Sunday, April 9, 2006 – Palm Sunday
Holy Spirit: Dissolver of Barriers
Acts 10:1-33
28 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. 29 So when I was sent for, I came without raising any objection. May I ask why you sent for me?”
Acts 10:28-29
--------------
Our story this morning takes us first to the Mediterranean port city called Joppa at the home of a Jewish man, a Christian, whose name was Simon and who was a tanner by trade. Our main character is the apostle Peter, though it would be understandable if you considered Cornelius to be the primary figure. 

Our story is a continuation of the unfolding of the fulfillment of Christ’s great commission. The book of Acts opens with Jesus telling His disciples that they would be witnesses of the gospel, starting in Jerusalem and then spreading out to Judea and then Samaria and then to the uttermost parts of the earth. What happens providentially in Joppa fulfills what has been the desire of God from the beginning. God has desired that all men, all humanity, not just a select few, come to a knowledge of the truth and be saved. Paul stated it in 1 Timothy 2:1-7 (NIV)
2 I urge, then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for everyone— 2 for kings and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness. 3 This is good, and pleases God our Savior, 4 who wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth. 5 For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, 6 who gave himself as a ransom for all men—the testimony given in its proper time. 7 And for this purpose I was appointed a herald and an apostle—I am telling the truth, I am not lying—and a teacher of the true faith to the Gentiles. 

So, what Peter is in the process of learning is not that God has changed His mind about the Gentiles, but that he, Peter, had been allowing an unsupported prejudice to hinder him from offering the gospel of Jesus Christ to a whole group of people who were dearly loved by our Lord.

The reason I hold that Peter is the main character of this story is that he appears to be the flood gate who is holding back the waters of the gospel from flowing to the uttermost parts of the world. When God transforms Peter, which I might add is a process, the gospel of Jesus Christ literally spreads to the rest of the world, beginning at Caesarea. 

Our text comes in three parts. Acts 10:1-8, the visit by the angel to Cornelius in Caesarea is part 1. Verses 9-23 tells of Peter’s vision and his meeting Cornelius’ men in Joppa. That’s part 2. Then part 3 is verses 23-33 where Peter meets Cornelius in Caesarea and is invited to bring God’s message to Cornelius’ family.

Let’s take each part one at a time.

Acts 10:1-33 (NIV)

10 At Caesarea there was a man named Cornelius, a centurion in what was known as the Italian Regiment. 2 He and all his family were devout and God-fearing; he gave generously to those in need and prayed to God regularly. 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!” 
4 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. 5 Now send men to Joppa to bring back a man named Simon who is called Peter. 6 He is staying with Simon the tanner, whose house is by the sea.” 

7 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. 8 He told them everything that had happened and sent them to Joppa. 

Now, within those few verses, there is an interchange that is exceedingly extraordinary. It’s so astounding to me that I have to tell you that I don’t understand it. The best I can say is that when someone genuinely seeks after God, God is and has been seeking after him. 

Now, look at what the angel said to Cornelius in verses 4 & 5. What he says comes after our introduction to Cornelius, a Roman centurion, in charge of 100 soldiers stationed in Caesarea. We are told that he and all of his family are devout and God-fearing. He was not just a family man, he was powerfully influential within his family to instill the fear of God throughout his family. That is terribly significant. Roman culture was far from being righteous. Sin was rampant. Marital faithfulness had become a joke, probably even more than it has become in our culture. Yet, within that godless environment, Cornelius raised a family that revered God. 

Furthermore, the text tells us that he gave generously to those in need and prayed to God regularly. What more could this man need? In a time like ours, you could hear those who would rebuke anyone of us if we went to someone like Cornelius and asked to share the gospel with him – implying that he still needs to surrender his life to Jesus Christ as his Savior and Lord. But, if Cornelius’ righteousness was adequate for his salvation, there was no need for the angel to show up and tell him how to get in touch with Peter.

