Part 16-Double Vision
Acts 10:1-48

Have you ever had to learn an important lesson?  When I was a young child, my favorite show was the Six Million Dollar Man; tell the story; on this day; I learned a very important lesson; it is this; hands cannot go on hot burners!  What about you; have you ever had to learn an important lesson; I tell you this because up until this point; the early church had to learn some important lessons.  They learned to stand strong through persecution and hardship; they learned to rejoice in spite of suffering; they learned to pray without ceasing; these lessons were so very important; and yet; the most important lesson was about to come.  For as we will see; what happens in Acts 10 is so very vital; in fact; without question; this is one of the most important passages in the entire Bible; because it tells us how the gospel which was originally thought to be exclusively Jewish in nature; came to be understood as a gospel for the whole world; for Jew and Gentile; for anyone who would believe in Jesus.

And yet; before we dive into the text; because this passage is so rooted in first century cultural implications; I want to say a few things upfront.  As you’ve heard me say on many occasions; the command of Christ was for his people to be his witnesses in Jerusalem; Judea and Samaria; and to the ends of the earth.  Well; so far; we’ve seen how the church has spread a fair distance; out of Jerusalem and into Samaria; and yet; as good as this was; there was a group of people yet to be reached with the gospel; gentiles.  A gentile was simply someone who was non-Jewish; the church was very intentional in reaching out to the Jewish population; and through Philip; the gospel even went out to those half-breeds in Samaria; but all of the non-Jewish population had yet to be reached with the gospel!  Here’s why; since the Jews were God’s chosen people; they literally believed that God had no use for any other nation.  And this concept; this notion; that God would accept/love people other than them; was something that they could not fathom and comprehend.  Which is why; they believed that if you wanted to be loved and accepted by God it was real simple; you had to become a Jew first through circumcision; we’ll look at this more in Acts 15.
And because of these convictions; there was a massive dividing wall of hatred between Jew and Gentile; so much so; that a Jewish man would begin every day with a prayer thanking God that he was not a Gentile; most Jewish people took an oath promising to never help a Gentile; even if a gentile woman needed help when she was giving birth; they resisted because that would only bring another scum Gentile into the world; ancient Jewish writings tell how one day a Gentile woman came to a rabbi confessing that she was a sinner who wanted to be admitted into the Jewish faith; rabbi; bring me near; the rabbi refused and shut the door in her face.  

I want to stress that even though this was the attitude of Jews towards Gentiles; this was not the attitude and the heart of God towards Gentiles as revealed in the Hebrew Scriptures.  As stated in Deuteronomy 10:17; God shows no partiality; as stated in Isaiah 60; a day was coming when a light would shine in the Gentile world; as the prophet Isaiah declared; behold, the darkness shall cover the earth, and deep darkness the people; but the Lord will arise over you, and his glory will be seen upon you.  The Gentiles shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your rising (Isaiah 60:2-3).  I tell you this; because the entrance of Gentiles into the fold of God was not a new and sudden plan; it was something that was promised long before; again; whole Gospel/whole world!

And now; as we finally come to the text (did I tell you that this was a 90 minute sermon); understand that even though Peter was the leader of the Apostle’s; these were the convictions that were firmly rooted in his heart.  And so; yes we are going to see the conversion of a Gentile named Cornelius; but in many ways; this is the conversion of Peter who will discover that the Gospel is universal in scope; that Jesus Christ is Lord of all and Lord for all!  

Here we go; scene #1-Cornelius’ vision; read verses 1-8; a couple of brief comments; were told that Cornelius was a centurion; a centurion was an officer in the Roman army; commanding anywhere from 300-600 men; and what’s interesting is that the Scriptures consistently present centurions in a positive manner.  For example; it was a centurion that Jesus said; I have not found anyone in Israel with such great faith; it was a centurion who at the cross declared; surely he was the Son of God!  Here in our text; the same is true; for were told that Cornelius was devout; God fearing; generous; a man of prayer; pretty impressive list; right; and yet; what’s so very important and maybe even shocking; is that in spite of this list of good works he is not where God wants him to be.  

