Acts 10
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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.

Events almost brought two men together. Peter was visiting areas south of Caesarea. He
had seen some great miracles at Lydda and at Joppa as recorded in the previous chapter. Peter
ended up at the house of Simon the Tanner in Joppa and had been there for some time.

Cornelius was just doing his duty as a Roman Soldier stationed at the Provincial Capitol
of Judea, Caesarea. As it turned out, his time among the Jews allowed him to fulfill a desire to
know God.

Most every Roman soldier would have sworn allegiance to one of the Roman gods. The
Romans were pagans. Cornelius was different. He did not think highly of the Romans gods.
When he discovered that the Jews worshipped Jehovah as the one true God, it rang true with
him. He left the pagan gods of his youth behind and attached himself to the synagogue. He
determined to do everything required by Jehovah and so he became a “God-fearer.”

As such he is an answer to the question of what about the heathen who have never heard.
When Cornelius heard about Jehovabh, it resonated in his heart because he was trying to serve
God according to the understanding that he had. At that point, God took responsibility to get
Cornelius all the way home. In Acts 10 we have the account of how God gave clarity to the
desire that he had to do right. This is what God does for all those presently among the heathen
who want to do right.

In this passage, Cornelius is described as devout and God-fearing. This had a precise
meaning which Luke gives us here. Cornelius “gave generously to the poor and prayed to God
regularly.” Luke specifically mentions two of the three required righteous acts. The Early
Church saw Cornelius as displaying all three of the essential acts of righteousness. Luke
mentions two acts, but we should clearly infer all three. For example Tertullian’s book on
fasting holds him up as someone who fasted.!

Certainly Cornelius was a person who had a discipline of prayer. He not only prayed but
he did so on a schedule. It was “regular.” In this case, he made it a habit to pray at three o’clock
in the afternoon. From other Scriptures we know the meaning of this specific time. For
example, we know from Acts 3:1 “One day Peter and John were going up to the temple at the
time of prayer-- at three in the afternoon,” that this was the hour of prayer for righteous people.

! “Finally, granting that upon the centurion Cornelius, even before baptism, the honorable gift of the Holy Spirit,
together with the gift of prophecy besides, had hastened to descend, we see that his fasts had been heard.” Tertullian,
“On Fasting”, Ante-Nicene Fathers, Alexander Roberts, D.D., and James Donaldson, LL.D., eds., (Massachusetts:
Hendrickson), Vol.4, pg. 107.
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Even though the Temple was in Jerusalem, the time of the evening service would have been
observed everywhere. It is significant that Cornelius is apparently praying at this time. His
schedule of prayer reminds me of the Apostle John who testified in Revelation that “he was in
the Spirit on the Lord’s day.” The discipline of prayer was rewarded. In the case of Cornelius,
none other than the angel of the Lord appears to him as he prays.

This part of the story should teach us something about the habit of prayer. You can pray
anywhere at any time. That should not change the fact that you have a discipline of prayer as
well. If you pray at the same time, and in the same place, every day you will find it easier and
easier to pray when it is time to pray.

In our text, the angel acknowledges that the specific behavior of Cornelius had come up
as a memorial offering before God. People who say that behavior does not matter must have
trouble with this verse. We certainly believe in the grace of God. However this verse teaches us
that God honors good deeds as well. In particular, the angel assures Cornelius that his actions
really mattered to God. The angel gave Cornelius instruction on how to take the next step with
God.

Some have tried to argue that the role of a soldier is incompatible with the life of a
Christian. | would note that Jesus commended the Roman Centurion at Capernaum for having
great faith and honored this man as the first Gentile to receive the Baptism of the Holy Spirit. He
was not required to abandon his military profession upon his profession of faith. Neither John
the Baptist or Jesus asked soldiers to leave their profession but to act honorably by avoiding
extortion and by being content with their wages. In particular, there are books out now that try to
make the case that the early church was pacifist. They did object to the soldiers swearing loyalty
to the Roman deity. That was the basis of the early church objection, not the life of military
service itself. Indeed, by the third century, whole Legions of the Roman army had become
Christian.

