“THE CALL FROM CORNELIUS”

READ Acts 10:1-48

I want to thank Jim (Keith) and all of you who have done a reading of the biographies we’ve presented so far in our view of church history.  Names we should now be familiar with are Polycarp (early martyr), Clement of Rome (disciple of Peter and Paul), Justin Martyr (apologist/martyr), Ireaneus (exposed Gnostic heresies), Tertullian (developed Trinitarism), Origen (father of Orthodoxy), Helena and her son Constantine (helped with Chistian freedom of expression), Eusebius (church historian), Jerome (translated Latin Vulgate), Monica and her son Augustine (her prayers/his concept of original sin), Thomas Aquinas (church scholar), John Wycliff (Bible translator), John Hus (martyr), Thomas a Kempis (wrote Imitation of Christ), Jerome Savonarola (moral reformer/martyr), Erasmus (intellectual father of the Protestant Reformation).  Most of those we’ve studied were associated with the Roman Catholic Church and were seeking to reform and purify the church.  With the two men we heard about today, Martin Luther and Philipp Melanchthon, we’re moving into the Protestant Reformation and we’ll see the coming development of the church in America.  Isn’t it amazing how these stories of faith, persecution, and dedication are so inspiring?  And how much has gone before us to get God’s Word into our hands?


Well, this is the time of year that we think of and count our many blessings.  Thank you JoAnn (Ginny) for having us sing that song as a reminder.  With the Thanksgiving holiday next week and Christmas just four weeks beyond that, spiritual people begin to think about Mary and Joseph and the birth of Jesus, our Savior and our Deliverer.  But I want you to think back to another deliverer in the Old Testament, Moses.  The Israelites had been in bondage in Egypt over 400 years when God used Moses to lead them through the Red Sea to the foot of Mt. Sinai.  

There God gave them His Law – they needed to be instructed on how to serve their great, holy, awesome God.  It was an evolving process for them as they obeyed and disobeyed  . . . believed God and disbelieved God . . . learned the consequences of their actions and the turmoil of effects that a nation would suffer who wanted an earthly king instead of a heavenly king.  We need to remember the grace and long-suffering patience of God throughout all generations.


 As I told you in the opening lecture, Acts is a book about the birth of a church.  It is growing, learning, active, and alive with power and constantly being amazed at what God was doing to change lives and attitudes and turn the Jewish world upside down with this spreading flame of Christianity.


I did up a little mental exercise for myself to outline the book of Acts.  Let me show you on the screen.  You don’t have to copy this – there are copies up front if you want one for yourself.
LECTURE – Acts 10

Acts 1

A
Ascension of Jesus

Acts 2

B
Birth of the church at Pentecost

Acts 3

C
Cripple man healed; crowd chastised

Acts 4

D
Defending the gospel by Peter and John; deeds of unselfishness

Acts 5

E
Exposure of sin (Ananias & Sapphira); escape from jail

Acts 6

F
Food distribution problem resolved; false witnesses for Stephen

Acts 7

G
God’s past recalled; God’s servant, Stephen, martyred

Acts 8

H
Hypocrisy of Simon; highway evangelism by Philip

Acts 9
I
Insight, eyesight, flight by Paul; invoking life for Dorcus by Peter

Acts 10
J
Joppa vision that changed Peter; joining Gentiles to the church

Acts 11
K
Kosher laws crumble; knowing Christ in Antioch 

Acts 12
L
Locked prison open for Peter’s escape; Lord sends worms to Herod

Acts 13
M
Missionary journey begins for Barnabas and Paul, mostly to the

     Jew first and then the Gentiles

Acts 14
N
Not gods but men; not welcome but stoning; news reported 

Acts 15
O
Open council in Jerusalem; omit circumcision; opinion of Mark



     divides Barnabas and Paul

Acts 16
P
Paul meets Timothy; Philippian converts

Acts 17
Q
Quarrelsome Jews follow Paul; quick reasoning in Athens

Acts 18
R
Reassurance from the Lord for Paul in Corinth; reinstructing

     Apollos by Aquila and Priscilla

Acts 19
S
Signs in Ephesus; silversmith Demetrius stirs up a riot

Acts 20
T
Traveling Paul raises Eutychus after fall at Troas; tearful goodbye



     with the Ephesian church

Acts 21
U
Undaunted by danger, Paul goes to Jerusalem; unwelcome and 



     arrested

Acts 22
V
Voicing his testimony, Paul speaks Aramaic to the crowd; 