Clearly, therefore, Cornelius is not a saved man. And, for that reason, it is even more astounding to hear the words of the angel. . . ., “Your prayers and gifts to the poor have come up as a memorial offering before God.
This is what I call an exceedingly, extraordinary statement. How are we to understand this commendation given to Cornelius? Is this God taking notice of a man's good works and good character? Is this a response from God to a genuine seeker who had not yet understood the role Christ plays in salvation? What was it about Cornelius that drew God's attention? And, can we even speak in this manner that suggests that our attitude and actions can draw God's attention?
Folks, I don’t know if I can answer those questions. It’s not comprehensible to me that there is anything anyone of us could do that would impress God. Yet, the prayer and gifts of Cornelius drew God’s attention and God gave the directions that would fulfill what was missing in his life. So, the best I can say about this encounter with the angel is that when someone genuinely seeks after God, God is and has been seeking after him.
Now the story continues. So, what we have at this point is God put a plan into action whereby He said that Peter would have a message for Cornelius. All Cornelius needed to do was get Peter transported from Joppa to Caesarea. But, that was not all God needed to do. I suggest that Peter was not ready to deliver the message he was to give to Cornelius. So, what happens next is what God has to do with Peter to get him ready.

9 About noon the following day as they were on their journey and approaching the city, Peter went up on the roof to pray. 10 He became hungry and wanted something to eat, and while the meal was being prepared, he fell into a trance. 11 He saw heaven opened and something like a large sheet being let down to earth by its four corners. 12 It contained all kinds of four-footed animals, as well as reptiles of the earth and birds of the air. 13 Then a voice told him, “Get up, Peter. Kill and eat.” 
14 “Surely not, Lord!” Peter replied. “I have never eaten anything impure or unclean.” 

15 The voice spoke to him a second time, “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.” 

16 This happened three times, and immediately the sheet was taken back to heaven. 

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. 18 They called out, asking if Simon who was known as Peter was staying there. 
19 While Peter was still thinking about the vision, the Spirit said to him, “Simon, three men are looking for you. 20 So get up and go downstairs. Do not hesitate to go with them, for I have sent them.” 

21 Peter went down and said to the men, “I’m the one you’re looking for. Why have you come?” 

22 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.” 23 Then Peter invited the men into the house to be his guests. 

This idea of declaring foods clean was not a new idea to Peter. When the Pharisees had questioned Jesus about the disciples not washing their hands before they ate, Jesus spoke to the issue of what makes a man unclean, and it wasn’t the food.

Matthew 15:10-20 (NIV)

10 Jesus called the crowd to Him and said, “Listen and understand. 11 What goes into a man’s mouth does not make him ‘unclean,’ but what comes out of his mouth, that is what makes him ‘unclean.’” 

12 Then the disciples came to Him and asked, “Do You know that the Pharisees were offended when they heard this?” 

13 He replied, “Every plant that My heavenly Father has not planted will be pulled up by the roots. 14 Leave them; they are blind guides. If a blind man leads a blind man, both will fall into a pit.” 
15 Peter said, “Explain the parable to us.” 

16 “Are you still so dull?” Jesus asked them. 17 “Don’t you see that whatever enters the mouth goes into the stomach and then out of the body? 18 But the things that come out of the mouth come from the heart, and these make a man ‘unclean.’ 19 For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander. 20 These are what make a man ‘unclean’; but eating with unwashed hands does not make him ‘unclean.’” 

You see, the vision that God brought to Peter at just the precise time brought a message that was pointedly symbolic. “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.” The animals were symbolic of the Gentile people. Peter needed to hear that involvement with the Gentiles would not make him unclean. It was a lesson he was supposed to have already learned. And, I do believe we can say he was making some progress while in Joppa prior to receiving the vision. It is not coincidental that Peter was staying in the home of Simon the tanner.

