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“Cornelius, God’s man who changed the church.”
#4 God’s Peculiar Treasure
Acts 10:1-35
August 31, 2008

I suppose you could study each of the people stories in the Bible and refine them down to a central theme or focus. Abraham and his faith, Moses and his dogged determination, Caleb and his trust in God’s power, Abigail’s wisdom, things like that. But it does seem to me that some Bible stories have multiple possible foci with many clear morals and some stories seem to have one obvious and even dramatic focus that overshadows the morals that can be gleaned from the story. I think this story about the Centurion Cornelius is in the latter category. As I read and reread this story I found myself tripping over  verses 34 & 35 “God does not show favoritism but accepts men from every nation who fear him and do what is right.” I am convinced this is the central focus of this story.

We all have favorites! It is human nature to favor one person over another. We tend to favor people who are like us. If we are of the Caucasian race we tend to favor Caucasians, if we are of the Black race we tend to favor Blacks, if Hispanic, Hispanics, if Asian, Asians, we tend to favor people who are like us. It is our human nature, but that kind of favoritism is very narrow minded and doesn’t reflect our Father’s way. The Jews of Peter’s day were terribly narrow minded about race, but I think no more narrow minded than we are today, they were just more blatant about it.

God continually uses this story to tell us that He “does not show favoritism but accepts men from every nation (color and creed, size and shape) who fear Him and do what is right”. As sons and daughters of God He expects us to reflect His attitude about people. That isn’t always easy. Something in us leads us to favor one person over another. As Christians we have to make up our minds that we are going to do our best to look at others through our Father’s eyes.

During my last year of seminary I served three nights a week at a church sponsored social services clinic. One of the services provided by the clinic was individual counseling. The clinic was located in a predominantly Black community and sponsored by a Black church. I was one of the few white guys there. Most of the people we worked with were Black. Now before you think “Wow, our pastor is such a great guy” let me confess I didn’t voluntarily choose that place. I had to have a semester of practical work in ministry before I could graduate from seminary. Because of my work schedule I could only get that practical experience at night, and the only place available was that particular clinic on Tuesday nights. Sheila will tell you that there were many Tuesday nights when I came home so upset that I swore I wouldn’t go back the next week, but I did. As I looked back on that time I realized God forced me into that experience so that I could learn something very, very special to His heart. Every human being is created by God the same. Our dreams are the same. Our desires are the same. Our needs are the same. We look different on the outside, but inside we are the same. God is not color blind!  He loves color, He loves variety, but the soul and heart of every one of us comes directly from the one source, our Father in Heaven. Inside we are the same.

Cornelius was God’s man who changed the church! I think Cornelius is one of God’s particularly peculiar treasures because he wasn’t even a part of the Christian church when he was used by God to change the church. He was one of them, not one of us, and yet God used him to change the Christian church forever. One thing this story says to me is that we must be open to the possibility that God can send us people who are not like us so that He can use them to change our direction as His church. We know from the Bible that God often sends individuals to redirect His people. Prophets are people who God has inspired with concern about His church and bring God’s wisdom into the situation. Sometimes those prophets are theologically educated people like Isaiah, but sometimes they are just normal working folk like the shepherd Amos. Cornelius wasn’t even a member of the chosen race, the Jews, he was a sub-commander of the occupying Roman army. He was a Greek, a Gentile, an outsider.

Think about this for a moment, Cornelius was not a member of the Christian church when God used him to cause a tremendous change to take place in the church. Cornelius wasn’t even a Jew, he was a “God-fearer”. That title “God-fearer” is a Jewish designation for a non-Jewish person who worships with a Jewish congregation but isn’t intent on becoming a Jew. A God-fearer has embraced the worship of the one true God but remains outside the membership of the faith. Luke tells us Cornelius and “all his family were devout and God-fearing” people. They gave generously to those in need and prayed to God regularly. They were active in their synagogue without actually being members of that synagogue.

Cornelius was a successful Roman soldier commanding one hundred men stationed in the Roman port city of Caesarea.  At that time Caesarea was a bustling city, a center of commerce and a popular seaside destination for travelers. Cornelius was probably one of several centurions stationed as Roman peacekeepers in Caesarea.

The story tells us that about three in the afternoon Cornelius had a vision. It was a regular custom for Jews to pray three times a day, 9:00 am, noon, and 3:00 pm. The Bible says Cornelius “prayed regularly” and so we can assume he was following the practices of his Jewish friends when the angel of God came. Most of the time God reinforces and confirms His message to us, especially if that message is leading us in a new and unfamiliar direction. But please notice, Cornelius needed to be told only once. I doubt if Cornelius had ever seen an angel or had a vision before this day. But Cornelius was accustomed to taking orders. When the angel gave him clearly defined directions he didn’t hesitate. He didn’t know why God wanted Peter to come to them but again he was accustomed to obedience without knowing why, so he immediately sent two of his servants and one of his “devout” soldiers to escort them to find the man called Peter.

