
B O R DE R S A N D B O U N DA R I ES
The world is full of borders and boundaries, along with notices that 
alert travelers of their approach. City limits. State lines. Fences with 
signs that say “No Trespassing!” Ports of entry. Customs booths. Even 
fruit inspection stations. Anyone who has traveled between nations has 
stories to tell about border crossings. This author remembers crossing 
the famed Allenby Bridge over the Jordan River that separates Israel and 
Jordan. Uniformed guards with guns sat facing each other in sandbagged 
positions. Now that’s a border taken seriously!

There are other kinds of boundaries besides the ones that separate 
nations or states. Invisible social boundaries signal neighborhoods off 
limits for certain classes or ethnic groups. Ghettoes are alive and well. 
“Mixed marriages” were a bigger item a generation ago, but people are 
still aware of the challenge they pose. Romeo and Juliet discovered how 
serious are the taboos that divide families and forbid marrying across 
such a boundary.

The story of the Christian church in Acts is the story of boundaries 
faced and crossed, and the repercussions of those crossings. It wasn’t 
just geography in play as the early believers made their witness “in 
Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.” 
Ancient animosities had to be faced. Racial and religious barriers had 
to be penetrated. The Gospel of Jesus demanded it. The tenth chapter 
of Acts tells the story of a boundary crossed, what William Barclay calls 
“one of the great turning points in the history of the Church.”
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A CEN T U R ION I N C A ESA R E A 
acts 10:1–8
It happened in Caesarea, a coastal town on 
the Mediterranean about 70 miles northwest 
of Jerusalem and 30 miles north of Joppa. The 
town formerly known as Strato’s Tower had 
been re-named in honor of Caesar Augustus 
by Herod the Great, who made what had been 
a second-class harbor into a magnificent 
seaport. He deepened the harbor, built a strong 
breakwall, constructed an imposing city with 
an amphitheater, and brought in fresh water 
through an elaborate aqueduct. Caesarea in 
New Testament times was the capital of the 
Roman province of Judea, and Roman soldiers 
were garrisoned there to protect the city and its 
water supply.

“At Caesarea there was a man named 
Cornelius” (v. 1). The name Cornelius was 
a common name in Rome ever since one 
Cornelius Sulla had liberated 10,000 slaves in 
82 BC, all of whom took their patron’s name 
as they established themselves in Roman 
society! This Cornelius was on the “other side” 
of two boundaries. He was a Gentile, but not 
just any Gentile. He was also a Roman soldier, 
“a centurion of what was known as the Italian 
Cohort.” The Roman army was organized into 
legions of 6,000 men. Each legion had ten 
“cohorts” of 600 men, and each cohort had 6 
“centuries” of 100 men. The centuries were led 
by “centurions,” officers who had worked their 
way through the ranks, roughly the equivalent 
of a captain today. An archeological inscription 
verifies that there was a “Second Italian Cohort 
of Roman Citizen Volunteers” (Maier). These 
Italians were probably requested by Pontius 
Pilate for security purposes since most of the 
other “Roman” soldiers stationed in Judea 
were Samaritan and Syrian mercenaries who 
nourished a cordial hatred for the Jews they 
were supposed to police!

As a Gentile himself, Luke pays special 
attention to Roman centurions (see Luke 
7:1–10; 23:47; Acts 21:31–40; 22:24–30; 
23:16–35; 27:1–3), and they never appear in 
an unfavorable light. Cornelius, likewise, earns 
high praise from Luke. He was “a devout man, 
who feared God with all his household, gave 
alms generously… and prayed continually…” 
(v. 2). “Feared God” is probably the technical 
term that applied to Gentiles who had attached 
themselves to the Jewish faith, though without 
being circumcised (see 13:16, 26). Two of the 
pillars of Jewish piety, prayer and almsgiving, 
were part of his regular routine.

