You Want Me to do WHAT?

Acts 10

Small Group Discussion Guide


(Note to Facilitators:  We encourage you to have a significant time of prayer after this study, so you may want to watch the time as you go through the questions.)
1. Warmup:  Pastor Josh began by relating the story of a country club member who was upset that his club admitted its first African-American and first woman in the past few months.  His anonymous letter was published in a newspaper article on Nov 5, 2012.  What is your initial reaction to this?

2. This is admittedly an extreme example, but Pastor Josh used it to highlight a timeless human tendency:  We tend to use external factors to elevate ourselves over other people, to give us a greater sense of worth.  What are your first thoughts on this perspective?  Agree?  Disagree?  Expand on it.
READ Acts 10:1-8

3. Does this description of Cornelius remind you of anyone you know? 

a. God sent angels to connect Peter to Cornelius, a man of prayer and generosity.  Pastor Josh’s first point was, “Even good, upstanding people need to hear the good news of Jesus.” Do you agree or disagree? 
b. Based on Peter’s sermon in vv. 34-43, what is the essence of the gospel? Why do “good” people need to know Jesus?
c. Do you know any “good” people who need to know Christ?  If so, please share.
READ Acts 10:9-23

4. Pastor Josh’s second point was, “We tend to use human factors to elevate or distinguish ourselves above other people.”
a. How do we see Peter doing this here? 
b. In what ways might you distinguish yourself from other people, Christian or non-Christian?  Are there any types of people you might tend to avoid? 
c. How does the gospel of Jesus overturn this tendency to distinguish ourselves above others?
READ Acts 10:24-48


5. Pastor Josh’s third point was, “God’s grace in Christ is available for anyone, regardless of race, status, or distinction.”
a. Are there any roadblocks in your mind for certain people in your life that you think could never come to know Christ? 
b. What experience led Peter to realize this truth? (vv. 9-22; Peter summarizes in v. 34-35).
c. Peter got past his roadblock because he listened to the Holy Spirit.  Expanding a question from last week:  “How can we cultivate a listening ear to the Holy Spirit, especially in the area of pre-judgments of people?”  How are we doing in regularly seeking to listen to the Holy Spirit?  Do we need accountability to help us?  If so, who?



6. Pastor Josh’s fourth point was, “If we are going to share God’s grace with people who are hungry for it, we’ll have to get past our hang-ups.” One commentator said that the story was not primarily about the conversion of Cornelius; it was primarily about the conversion of Peter so that he would be willing to go to Cornelius.
a. Often, the degree we depend on our good works over grace for God’s approval is the degree we will hold distinctions over others. Do you need to be “converted?” Is there a degree that you need to let go of dependence on your achievements and accept God’s grace in order to provide it to others? Explain.
b. Pastor Josh ended by talking about certain people – gays, addicts, homeless, etc. – who might come into our church where their transformation might be really “messy.”  What types of “messiness” are you least comfortable with and why?
c. Pastor Josh shared a story about a pastor dealing with a “messy situation.” That pastor concluded the following: 1) When someone comes into the light, it’s always God at work; and 2) When someone brings their mess into the light, their mess usually doesn’t get cleaned up unless one of us wades into the mess with them. What do you think of these conclusions? What does it look like to “wade into people’s mess” with them?

d. Is there anyone about whom God may be trying to speak to you to be more grace-filled?  Describe.


SHARING/PRAYER
Among our usual requests, consider praying for any hang-ups you might have toward a certain person or group of people, which may be impeding you from developing relationships or sharing Jesus with them.
For Those Interested in Further Study and Meditation
:

After chapter 12, Paul becomes the central figure in Luke’s story.  But first, Luke wants to show that the inclusion of Gentiles into the church was the direct result of God’s initiation through Peter (the apostle to the Jews).  Those in the first-century church who wished to drive a wedge between Paul and Peter would get no help from the book of Acts.
Read 10:1-11:18.

