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Acts 10:23b-48, Deuteronomy 10:12-22               May 23, 2021 
 
INTRODUCTION 
In the preceding verses, we meet Cornelius, a Roman army officer.  He is “spiritual but 
not religious”, a Gentile who respects God, is charitable and generous, and has an active 
prayer life.  He is in Caesarea, having dreams. 
 
The scene switches to Joppa, where the Apostle Peter is also having dreams: His involves 
a white sheet, descending from heaven, filled with animals both clean and unclean.  Peter 
is told to “kill and eat”.  The intensity of his reaction conveys how deeply ingrained in his 
religious identity, are compliance with Jewish (OT) injunctions regarding dietary practices.  
This is because, these are not simply habits, these are unique practices that separate the 
Jews from others, contributing to their identity as God’s chosen people.  But the vision, 
sent by God, convinces Peter of a greater truth. 
 
In the next scene, the entourage sent by Cornelius to Joppa are knocking on Peter’s door.  
He greets them, listens to what they have to say.  This is where we pick up the narrative, 
v. 23b: 
The next day Peter started out with them, and some of the believers from Joppa went 
along.  24The following day he arrived in Caesarea.  Cornelius was expecting them and had 
called together his relatives and close friends.  25As Peter entered the house, Cornelius met 
him and fell at his feet in reverence.  26But Peter made him get up. “Stand up,” he said, “I 
am only a man myself.” 
27While talking with him, Peter went inside and found a large gathering of people.  28He 
said to them: “You are well aware that it is against our law for a Jew to associate with or 
visit a Gentile.  But God has shown me that I should not call anyone impure or unclean.  
29So when I was sent for, I came without raising any objection. May I ask why you sent for 
me?” 
30Cornelius answered: “Three days ago I was in my house praying at this hour, at three in 
the afternoon.  Suddenly a man in shining clothes stood before me 31and said, ‘Cornelius, 
God has heard your prayer and remembered your gifts to the poor.  32Send to Joppa for 
Simon who is called Peter.  He is a guest in the home of Simon the tanner, who lives by the 
sea.’  33So I 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.” 
34Then Peter began to speak: “I now realize how true it is that God does not show 
favoritism 35but accepts from every nation the one who fears him and does what is right.  
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36You know the message God sent to the people of Israel, announcing the good news of 
peace through Jesus Christ, who is Lord of all.  37You know what has happened throughout 
the province of Judea, beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John preached - 38how 
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 cross, 40but God raised him from the dead on the third day 
and caused him to be seen.  41He 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.  
42He 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.  43All the prophets testify about him that 
everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.” 
44While Peter was still speaking these words, the Holy Spirit came on all who heard the 
message.  45The circumcised believers who had come with Peter were astonished that the 
gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on Gentiles.  46For they heard them 
speaking in tongues and praising God. 
Then Peter said, 47 “Surely no one can stand in the way of their being baptized with water.  
They have received the Holy Spirit just as we have.”  48So he ordered that they be baptized 
in the name of Jesus Christ.  Then they asked Peter to stay with them for a few days. 
 
PRAY 
 
Think of a time when you received life-changing news.  Once you received that phone call, 
that marriage proposal, that job offer, that diagnosis - everything was different.  You 
experienced a very distinct change that ever since, had your life divided into “before and 
after”…!  This is one of those events!  Not just in the life of the individuals involved - Peter 
and Cornelius.  This is a watershed moment in salvation history, and certainly in the life 
and development of the early church. 
 
This is a story of transformation: a double “conversion” if you will.  God is at work 
simultaneously in the life of Cornelius and in the life of Peter.  Using two very different 
visions, God orchestrates their meeting.   
 
Some background information may contribute to our understanding of exactly how and 
why this event is so impactful.  
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First: Jews thought of themselves, as God’s chosen ones, insiders to God’s covenant and 
all its benefits.  Gentiles were outsiders to all of that.  Excluded.  Not partakers in God’s 
covenant and all its benefits.   
Second: By entering the home of this Gentile Cornelius, Peter is made ritually unclean.  
Peter is breaking the rules and breaking barriers to fellowship by remaining in the home 
of Cornelius for several days. 
 
I love the details that Luke includes: How utterly respectful Cornelius is in bowing before 
Peter, and the great humility Peter shows in response: ‘I’m human as you are.’  In that 
simple exchange, we gain a visual for what is coming next.  These two men who are so 
different from one another, have a great deal in common, as two members of the human 
family!   
 
In the moments that follow, they discover that they have even more in common!  Through 
Peter’s vision, “… God has shown [him] that [he] should not call anyone impure or 
unclean.”  (v.28b) 
 
Through Cornelius’ vision, he and members of his household are ready, expectant, 
awaiting this visit of Peter, open to message he would bring: 33So I 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.” 
 
