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When I was in junior high school, we had wood shop. Our final project to pass the class was to 
make a shelf. We had to use every tool to show we were competent. It took several months to 
finish. When I handed the project in to be graded, my shop teacher looked at it and said to me, 
“When you do lousy work, you get a lousy project.” He quickly disassembled and reassembled it 
within minutes.  
The quality of the work depends on the workman.  
 
This very point gives us confidence that God’s work continues.  
 
(Mt 16:18) is a key statement that will unfold in the next two chapter in Acts.  
“18 And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of hell 
shall not prevail against it. 19 I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven.” 
 
This is a major section in the book of Acts. The way we emphasize things is by writing in bold, all 
caps, or exclamation point. The Bible puts emphasis by using repetition.  Cornelius’s vision is 
repeated 4x, and Peter's 2x. 
 
For every non-Jew like myself, and most of you, Cornelius is something like a faith father.  
 
God’s Work (1-8)  
One of the things we notice in Scripture is that God works in a variety of ways. His work is not 
cookie-cutter work.  
 
As this story unfolds, we see God’s work connected to a place, person, and purpose. 
 
The place (1) 

• Ceasera. The city named after Augustus Ceasar. It was the administrative capital of Judea.    

• But let’s look at another place. It’s where Peter is staying (9:43), at Simon the Tanner’s house.  
 
This give some context about what God is doing.  
—Tanners are leatherworkers, which means that they work with dead animals. This made him, 
and his house ritually unclean according to OT law.  
—Yet obviously Peter is not concerned with this. The gospel is affecting his life. It’s forming his 
identity.  
 

• There is one other place to notice - Joppa. Does that place ring a bell? If you are familiar with 
the Bible/OT you recognize it as the place Jonah fled when God called him to go to Nineveh.   

 



Jonah was highly reluctant but was called to preach to non-Jewish people; Peter, slightly 
reluctant is dispatched to bring good news to Gentiles. The point being: It’s God’s work, and it 
continues.  
 
 
The person (2) 

• Cornelius. He is a Gentile to the core of his being.  

• He is a Roman Centurion, which means he had command of 100 Roman soldiers. Centurions 
were the backbone of the Roman Army—wise, level-headed, and courageous.  

 
But more important that his career is his character. 
(v2). Devout man who feared God.  A God-fearer referred to a non-Jew who followed Israels’ 
God, kept the law of Moses, but was not circumcised. In other words, you are still an outsider.  
 
It reminded me of the small town we lived in in the Midwest. I was told when we moved there 
by someone living there a couple of decades, that no matter how hard you try, if you were not 
born in that small town, you would always be an outsider. 
 
No matter how many years pass, and how long he tries, Cornelius is still marked an outsider.  
 
—Gave alms generously (likely to Jewish people NASB) 
—And prayed continually 

• These are all the identity marks of a person of faith in the OT.  
 
 
Matthew Henry - “Wherever the fear of God rules in the heart, it will appear both in works of 
charity and of piety, and neither will excuse us from the other.” 
 
True godliness is in every fiber of a person’s being.  
 
 
The purpose (3-8) 

• The purpose of this vision is to connect Cornelius to Peter—but more importantly to connect 
Cornelius to the saving Gospel of Christ.  

• This is God’s broader purpose to bring outsiders in.   
 
 
(Eph 2:13-16) 
13 But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of 
Christ. 14 For he himself is our peace, who has made us both one and has broken down in his 
flesh the dividing wall of hostility 15 by abolishing the law of commandments expressed in 
ordinances, that he might create in himself one new man in place of the two, so making peace, 
16 and might reconcile us both to God in one body through the cross, thereby killing the 
hostility.  



 
 
There are two things we learn about God’s purpose. 
1. Even a man who is a moral, generous, outstanding citizen must have Christ for salvation. 

There are a lot of people who live decent lives, are kind, good leaders of their family. But 
that’s not enough. With the revelation of Christ, Cornelius needs Christ.  

 

• If Cornelius lived in our culture in the year 2020, his friends would probably tell him that as 
long as he is sincere with his faith, authentic and transparent, it’s enough. As long as it works, 
it’s good.  

 
The truth is sincerity and authenticity is not enough: Christ Alone is.  
 