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 of the earth and birds of the air. 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.

Even though Cornelius was well prepared to receive Jesus, God had one more obstacle to
get over. The Apostle Peter had some ideas about Kosher food that didn’t square with what God
had in mind. It would take some convincing to get past his built in prejudice about how things
should go.

We may find ourselves in the same position. The harvest might be prepared, but we may
be the ones standing in the way.

There is an irony here. Both Peter and Cornelius were doing what they felt to be right
and in both cases Jesus used that to direct them into his will. Even though Peter was mistaken
about what God wanted, at least he could say that he had never eaten anything impure or
unclean. He had religiously followed what he knew of what God expected.

Three times, God tells him to do what his religion had told him not to do. God had to
show to him that God was greater than the law. If God had made something clean, Peter should




not call it unclean. Peter will soon realize this is not about eating reptiles, but accepting Gentiles
into the kingdom of God.

There is a second irony in the necessity of God to redirect Peter with this vision. This
was a subject upon which Jesus had taught earlier. It is contained in Mark’s Gospel which by
most accounts is the Gospel most shaped by Peter himself.2 That is, Mark becomes the scribe for
Peter in this Gospel. Given this history in Acts 10, you can understand why Peter would have
given so much emphasis to the original teaching in
Mark 7:1-23. T am thinking here particularly of verse 8 where Jesus said, “You have let go of the
commands of God and are holding on to the traditions of men."” Also verse 15, “Nothing outside
a man can make him ‘unclean’ by going into him. Rather, it is what comes out of a man that
makes him ‘unclean.” Mark’s Gospel recorded the conclusion of the matter like this from verse
19 “(In saying this, Jesus declared all foods "clean.")

Peter had listened to Jesus teach on this subject, the same subject as the vision of the
sheet. However, it took the experience of the vision for Peter to accept emotionally what Jesus
had taught in Mark 7. Even so, Peter was slow on this subject. Peter’s slowness is dealt with in
Galatians and is also the subject of the controversy in Acts 15.% But even then, the message was
not so much about the food, but about people whom Peter would also have called unclean. The
food became a metaphor for the people. If Peter could accept their food, maybe he could accept
the people themselves. That is what Jesus wanted Peter to do because Jesus was calling Peter to
an encounter with Gentiles.

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 | 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 have you 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. The next day Peter started out with them, and some of the brothers from Joppa went
along.

Having seen the vision, Peter was still uncertain about its meaning. At the same time the
delegation from Cornelius arrived, the Holy Spirit directed Peter to go with the men. Peter did
not have to rely upon the men to determine the will of God. God spoke to him directly.

2 The general outline was probably Peter’s, but Peter died in 67 AD, and would not have seen the final Gospel bearing Mark’s
name. Presumably Mark began to write his Gospel shortly before Peter's death, but completed it thereafter. Most scholars date it
60 - 70 AD. (Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Eusebius, Tertullian, and St. Jerome suggest that it was written before St. Peter's
death. Mark died in AD 68. In substance, it was Peter’s Gospel.

3 Gal 2:7-12 “On the contrary, they saw that | had been entrusted with the task of preaching the gospel to the
Gentiles, just as Peter had been to the Jews. 8 For God, who was at work in the ministry of Peter as an apostle to
the Jews, was also at work in my ministry as an apostle to the Gentiles. 9 James, Peter and John, those reputed to be
pillars, gave me and Barnabas the right hand of fellowship when they recognized the grace given to me. They
agreed that we should go to the Gentiles, and they to the Jews. 10 All they asked was that we should continue to
remember the poor, the very thing | was eager to do. 11 When Peter came to Antioch, | opposed him to his face,
because he was clearly in the wrong. 12 Before certain men came from James, he used to eat with the Gentiles. But
when they arrived, he began to draw back and separate himself from the Gentiles because he was afraid of those
who belonged to the circumcision group.”
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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, "l am only a
man myself."

It is clear that Cornelius is expecting to meet with God. He has gathered his family and
friends together. It is hard to imagine having a great encounter with God that you don’t want to
share with your family and friends. Maybe that is one of the signs that something real has
happened. We want to share it with those we love.

