
ACTS 10:1-48                             13/10/13  

INTRODUCTION 

QUESTIONS: 

 

How many of you read Acts 10 before they came today? 

How many got the email which encouraged you to read this passage before you came today? 

How long has the word email been in our vocabulary? 

 

We have a long chapter today – 48 verses. What I’d like us to do this morning is put ourselves into the experience of the two main characters, let them 

tell their stories and ask: 

 

How they might have felt then? 

What it might say to us? 

CORNELIUS 

Good morning, my name’s Cornelius, and I am a centurion in a Roman Regiment posted to this hot and dusty corner of our empire. I’ve found this posting 

both challenging and life-changing. I’d rather be home, of course, and all my men would too, but this is the price we have to pay for being Rome – I don’t 

think we’d have it any other way. Living among people who believe in one God has challenged the ways I’ve known since I was a kid. It’s been hard to 

accept that all I’ve been taught may not be the way it is. 

 

Over the time I’ve been here, I’ve come to believe in the Jewish God, that God is one, and that his name is Yahweh – I worship him and I’m in awe of him, 

especially when I’ve heard  the stories of how he’s acted on behalf of his chosen people across the centuries. 

 

It’s amazing how quickly I’ve began to follow the faith of the people we’ve conquered although I’m not sure my military superiors would approve; it 

seems to have this ring of truth about it while not totally satisfying everything I seek. 

 

As a consequence I’ve become much more generous to those who are in need and praying regularly has become a rich experience. 

 

But I wasn’t prepared for what happened to me recently, or what’s happened since. 

 

I was praying one afternoon – at one of those times the Jews pray, that’s new too, and I was confronted by an angel. It’s the only way I can describe it. 

This angel complimented me on my faith and generosity and suggested I send some of my men to Joppa and bring back to me home a man who seems to 

have two names. His given name is Simon, but he’s been given another name, Peter. I don’t know who gave him his extra name. This angel, I think that’s 



what I’d call him, was so specific even to telling me this man Simon or Peter was staying with a tanner in Joppa, a man whose name is also Simon and that 

he lived by the sea. This surely freaked me out. But it was so real, I was sure I wasn’t imagining anything. 

 

I immediately called my servants and also one of my soldiers who had come to believe in God too. I told them about my experience and asked them if 

they’d go to Joppa. To be honest I didn’t give them any option – I guess that’s one thing about begin a soldier with authority I quite like. 

 

PETER 

 

I can’t believe some of the things that have happened in my life lately. I had no idea when I first said yes to Jesus this is where it would lead me. I’ve been 

away from fishing for so long now I don’t even smell like a fisherman. I’ve experienced God in my life in such powerful ways and I’ve seen him working in 

other lives too. While I feel Jesus is close to me, sometimes I’d like to sit down with him and go over some of the things he said. It’s not all that easy nor is 

it perfectly straightforward. 

 

I digress 

 

I was up on the roof of the house where I’m staying – oh that’s right, I’m staying with Simon the tanner whose got a lovely little house here right on the 

beach – must be worth a mint. Mind you people don’t like tanners living too close – his tanning operation smells. It was time for midday prayers and for 

some reason I was really hungry. I asked a servant if he’d get me something to eat and while I was waiting I fell into this dreamy state – it was hot and I 

was tired. 

 

This is the strange stuff. 

 

In my half-awake state I saw a large sheet being let down to earth by its four corners. It contained all kinds of living animals, reptiles and birds – all the 

things we’re not by our dietary laws permitted to eat. 

 

 As if that wasn’t strange enough; I heard a voice saying something like: 

 

‘Get up, Peter. Kill and eat.’ WHAT! 

 

This voice sounded God-like – it reminded me of when were on the mountain with Jesus. 

 

‘No way,’ I said, ‘I’ve never eaten anything pure or unclean in my life before.’ 

 

Then the voice said: ‘Don’t call anything impure that I have made clean.’ 

 

This happened three times and I was left reeling. By this time I was thoroughly awake, trying to work out what this strange happening meant. While I was 

thinking about this, I felt the Holy Spirit say to me, 



 

‘Go downstairs, there are three men waiting for you. Don’t hesitate to go with them for I’ve sent them.’ 

 

So I went; Utterly confused, not knowing what was going on  and yet also realising I was slowly learning to listen to the Holy Spirit’s prompts. 

 

NARRATOR 

 

To cut a longish story short, Peter did what he was told, went downstairs and met the three men. They told him this story about how a Roman 

Centurion, stationed at Caesarea, had an encounter with what he could only describe as an angel. This angel asked him to send servants to Joppa and 

ask Peter to come back with them to meet the centurion called Cornelius. 

 

Because it was getting dark, Peter invited the three to stay the night and he promised them he’d go with them the next day. 

 

CORNELIUS 

 

Waiting for something when you’re not quite sure what it is can be difficult. In the expectation that everything would be as I hoped it would, I’d invited 

family and friends to come to the house which was both my home and headquarters. 

 

When this man with the two names walked in I fell down at his feet – he could have been someone like God, I didn’t know. I was intrigued by his 

response. He told me to get up and said he was only a man like us – interesting! 

 

We talked a bit and then I invited him into the larger room where there were quite a few gathered – this was most unusual, you have to understand. 

 

He told me about his experience of the sheets and the animals etc., and that God had spoken him saying no-one and nothing was impure or unclean. This 

of course meant nothing to me and when he asked why I’d called for him, I told him of my vision. 

