PETER ACCEPTS CORNELIUS

Acts 10:1-11:18 

Acts 10:1-11:18 tells us how the Spirit helped Peter and the apostles to accept Cornelius. To assist our understanding in how big this news was, we should consider the fact that Exodus happened 1,290 B.C. That means the news was the undoing of more than 1,320 years worth of religious conviction, which is deadly serious, that God does not accept Gentiles. If Abraham is counted, then the conviction is easily 2,000 years old. Being informed of the deadlock situation in the Israel-Palestinian conflict and the ever increasing friction between Christian and Islamic countries, we still cannot even imagine how big the undoing of such an old religious conviction is.
We know that Peter’s acceptance of Cornelius was God’s preparation of the early church leaders for the coming grand scale ministry among the Gentiles. But what was God achieving by removing the conviction which actually had been used to preserve his chosen people Israel for over a thousand years? What was God doing by accepting the Gentiles? What was he teaching his own people by officially sanctioning Cornelius through Peter, the top leader of his Church? I hope we wake up to the eternal world of our God, Jesus Christ our Lord, that we may live a life of great mind and great vision.
I. The visions of Peter and Cornelius (10:1-23a)

Cornelius’ vision (10:1-8): Now, who was Cornelius? Look at 10:1. “At Caesarea there was a man named Cornelius, a centurion in what was known as the Italian Regiment. He and all his family were devout and God-fearing; he gave generously to those in need and prayed to God regularly.” Named in honor of the Roman Emperor Caesar Augustus, the city of Caesarea was the Roman metropolis of Judea and the official residence of both the Herodian kings and the Roman governors. The headquarters of the Roman army stationed in the Palestine region was also in the city, and Cornelius was one of the few Roman officers there. He must have been a top notch officer even among the Romans since he was the captain of a special unit made up of 600 Roman citizens, which was called the Italian regiment, and not of mercenaries. We can easily guess that he was probably a member of the elite society as well as in the army. 
However, there was something unusual about him. He openly believed in the God of the Jews, whom the Romans despised. He expressed his reverence for God in giving and in regular prayer, probably three times a day. It is unbelievable that he was not fooled by his prestige or the might of the Roman Empire, which was approaching its economic and military zenith in the first century. It is a mystery that he devoted himself to the God of the Jews whose people were helplessly subjected to the Roman rule. It is also a mystery how he faithfully cared for the Jews who would never really accept him, who would always harbor reluctance to associate with him not because they were strange but because exclusiveness was a part of their religion and, therefore, their upbringing. In the description of Cornelius as being devout in the Gentile-phobic society, we can thus speak of God’s calling, of the God of the Jews. It was not by random occurrence or by the influence of the Jewish culture that Cornelius feared God. It happened by God. It was God who had been raising Cornelius in faith. We can also see in these verses that Christ Jesus was that God. He probably sent his angel to Cornelius in the past since the centurion was able to recognize one. What is recorded in the next verses to support this idea?
Look at 10:3. “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!’”  What is a vision? The biblical usage of the word implies special awareness of God by God’s revelation. But it is difficult to determine the borderline between vision and dream or trance, if not impossible. As we will see, Peter saw his vision when he fell into a trance. But Cornelius was a highly disciplined soldier. He was alert. Perhaps, that is why verse 3 emphasizes that Cornelius distinctly saw an angel of God who came to him and said, “Cornelius!” Cornelius stared at the angel 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. Now send men to Joppa to bring back a man named Simon who is called Peter. He is staying with Simon the tanner, whose house is by the sea.” 
What did he do? “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. He told them everything that had happened and sent them to Joppa.” What do we learn from him? We learn from him to seek God when God gives a vision. Deuteronomy 4:29 says, “But if from there you seek the LORD your God, you will find him if you look for him with all your heart and with all your soul.” In Matthew 7:7, 8, Jesus promises, “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened.” There are so many things to seek, but Cornelius sought God first and last. It is amazing to know that Cornelius saw a great vision while he was praying. This gives us hope. We should learn to seek God in prayer. We should learn to seek God when we see God’s vision. We should learn to investigate what the vision is as he did.