I want to let that land for a minute; wait a minute; you mean; you can do all that “good stuff” and be so “religious” and not be where God wants you to be; is that what you’re saying; yeah; that’s right.  Why; because Jesus did not come to make bad people good; he came to make dead people alive!  The good news though; is that God will take him to where he needs to be!  Because again; God so responds to those who are truly seeking; if that’s you; why not begin praying; God I want to know who you are; reveal yourself to me.
And right away; God meets Cornelius through a vision; the instructions are simple and clear; he is to send some men to find a man named Peter.  I love this; two men are 30 miles apart; both need a conversion of the heart; and God in his sovereignty is going to bring them together for the sake of the gospel!  

Luke then tells us something very important; footnote; in other words; hey; don’t miss this; for this guy; Peter; well; he’s staying at the house of Simon the tanner (verse 6).  

This might not seem like much; but “tanners” handled dead animals; according to Jewish thinking; anyone who touched dead animals became ceremonially defiled and unclean; which is why tanners had to live outside of the city.  Rabbinical law actually stated that if a woman discovered that her fiancé was involved in tanning, she could break the engagement.  Know that a typical Jew would have had nothing to do with a guy like Simon the tanner!  And yet; here is Peter staying at his house; which gives us huge insight into Peter’s heart; and how God was already softening and preparing him for what was going to happen next.

Scene #2-Peter’s vision; read verses 9-16; there is a lot going on here; yet; as we look at what happened to Peter; I want you to understand that before God could reach gentiles; he first had to reach Peter.  I don’t want to go on too much of a tangent here; but do you remember what Jesus said to Peter in Matthew 16:19; I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven.  I want to propose that so far; Peter has used these keys effectively; in Acts 2; he used the keys to open the kingdom to the Jews on Pentecost; in Acts 8; he used the keys to open the kingdom to those hated Samaritans; and now; he is going to use the keys to open the kingdom to; of all people; gentiles.  Wow; yet; none of this can happen unless God first prepares Peter’s heart; which is why in so many ways; this story is really more about the conversion of Peter; than the conversion of Cornelius; as crazy as that sounds! 

And just like Cornelius; so does Peter have a vision; and since he is hungry; God uses a vision about food to speak to him!  Quite wild; there’s a sheet; and all kinds of animals and reptiles; and then there’s this command to get up kill and eat; were told that this happens three times; the key thought being verse 15; do not call anything impure that God has made clean.  And yet; true to Peter; his response is an emphatic; surely not; no; no way Lord; literal translation; Lord; what part of no do you not understand?  When you look at the life of Peter in the Gospels; he was the only disciple to ever say no to Jesus.  When Jesus tried to wash Jesus’ feet; Peter’s response was; no way Lord!  When Jesus started openly talking about his betrayal; his suffering; his death on a cross; Peter flipped out saying; no this shall never happen to you!  

Here in our story; there’s this vision where the same thing happens three consecutive times; Get up Peter; kill and eat; no; get up Peter; kill and eat; no; get up Peter; kill and eat; no!  Why such defiance and resistance; because according to Leviticus 11; Jews had very strict food laws; these laws were designed by God to keep them set apart from other nations; and yet; now the command was to eat these foods that he had avoided all of his life!  This was shocking to Peter; actually; this was disgusting and confusing and revolting; and I’m sure that he must have thought; I’m having nothing to do with this unholy smorgasbord; and how could something that has been labeled as unclean for a few 1,000 years now be suddenly clean?  Let me let you in on something; don’t miss this; this vision was not about what Peter should put on his plate; God was not interested in changing Peter’s diet; he was radically interested in changing Peter’s thinking when it came to people; especially gentiles!