 
2. Anyone is welcomed into the church on the basis of Christ Alone.  
 
In the church, there are no different classes, no B or C team. No one fails to make the cut. All 
are welcomed on the basis of Christ Alone.  
 
This is God’s Work, and it has continued for 2000 years.  
 
God’s Workers (9-23) 

• First, jump down to v10. As Peter was praying, around noon, he was hungry.  

• It could be that he was fasting, or we could just see his humanity.  
 
God’s workers are human. God uses human instruments. God sent his Son who took on human 
flesh. 
 
**As a human worker, through Peter, we see things that God’s workers are devoted to and 
open to.  
 
1. Devoted to God in prayer and his word (9, 13-14) 

• What is prayer?  

• There are various ways to describe prayer, e.g. communion with God.  
“Prayer is the chief exercise of faith.” (Calvin)  

• Note also that Peter and Cornelius have a habit/discipline of prayer.  
 
We cannot serve God unless we are first devoted to him in prayer.  
 

• We also see Peter devoted to God’s Word.  

• After this bizarre vision that commands Peter to eat unclean animals that would make him 
ceremonially unclean by Jewish law, Peter replies, “Never” (v14).   

 
—This is not Peter’s dietary preferences; this is conviction based on Scripture. (Lev 11 & 20)  



• Peter responds like the Prophets Daniel and Ezekiel (Ezek 4:14)—when in exile and they were 
suggested to eat ceremonially unclean food, they said - No, never; Daniel to the point where 
he would lay down his life.  

 
Peter was a man devoted to God and his word both in conscience and conduct.  
 
2. Devoted to the gospel (15) 

• The vision (10-12) 

• How do we understand it?  
I see it as a parable to show how God does not make distinction between people through the 
gospel.  
 
There is no clean/unclean people in Christ. This comes out in v28.  
Also, Acts 15:9 
“and he made no distinction between us and them, having cleansed their hearts by faith.” 
 

• After Peter’s protest, the (voice) declares: What God has made clean, do not make common. 
 
Under the old covenant, what set people apart for God was what they ate.  A person was either 
unclean or clean based on following those table laws. In other words, following the OT Jewish 
food laws was a main source of identity, but that all changes with the coming of Christ, for 
example. 
 
Jesus’s own teaching 
 
1. Mk 7:19 states that when Jesus was teaching on defilement and unclean foods, he declared 

all food clean.  *Some speculate that it was actually Peter’s comment to Mark that was 
inserted.  

 
Pau’s ministry  
 
2. Col 2:16-17 
“16 Therefore let no one pass judgment on you in questions of food and drink, or with regard to 
a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath. 17 These are a shadow of the things to come, but the 
substance belongs to Christ.” 
 
 
(Rom 14:17-18)  
“17 For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking but of righteousness and 
peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. 18 Whoever thus serves Christ is acceptable to God and 
approved by men.” 
 
Just like a devotion to prayer and the Word, we can’t work for God unless we are devoted to his 
gospel. 



 
3. Open to the Spirit’s leading (19) 

• Peter is very perplexed and confused with all that’s going on.  

• But in v19 the Spirit speaks.  
 
Christians believe that the Spirit of God is a person. Speech is a personal attribute. Just like 
Jesus was directed by the Spirit, so were the apostles and the same for us if we are God’s 
workers.  
 
4. Open to the gospel working in us (21-23) 

• We end today with Peter inviting these non-Jew strangers to be his house guests.  
 
This is unthinkable for a pious Jew. Yet Peter is not a pious Jew, he is God’s worker, a servant of 
Christ. That is his new identity.  
 
Conclusion 
The final lesson then is the gospel working. Even a man like Peter, an apostle, a man who 
suffered for Christ, still needed to grow in his understanding of how the gospel works. In one 
sense, we never fully arrive at the gospel working inside of us. In an ongoing work that 
continues through our lifetime.  
 
Back to my junior high shop project, it took me several months of work. My shop teacher took 
15 minutes. God’s gospel work in us takes a lifetime.  
 
Peter understood the gospel, preached boldly, willing to die for it.  
But like us, he still had a comfort zone that the gospel needed to penetrate.  
 
There is always room for the gospel to work inside of the worker. 
How is the gospel working in you? Are there cultural comfort zones, or even complacent sin 
issues that need poked at? 
 
May God make us devoted and open to his gospel working in us, as he continues his work.  
 
 
 
 
 
 