At this point Peter begins to preach, his opening statement is a gamechanger: 
“I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism but accepts from every 
nation the one who fears him and does what is right.” (v).34-35 
 
Honestly, I do not think we can grasp the immense significance of this statement for those 
hearing it for the first time.  This turns everything they believed - about their identity as 
the chosen people - on its head.  What??  God loves – welcomes - accepts Gentiles, as 
readily as God accepts us Jews??  This is lifechanging - not just for Cornelius and the rest 
of us - yes, for you and me - but also for Peter and church as it was comprised at that time. 
 
The circle of the “chosen ones” is expanding!  Those who previously were “outsiders” are 
becoming “insiders”!  This is revolutionary. 
 
Peter’s sermon continues and echoes the same primary points as his sermon on the first 
Pentecost, recorded in Acts 2: He tells of the life and ministry of Jesus who is “Lord of all” 
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(v.36).  He did good and healed many because God was with him. (v.38)  “We are witnesses 
of everything he did…” (v.39).  Next, he speaks of Jesus’ death by crucifixion, at the hands 
of the authorities, and of his resurrection.  He further testifies “…everyone who believes in 
him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.”(v.43) 
 
At that point, Peter is interrupted by the Holy Spirit!!  Astonishingly the Spirit showed up 
and these “outsiders” were baptized with the Spirit!  No flames like tongues dancing 
above their heads, no rushing wind blowing through the room, but they do begin to praise 
God in heavenly languages.  The worship service is hijacked by the Holy Spirit - imagine 
that - Holy mayhem!   
 
These events illustrate/demonstrate the reality of Peter’s declaration in v.34-35.  “I now 
realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism but accepts from every nation the 
one who fears him and does what is right.” 
 
There is no denying this reality: God is choosing to include even us Gentiles, in the 
covenant of salvation through faith in Christ!  Previously one had to be born a Jew, born 
into the right family.  Now God does the choosing, and there is a low barrier to entry.  No 
qualifications of race/ethnicity, sexuality/gender, age or class or any other distinction that 
we might make. God removes them all!   
 
The only entry “qualification” into God’s family?  Cornelius and his family and entire 
household, including servants, hear the story of Jesus’ for the first time.  They embrace 
their need for Christ.  They and we bring our broken humanity to receive healing, opening 
our hearts and minds to receive the Spirit! 
 
There can be no denying that God/God’s Spirit has been on the move, so Peter gets 
onboard.  He baptizes Cornelius and each and every member of his household with water 
in Jesus’ name!  This act is an affirmation – an outward sign of the inward reality that was 
clearly taking place before Peter’s very eyes.  Wow!   
 
In some ways I find this “Gentile Pentecost” more moving than the first one.  Why? 
Because for me, it seems to carry more relevance to our contemporary setting.  Think of 
a person most different than you are. Would that person be welcome at Calvary?  
 
We do make an effort to be welcoming, but I wonder…Are there those we might consider 
“impure/unclean” or unacceptable for some reason?  In pre-pandemic days, I recall 
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walking into the Fellowship Hall after worship, to see Paxton sitting alone at a table with 
his coffee.  It was one thing to welcome him into worship, but we gravitate toward our 
own circles of friendship.  What would it mean to welcome Paxton or anyone else - 
homeless or not - as “one of us”?  
 
God took Peter out of his comfort zone - to the degree that he had a major shift not only 
in his thinking (Jews do not associate with Gentiles), but a MAJOR change in his behavior 
(Peter not only went into his home, but stayed there for several days!) 
 
Friends, I trust that soon we shall be transitioning back to in person worship.  As we do 
so, we need to be very mindful of our own behavior - Does our behavior reflect what we 
say we believe?  Is God inviting us to let go of long held prejudices and moving us out of 
our “comfort zones”? 
 
If we live into the truth of this Pentecost message, we will warmly welcome ALL who enter 
our doors…without exception.  We will make every effort to get to know them, regardless 
of whatever differences exist between us. 
 
Those differences might be obvious - or not.  What matters is not our differences, but 
what we have in common: We are all part of the human family, each one made in the 
image of God, and each one so beloved that Christ died with each one of us on his mind 
and in his heart!   
 
God knows and shows no partiality.  This Gentile Pentecost is a reminder to us that God’s 
Spirit is an equal opportunity Spirit - falling upon all those who would love and serve God.  
We are the ones who would limit God and God’s Spirit by our narrow understanding of 
God’s grace. 
 
May God enlarge not only our understanding of who’s “in” and who’s “out”, but may God 
change our minds and our hearts to enlarge our circles of welcome and friendship, to all 
who would enter our doors and our lives.  As we are filled with the Spirit, may we live into 
this new vision of the Church! 
 
And that, dear friends, is what Pentecost is all about! 
 
PRAY 