In order to appreciate the shocking nature of this story to the early church we must understand the nature of Jewish/Gentile relations.  Religious Jews wanted nothing to do with Gentiles. Stott clarifies:
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 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. . . The tragedy was that Israel twisted the doctrine of election into one of favouritism, became filled with racial pride and hatred, despised Gentiles as ‘dogs’, and developed traditions which kept them apart. (Stott, p. 185)

Jews would never enter a Gentile home nor would they allow a Gentile to enter their home. They would not accept hospitality from a Gentile because Gentiles failed to tithe (If Gentiles rob God, how can I accept this gift from them?). When Peter enters the home of Cornelius in Caesarea he reminds the Roman centurion that to do so is against our law.  This, again, is not the law of the Old Testament but the law of Jewish tradition.

Cornelius was a dignitary and a God-fearing man.  Luke tells us that he was generous with the poor and devoted to prayer.  Most likely Cornelius did not become a full Jewish proselyte. While Cornelius was praying, God in a vision, tells him to send a delegation to Joppa to find and summon Peter.  
About 21 hours later Peter is praying at noon and has a vision.
  In the vision Peter is told to kill and eat.  Peter protests and the vision is repeated two times. The Spirit comes to Peter and tells him, "Do not to hesitate to go with the three men who are downstairs."  The Greek word translated hesitate could be translated making no distinction. Peter is to welcome these Gentiles without distinction.  He invites them into his home to rest before the journey back to Caesarea the following day.  Peter has seen the light; in Christ, racial barriers (and cultural barriers) are broken down.

The walk from Joppa to Caesarea takes about 9 hours.  What do you think Peter thought about during this walk?  What do you think the unlikely delegation of ten talked about?
 Notice the two extremes to avoid in 10:25-29.  No individual should be worshipped (Stand up, I am only a man. . .) and no individual should be seen as inferior (God has shown me that I should not call any man impure or unclean.).

Are you tempted to either of these extremes as you interact with others? Do you have a tendency to hero worship?  Are you racially prejudiced?  What will help you change this area of your outlook?
Re-read vs. 34-43.  Here we have another brief summary of one of Peter’s sermons.  It is this sermon that causes scholars to speculate that most of Peter’s sermons originally contained an oral presentation of what we know of as the Gospel of Mark.

In scope and emphasis, the account is much like the portrayal of Jesus’ ministry in Mark’s Gospel.  It begins with John the Baptist, moves on to Jesus’ anointing with the Holy Spirit, refers to Jesus’ many acts of divine power in Galilee, alludes to his continued ministry throughout Palestine and in Jerusalem, stresses his crucifixion, and concludes with a declaration of his resurrection and its verification by his appearances to chosen followers. (Longenecker, p. 393) 
Notice how Peter’s understanding of the gospel is being expanded.

I now realized how true it is that God does not show favoritism but accepts men from every nation who fear him and do what is right.  (10:34)

How has your understanding of the gospel grown since the time you first believed?

Peter’s sermon is interrupted (vs. 44) by the Holy Spirit!  Gentiles receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.  Peter’s contingent is astonished.  Peter then asks the question, Can anyone keep these people from being baptized with water?
How has this section of Acts challenged your understanding of your faith?

� The importance of the conversion of Cornelius is emphasized by the space Luke devotes to the story (66 verses).


� Info derived from Acts Study Guide, www.sbcommunity.org.


� The Jew had an immense contempt for the Gentile.  The Gentiles, said the Jews, were created by God to be fuel for the fires of Hell.  God, they said, loves only Israel of all the nations that He had made.  The best of the serpents crush, they said, the best of the Gentiles kill.  It was not even lawful to render help to a Gentile mother in her hour of sorest need, for that would simply be to bring another Gentile into the world. . . . The barrier between them was absolute.  If a Jewish boy married a Gentile girl, or if a Jewish girl married a Gentile boy, the funeral of that Jewish boy or girl was carried out.  Such contact with a Gentile was the equivalent of death.  (Ephesians Barclay, p. 125)


� Peter is staying at the home of Simon the tanner.  This may be a hint that Peter is beginning to make the same deductions that Stephen made about the implications of the gospel.  Tanners worked with dead animals and would have been regarded as unclean by devout Jews.


� The group consisted of three men from Joppa, Peter and six others who went to witness the encounter with Cornelius (cf. 11:12).  The number of witnesses may be significant.  Barclay points out that in Egyptian law seven witnesses were necessary to establish a case completely. So Peter is in effect saying, “I am not arguing with you.  I am telling you the facts and of these facts there are seven witnesses.  The case is proved.” (Barclay, p. 92)
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