Simon was a Jew, but his trade made him an unclean "outsider" in his own community. Tanners worked with the carcasses of dead animals. That made their trade an "unclean" trade according to the Jewish law. Therefore, it was mandatory for tanners, before they could hear the Torah read in their synagogues, that they go through extensive ceremonial washings. This is why I believe we can say that Peter was making some progress in understanding what really makes him unclean or not. Maybe Peter did some ritual washings in order to stay with Simon the tanner. Or, just maybe, Peter had observed the transformation of Simon’s life by the invasion of the Holy Spirit within him and was beginning to see that it’s not things from the outside that make a man unclean, but that which is in the heart.

So, I suggest there is significance in the fact that Simon Peter was staying in Simon the tanner’s home when the Spirit of God brought the vision of the unclean animals to him.

And, it’s noteworthy that God did not let Peter spend too much time trying to figure out what all the message meant. It’s almost like if Peter had to think about it much longer, he may have thought it only had to do with food. But, the sudden presence of three “unclean” Gentiles, stunningly made the point. “Peter, associating with Gentiles will not make you unclean. Stop withholding the gospel message from Gentiles. Go with these men.”

Now, before we complete the portion of this story that we’re taking on today, there is a hidden story within this one that will help us catch the significance of what God was doing by connecting Peter with Cornelius.

The clues to the hidden story start with the seaport town of Joppa. Eight hundred years earlier, Joppa was the seaport used by the Old Testament prophet Jonah when he decided to say "No!" to the call of God. Now, follow this. God wanted Jonah to go to Nineveh. Nineveh was the Gentile capital of Assyrian Empire. Why was Jonah supposed to go to Nineveh? He was to proclaim God's mercy so the people in Nineveh could repent and be spared destruction. But Jonah refused to obey and fled to Joppa instead. From Joppa he boarded a boat to Tarshish, going in the exact opposite direction of Nineveh!
Jonah had no sympathy for the Assyrians. They were godless and ruthless, and the less he had to do with them, the better he'd feel. He did not desire their repentance and had no intention of giving God an opportunity to forgive them, bless them or include them in his plans! Eventually, as we know the story of Jonah, he finally obeys, preaches the message of mercy to Nineveh and they repent.

The parallels should not be missed. From this same seaport Joppa, God was intending to send the gospel (through Peter) to the "uttermost parts" of the world. He had done it before with Jonah. In both stories, the message of God’s mercy was for the Gentiles. For Jonah, the Jews hated the Assyrians. For Peter, the Jews hated the Romans. In both stories, the hold up, the resistance, came from the messenger. But, Peter was a willing learner. He knew that Joppa represented God's call to love the unclean. He very possibly had been reminded of the story of Jonah. Further, in God’s sovereignty, He connected Peter with Simon the tanner and Peter began to love this “unclean” man as a brother. And the vision on the rooftop would expand Peter’s horizons further to the Gentiles who encompassed “the ends of the earth.”

Now, I suspect that Simon the tanner had some issues to deal with, as did Peter. They had both lived a lifetime of keeping themselves separate from Gentiles. So, Simon the Tanner, as well as Peter, was being asked by God to break these lifelong restrictions in order to welcome the three Gentiles into his home. It was an immediate application of the teaching God was giving Peter. “Do not call unclean what God has declared to be clean.” 
So, Simon, the homeowner, along with Peter, opened the door. And unlike Jonah, Peter did not get on a boat set for somewhere else. Instead, the door Simon and Peter opened, ushered in an era of missionary endeavor that has continued to this day. And the significance of the open door was likely not lost on these three Gentile men. It was always clear to the Gentiles that the Jews considered them "unclean." So, these servants of Cornelius were surprisingly aware that God was orchestrating something very special. And I can imagine they were anticipating what Peter would say as much as Cornelius was.

