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“The Turning Point”

Acts 10:34-48, 11:18b

Easter Sunday, April 16, 2006


The book of Acts is the story of the new Christian church. It wasn’t called “Christian” at that time, but “The Way”. (Acts 19:9 & 23) They were first called “Christians” at Antioch. (Acts 11:26) Acts 1 opens with Jesus commanding his disciples to “wait for the gift my Father promised, the Holy Spirit”. (Acts 1:4) Acts 2 chronicles the coming of the Holy Spirit and the empowerment of the disciples to preach the Good News everywhere. The followers of The Way experience fantastic growth from the Jewish community. Acts 3 tells the stories of Peter and John as they witness to the risen Christ, and Acts 4 tells the story of their head first run into the very people who orchestrated the crucifixion of their Lord. Their Holy Spirit inspired boldness and the rapidly growing popularity of The Way with many of the people kept Peter and John from execution. And the church grew. Acts 5 reveals a growing church with growing church challenges such as member unfaithfulness, miracles, and growing persecution. Acts 6 introduces the “in your face” preacher Stephen and the man who was instrumental in encouraging his death, Saul of Tarsus. Acts 8 tells of increasing persecution and the fracturing of the church. Like a cue ball hitting the rack, followers of The Way spread to the four corners of the Roman world. God uses what was meant for evil as a way get the church out of huddle in Jerusalem and into the lost world. Acts 9 is the story of the conversion of the very man most responsible for that spread, Saul, and the very man most able to introduce the Greek world to the Christ. He was a Jew by birth, formally educated in the Jewish faith and learned in Greek philosophy. Saul, also known as Paul, was a Roman citizen and able to travel anywhere he chose in the Roman Empire.


Acts 10 is what we might want to call “the turning point” of the church. The scene was now set for an outreach to the Gentile world. Followers of the Way were spread all over the Roman Empire and Paul with his impeccable travel credentials and fire for Jesus was set to travel. All that was needed was for The Way Church to realize that Jesus died not just for some, but for all. God uses a Gentile Roman officer of the Italian Regiment to pry Peter’s fingers off the pews of Jerusalem. This is the story of how the door of salvation was opened to people just like you and me.


Cornelius the Centurion lived and served the Roman Empire in Caesarea. Acts tells us he was a devout “God-fearer”, a Gentile who worshipped God with his Jewish friends and was very generous to those in need. In a dream or vision Cornelius was instructed by an angel of God to send for “Simon who is called Peter”, and so he did. As Cornelius’ servants approached the house where Peter was staying Peter had a vision. In that vision Peter was clearly told that it was wrong to “call anything (or anyone) impure that God has made clean”, and to go with three men who would come looking for him, and so he did.

When they arrived at Cornelius’ house Peter discovered a large gathering of people, Gentiles all, family and friends of Cornelius, who were waiting for him. Cornelius told Peter why he had asked for him to break Jewish law and custom and come to a Gentile house. And then he said, “Now we are all here in the presence of God to listen to everything the Lord has commanded you to tell us”. Now that’s Godly pressure! Peter was between The Rock and a hard spot, and chose The Rock. He began the first sermon ever delivered to a Gentile audience, and we read it today.


The greatest sermons are the ones born out of the fires of revelation. But no revelation from God is ever an exclusive scoop for the preacher. The Good News is the Good News, always the same, always the powerful word of God. Peter’s ah ha moment was when he put two and two together and got God’s answer that the Good News is for everybody. God doesn’t play favorites.


But wait a minute! Some people would hear that good news and take it to mean that God is going to save everyone, everyone is going to heaven, no matter what you believe, just so you truly believe it, and try to be good. But that is not what scripture says.


