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 A Gospel Centered Community
What God Has Made Clean, 

Do Not Call Common
Acts 10:1 – 23

I hope that in these last couple of weeks, as Ben has been preaching on work, the fact that we 
serve a God who works, a God who has created us to reflect Him through work, to steward and cultivate 
His creation through work, and a God who created us to worship Him through our work, that you have 
begun to see that the very point of our existence is that we would live our lives in such a way that all of our 
living would simply serve to point others to the glory and grace of our wonderful Savior.  If our lives, in 
every arena, do not reflect the glory and grace of Jesus, then not only is all our living wasted, but all our 
preaching is in vain.  As Ben said last Sunday, Jesus' command to the church is to make disciples as you 
go – wherever the Lord has you – make disciples.  Live in such a way that in your work and your 
recreation, your home life and your social life, the gospel simply overflows in glad proclamation to those 
around you.

This is exactly what we see going on in the book of Acts.  Gospel-centered, gospel-saturated 
people, spilling over onto everyone they meet.  From the beginning on the day of Pentecost, to the last 
chapter where Luke records that Paul spent two years in Rome, welcoming '...all who came to him, 
proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness and without 
hindrance.' Acts 28:30-31 what we have are stories about people just like you and me, going about their 
lives spreading their joy in Jesus through the gospel.  This is the point of our existence – don't miss this.  
This is why you have the job you have – this is why you live where you live – why you shop where you 
shop.  The goal here is to make disciples as you go.  

And this passage this morning has a lot to say about that.  It has much to say about our inherent 
tendency to ignore or even despise those who are different from us; about our natural inclination to think 
about other ethnic groups as unclean and common; and about our commitment as Christians to take the 
gospel to every people group in the world where there might be some Cornelius' prepared, or whether we 
don't need to do that so that people might be saved from the coming wrath of God. This is an incredibly 
relevant text for us this morning, so I want you to engage your hearts and your minds as we open the word 
this morning and apply it in ways that may turn some of you back from sin and save your soul.  And refine 
the commitment that others of you already have to Jesus Christ, and make you a brighter light and a more 
savory salt in the earth as we live to make His name known in every place. 

Our gracious God, as we open Your word this morning, let it be a bright penetrating light that 
illumines all the darkened corners of our souls and chases away the blackness that inhabits our hearts.  
Let it destroy the natural bent toward feeling superior, like the world revolves around us, and our way, our 
color and our culture and our nation, that is evil.  And let it tear down that constant bent toward inertia and 
lethargy that says that gospel proclamation will happen without us, we really don't need to be that 
concerned.  I pray that the power of the Holy Spirit and the work of the Holy Spirit will undo these evils in 
our lives.  That we will be the salt of the earth and the light of all the world of every color, and every ethnic 
group and every unreached people, in Jesus' conquering name we pray, Amen.

We didn't read the whole story this morning, so let me summarize it for you. Cornelius is a Roman 
soldier stationed in Caesarea; he's not a Jew, he's never heard the gospel; and the text says that he's a 
God-fearing man, giving alms, praying, and an angel appears to him and says, 'Cornelius'.  And of course 
the poor man is terrified; but the angel immediately calms him down and says, "Your prayers and your 
alms have ascended as a memorial before God'.  In other words, 'God has heard your prayers and He's 
taken notice of your generosity toward the poor.'  And now send men to Joppa and bring one Simon who 
is called Peter. He is lodging with one Simon, a tanner, whose house is by the sea." So Cornelius sends 
three men, two servants and one of his soldiers whom Luke describes as devout – probably another God-
fearing Roman, to get this guy named Peter.  



