but Peter is emphatic in 
his refusal. Again, I think he is good natured and respectful in his response. 

 
Peter is attempting to stay faithful. But how was he to balance the example of Daniel with 
the teaching of Jesus? (Peterson)  

 
 The Levitical guidelines had served a purpose; to separate Israel from the pagan nations 
of Canaan. He recognizes the voice as divine but refuses to eat indiscriminately, perhaps 
viewing this as a test of his loyalty – Daniel 1:8 

 
Jesus has gone beyond the Levitical laws and set them aside. The issue has been made 
clear; it is not an issue of food but of the heart. But he fails to evaluate the challenge in the 
light of Jesus’ practice and teaching – Mk 7:17-23 

 
There is a reason why God used the cleansing of food as the metaphor for setting aside 
prejudice in order to be faithful to God’s commission. 

 
The divine cleansing of food in the vision is a parable of the divine cleansing of human 
beings in the incident to which the vision leads up . . . Yet the cleansing of food is not 
wholly parabolic: there is a connection between the abrogation of the Levitical food 
restrictions and the removal of the barrier between believing Jews and Gentiles, for it 
was in large measure the Gentiles’ eating of food which was “unclean” by Jewish law that 
made association with them a source of “defilement” for Jews. (Bruce) 

 
The voice commanded Peter not to call common that which God had cleansed – 10:15 
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The voice from the trance corrects Peter – “What God has made clean, do not call 
common.” This is a serious injunction.  

 
First of all, Luke tells us that the definite article was used to signify the formal use of God’s 
name. This was not just “a” God or “God” but “the God.”  

 
Secondly, it is not saying that God has created all things clean but that God has cleansed 
all things. It does this through the verb to “make clean” = to purify through ritual 
cleansing, make clean, declare clean. Even though he is commanding Peter to set aside 
the Levitical definitions of clean and unclean, he uses it here to talk about the process of 
making something clean, to declare it clean. In saying this there is the use of the Aorist 
verb, which designates completed action. God has made all things clean, it’s done. The 
emphasis is on what God has done and not on what Peter is prohibited from doing. 

 
Finally, there is the use of the Present Imperative prohibition, a command. Peter is to stop 
doing what he has already started doing. He is stop calling these things common or 
unclean that God has already cleansed.  

 
The manner in which he spoke the 2nd time was not a rebuke but a prohibition, correcting 
a course of action. God is preparing Peter for the proper response before he knows that 
he will need to have a proper response. 

 
This process was repeated three times and then the sheet was taken back up into 
heaven – 10:16 
 
This repetition is important for us to consider. Here are some examples from Scripture 
that illustrate the importance of repetition. 
 

1. Balaam struck his donkey three times because he thought he was being 
disobedient. Instead, the donkey was trying to protect Balaam from the angel that 
only the donkey could see – Numbers 22:28, 32-33 

 
2.  Delilah kept pestering Samson to know the source of his strength. Samson had 

three opportunities to turn away from his flirtation and indulgence with sin and 
return to his calling – Judges 16:15 

 
3.  Jesus predicted the betrayal of Peter; he would deny Jesus three times before the 

rooster crowed twice. Three times Peter had the opportunity to show courage and 
confess Christ in front of a servant girl and the gathered onlookers – Mk 14:30 

 
4.  Paul pleaded with the Lord three times to remove his thorn in the flesh. And yet 

God’s answer was “no.” – 2 Cor 12:7-9 
 
The repetition was important. Peter must not treat as common or profane that which God 
has declared to be clean.  
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What was implicit in the teaching of Jesus is now made explicit. The clean and unclean 
provisions of the law were temporary, designed to keep Israel a holy and distinct people, 
until the time when Jews and Gentiles could receive the forgiveness of sins and 
sanctification on the same basis, through faith in Christ. The events that follow make it 
clear that the Gentiles do not have to become Jewish proselytes in order to benefit from 
the messianic salvation. (Peterson) 

 
II.  PETER’S RESPONSE TO THE VISION – 10:17-23A 
 
PETER PONDERED THE MEANING OF THE VISION – 10:17-20 
 

Peter was actively seeking to understand the meaning of the vision – 10:17-19 
 

Peter had come back to his awareness and was no longer in a trance.  But as he came back 
to his normal sense of awareness, he was at a loss to understand what he had seen and 
heard. He was perplexed. And in his perplexity he actively pondered its meaning. To 
“ponder” means to give serious thought to something, to think about an issue from 
several different angles. This was a significant enough surprise to his day that Peter was 
willing to give it all the time he needed in order to understand its meaning. 