 

I then said to him that as we were all together, God must be in this and that I’d be interested in what he had to say. 

 

 

PETER 

 

So here I am standing in front of people I’d never met, having been amazed by what had already taken place. Where would I start, what would I say. I 

mean I felt pretty mixed up about this. It seems that what God was saying to me was that this message about Jesus, which we thought was for Jews only, 

is for everyone.  

 

Now some things were beginning to make sense. When Jesus said, ‘Go into the entire world,’ he wasn’t just referring to our people scattered through the 

world and maybe, but it’s a big maybe, people who were keen to worship our God. 



 

OH WELL! 

 

So I told them what had happened so far, how that God sent Jesus to the nation of Israel, and that he was preceded by John the Baptist, that he spoke 

and lived with such power that people were healed and restored. 

 

Then I had to tell them the rest of the story – how Jesus was killed, I left out my denials at this point, I thought they mightn’t understand and I did want 

them to think well of me.   

And that wonder of wonders, on the third day after his death he came back to life again. 

 

I told them that we’d been commanded to tell this story everywhere but again I thought it was for the people I’ve mentioned already. So I’m still 

wondering what the point of this was when out of the blue the Holy Spirit came on the people I was speaking to. 

 

And it was just like Pentecost – tongues, praise, joy – utter joy.  The people who’d come with me – Jewish believers, they were blown away by all this.  

But it was genuine; we’d experienced this ourselves. We knew God was at work and some of the people didn’t even know anything about our beliefs and 

the Law of Moses – fancy that. 

 

Fortunately I had the good sense, or should I say the Holy Spirit gave me the sense to understand what was happening. 

So I said, well, you look as though God has met you as he met us; I can’t see any reason why you shouldn’t be baptised. 

 

So they were and out of kindness they asked me to stay a few days which I did.  I’ll never forget this experience as long as I have breath. 

 

CORNELIUS 

 

Someone once said to me that God moves in mysterious ways his wonders to perform, but that was a long time ago when I still worshipped the gods of 

the empire. 

 

Well this man Simon/ Peter addressed the crowd who’d gathered at my house, it was pretty sticky in there let me tell you. He wasn’t a great speaker or 

anything, I heard he’d been a fisherman before he’d met Jesus and I’d also heard that he could be a bit of a hot head –no evidence of this today. 

He spoke firmly but gently and told us about Jesus; most of this was new to me although I’d heard the stories about him from my fellow soldiers. It 

sounded like he was some kind of new God but because Peter kept relating back to the God of the Jews it made me think he must be God in his own 

right. Anyway I was having such thoughts like this when suddenly I fell under a power that can only be described as pure, good, holy and joyful. I felt I was 

being transformed from somewhere deep within me. And all around me people were praising God, speaking in different languages and generally I could 

only describe it as jubilant mayhem. 

 



When things had subsided a little Peter said, ‘hey you guys, this was how it was with us.’ He then said if you’ve received God the Holy Spirit as we did 

then you really ought to be baptised - which we then were. I’m so filled with newness and joy and laughter and feeling I’ve made a brand new start. And 

that’s how the other members of my family feel. 

 

THIS WAS THEN 

 

For Peter this was a major step in understanding what Jesus meant when he spoke about going into the whole world. For him this meant his understanding of 

how and where and with whom God worked was blown apart. 

 

For Cornelius this was the answer to his heartfelt prayers. The journey from believing in many gods and multiple of sacrifices to belief in one God was big 

enough; the journey from God being out there to God being in and around him through his Holy Spirit was just as life-changing. 

 

THIS IS TODAY 

 

This is one of the great chapters in Acts. It tells of a significant change in the on-going story – this is no longer a Jewish focussed faith but one that moves beyond 

the normal and the known.  

1. God surprises Peter by revealing to him that the gospel is for everyone. This represents a dramatic shift – each time there is a dramatic shift in Acts something 

like this happens – at Pentecost, when the fledgling church faces persecution, Cornelius and later at Ephesus. Of course some Samaritans and an Ethiopian had 

already responded but the Samaritans were half Jewish and given the Diasporas that had taken place over the centuries the Ethiopian may have been too – but 

Gentiles! That’s akin to believing the Mongrel Mob will walk  in here one day hand over their stolen property and submit to Jesus – not impossible if you’ve read 

‘Run Baby Run’ but most unlikely. 

 

2. Some are more open than others – John Deane - finding the ripe fruit and plucking it. At the end of March and the beginning of April  next year – less than 6 

months away we’re going to participate with other Dunedin churches in an evangelistic mission where the evangelists will come from Africa and Asia. I think this 

is wonderful but we need to be working through our prayers and in our living to find the Cornelius type people – the people maybe who we wrote on our stars 

on the wall 

 

3. When we think we know all there is to know about God and how God works can be dangerous. I met up with a man on Friday at a local garden centre. I’ve 

met in other mostly Christian contexts. He belongs to a Christian community near Dunedin and he said he was 89. He said there are things that happen in my 

church that I don’t like, that may not be the way I would do them or they should be done; but he also said I don’t want to end up a grumpy old man. 

 

4. God acted sovereignly in Peter and Cornelius lives – the end result was much blessing to Cornelius’ family and also a new understanding for Peter. 

 

Wouldn’t it be wonderful to be involved in a sovereign move of God’s Spirit that led to people experiencing God in new and powerful ways? Dare I suggest it 

might also be very discomforting? 

 


