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In Step with God 

Acts 11:1-18 

 

 Do you remember the old television sitcom from the late 1960s, “Gomer Pyle, USMC”? A 

certain TV network that runs mainly the old classic shows recently started showing it again.  

It was a spin-off from The Andy Griffith Show. Gomer Pyle (played by Jim Nabors) worked 

at Wally’s Filling Station. Even though he was not the brightest bulb in the pack, and often came 

across as a bumbling character who had trouble doing things right, somehow he joined the 

Marines. In the early black and white episodes, the opening shows a large group of marines 

marching, all in lockstep—except for Gomer. The camera zooms in on him as he grins from ear 

to ear as his drill sergeant, Sgt. Carter, is yelling at him as he tries to get in step, and just can’t 

quite seem to do it. 

 Sometimes it seems like we have trouble getting in and keeping in step with God, doesn’t it? 

That’s true for many of us as individual disciples of Jesus, and sometimes it’s true of us 

corporately as a church.  

Now this could be for any number of reasons. Sometimes it might be a lack of commitment 

and trust. Sometimes it’s because of cultural issues and differences. Sometimes it’s a matter of a 

lack of spiritual sensitivity. Sometimes it may be apathy, or even disobedience.  

 Whatever the reason, we’re like a spiritual Gomer Pyle, who just can’t seem to get in step. 

 

Peter’s experience . . .  

Our text, Acts 11:1-18, is actually the culmination of what the Holy Spirit had been doing in, 

with, and through the Apostle Peter in Acts 9 and 10. 

In Acts 9:32-35, as Peter visits the Lord’s people who lived in Lydda, the Lord Jesus through 

him heals Aeneas, a paralyzed man who had been bedridden for eight years.1 As a result, many 

people who saw him turned to the Lord. 

In Acts 9:36-42, a disciple named Tabitha, who lived in Joppa and was always doing good and 

helping the poor, got sick and died. The other disciples there sent to nearby Lydda for Peter to 

come. When he came, he prayed for Tabitha, told her to get up—and she did! She had been 

brought back to life through his prayer! Again, as a result, many people believed in the Lord. 

In Acts 10, there was a Roman centurion at Caesarea named Cornelius. He and his family 

were God-fearers (Gentiles who believed in and worshiped the God of the Jews, but had not yet 

fully converted to Judaism). He was generous toward the needy and prayed to God regularly. One 

day as he was praying, he saw in a vision an angel who instructed him to send to Joppa for 

Simon Peter. The angel even told him where Peter was staying at the time. Cornelius sent three 
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men to go and bring him back.  

The next day, Peter was praying around noon as Cornelius’ messengers were approaching the 

city. He had gotten hungry and continued to pray while others were preparing the meal. He fell 

into a trance and had a vision of something like a large sheet being let down to earth from heaven, 

containing all kinds of four-footed animals, as well as reptiles and bird. Then a voice told him, “Get up, 

Peter. Kill and eat.” He protested that he had never eaten anything impure or unclean. The voice 

responded, “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.” 

This happened three times. As Peter contemplated the vision, the messengers arrived, told 

him about Cornelius and his vision, and asked him to return with them. 

Peter invited them to stay overnight, then went with them the next day, taking six other 

believers with him. When they arrived, Peter preached the gospel of Christ to them, beginning 

with this confession: “I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism but accepts from 
every nation the one who fears him and does what is right.” 

As he preached about Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit came on all who heard the message. This 

amazed the Jewish believers who had come with him. Peter declared that since they had received 

the Holy Spirit just as Jewish believers had, no one [could] stand in the way of their being baptized 

with water. And so they were, at Peter’s order. 

In a little volume on Acts, Charles Talbert points out some important parallels with other 

texts in both the Gospel according to Luke and the book of Acts.2 These three stories show Peter 

fulfilling Jesus’ commission (1:8), just as Stephen and Philip had done in chapters 6 - 8, 

demonstrating obedience to Jesus’ command. They also echo events in Jesus’ ministry, showing 

that what the risen Lord commands is consistent with what the earthly Jesus did.  

The healing of Aeneas in Acts 9:32-35 echoes the healing of the paralyzed man carried by 

four friends in Luke 5:18-26. The raising of Tabitha in Acts 9:36-43 echoes Jesus’ raising of 

Jairus’ daughter Luke 8:40-56. And taking the gospel to the God-fearing centurion in Acts 10 

echoes Jesus’ healing of the centurion’s servant in Luke 7:1-10. 

These stories also echo stories about Elijah and Elisha, showing that Peter’s actions are also 

scripturally based. Peter’s raising Tabitha in Acts 9:36-43 has parallels with 1 Kings 17, where 

Elijah raises the widow’s son, and with 2 Kings 4, where Elisha raises the Shunammite woman’s 

son. And the conversion of Cornelius in Acts 10 parallels the healing of Naaman the Syrian in 2 

Kings 5. 