The first act in this drama was a vision granted 
to Cornelius one afternoon. “The ninth hour” 
(v. 3) is 3 p.m., one of three hours of daily prayer 
for the Jews. In that vision an “angel of God” (cf. 
Luke 1:8, 26; Acts 8:26) appeared to Cornelius, 
called him by name, acknowledged his piety, 
and directed Cornelius to send men to Joppa to 
fetch “Simon who is called Peter” (v. 5 — the 
only time in Acts he is so identified). Cornelius 
obeyed at once, sending “two of his servants and 
a devout soldier” (v. 7). It was Peter the apostle, 
not Philip the deacon, who was to be summoned, 
even though Philip lived there in Caesarea (see 
8:40 and 21:8–9); for it was at the hands of the 
apostles that boundary crossings were to be 
validated (as we saw in 8:14).

T H E V ISION OF A N I M A LS I N A SH EET 
acts 10:9–23a
Luke leaves no doubt that this chain of events 
is orchestrated by God, for the second scene 
unfolds “the next day…as [the messengers 
from Cornelius] were… approaching the city” 
(v. 9). Peter, unaware of the messengers’ 
approach, goes to the rooftop (for solitude?) 
to pray. It is noon, and Peter grows hungry. 
The Greek word means “very hungry” and 
occurs only here in the New Testament. While 
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he awaits his meal, he falls into a trance 
(ekstasis) and, as did Cornelius the previous 
day, has a vision. The vision is repeated three 
times (v. 16), another signal that it is from 
God since three is often a “God number” for 
Jews (e.g. the trios in Is. 6:1–3).

Before examining the vision, we recall 
the elaborate Old Testament directives to 
the Jews to observe “clean and unclean” 
in the food they were to eat. Leviticus 
11:3 made plain which land animals were 
“clean” (those that part the hoof and chew 
the cud). Clean aquatic animals included 
only those with “fins and scales” (11:9). 
Many birds, especially predators, were off 
limits. So were most reptiles. The clean and 
unclean food distinction was only one part 
of a system that drew boundaries around 
the Jews as God’s holy people, reminding 
them that they were specially set apart for 
their assigned role of bringing blessing to 
the nations (Gen. 12:3). Now the time had 
come for that once-useful boundary to come 
down so that the promised blessing might 
be imparted.

The vision itself was of a “great sheet” 
(the same Greek word can mean “sail”). 
Inside were all kinds (clean and unclean) 
of “animals and reptiles and birds of the 
air” (v. 12). Peter was stunned by the 
accompanying command he heard: “Rise, 
Peter; kill and eat” (v. 13). His response, “By 
no means, Lord!” (v. 14), echoes what the 
prophet Ezekiel had said long ago when God 
commanded him to eat his food in “unclean” 
fashion, baked on human dung (Ezek. 4:14). 
The Voice explained things to Peter in a way 

that would, just moments later, become 
abundantly clear: “What God has made 
clean, do not call common” (v. 15).

As Peter is still reeling from the vision and 
trying to make sense of it, the three men 
from Cornelius are standing at the gate, 
asking for him. As He had done with Philip in 
the desert, the Holy Spirit now directs Peter 
in explicit fashion, with practically step-by-
step instructions: “Three men are looking for 
you. Rise and go down and accompany them 
without hesitation, for I have sent them” 
(vv. 19–20). There are to be no missteps at 
this important boundary crossing!

“So he invited them in to be his guests” 
(v. 23). It seems a small thing to do, but 
in this moment Peter takes a “first step” 
across the dividing line into a new world. 
A few days hence he would explain to a 
roomful of Gentiles that it was “unlawful” for 
a Jew to “associate with or to visit anyone 
of another nation” (v. 28), but here he 
begins to do that very thing. His invitation 
would mean sleeping under the same roof 
and eating at the same table. Jesus himself 
had already taken such bold steps. He set 
out to visit a centurion’s home, a visit made 
unnecessary by that man’s protest, “Lord, 
I am not worthy to have you come under 
my roof” and request that He simply speak 
the word of healing (Matt. 8:7–8). He “did 
not want anyone to know” he had visited 
a home in the Gentile region of Tyre and 
Sidon. There He granted the petition of a 
woman to cast a demon from her daughter 
(Mark 7:24–30). Now Peter follows his 
master’s steps.
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PET ER’S SER MON I N COR N ELIUS’ HO USE 
acts 10:23B–43
When Peter and six of the “brothers” (cf. 11:12) arrive in Caesarea, Cornelius “fell down at his 
feet and worshipped him” (v. 25), an astonishing act by a Roman officer toward a Jew. But Peter, 
unaccustomed to such honors and brought up to consider them blasphemous (Longenecker), 
orders Cornelius to “Stand up; I too am a man” (v. 26).