 
How do we respond when we have heard from the Lord? Do we have time and space in 
our life where we can stop to dwell on something the Holy Spirit is giving us to 
consider? Or is everything so scheduled that we must rush past it? If he does give us 
something to ponder, what is our method for doing so? Thinking about it? Writing 
about it? Talking about it to someone else? Where do we create margin in our life so 
that God can have our uninterrupted attention?  

 
The Spirit gave Peter definite instructions to go with the messengers who had just 
arrived – 10:19-20 

 
The Spirit took away any room for arguing that Peter might have had – “without 
hesitation.” Not only was Peter to obey but he was to obey with the right attitude. ιακρίνω  

to be uncertain, be at odds w. oneself, doubt, waver . The way Peter did this was just 
as important as what it was Peter was going to do. 

 

The Spirit doesn’t tell Peter why he is to go with them. The reason why Peter is to obey 
the direction he is being given is because God has “sent them.” There is a sense of 
commissioning involved in this verse. God “sent” the three men by speaking to Cornelius 
as he had.  He “commissioned” them just as much as he commissioned any apostle or 
missionary to go out from him. His commissioning is his reason for Peter to obey – he 
doesn’t explain everything that Peter would want explained, as we will see when he 
questions them further, but it is sufficient to get Peter moving in obedience. The only way 
to discover the meaning is to obey God and go with the men. (Bruce) 
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PETER WELCOMED THE MEN AS HIS GUESTS – 10:21-23a 
 

Peter announced himself to the messengers – 10:21 
 

He asked them the meaning of their visit and was given new information – 10:22 
 

The new information we learn is that the angel told Cornelius that he needed to hear what 
Peter had to say. So the messengers make it known to Peter that he is being summoned 
(requested) by a Gentile to come to Caesarea. 

 
Peter took another step toward obedience as he invited them to be his guests for the 
night – 10:23a 

 
He didn’t just ask them to come in, but to come in and be his guests. Even though he 
himself was a guest in the house where he was now acting as host. For Peter to entertain 
these Gentiles in his lodgings was a step in the right direction, although it did not expose 
him to such a risk of defilement as would a Jew’s acceptance of hospitality in a Gentile’s 
house. (Bruce) 

 
THE GOSPEL MANDATE: TAKE THE INITIATIVE 
 

God takes the initiative to seek us out; he does not expect us to be normally disposed 
toward him or to seek him out on our own. This is illustrated in Romans 5. Taking the 
initiative involves sacrificing our lives for others who have no awareness of, nor 
appreciation for, the sacrifice we are making. This is what Christ did for us and what he 
commands us to do for others as a response to what he has done for us – Romans 5:6-8 

 
One of the ways God took the initiative with us came in the form of many gospel 
conversations others had with us before we believed. How many times did you hear the 
gospel shared with you, in whole or in part, before you trusted in Christ? 

 
Our value system at SCF is defined by “LITT.”  

 Living by the Word in loving community 
 Initiating servant relationships 
 Talking persuasively about Jesus wherever we go 
 Teaching new and renewed believers to do the same 

 
In “talking persuasively about Jesus wherever we go,” there are three realms in which 
this happens: 

 
1.  Our normal circle of influence – “oikos” - we need to have gospel-related 

conversations on a regular basis with those with whom we are in regular contact 
with as we go through life.  
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2.  Those who “randomly” cross our path during the day. If we believe in a sovereign 
God, then it is much easier to see these crossings as opportunities and not just as 
coincidences. 

 
3.  When we deliberately alter the direction we would choose to travel so that we can 

share the gospel with those to whom God is prompting us to pay attention. 
 
THE CULTURAL MANDATE: SET ASIDE YOUR PREJUDICE 
 

There was a process the early church went through as it became obedient to God’s call to 
preach the gospel to the Gentiles. The church began by preaching the gospel to Jews, to 
people who were most like themselves. It was the killing of Stephen that began to 
separate the early church from the Jews. And the persecution following that tragic event 
is what was used by God to move the church out of Jerusalem. 

 
They grudgingly preached the gospel to Samaritans, their mixed-ancestry cousins. When 
the reception of the gospel by the Samaritans could no longer be ignored, Peter and John 
went to check it out and to give their approval to it. And then they returned to Jerusalem 
as quickly as they could. 

 
But it was total culture shock to be asked to go to those against whom they had so many 
prejudices. The end result was that God’s intention all along had been that they would 
preach the gospel to people who were totally unlike them. 