He didn’t even know the full extent of the vision. How big was it? If we say that the vision is global, then we make it too cheap. If we say that it is international, then we make it too shallow. As we think about the vision, it means the undoing of the 2,000 year deadlock. According to Paul, the vision was “the mystery hidden for long ages past, but now revealed and made known…by the command of the eternal God, so that all nations might believe and obey him --- to the only wise God be glory forever through Jesus Christ! Amen” (Ro 16:25-27). Again, according to Paul, the vision meant “For he himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility…” (Eph 2:14). Pretty profound, isn’t it? Cornelius got into something far greater and bigger than he wished for. He rejoiced in the glory of God.
Dr. David Lemmon called me the other day to let me know that he couldn’t come to our conference. But then he added that he is looking for a tenure position anywhere in the world, hopefully, in Turkey. I noticed that he was not looking for a job but offered his life for the preaching of the gospel to the ends of the earth first.  I do not know where he will be. Actually, I responded that he may pray to go to Harvard. But I thanked God deeply from my heart because he gave Dr. David Lemmon the courage to get out of the small town comfort to chart a new course to seek him.
Peter’s vision (10:9-23a): 10:9-18 tell us what happened to Peter while God was inviting Cornelius into his glory. At about noon the following day as the servants of Cornelius were on their journey approaching the city, Peter went up on the roof to pray. As usual, he became hungry and wanted something to eat; while the meal was being prepared, he fell into a trance as he often did. The routine could have been that Peter had his lunch after a nap. But he had a very unusual experience while he was dozing off.
What did he see in his trance? Look at 10:11-14. “He saw heaven opened and something like a large sheet being let down to earth by its four corners. It contained all kinds of four-footed animals, as well as reptiles of the earth and birds of the air. Then a voice told him, ‘Get up, Peter. Kill and eat.’ ‘Surely not, Lord!’ Peter replied. ‘I have never eaten anything impure or unclean.’” Peter recognized that the command was the Lord’s. We do not know how he recognized the voice of the Lord. But we can say he was no more his own man. He became Jesus’ who hears the shepherd’s voice. I am not talking about some poetic imagery. I am talking about the impact of the gospel of the Lord Jesus. As we will see in his obedience, the apostle was at every turn of his life experience constantly reminded of God’s acceptance of sinners through Jesus’ death for our sins. In other words, the gospel of Jesus’ death and his resurrection became everything for him, the sole foundation of his life, that he began to consider everything else rubbish, even what had been considered imperative, unquestionable, and unconditional. 
But then, why did he refuse the Lord’s command which he recognized? Peter was not merely insisting on his eating habit or his own religious conviction. The voice commanded Peter to go against what was indeed God’s command. God taught the Israelites not to eat impure or unclean food in order to keep them pure and clean before him. Because of their 400-year captivity in Egypt and their life among the Canaanites, the Israelites wanted to live like others around them, eating everything and doing everything. By refraining themselves from eating certain foods and practices, which God considered “unclean”, the Israelites could learn to abide in the fear of God.
Did the Lord tell Peter to violate God’s command because it’s from the Old Testament? We may find the answer in verses 15, 16. What did the voice tell him a second time? Look at verses 15-16. “The voice spoke to him a second time, ‘Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.’ This happened three times, and immediately the sheet was taken back to heaven.” We learn in verse 15 that the voice did not ask Peter to violate God’s command. The voice reminded Peter to obey God. It was God who separated the clean and unclean for the protection of his own, and it was also God who cleansed the unclean by the blood of Jesus Christ. By faith in Jesus’ cleansing work, Peter could uphold the law perfectly and obey God fully. What does it mean that the vision was repeated three times? That means God appealed to Peter and reminded the apostle of the truth which he already knew and was practicing. Perhaps Peter was not aware how free he had become by the grace of Jesus Christ. The fact that he stayed in the house of Simon the tanner shows that he believed in the cleansing work. Since Simon had to work with hides, he was exposed to dead animals daily and so was considered “unclean” by people. But he was not unclean before God. Simon was a believer. He was in Christ. Peter knew that Simon was more than just clean. Simon was a saint, a member of God’s household, because of Jesus’ blood on the cross. Peter needed to rise above his own culture and traditions and abide in God's love only. But he couldn’t do it by himself. He had to be challenged by the offense of the cross (Gal 5:11). May the truth of the cross be the offence, the double-edged sword, to circumcise our hearts afresh and so lead us to the obedience that comes through faith.
