
Evangelism 101: Lessons in Acts #17

“Working Both Sides”

Acts 10:1-48

In years past, a politician was deemed effective if he could “work both sides of the aisle,” meaning that he could bring together people from opposite ends of the spectrum. (Unfortunately this is rare in our political landscape today.)

As we continue our series “Evangelism 101: Lessons in Acts,” we see a similar situation of “working both sides,” but not between conservatives or liberals, or between Democrats and Republicans. And the one working both sides is not a politician.

Our text this morning is Acts chapter ten. At this point, the church is perhaps five or six years old,
 although some think it could be as much as ten years after Pentecost.
 The church has grown in Jerusalem into the thousands, and the Gospel message has spread into nearby Samaria. At this point, however, the Christian church was still a Jewish movement. The door was still closed to Gentiles.

Someone needed to come into the picture and work both sides.

Thankfully, Someone did.

And that Someone was God.

Calling an Honest Seeker

On one side, we see God calling an honest seeker. We are introduced to him in verse 1, “At Caesarea there was a man named Cornelius, a centurion in what was known as the Italian Regiment.” 

Caesarea was a garrison city named after Augustus Caesar, the administrative capital of the province of Judea, boasting a splendid harbor built by Herod the Great.
 Caesarea is sixty-five miles northwest of Jerusalem and thirty miles north of Joppa.

At Caesarea lived a man named Cornelius. Cornelius was a very common Roman name. This man is described as a centurion of the Italian cohort. A Roman cohort was a military unit consisting of at least six hundred fighting men, plus support personnel. A centurion commanded one hundred of these men.
 Although his status was that of a noncommissioned officer, his responsibilities were more like those of a modern army captain. F. F. Bruce writes, “Centurions were the backbone of the Roman army.”
 The Italian Cohort to which he belonged was a body of troops originally recruited in Italy.

Luke adds in verse 2, “He and all his family were devout and God-fearing; he gave generously to those in need and prayed to God regularly.” Putting all of Luke’s clues together, it becomes clear that Cornelius was about as Roman as a man could be outside of Rome. Even so, this Roman commander worshiped God and gave generously to the Jewish people.

It is interesting to see how religious a person can be and still not be saved. Certainly, Cornelius was sincere in his obedience to God’s Law, his fasting, and his generosity to the Jewish people. He was not permitted to offer sacrifices in the temple, so he presented his prayers to God as his sacrifices. In every way, he was a model of religious respectability—and yet he was not a saved man.
 He needed more.

God stepped in and called Cornelius. Literally.

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!” 

Cornelius stared at him 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.” 

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. (Acts 10:3-8)

Three o’clock in the afternoon, or “the ninth hour” in some translations, was the designated time for afternoon prayer in the temple. Luke is thus suggesting that Cornelius was following this observance in the privacy of his quarters when an angel interrupted his prayers. The commander addressed the heavenly messenger as “lord,” but he was using this in the same sense as one would say “sir”—as a term showing respect. The angel assured the soldier that his actions had been received by God with the same regard as the sacrifices of Hebrew worshipers; the image created by “ascended” hints at smoke rising from an altar.

The angel instructed Cornelius what to do next—to send for someone who could tell him what he needed to do. He didn’t know either Simon Peter or Simon the tanner. Joppa was thirty miles away. But he immediately called three of his men and dispatched them in obedience to his call.

Convincing a Hesitant Saint

Working the “other side of the aisle,” God set out convincing a hesitant saint. Even as Cornelius’ men were approaching Joppa, Simon Peter was going to the roof to pray. (Can’t you picture the split screen of “24” showing the simultaneous scenes playing out in real time?)

Verses 10-16 describe what happens with Peter:

He became hungry and wanted something to eat, and while the meal was being prepared, he fell into a trance. 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.” 

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 can imagine that the kindly tanner made his guest comfortable on the roof, and had spread a leather awning, hung by its four corners over his couch.
 Peter was hungry, and the Lord used it as an opportunity to change his perspective. While praying, he drifted into an altered state of mind—the Greek word is ekstasis, from which we get “ecstasy”—which the Lord used as a canvas for a vivid illustration.
 In a trance, Peter saw “something like a large sheet being let down to earth by its four corners.” (Perhaps similar to the awning on the roof?) What he saw Paul Maier describes as “one of the most bizarre visions this side of the Book of Revelation: a vast sheet was descending from the sky, freighted down with a Noah’s ark load of animals, reptiles, and birds.”

A voice of heavenly origin—either God’s or that of an angel—invited Peter to do something completely repulsive to a devout Jew: “kill and eat” these unclean animals. God had forbidden the Israelites to eat such animals under the old covenant in Leviticus 11. But during Jesus’ earthly ministry, He had declared all food “clean.” The Old Testament ban on certain foods had served its ceremonial and educational purpose and was no longer needed. Still, as a matter of preference deeply rooted in his Jewish upbringing, Peter resisted in the strongest terms. Now, to be fair, this would be like asking a sincere, lifelong teetotaler to have a beer.
 

Of course, God wasn’t just revealing something to Peter about food. The heavenly voice instructed Peter, “What God has cleansed”—Greek katharizo—“no longer consider unholy”—Greek koinos. The latter is an adjective for things that are common, profane, or defiled. In the ceremonial sense, this word describes something that is the opposite of pure, sacred, and holy. Yet, in time, the church would come to love the related noun koinonia, which described their unique bond in Christ in terms of fellowship, close association, communion, and mutual sharing. This would be the beginning of fellowship between Jewish and Gentile believers.