     violation of his Roman rights made known to the commander

Acts 23
W
Working division in the Sanhedrin by Paul; warned of an

     assassination plot; wisked off to Felix

Acts 24
X
X’s on the wall mark off two years Paul spent as a prisoner of

  
     Felix after he gave him his testimony

Acts 25
Y
You, Festus, consulted with Agrippa and seal Paul’s fate to go to

     Rome

Acts 26
Z
Zealous for souls, Paul preaches and pleads to Agrippa

Acts 27

Setting sail; the storm; the shipwreck 

Acts 28

Malta miracles; Roman residence under guard


Back in chapter 9 we left Peter in Joppa at the home of Simon the tanner.  Already this was a change for a kosher Jew to be in the home of someone who dealt with dead animal hides.  But let’s not get ahead of our story.


About thirty miles up the coast from Joppa was the headquarters of the Roman garrison at Caesarea.  Here we’re introduced to a military man, Cornelius, a soldier in the Roman army.  Most of these Roman centurions, captains over a hundred men, were hard military-minded men, usually very rugged individualists, and cruel to those they subjugated.  But this man was different.  He was a godly man.  He was devout; i.e., he knew there was a God, and he was seeking after Him.  He feared God – he respected God deeply.  And he gave alms.  He was a generous man.  More than that, though, he was a praying man.  Vs. 2 says, “He prayed to God regularly.”


In studying for this lecture, I came across a commentator who had an interesting observation and I’ll share it with you as food for thought.


The Romans were pagans.  They had a whole pantheon of gods and goddesses; yet in writing this account of the gospel going to the Gentiles, Luke points out to us that this man Cornelius was different.  Not only he, but also his entire household believed in the one true God of Israel.  So, perhaps this is not the first time we’ve encountered Cornelius.


Luke 7 relates a similar story of a centurion who was stationed in Capernaum during the early part of Jesus’ ministry.  He had a servant who was seriously ill and sent for Jesus.  He expressed great faith when the messenger related to Jesus his master acknowledged that Jesus need not come personally, but only “speak the word” and healing would take place.  The account in Matthew 8 says the centurion came himself to make the request of Jesus.  In that gospel, Jesus not only commented on the centurion’s faith, but also said, “I say to you that many will come from the east and the west and will take their places at the feast with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven.”  Could it be that this centurion whose whole household witnessed the power of a healing miracle of Jesus, was the same man now stationed in Caesarea?  It’s something to think about.


At any rate, Cornelius is witness to the truth of Ecclesiastes 3:11 that says, God has set eternity in the heart of every man.  Every man has a conscience, and every man knows there must be a Supreme Being – there is an empty space in each one of us that can only be filled by God.  Certainly creation itself points us to the Creator.  Cornelius was searching . . . and a faithful God answered.  Hebrews 11:6 says, “Without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to Him must believe that He exists and that He rewards those who earnestly seek Him.”  He was praying, asking God to help him . . . and God did.


We notice that God did not send an angel to preach the gospel, but was dispatched to tell Cornelius where he could go to find a man who will preach the gospel, who will tell him the truth about Jesus Christ.   And he gets good directions . . . the home of Simon, the tanner, in Joppa.  They had only to follow their nose – tanning hides was a smelly business.


This is not a new revelation to any of you . . . but God is in the business of preparing hearts.  Have you noticed that?  What was God doing behind the scenes in your life that prepared your heart to receive the gospel or even to accept a new truth?  Looking back after the fact, we realize the Holy Spirit was already busy in our lives, preparing the good soil so the Word would take root and yield fruit.


When the Jews became followers of the Lord Jesus Christ, the final Passover Lamb, it took them some forty years to break away from the Temple worship services, Temple prayer services, dietary laws, and the sacrificial system, as well as their deep-seated racial prejudice against Gentiles.  The two historical events that helped most to separate them were the Jerusalem Council in 45 A.D. (that we’ll study in Acts 15) and the destruction of the Temple itself by the Roman legions in 70 A.D.  But at this point in time, a ham sandwich was still unclean to Peter even though he was now a Christian living in the age of the Holy Spirit.


Zig Ziglar has said, “Hardening of the attitudes is the most deadly disease on the face of the earth.”  Peter, praise God, was a man who learned through his own past experiences that stubbornness, no matter how well intended, could lead to downfall.  So when God gave him a vision (not once but three times) of the clean and unclean animals on the sheet and told him to kill and eat, Peter listened.  He protested, but he took the message to heart.


“Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.”  Peter’s pride was coming into submission to his Lord.  God’s grace had flung open the tightly closed doors of legalism: Christ’s atonement had cleansed the unholy so that all people could be accepted by Him.  Alexander Whyte comments that we need to examine our lives and see if we don’t sometimes have others on our “sheet of scorn.”


Let me give you a little visual aid.  Here is a white handkerchief.  Let’s pretend it’s a sheet . . . and let’s pretend that we could tangibly put our prejudices in it one by one.  Perhaps someone of a different color or culture?  Someone with a past or lifestyle foreign to ours?  Someone from a different church?  Someone who doesn’t measure up to our expectations of a Christian?  People colored by gossip?  Someone who has hurt us?


If we’re honest, we’d each have someone or something in our handkerchief – our sheet of scorn.  Our prejudices are ugly, and how we hate for God to throw light on them.  Prejudices are like cockroaches.  Once we think they’re gone, they creep back unnoticed, infesting the dark corners of our lives.  Light only makes them run for cover.  But for us to change, God must expose and even force them out into the open so they can be eradicated.  God provided such an opportunity for Peter when the three men came knocking at the gate.


The Spirit had said, “Do not hesitate to go with them.”  Why would I hesitate, he must have thought, unless . . . these men were Gentiles!  Now the vision began to make sense to Peter . . . the Lord wanted him to accept these Gentiles as clean just as He wanted Peter to accept the unclean animals on the sheet.  What a challenge to the dark corners of his prejudice!


Going without knowing – has God ever given you that challenge . . . to step out on faith?  We see Peter’s humility as he invited the Gentiles to spend the night in the same house as a Jew, and we see Peter’s humility as he crossed the threshold of Cornelius’ house and refused the homage Cornelius wanted to give him.  “Stand up,” he said, “I’m only a man myself.”  But he was a man with a life-giving message of grace.


What follows is the first preaching of the gospel, the good news of Jesus Christ, to a full Gentile audience.  Peter made seven distinct points:

1.
God shows no partiality.

2.
Jesus (whom he emphasized is the Lord of all) came to us nevertheless as a man.  He did not come primarily to display His deity, to show us how God behaves; He came to show us how a man behaves as God intended him to be – indwelt by God’s Holy Spirit.

3.
Jesus destroyed the effect of evil everywhere He went.  He did this openly, before witnesses, where everyone could see.

4.
He was put to death by hanging Him on a tree.  (Even the Romans acknowledged that this was a horrible form of execution.)

5.
He was bodily resurrected from the dead.  Peter was a personal eyewitness of the resurrected Lord.  He ate and drank with Him.

6.
He commanded us to preach this good news to all people.  Jesus is alive!  He is not dead!  He is, in fact, the One who will judge the living and the dead.

7.
“You Romans may not appreciate this fully, but everything Jesus did was predicted by the prophets.  Long before He ever came, what He would be like and what He would do was written down.”  Truly amazing!


Notice – this is not a “Gentile” version of the gospel, but the same message preached to Jew and Gentile alike.  The good news of peace with God through Christ is the same for everyone.  Galatians 3:28, There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.  Accept Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior and you will be saved!


But, the Holy Spirit interrupted Peter.  (Seems He’s always doing that in the book of Acts.)  What He did here is very significant.  

Peter had just given these people something to believe, and as soon as they did, they received the Holy Spirit, just as Jesus said they would (John 7:39).  As soon as they heard, they believed, and when they believed, they received.  The Holy Spirit refused to wait for Peter to issue an altar call.  The Word of God produced exactly the same results as were described as taking place at Pentecost.


Just as on the day of Pentecost, the sign of the coming of the Holy Spirit was the gift of languages, the gift of tongues.  This was in order to indicate to Peter, and the other Jews with him, that the Gentiles were being received on the same basis as the Jews had been.


Ray Stedman made this observation: The biblical gift of tongues is a sign to unbelievers and not to believers.  Paul says that in 1 Corinthians 14:22.  “Tongues, then are a sign, not for believers but for unbelievers; prophecy, however, is for believers, not for unbelievers.”  On this occasion they were a sign to the disbelieving Jews who came with the Apostle Peter.  You say, “Wait a minute! I thought they were believers.”  Yes, they were.  They were unbelieving believers; i.e., they were believers in Jesus Christ, but they did not believe that the gospel was to go out to the Gentiles.  In order to convince them, God gave the Gentiles the gift of tongues, which is a sign to unbelievers.  It was a sign to them that God had accepted the Gentiles on the same basis as the Jews.  God shows no partiality. (Romans 2:11)

Think of the impact that must have had!  A sign to the Jews – weren’t they always wanting a sign?  Obviously Cornelius and his family and friends spoke Latin, but they may have broken out in pure Hebrew to praise the Lord!  It was a language they had never learned, one that kept Jew and Gentile separated.  Yet when the Jews heard and understood the Gentiles praising God, they were convinced the Gentiles had been given the gift of salvation from the Lord Jesus Christ.