The Lord chose the image of food as a means to teach the gospel truth to Peter. Perhaps Peter learned the gospel well when he was hungry. We remember that he learned the meaning of the resurrection of Jesus Christ at the breakfast on the seashore. At any rate, Peter’s example provides us an insight into how for many our religion has to do with eating or not eating certain foods. We learn that this kind of foolishness is true in Romans chapter 14 and in 1 Corinthians chapter 8. In those chapters, we learn to seek and please the Lord in the matter of food, as well as, therefore, in disputable matters. “But food does not bring us near to God. We are no worse if we do not eat, and no better if we do” (1 Co. 8:8). 

Do not hesitate to go with them, for I have sent them: Look at verses 17-18. “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. They called out, asking if Simon who was known as Peter was staying there.” How did Peter respond initially to the request of Cornelius’ servants to see him? Peter was hesitant to meet them. He did not know what to do and so he was still thinking about the vision. Why was he so indecisive? He was challenged internally by the vision in regard to another tradition that Jews do not associate with Gentiles (ref. 11:28). Why did he resolve to meet the servants? He did because the Spirit said to him, “Simon, three men are looking for you. So get up and go downstairs. Do not hesitate to go with them, for I have sent them.” “Peter went down and said to the men, ‘I'm the one you're looking for. Why have you come?’ 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.’ Then Peter invited the men into the house to be his guests.” Why did he who initially hesitated to even meet the men welcome them into his house to be his guests? He did because he was now convinced that it was the Lord who did all these.

What do you learn from Peter? Peter’s example shows that we are blinded by what we think is right. This is what our blindness is like: Peter could not even meet the Gentile believers simply because they were Gentiles while he could accept the Jewish believer, Simon the tanner, however “unclean” the man was. As a result, our religious practice becomes flocking together with those of the same feather in the name of seeking God. He also shows a good example that while he did not compromise, he was also open to meeting others in obedience to the gospel truth. Perhaps he was practicing Jesus’ command in Mark 16:15 to “Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation.” It is interesting to note the similarity between Peter’s experience and what Paul wrote in Romans 9-11. While Peter only thought about what he should do, God invited the man into the knowledge of God’s mercy. Paul ends up in Romans with the praises of God acknowledging that from him and through him and to him are all things. Like him, Peter will eventually end up in 10:34 with the praises of the Lord for his unfathomable mercy. He joins the Lord. Peter’s vision was nothing but the continuing education of the gospel to peel off another layer of hindrance from the apostle. We should pray that our Romans summer conference may be the opportunity for the same grace on us.
III. Jesus is the Lord of all (10:23b-48)

The next day Peter started out with them, and it took another day’s journey for him to get to Caesarea. What did Peter find at Cornelius’ house? Cornelius was expecting them and had called together his relatives and close friends. As Peter entered the house, Cornelius met him and fell at his feet in reverence. But Peter made him get up. “Stand up,” he said, “I am only a man myself.” He was assured that Cornelius was seeking God and that it was God who was showing him all these. But still, Peter did not know why God asked him to welcome the Gentile officer until Cornelius spoke of his own vision. When Cornelius finished his story, Peter said in 10:34, “I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism but accepts men from every nation who fear him and do what is right.” He meant that he learned the truth of Jesus Christ as if he did not know it before. The favoritism means “respecter of persons” or “an acceptor of a person” and the meaning of the word “person” is a mask. Peter is saying God is not fooled by a mask or appearance. He does not judge with what he sees or hears but with righteousness as Isaiah said. Justin Spencer helped me this morning for the understanding of this passage. He said we are visual. Then I could understand that God is not. He judges by Jesus Christ. He accepts men from every nation who fear him and do what is right. It is easy for us to say this. But for Peter, accepting God’s truth of no favoritism was entering into a whole new world. What he said afterwards in verses 36-43 is more like his confession than teaching.