There are also parallels with Paul’s ministry, showing a unity of Christian practice, with the 

apostolic tradition and experience resulting in the same mission. In Acts 9:32-35, Peter heals the 

bedridden Aeneas; in Acts 14:8-12, Paul heals a lame man. In Acts 9:36-43, Peter raises Tabitha; 

in Acts 20:7-12, Paul raises Eutychus, a young man who fell asleep during Paul’s long sermon, 

fell out the window he was sitting in, and was taken up dead. And Peter went to a Gentile and his 

household in Acts 10, just as Paul went to the Gentiles in Acts 13 – 28. 

Now I know that’s a lot of background information, but it’s important to what we have here 

in our text in Acts 11:1-18.  

Peter’s explanation . . . 

News that the Gentiles had also received the word of God came to the apostles and the believers 

throughout Judea. So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, it was a huge topic of conversation. And it 

was not all positive affirmation. 

In fact, the circumcised believers (Jewish believers who held that Gentiles who wanted to be 

followers of Jesus had to become Jews in order to do so) criticized Peter for visiting a Gentile 

home and eating with Gentiles. 
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So Peter set out to explain his actions (11:1-17).  

He briefly recounted the whole story of his threefold vision of the sheet containing the 

animals, reptiles, and birds, of his response to the voice that told him to kill and eat, and of the 

voice’s response to him that he should not call what God has made clean impure.  

He told them how right after the vision the three men Cornelius sent came to the house where 

he was staying. And then he made this crucial statement: “The Spirit told me to have no hesitation 
about going with them.”  

He shared with them how he took six other Jewish Christian brothers with him and went with 

Cornelius’ messengers and entered his house, and how Cornelius told about his vision of the 

angel who told him to send for Peter, and that he would bring them a message through which he 

and all his household would be saved. 

And he relayed to them how as he spoke the word of God to them, the Holy Spirit came on 

them, just as he had come on the Jewish believers at Pentecost.  

He then concluded with this argument: 

 
“Then I remembered what the Lord had said: ‘John baptized with water, but 
you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.” 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?” 

 

When the Jewish believers heard what he said, they had no further objections and praised God, 

recognizing that God had granted repentance that leads to life to Gentiles as well as Jews! 

 

Keeping in step . . . 

This was a bold move by Peter, but he made it in obedience to the Holy Spirit. By preaching 

to Cornelius in obedience to the Spirit’s direction, Peter was keeping in step with God. 

As the church today, and as individual believers, it’s vitally important for us also to keep in 

step with God. Far too often, we’re out of step. And even when we try to get in step, sometimes 

it seems as though we’re like Gomer Pyle and just can’t quite do it. 

How can we do it? How can we get in and keep in step with God? It’s actually very simple. 

We keep in step with God through prayer and obedience to the Spirit’s leading. 

Very briefly, there are three things we need to consider about keeping in step with God. 

 

First, keeping in step with God often, maybe even usually, leads us beyond our cultural and 

religious “comfort zones.” It may make us uncomfortable, sometimes very uncomfortable. But 

do you know what? As Wayne Harris, who has been helping us with our strategic planning 

process puts it, it’s OK for us to be uncomfortable. 

 When God is leading us to do things we may never have done before with people whose 

background and culture may be different from ours, it’s going to stretch us. It was a major stretch 

for Peter. But he obeyed God. And when God calls us outside our comfort zone, we must also 

obey him! 

 

A second thing to consider: How can we know what we need to do to be in step with God? 

As individual disciples and corporately as a church, we must be living a life of prayer. 

Historically there is a vital relationship between prayer and mission. 

We also have to understand the roles and relationship of Scripture, tradition, and experience 

in discerning God’s will. God reveals himself and his will to us in our experience with him (both 
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individually and corporately). We test the genuineness of our experience by Scripture and 

tradition (historic Christian teaching—the apostolic tradition about Jesus). Sometimes God does 

a new thing. He expands our understanding of his purpose. When that happens, while what God 

is calling for may be very different from our current practice or theory, it will be consistent with 

how he has revealed himself and how he has worked in the past. It probably won’t be identical, 

but it will be consistent. 

 

Finally, it’s important to understand that when we’re in step with God, he will confirm it to 

us. Now he doesn’t usually confirm it before we obey, but rather afterwards. He told Abram to 

go to a land that he would show him. When he called Moses to deliver the Israelites from Egypt, 

he told him that he would give him a sign—after he had brought them out of Egypt, he would 

worship God on the mountain where he was receiving this call. 

I’ve seen it many times through the years, especially when God has moved us to a different 

place of service or when a church we were serving was doing something new—something would 

happen, sometimes a small thing, sometimes something bigger, that would confirm that we were 

in step with God in what we were doing. That’s how he works! Because as Paul put it, we walk by 

faith, not by sight (2 Corinthians 5:7b, NRSV). 

 

Peter was keeping in step with God by preaching to Cornelius in obedience to the Spirit’s 

direction. His vision was born out of a time of intense prayer, and he did as the Spirit directed 

him. 

It may look different for us, because we live in a different time and in a different situation. 

But we must keep in step with God as well. And the way we do that is through prayer and 

obedience to the Spirit’s leading. 

When we’re in step with him, it just may amaze us what he will do in and among and through 

us! 

 

 MEG 
                                                 

1 Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version® 

(2011 edition). 
2 Charles H. Talbert, Acts in Knox Preaching Guides, ed. John H. Hayes (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1984), 43-

47. 