We know the Holy Spirit’s ministry consists of five things:

1.
He convicts the world of sin, righteousness and judgment through the efforts of believers (John 16:7-11).

2.
He is involved in regeneration.  Faith is required in order for the Holy Spirit to give new and eternal life.  The Word of God provided the content for faith; it is not faith in faith itself, or faith in a church, but faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior as He is revealed by His spoken and written Word (Titus 3:3-7).

3.
Once a person is born again, the Holy Spirit indwells them (1 Corinthians 6:19-20).  Believers are given the gift of the Holy Spirit, who empowers them to live godly lives (John 14:16-17).

4.
The Holy Spirit then places or baptizes the new believer into the spiritual body of Jesus Christ with all other believers 
(1 Corinthians 12:12-13).  Christians acknowledge that spiritual reality by being physically baptized with water.

5.
Finally, God seals Christians with the Holy Spirit (Ephesians 1:13-14) – we can’t get out of our relationship with God.  The Holy Spirit is our guarantee.  Praise His holy name!! Amen?

So Peter reacted to the working of the Holy Spirit.  “Can anyone keep these people from being baptized in water?  They have received the Holy Spirit just as we have.”


Notice that they were baptized and not circumcised.  Just as Peter had called for converts to bear testimony to their renunciation of Judaism (with its works-oriented righteousness) and identify with Jesus as the Lord and the Messiah of God by baptism at Pentecost, so he ordered these saints to be baptized too.  Later the Judaisers would plague Paul and try to enforce circumcision also; but the gospel only requires baptism.  One does not need to become identified with Judaism and the Law of Moses, but only to be identified with Christ, and with His death, burial and resurrection on behalf of sinners.


As we come to the end of the chapter, we must realize that we are not yet at the end of this episode.  That will conclude in chapter 11.  In fact, after Thanksgiving break, it will be good to have this incident refreshed in our memory.


While the conversion that the gospel produces may, in some ways, produce instant changes, other changes come harder and over a longer period of time.  When we are saved we move from darkness to light, from judgment to salvation, from death to life.  But we must also note that even in the case of the Apostles (Peter in particular), his theology changed gradually, and some of his sins and prejudices lingered on for a long period of time – just like ours – longer then we would like to admit.  


Salvation changes our status with God instantly, but it does not instantly eradicate all sin or error or prejudice as we step out into our new faith.  Peter is now an Apostle, but he is not infallible, nor is he free from the errors of the past.  So it is with us.  God changes some things instantly, and others things gradually through the process of sanctification.  We need to remember that Christians aren’t perfect, just forgiven.


During this time of individual spiritual growth we need to remember a couple of things:  
1) First, acceptance is the ability to receive another person without inner restrictions (prejudice) or outer requirements (performance).  Too often we have a little screening period before we let people “in.”  
2) Second, just focus on the ABC’s of love:
 

A) I accept you as you are; 


B) I believe you're valuable; 


C) I care when you're hurt; 


D) I desire what’s best for you; 


E) I erase all offenses.  
New Christians need so much encouragement but we ALL need grace.


As we begin to focus on our blessings and on the manger this time of year and the miracle of the incarnation – God in the flesh – let’s remember that “peace on earth, good will toward men” became a reality in the sacrifice of the Lord Jesus Christ.  The gospel of peace begins with a personal acknowledgement of Who Jesus is (Lord of Lords and King of Kings), what He has done (purchased our salvation through His shed blood on the cross), and that we need Him daily in our lives (as Savior and Redeemer).  
Let’s pray:


Lord, truly we are grateful for the blessings of life and for the knowledge that you loved us as gentiles enough to include us in the kingdom of God through the preaching of your Word.  In faith we believe the Word and the promises that are in it.  Help us continue to take it to a lost and dying world.  Jesus Christ is the Son of God, the Messiah, our Lord and Savior.  We offer all that we are to you and pray in Jesus’ name.  Amen.

Thank God for how He has blessed you this Thanksgiving.
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