Cornelius further shows his feelings by bowing down before Peter who rightly rejects
such reverence as belonging to the Lord alone.

27 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 a Gentile or visit
him. But God has shown me that | should not call any man impure or unclean. 29 So when | was sent
for, I came without raising any objection. May | ask why you sent for me?" 30 Cornelius answered:
"Four days ago | 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 | 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."

Peter cannot help but point out how unusual it is for him to be in the house of a Gentile.
Although everyone there would have already known this, it is important for Peter to say it. It helped
to set the stage that this is an important moment that God is directing. His statement about “clean
and impure” is a very positive statement that must have helped them be open to whatever Peter
would share next.

For the third time we have a retelling of the story. Once again we are reminded that God
values almsgiving and prayer. Cornelius has been well prepared by the Lord to receive this message.
In Luke’s telling of this story, he is careful to emphasize what God has said through his messengers,
the angels. It was at God’s initiative that the Spirit comes to the Gentiles. If God has sent his angels
with this message, then it should be received.

It is hard to image a more receptive audience than what Peter had for this sermon. Cornelius
already has a sense for the presence of God. He knew this was a God-ordained moment. He also
knew that when Peter spoke, it was a word from the Lord.

34 Then Peter began to speak: I now realize how true it is that God does not show
favoritism 35 but accepts men from every nation who fear him and do what is right. 36 You know the
message God sent to the people of Israel, telling the good news of peace through Jesus Christ, who is
Lord of all. 37 You know what has happened throughout 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 tree, 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."

The message that Peter preached had several important features for that audience but also for
the whole of Christian history. It helps us to know what is important in the Christian life and what is




of less importance. In verse 34-35 we learn that the kingdom of God is open to everyone, not just
Jews. For Luke, this is the central message of this passage. He is showing the transition from a
purely Jewish religion to one that is to all the world. The message was sent to Israel, but it was that
Jesus is Lord of all, not just the Jews.

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 the Gentiles. 46 For they heard them speaking in tongues
and praising God. Then Peter said, 47 "Can anyone keep these people from 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. (NIV)

No one lays hands upon these Gentiles. In a sovereign way, the Spirit comes upon them.
This is another bit of information that shows that God is acting alone in bringing his Spirit upon the
Gentiles. There is no human agency involved. Luke lets us know how astonishing this was to the
Jews, here called “circumcised believers.”

Verse 46 is one of the key verses relating to Pentecostal theology. The word “for”" is clearly
a word that connects verses 45 and 46. The Jewish believers know that the Gentiles have been
baptized in the Holy Spirit because they have heard them speak in tongues and praise God. It was
the key indicator of the baptism of the Spirit.

Roger Stronstad has suggested that it was Luke’s intent in Acts to illustrate the “universality
of the vocational gift of the Spirit.”> No matter where the Gospel went, among Jews or Gentiles, God
poured out the gifts of the Spirit. If we use Acts to suggest some things are normative as evidence of
the Baptism of the Holy Spirit, are we not doing exactly what Luke did in Acts? We join Peter in
reasoning that we know the Spirit is present because “God, who knows the heart, showed that he
accepted them by giving the Holy Spirit to them, just as he did to us.”® Conversely, Peter would
know that a person had not yet been baptized in the Spirit if it had not happened to these others as it
had to Peter. Like Peter, we say, if it happened to the 120, and it happened to those at Cornelius’
house, and it happened to us in the same way, then it must be the same thing.

The sequence of events is also very important. These Gentiles receive the baptism of the
Holy Spirit before they are baptized in water. Thus Spirit baptism cannot be the same thing as water
baptism nor can they be connected.

”4

4 gar (gar); a primary particle; properly, assigning a reason (used in argument, explanation or intensification; often
with other particles): KJV--and, as, because (that), but, even, for, indeed, no doubt, seeing, then, therefore, verily,
what, why, yet.

5 Stronstad, Roger The Charismatic Theology of St. Luke, p. 68.

6 Acts 15:8.
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