Look at what he said in verses 36-38. “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. You know what has happened throughout Judea, beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John preached- 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.” Peter reminded them that they know God who anointed Jesus with the Holy Spirit and power. Peter meant to tell them why God anointed Jesus with the Holy Spirit. God wants to heal all those who were under the power of the devil. When a man is under the power of the devil, he does not know peace. His path is ridden with trouble and distress. When a man hears the gospel of the forgiveness of his sins which has come through Jesus Christ, he is at peace with God. He rejoices in the hope of the glory of God. He rejoices even in suffering because suffering produces perseverance, and then character, followed by hope. We have many problems to cope. But our root problem is that we are under attack by the devil. The gospel of Jesus is the power of God for the salvation of those who suffer because of the devil’s power.
Now Peter spoke of Jesus’ death and his resurrection in verses 39-41. “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, but God raised him from the dead on the third day and caused him to be seen. 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.” Peter’s message is simple in these verses. Jesus is witnessed by everyone that he was good and did good work. The Jews killed the good for some reason and God raised him from the dead and caused him to be seen. But God revealed the truth of Jesus’ resurrection only to his chosen witnesses, the apostles. What did God intend to do in all his work? Peter continued in verses 42-43. “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. All the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name." What does it mean that Jesus is the judge of the living and the dead? Until Jesus came, death was the judge and the final judgment. But he declared himself to be the judge by his resurrection from the dead. Peter explains in verse 43 that the meaning of the forgiveness of sins is that we are given a new life, which defies life and death. We know how supreme this new life is in the reading of Romans 8:37-39. “No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
What is the sum of Peter’s message? He is speaking of the good news, that Jesus is the Lord of all. Why is the truth the good news? Is it due to the element of impartiality? While he sounds impartial, we know that he doesn’t mean that being a Jew is anything or nothing. Many intellectuals dream of the world of impartiality, however, neglecting the truth of humanity. Man is partial. Man equals prejudice. That is why a wishy-washy guy is never happy and nobody bothers with him. The idea of impartiality or pacifism is just that, an idea. They are the concepts of how we may coexist peacefully. But Peter is rather speaking of the grace that came through Jesus Christ who saves us into him and makes us one with him, even with God. 
Look at verses 44-47, “While Peter was still speaking these words, the Holy Spirit came on all who heard the message. 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. For they heard them speaking in tongues and praising God. Then Peter said, ‘Can anyone keep these people from being baptized with water? They have received the Holy Spirit just as we have.’ 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.” As we know, circumcision was the mark of distinction between the Jews and the Gentiles. The pouring of the Holy Spirit confirmed the truth that God is the God of the circumcised as well as the uncircumcised and that Jesus Christ is the Lord of them all. 
In 11:18, we read a beautiful record. “When they heard this, they had no further objections and praised God, saying, ‘So then, God has granted even the Gentiles repentance unto life.’” That was the comment of the circumcised believers after they heard everything from Peter. The beauty of this record is that we are witnessing God’s creation of new people who abide in Jesus Christ. The circumcised believers were not asked to undo circumcision. They were new already as they were. Perhaps we are witnessing the eventual outcome of the vision given to Peter and to Cornelius. Look! Everything ends in the praises of God. Perhaps we are talking about the presence of the kingdom of God which has come on earth. Let's learn to pray that we, too, may see God's vision. What is God’s vision? It is that God accepts sinners.  Sometimes, we wonder when this seemingly endless learning of the gospel would stop. May God bless you to dwell in the praises of him everyday.