Ushered in to meet the relatives and friends Cornelius has assembled to hear him, Peter explains 
to them his willingness to do the “unlawful” and cross the divide by citing his vision: “God has 
shown me that I should not call any person common or unclean” (v. 28). But he is still mystified 
about why the invitation was issued in the first place. Cornelius now reveals his own vision four 
days previous. The working of God becomes evident. “Now… we are all here… to hear all that 
you have been commanded by the Lord” (v. 33).

For the first time in Acts, a Gentile audience hears the Good News of Jesus. The sermon 
Peter preaches this day has similarities to his Pentecost sermon. In both, Jesus’ death and 
resurrection is at the center of things, and “we are witnesses.” Both sermons hold out God’s 
offer of forgiveness, as Jesus had instructed the apostles in Luke 24:47. But the differences 
between the sermons are noteworthy. On Pentecost Day, his Jewish audience heard a sermon 
punctuated with Old Testament quotations. Here there are no quotes for his Gentile listeners, but 
only the assertion that “all the prophets bear witness” to that gift of forgiveness. There is more 
detail “beginning from Galilee” about the earthly ministry of Jesus. On Pentecost he boldly told 
the Jewish listeners “you crucified and killed” Jesus. Here he tells the Gentiles that “they put 
him to death” (v. 39). Most striking is the absence of a command to be baptized or any promise 
of the Holy Spirit. On Pentecost he commanded, “repent and be baptized, every one of you!” 
(2:38). Here he simply announces that “everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of 
sins through his name” (v. 43). It seems clear that Peter had not intended to baptize anyone that 
day. God Himself will orchestrate that final step.

For the first time in Acts, a Gentile audience hears the 
Good News of Jesus. The sermon Peter preaches this day has 
similarities to his Pentecost sermon. In both, Jesus’ death and 
resurrection is at the center of things, and “we are witnesses.”
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T H E GEN T I LE PEN T ECOST 
acts 10:44–48
Suddenly “while Peter was still saying these 
things, the Holy Spirit fell on all who heard the 
word” (v. 44). There was no doubt of it, for the 
distinctive phenomenon of Pentecost — “they 
were hearing them speaking in tongues” — 
was now repeated (v. 46). Here to witness the 
outpouring were the six “believers from among 
the circumcised” (v. 45) who had accompanied 
Peter. This was a “third Pentecost,” God’s 
gift to the Gentiles, as that in Chapter 2 had 
been for the Jews and in Chapter 8 for the 
Samaritans. The word of Jesus about the 
Gospel’s spread to “Judea and Samaria, and 
to the end of the earth” (1:8) was coming true 
before their eyes!

Peter was convinced. “Can anyone withhold 
water for baptizing these people who have 
received the Holy Spirit just as we have?” 
(v. 48). The baptisms follow at once. The 
sequence here (Spirit, then baptism) is the 
reverse of that in Samaria (see 8:12–17) 
since an apostle, Peter himself, is present to 
validate the crossing of this final boundary 
into new territory.

PET E R FACES H IS CR I T ICS 
acts 11:1–18
The “Gentile Pentecost” reverberated through 
the Jewish Christian community. Even while 
Peter remained in Caesarea giving additional 
instruction to the new believers (10:48), the 
apostles and the church back home heard 
the news of this seismic shift. Those of the 
“circumcision party” (see, for example, Gal. 
2:12) who believed that Jewish tradition must, 
at all costs, be maintained, were distressed 
that Peter (their leader, of all people!) had 

crossed a line and had table fellowship with 
Gentiles. How would their Jewish neighbors 
in Jerusalem look upon this latest break from 
the old ways? They likely feared it would bring 
more persecution for the infant church. Upon 
Peter’s return to Jerusalem, there was an 
immediate confrontation.