Scene #3-the arrival; read verses 17-23; as Peter is so desperately trying to figure all of this out; were told that he was wondering what all of this meant; the idea is literally that Peter is sweating it out.  Have you ever been in a place like this; where something has bothered you; triggered something in you for whatever reason; yeah; me too.  Peter is intense in thought when the men that Cornelius sent; show up.  And notice what the text says; verse 17 that they stopped at the gate; why; because they knew Jewish law; they knew that Jewish people do not let gentile people into their homes!  Which is why they stopped at the gate and would have had to shout out; hey; does anyone know where a man named Simon Peter is staying?  It’s at this exact time; that the Spirit tells Peter to go downstairs; can I just stop for a minute and remind you that God’s timing is perfect; never late/never early/ always on time!  Peter obeys; and now; it gets real exciting; for Peter is going to discover that God is on the verge of doing something new; and that the something new is waiting for him at the gate.  

In verse 23; we are given another footnote; which indicates yet again; that Peter’s heart is changing; for were told that he invited the men into the house to be his guests.  Do you know how significant this was; most Jews would have said; it’s nice to meet you but you’ll have to stay out on the street; or; if you go down a ways there will be an inn where you can get a room; or; you can camp out on the beach where at least you’ll have an ocean view.  Listen; under no circumstances would a Jew have invited a gentile into his house; they would have never sat down at the same table; fellowship; forget it!  I love it; for a spiritual earthquake has begun; it’s as if; Peter; the “rock” has been split wide open at the very epicenter of his being!
And now; at this point; I really believe that Peter is beginning to understand; that even though this vision was about food; God was letting Peter know that he had wrongly extended the notion of clean and unclean to people; for Peter had been treating gentiles just like the forbidden food that he had avoided all his life!  And if this continued; think about this; how would the gospel reach the ends of the earth; I mean; how could they possibly fulfill the mandate of being Christ’s witnesses if they continued to reject the non-Jewish population?  This was what was at stake; and now to Peter’s shock God was declaring the gentiles clean and acceptable just as he was!  Because again; verse 15 is the key; do not call anything impure God has made clean.  The reality was that Jews were not clean and gentiles unclean; but both Jew and gentile were unclean before God!

Which is why he goes with them; and yet; the tension in this story is this; so far Peter has responded so boldly to sickness and death; but how will he respond to people that he has rejected his entire life? Scene 4-the discovery; as our story continues; Peter shows up at Cornelius’ house; he falls at Peter’s feet in an act of reverence and worship; Peter’s words; hey get up; I am only a man myself!  And then; and then; he goes right inside a gentile’s home; how many times had he done this; not many!  Let’s read what happens; verse 28; 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.  Cornelius then tells Peter about his vision; Peter then continues in verse 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 (verses 34-35). Wow; in verses 36 and following; Peter shares the good news of Jesus; the key being that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.  Cornelius and his entire household believe; it is Pentecost in Caesarea; everyone is baptized; Peter then hangs out for a few days; and that my friends is a wrap!

And as good as this is; what could all of this possibly mean for us today; well; let me ask you some very pointed questions…do you really believe that the Gospel is for all people or have you labeled certain people as permanently unclean?  What strikes me is that Peter had this vision while he was praying; in other words; he had a beautiful attitude toward God; but a lousy one towards the world!  What about you; have you written anyone off; is your heart filled with prejudice and hatred; do you truly believe that everyone is a candidate for the Kingdom? At one time; Gandhi seriously considered converting to Christianity; usher refused to give him a seat; he then later concluded; I like the N.T.; I like your Christianity; I like your Christ; but I do not like your Christians.  Take a good look inside yourself; do you show favoritism; are you exclusive; do you believe that God is no respecter of persons when it comes to race and nationality; do you believe that Jesus is Lord of all for all; do you; do you really?

You see; being partners with Jesus in his mission means that we are going to have to live as though everyone matters.  I wonder if there’s any of you here today that has the guts to say; I have not been living like everyone matters; God forgive me; God change my heart; God give me a fresh vision so that I can see how you see; that’s your desire; would you stand with me.