 
We will see in next week’s passage that Peter is coming to the point where he will 
acknowledge that Jesus has declared the old prejudices of the Jews to no longer be valid. 
To be a Christian did not mean that one had to deny his Jewish heritage, but it was no 
longer necessary to become a Jew in order to become a Christian. 

 
As I think about it, there are many contours of prejudice that we face today: (1) 
nationality, (2) language, (3) religion/culture, (4) sexuality, (5) politics, and (6) habits. 
As I think about our particular congregation, I don’t know that we have much difficulty 
with items 1-3, but I think items 4-6 give us a lot of trouble. So what are we to do? 

 
We need to reject the mode of conversation of the day (the monologue) and engage in 
dialogue. Talk radio does not encourage the sharing of thoughts and the exchanging of 
ideas. The majority of talk radio exists so that the radio host can hold forth on their 
opinion. Regular listeners tend to be people who already agree with the host’s opinion or 
those who are vigilantly trying to catch the host in error. We will miss our opportunity to 
share the gospel with those with whom we are prejudiced if we use the same format.  

 
Where in your life do you have the opportunity to mix with those who are different from 
you? Are you willing to invest the time and emotional capital necessary to do so? The 
gospel still requires that we take the gospel message to people who are not like us. 
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Ask God to lead you into conversations and relationships with those who are not like you. 
Take the time to get to know them, which means listening and processing as much as you 
are talking. Take what you learn and ask the Spirit to guide you as you share Christ with 
them.   

 
THE WORD OF GOD MANDATE: ACT ON WHAT YOU HAVE HEARD 
 

Peter responded to the voice in the vision as if he recognized the voice. We are in the 
Word and prayer on a regular basis so that we know what the voice of God sounds like. 

 
Peter knew without fail what he was being asked to do. In the same way, I believe that 
God makes his will plain to us, even if we don’t understand why we are being asked to do 
certain things. It is often not a matter of education or knowledge but a matter of 
application. (“I fully understand that I know the right things to do, it’s just that I need to 
do them.”) 

 
Peter would not fully understand all he was to know until he had acted on the little that 
he did understand. The Scripture is meant to be read and understood and applied and 
obeyed – and then it will be cherished.  

 
In these chapters God is speaking to Cornelius and Peter through angels and visions. He 
speaks to us in the same way, through Scripture. But the Spirit quickens it and makes it 
come alive. We use all the best tools for reading, understanding and interpreting 
correctly, but we are still dependent on the Spirit for understanding if we rely solely on 
one or the other – the normal tools of literacy or the Spirit – we will fail to understand. 
We must have both and we must use both. 

 
This story holds special significance for me. I was reading and meditating on Acts 10 in 
January 1993 when God directed me to accept an offer being made to me and Cara by my 
in-laws. We were in need of housing and they were offering to buy a house that we would 
rent from them. There were a couple of reasons why I did not want to accept their 
gracious offer. But the Lord spoke very clearly to me “not to call common or unclean that 
which he had cleansed,” in other words, to accept their generosity. I relented out of 
obedience and God confirmed his word to me for many years going forward as he used 
that house both for ministry and to provide many wonderful family memories.  

 
CONCLUSION 
 

I pray that this sermon will ignite a desire in us to act on what we hear God saying and to 
go to people who are not like us.  

 
They are not like us because they may be of a different race or language or culture. They 
are not like us because their politics may be different. They are not like us because their 
sexuality may be different.  
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But primarily, they are not like us because they are not yet believers. Let’s give them the 
opportunity, not to become like us, who are poor substitutes for our Master, but to 
become like Jesus. He is calling for us to be obedient to his commission to take the gospel 
to the ends of the earth. 

 
 
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
THE GOSPEL MANDATE: TAKE THE INITIATIVE 
 
Where is the Lord asking you to be more faithful in sharing the gospel? 
 

 Your circle of influence? 
 

 The “random opportunities” (divine appointments) that come your way? 
 

 To deliberately change your pattern and go to a place and to a people you would not 
ordinarily choose to pursue? 

 
THE CULTURAL MANDATE: SET ASIDE YOUR PREJUDICE 
 
When you look at the list of possible prejudices, which one resonates with you? Against 
whom are you guilty of being prejudiced? 
 
Based on this passage, how does the Lord want you to change your approach to them? 
 
THE WORD OF GOD MANDATE: ACT ON WHAT YOU HAVE HEARD 
 
What has God spoken to you from his Word that you need to act upon? 
 