This story certainly answers one question, “Does God hear the prayers of people who are not saved and does God’s Holy Spirit speak to people who are not saved?” Absolutely, in both cases, if we use this story as our example. However it is important to note that Cornelius wasn’t just a run-of-the-mill Gentile unbeliever. Cornelius was a seeker after God. Somehow Cornelius was introduced to the monotheistic worship of the Jews he was sent by Rome to control and found in that worship an answer to his theological questions. He didn’t just wander into a synagogue uninvited either. Somebody in that Jewish church invited him. Church growth experts tell us the number one way people come to a church is by personal invitation from a friend or relative. Somebody in that Jewish community saw beyond this Gentile soldiers face and dress and invited him to church. You never know when your casual invitation could be God at work through you to bring someone into our church who will be God’s person who will help us follow Him to a new level. Don’t ever assume someone can’t “fit” into our St. Timothy family. And thank God that He has already brought people into our midst that are different from us. Their very presence makes us more like the Kingdom of God.

During the noon prayer hour the following day Peter received his vision and angelic heads up about the approaching visitors.

Cornelius was in prayer, Peter was in prayer, does this story tell us that to receive God’s leadership we must be in prayer? I don’t think that is the intent, as if God can only reach us when we pray. I think what this story is telling us is that God is more likely to reach out to us when we deliberately set aside time to listen for Him. Prayer time can do that, but so can devotions, Bible reading, Sunday school, small groups, yes even time away from the hustle and bustle of everyday things. All of these tend to make us better listeners for God’s still small voice.

But how we respond to God differs. Cornelius responded immediately. Peter, on the other hand, tended to be an authority questioner, you remember how he frequently argued with Jesus. The vision Peter had was completely contrary to what his faith had taught him to believe. Some things were clean, some things were not, Jews were clean, Gentiles were not.

God challenged Peter’s core Jewish values. Peter was raised to believe that certain things were acceptable to eat and certain things were not. God challenged that belief by showing Peter both clean and unclean animals and telling him to help himself to a pork chop. And Peter immediately replied, “Forgive me Lord, but no way.” And then God hit him with the punch line, “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.” Then Peter said to God, “Oh, O.K.!” No, he didn’t did he? It took three repeats of the message before God felt that Peter was getting the message.

Peter awakens from that unsettling vision and sits scratching his head trying to figure out why God would tell him such a strange thing. That punch line was super glued to his mind. “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.” When suddenly the Spirit of God said to Simon Peter, “Now that you have got that into your thick skull, answer the door because I have sent three men for you. Go with them.” Peter went down, found the men as the Spirit had said, heard their reason for coming, and invited them in to stay the night.


Don’t let that miracle slip past you! A Jew staying as a guest in a Jewish home invites three Gentiles to be his overnight guest. It simply wasn’t done! Except Peter was having an ah ha moment. As he listened to their message he could still hear God’s punch line bouncing around in his brain, “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean”, and there before him stood three “impure” people who were saying that God had sent them to find him. Peter took his first major step in obedience.  We don’t know what that night was like for those four men, and the Jewish household where they were staying. But it must have been something all of them would remember forever. “Gentiles are not bad people after all.” “Jews are really pretty nice people.” “We are a lot alike. Amazing!” God was doing an unexpected new thing and using them to do it.

The next day Peter is escorted into the home of Cornelius and finds a large gathering of Gentiles waiting for him. Peter is still struggling with this scene, he a good Jew a guest speaker in a Gentile home! Peter isn’t there alone, some of the Jewish household went along, drawn by curiosity and this strange new experience. They probably took some protection, you can’t ever tell about those Gentiles! 

Peter gets right to the point. “God told me to come even though all my Jewish teaching and law tells me not to be here. So, why did you send for me? Cornelius tells him the story of his own vision, thanks him for coming, and gives Peter the floor. Peter realizes that these people want to know about Jesus and God has sent him to tell them. God loves these Gentile people too! Jesus died for them too! Amazing! And so he begins to tell the salvation story. And before he can even get to the punch line of commitment the Holy Spirit of God descended upon all those Gentile listeners and they began to speak in tongues just like on the Day of Pentecost. All those Jews were blown away! These Gentile men were not circumcised, and that was the accepted sign of inclusion in the new Christian faith, but they had received the Holy Spirit. Circumcision was irrelevant to salvation!

Now, this may not seem like much to us, but to the Jewish Christians this was a huge revelation. Circumcision was the foundational principle of the Jewish faith and the defining mark of a believer. Suddenly they see that God considers circumcision irrelevant for followers of the Christ. The Berlin Wall between Jewish Christians and the rest of the world was beginning to crumble.

The word of what had been done quickly spread. Peter had broken some of the strongest Jewish taboos and baptized unclean dogs.
In the eleventh chapter of Acts Peter has to defend his actions before “the believers in Jerusalem”. This would be kind of like me justifying myself to the General Assembly of the Cumberland Presbyterian Church. Peter, God’s Rock, is on trial. He told them the story as it happened and ended with these words, “So if God gave them the same gift as He gave us, who believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I to think that I could oppose God?” His judges had no further objections and left that courtroom with a new mission, tell the world about Jesus.

It is the same mission we have today. Tell the world about Jesus. Open your hearts and hands to every single person God brings into your life, no matter what they look like or where they have come from. God loves them as much as He loves you and is sending you to tell them so. Like Peter we have to say, “What right do I have to oppose God?” None! Amen.