God does not show partiality to one group of people “but accepts men from every nation who fear him and do what is right”. To “fear” God means to be afraid of the magnificent power of God, the total authority and ability of God. The word translated “fear” is the Greek word from which we get our English word “phobia”. A phobia is something that is persistent, even might be considered excessive. To “fear” God is to have a persistent, all powering awe, respect, and honor for God. It means to worship and serve with steadfast focus. To fear God is to accept the fact that God made you and has the ultimate decision of what to do with you. And that fact drives you to do your best to live as the Bible tells you God expects.


No human being who has ever lived has a perfect “fear” of God. In one way or another we will all fall short of that perfect fear. Every character study in the Bible, and every one of us, are witnesses to the fact that we are short-sighted, self-centered creatures. We will consistently waver back and forth between love and disrespect for God, even the best of us. But God, in his unwavering love for us, provided a solution for our weakness. He sent his Son to witness to His love and to do what was necessary to redeem us from our sin.


It all began in the Jordan River. Jesus waded out to meet John the Baptist. John was preaching repentance from sin and the washing of water to signify a new commitment of life. He was also preaching the coming of the Messiah. Matthew, Mark and Luke remember Jesus coming out to be baptized. The apostle John doesn’t remember the actual baptism but he does concur in the testimony of the other Gospel writers that the Holy Spirit of God descended upon Jesus that day, declaring him “The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!”


Before the coming of Jesus sin ruled, there was no peace with God. All the rules and regulations, all the commandments of the Bible simply made it clear just how unlikely, how impossible it is for us to live perfect, God pleasing lives. Sometimes even we Christians are guilty of thinking that if we are just good enough God will welcome us into heaven. We collect “stars in our crown” by joining a church like this one, and reading our Bible, and being good to one another. People call us “good” and by human standards we may be. But God’s idea of goodness doesn’t include any grain of sin. Our shoes are full. We can feel it. Most of the time people can’t see it. But God can. We can never be good enough to have peace with God by our own efforts.

Peter says “We are witnesses of everything he did.” (v. 39) Peter and the other apostles spent three years with Jesus. They saw all the wonderful things he did and were privileged to hear every word he taught. If Jesus’ teachings and miracles were the only things he did we would all be justified in doing our best to model our lives around his example. And we do try don’t we? And we would understandably believe that if we could just live like Jesus God would welcome us into heaven. We would believe it, but it wouldn’t be true.

Not only did they witness his life, they witnessed his death and resurrection. They were witnesses of his death on a tree, saw his lifeless body anointed with burial fragrances, wrapped in burial clothes and placed in a tomb to be sealed away forever. But on the third day they saw him alive again. Not just a spirit, but a person who ate with them and drank with them and that they touched. That changes everything!

These three days, Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, and today Easter are THE critical difference between all the human efforts that have ever been made to justify ourselves with God and true justification. Every other religion in the world preaches a lifestyle that might earn you a place in heaven. Jesus plainly taught that his death and his resurrection are the key to peace with God. Until we clear away everything else and come to understand that Jesus died taking our sins with him, and rose from the dead as victorious Lord of all, nothing he taught will have any eternal value.

Faith in the death and resurrection of Jesus is the key to eternal life! We do what we do, live as we live, not to earn heaven but as a way of saying thank you to God for the gift he gave us in the death and resurrection of his Son. We were not witnesses of his death on a tree. We did not see his lifeless body anointed with burial fragrances, wrapped in burial clothes and placed in a tomb to be sealed away forever. We did not see him rise on the third day. All we have is the testimony of those who did. But the Lord himself said, “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed”. (John 20:29) We are more blessed than the apostles!

The baptism of Jesus in the Jordan River was the turning point in human history. That event identified Jesus as God’s own Son, anointed by God with power to heal and cast out the devil’s power over us. The death and resurrection of Jesus, God’s Son, brought peace with God as a gift from a loving Father. In the words of Isaiah, “After the suffering of his soul, he will see the light of life and be satisfied; by his knowledge my righteous servant will justify many, and he will bear their iniquities.” God did this for you and for me! All praise and adoration be to our God and Lord forever. Amen.