Acts 10:23-33 (NIV)

The next day Peter started out with them, and some of the brothers from Joppa went along. 24 The following day he arrived in Caesarea. Cornelius was expecting them and had called together his relatives and close friends. 25 As Peter entered the house, Cornelius met him and fell at his feet in reverence. 26 But Peter made him get up. “Stand up,” he said, “I am only a man myself.” 
27 Talking with him, Peter went inside and found a large gathering of people. 28 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. 29 So when I was sent for, I came without raising any objection. May I ask why you sent for me?” 
30 Cornelius answered: “Four days ago I was in my house praying at this hour, at three in the afternoon. Suddenly a man in shining clothes stood before me 31 and said, ‘Cornelius, God has heard your prayer and remembered your gifts to the poor. 32 Send to Joppa for Simon who is called Peter. He is a guest in the home of Simon the tanner, who lives by the sea.’ 

33 So I sent for you immediately, and it was good of you to come. Now we are all here in the presence of God to listen to everything the Lord has commanded you to tell us.”

Wow! What if we came to church every Sunday with the same kind of anticipation that Cornelius and his family gathered to hear Peter speak? Would that ever put the pressure on the preacher! 

You see, that’s one of the points I believe this text is making. Peter had to be taught by God before he could share the gospel with Cornelius. And, it’s important that if you are going to be taught, you must be teachable. Peter demonstrated his teachable spirit by his commitment to daily prayer. And it is not accidental that it was while Peter was in prayer that Jesus spoke to him.

God needed to get a message to Cornelius. But his messenger was not ready. There had to be a change in the messenger if the message was to get through.
God may be saying to us this morning that He has already made contact with a number of genuine seekers after Him and told them they can get the answers they need if they make contact with the people at New Heights. And after making contact with them, He has now come to us and said, “Stop holding back from sharing the gospel. The excuses you’ve been giving simply don’t hold any water. I’m sovereignly putting you in places where there are those who are more willing to hear the gospel than you are willing to share it.”
Therefore, we need to pray. We need to place ourselves before the Lord and in front of His word and invite Him to speak to us. Lord Jesus, I am Your servant. I understand Your heart is full of compassion for the lost. Please make me a willing messenger. Break through my resistance and give me a measure of Your compassion for those in my sphere of influence. And give me the courage to go make contact with those You place on my heart. Amen.

I think our text gives us some clues about what we can say when we make contact with someone God places on our hearts. In verse 21, when Peter came down from the roof, he said to Cornelius’ men, “I’m the one you’re looking for. Why have you come?” 

Another way of saying that could be, “I can’t tell you why, but I believe God has put you on my mind and that I needed to touch base with you. Would you have any clue why He would have done that?”

In verse 29, Peter does it again, this time with Cornelius. 29 So when I was sent for, I came without raising any objection. May I ask why you sent for me?”
That suggests that Peter didn’t have the whole picture when he arrived at Cornelius’ house. He obeyed God to the extent He understood what God was asking of him. There’s some similarity here to what God asked Philip to do when the Spirit told Philip to go and come alongside the chariot that the Ethiopian was riding in. Obey what you know God is asking you to do and He will guide in the subsequent steps.

I don’t know what might be holding you back from making the gospel known to a friend or family member. Maybe it’s as simple as an invitation to come with you to church. And, what an opportunity is yours this next Sunday. “Friend, would you come with me to church next Sunday and join us in a terrific brunch while you’re at it?”

Maybe the hold up is a concern that we at New Heights may not be welcoming to your guest. We may shun him because of his appearance or his lifestyle. I guess I would say to you, you need to test us on that. You need to challenge your theory. Bring your friend. Give us the opportunity to extend God’s grace. And, if we are cutting ourselves off from people who need the Lord because we so enjoy the safety of our little huddle of friends, then we need to bow humbly before the Lord and allow Him to pour into us His compassion for the lost. 

You see, it was the evangelistic significance of Peter's vision that was far more important than the dietary significance. And that is what we need to understand. As God’s messengers, the eternal salvation of another person may be at stake if we allow a pettiness to prevent us from sharing the gospel.

If we are to be a people who reach the "uttermost parts of the world" with the good news of Jesus, we need to learn what Peter learned. We must know that there is no limit to the love of God, that prejudice has no place in the kingdom of God, and there is no kind of uncleanness that God cannot redeem.
Lord, make us ready messengers – today. 

Amen.