John Stott observes, 

It is difficult for us to grasp the impassable gulf which yawned in those days between the Jews on the one hand and the Gentiles (including even the ‘God-fearers’) on the other. Not that the Old Testament itself countenanced such a divide. On the contrary, alongside its oracles against the hostile nations, it affirmed that God had a purpose for them. By choosing and blessing one family, he intended to bless all the families of the earth. So psalmists and prophets foretold the day when God’s Messiah would inherit the nations, the Lord’s servant would be their light, all nations would ‘flow’ to the Lord’s house, and God would pour out his Spirit on all humankind. The tragedy was that Israel twisted the doctrine of election into one of favouritism, became filled with racial pride and hatred, despised Gentiles as ‘dogs’, and developed traditions which kept them apart.

This was a hard pill for Peter to swallow. Notice that the vision had to be repeated three times, and even then the rugged fisherman did not quite get it. Though grace abounds, prejudice dies hard.

Notice that God took the initiative in the first episode of Gospel outreach to a Gentile. Step by step, beginning with the repeated vision, God led the apostle to one of whom Peter had said on Pentecost that the Gospel was for “those afar off.” Even so, Peter did not intend to take the first step in that outreach! Even after the sheet had come down from heaven and the voice of God said, “Rise, Peter, kill and eat,” he persisted in refusing until God said, “GO!” 

Connecting a Historic Separation 

The final step was connecting a historic separation. Clint Gill writes, “The chasm between Jew and Gentile surpassed the separation between modern Hindu castes or the black versus white tension resulting from slavery in America. The conversion of the Roman, Cornelius, was a breakthrough worthy of the word ‘revolutionary.’”

We pick up the story in verse 17,

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. 

While Peter was still thinking about the vision, 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. 

The next day Peter started out with them, and some of the brothers from Joppa went along. (Acts 10:17-23)

Notice how perfectly God dovetailed his working in Cornelius and in Peter. While Peter was praying and seeing his vision, the men from Cornelius were approaching the city; while Peter was perplexed about the meaning of what he had seen, they arrived at his house; while Peter was still thinking about the vision, the Spirit told him that the men were looking for him and he must not hesitate to go with them; and when Peter went down and introduced himself to them, they explained to him the purpose of their visit.

Verses 24-26 continue the story,

The following day he arrived in Caesarea. 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.” 

Peter is given the royal treatment by Cornelius, but he refuses it. How easy it would have been for Peter to accept honor and use the situation to promote himself; but Peter was a servant, not a celebrity.
 Let’s continue reading verses 27-29,

Talking with him, Peter went inside and found a large gathering of people. He said to them: “You are well aware that it is against our law for a Jew to associate with a Gentile or visit him. But God has shown me that I should not call any man impure or unclean. So when I was sent for, I came without raising any objection. May I ask why you sent for me?” 
Peter acknowledged that his coming to Caesarea violated the sensibilities of his fellow Jews, but that it was, in fact, an act of obedience to God. Contrary to some first-century Jews, God does not—and He never did—consider Gentiles unworthy of salvation. From the beginning, it had been the Lord’s intention for Israel to be His instrument in bringing all nations into a relationship with Himself.

Whether consciously or unconsciously, Peter had just now repudiated both extreme and opposite attitudes which human beings have sometimes adopted towards one another. He had come to see that it was entirely inappropriate either to worship somebody as if divine (which Cornelius had tried to do to him) or to reject somebody as if unclean (which he would previously have done to Cornelius). Peter refused both to be treated by Cornelius as if he were a god, and to treat Cornelius as if he were a dog.

Cornelius and Peter both share their experiences over the past few days, and we see the two sides coming together. Without reading the entire text, Peter’s message can be divided into two parts: God is the God of all nations (34-36); and Jesus Christ offers salvation for all people (37-43).

Even before Peter completed his sermon, something extraordinary happened:

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. (Acts 10:44-48)

Suddenly Cornelius and his family and friends begin speaking in tongues—the original sign of the coming of the Holy Spirit! In fact, some commentators refer to this as “the Gentile Pentecost.”
 Peter was quick to draw the inevitable deduction. Since God had accepted these Gentile believers, the church must accept them too.

Notice that the new believers received the Holy Spirit and then were baptized. These Gentiles were not saved by being baptized; they were baptized because they gave evidence of being saved. The experience of Cornelius and his household makes it very clear that baptism is not essential for salvation. From now on, the order will be: hear the Word, believe on Christ, and receive the Spirit, and then be baptized and unite with other believers in the church to serve and worship God.

From beginning to end, God is the One working both sides of the “aisle” of evangelism. From calling an honest seeker to convincing a hesitant saint, He connects a historic separation by bringing together people who would otherwise have nothing to do with each other. As Clint Gill notes, “The reconciliation given by the Gospel is not only vertical it is horizontal. The cross not only reaches up to God, it reaches out to man.”

What about us? Are there people who are different than us—whether ethnically, economically, educationally, or some other difference—that we are tentative to reach for Christ? We are quick to agree with Peter that, “God does not show favoritism,” but do we really? Our behavior may suggest that we believe otherwise. What we say we believe matters less than what we declare by our actions.

May we be as willing as Peter to overcome our long-held prejudices and be used by God to reach those we thought to be unreachable. The church is no place for partisan politics and division. Let the Church set the example for our nation of what it means to be “one people under God”!
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