The only clear line of defense for his bold 
action was to tell the story once more. Luke 
faithfully records Peter’s “instant replay” of 
the events at Joppa and Caesarea, adding 
the detail that six brothers accompanied him. 
It hadn’t been Peter’s idea to do any of this! 
All of it was from God. “I saw a vision…from 
heaven” (v. 5). “The Spirit told me to go with 
them” (v. 12). “[Cornelius] told us how he had 
seen the angel” (v. 13). “The Holy Spirit fell on 
them just as on us at the beginning” (v. 15). 
This last was the strongest argument, for it 
was entirely beyond Peter’s control and had 
been witnessed by seven of their number. His 
conclusion was indisputable: “If… God gave 
the same gift to them as he gave to us…who 
was I that I could stand in God’s way?” (v. 17).

The response of the church was a pensive 
silence to absorb this news, followed by a 
whole-hearted endorsement: “Then to the 
Gentiles also God has granted repentance 
that leads to life” (v. 18). This unified and 
joyful response, just as surely as the event at 
Cornelius’s house, validated this momentous 
crossing of an age-old boundary. Many 
practical questions were still to be settled, 
and Peter himself would later flinch in the 
face of the circumcision party in Antioch (see 
Gal. 2:11–14). Nevertheless, the church had 
ceased being merely a Jewish sect and had 
truly become a “world religion.”
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PER SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
acts 11:19–12:25

Lord Jesus, as a Christian I wear Your name. Live in me and work through me to do Your 
will. Open my mind now as I study Your Word. I ask it for Your name’s sake. Amen.

Review
1. If you had been one of Peter’s companions, what evidence would convince you that this outreach to the 

Gentiles was truly God’s doing?

2. How does Peter fashion his sermon to the particular audience he meets at the home of Cornelius? Give at 
least three examples.

Acts 11:19–30
3. Locate Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Antioch on a map. Calculate the distance between these places and 

Jerusalem to gauge the spread of the Gospel.

4. Antioch was the third-largest city in the Roman Empire. What might the apostles feel as they hear “the 
Gospel is taking root there”? What special distinction marks this city (v. 26)?

5. How does Barnabas live up to his name (“The Encourager”) in this section?

6. Who has been your Barnabas?

7. Why is the prophecy of Agabus important for the disciples? How does God use this prophesied “natural 
disaster” for good?

Acts 12:1–5
8. There are several “Herods” mentioned in the New Testament. Which one is this? Which ones do we read 

about in Matt. 2:1–19 and 14:1–12? How are they related? What traits do they have in common?

9. James is first of the original 12 to be martyred. Imagine you are speaking with the mother of James 
afterward. How would you attempt to explain to her why there was no angelic rescue for James (as later 
with Peter)?
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10. During what season does the subsequent arrest of Peter take place? During what season was Jesus 
crucified?

11. What do you think this execution and imprisonment would do to our congregation today?

  Bring us closer together Move us to pray hard

  Make us take a public stand Drive us into hiding

  End our gatherings I have no idea…

Acts 12:6–17
12. Have you or a family member ever had an experience with what you thought was an angel?

13. Why might Peter have originally thought this was a “vision” (recall what just happened in Joppa)? What 
finally convinced him it wasn’t?

14. Why, if they had been praying, do you think the disciples had such a hard time believing Rhoda’s story?

 a) No angel had rescued James, after all

 b) Rhoda was “out of her mind”

 c) Peter’s escaping that very night wasn’t the answer they expected

 d) Prayers don’t get answered this fast!

15. Is there anything you’re currently praying about that you don’t expect will be granted by God? If so, why 
not?

16. Verse 17 mentions “James.” But isn’t he dead? What other men named James might be the one named 
here? Check footnotes, Bible dictionary, or Wikipedia.

Acts 12:18–25
17. Can you think of other biblical stories in which someone was “struck down” directly by God as punishment? 

(Hint: we have already covered one previously in Acts.)

18. What does this story have to teach us about the way we deal with persecution/opposition? Where do you 
see such persecution today and how do you see the church responding?

Memory Challenge
Review what you have learned thus far.
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