Meanwhile, God is preparing the other end of this gospel equation by giving Peter a perplexing 
vision.  The next day, as they were on their journey and approaching the city, Peter went up on the 
housetop about the sixth hour to pray. Acts 10:9  So Peter goes up to pray at noon and gets an 
unexpected bonus. He '...saw the heavens opened and something like a great sheet descending, being let  
down by its four corners upon the earth. In it were all kinds of animals and reptiles and birds of the air.  
And there came a voice to him: "Rise, Peter; kill and eat."  Acts 10:11-13  Now all of these animals and 
reptiles and birds are unclean – against the Old Testament law.  Jews would never eat these things – they 
were the people of God, separate from the unclean nations – so keep yourself pure and be light to the 
nations by keeping yourself pure and clean.

And Peter is still a good Jew and he answers the heavenly voice "By no means, Lord; for I have 
never eaten anything that is common or unclean."  Acts 10:14  And the heavenly voice comes back – and I 
think the tone of voice might have changed a little bit – 'Don't you call uncommon and unclean what I 
have cleansed!'  This happens three times and Peter is perplexed – and then the doorbell rings – and 
there are three unclean Gentiles looking for him.  The vision happens three times and there are three 
unclean Gentiles at the door.   So Peter goes down and they say, 'Come to Cornelius, the Gentile – and 
Peter gets the message.  So he goes, he preaches, they repent, the Holy Spirit falls on them.  And we'll 
get to that next week.

But this is a remarkable story.  There are at least two levels of meaning in that vision.  The most 
obvious one is that since Jesus the Messiah has come, the decisive, cleansing sacrifice has been offered, 
and the great commission has been given to get out of Jerusalem, and go to all those unreached, unclean 
peoples.  God is now declaring all those unclean foods clean and all those old ceremonial laws are over – 
their purpose for appearing in history is at an end.  They were right and good while they were in effect – 
now they're over.  They're not valid anymore.  And the second, right underneath that is this: All those 
people who used to eat that way – all those unclean Gentiles outside the law – you're not supposed to 
think about them that way anymore.   Don't you call those people unclean – don't you call those people 
common anymore.  Don't you let any racial, ethnic, cultural, physical distinctives be the means by which 
you overlook anyone in the proclamation of the gospel and the association of your life.  Don't think that 
way anymore – that's over – Jesus has made a difference.  That's what's happening in that vision.  So 
Peter goes, and Peter preaches and God saves.

But there are two questions that are raised in this text that we need to answer this morning.  The 
first one is: Was Cornelius already saved before Peter preached the gospel to him?  And the second is 
based on the answer to the first, and brings us face to face with our natural inclination to think about other 
ethnic groups as unclean and common; and about our commitment as Christians to take the gospel to 
every people group in the world.  But let's take the first before I introduce the second because the first is 
so pressing.  And it is pressing because of verses 34 and 35 in chapter 10 where it seems to indicate that 
Cornelius is already saved before he hears the gospel.  We didn't read those, but look at them now. So 
Peter opened his mouth and said: "Truly I understand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation 
anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him.  Acts 10:34-35

We also read this morning that Cornelius feared the Lord – along with his household – he gave to 
the poor – he prayed regularly to God – he was respected among the Jews – so Peter says he's 
acceptable to God.  So it appears that Peter's visit simply informed Cornelius of the acceptance and 
salvation he already had.  And the conclusion is today further drawn out  by an increasing number of 
evangelical Christians, that many people in all the unreached peoples of the world are truly born again and 
accepted by God and have been saved without ever knowing or hearing or believing in Jesus Christ.  That 
is, you can have Muslims who have never heard the gospel, or have never believed in Isa, call themselves 
Christians because they are God-fearing and generous pray to God – they just haven't been presented 
with the gospel.  So the first question is: Does verse 35 mean that Cornelius and people like him are 
already justified and reconciled to God and saved from His wrath?  Is that Peter's point in saying this and 
Luke's point in recording it?



At the risk of spoiling the climax – let me just give you four reasons why I don't think this is what 
Peter or Luke or the Holy Spirit is saying.  Turn for a moment to Acts 11.  In this chapter, Peter is called on 
the carpet by the big guns in Jerusalem for consorting with a Gentile. And Peter tells them the story of the 
vision and the sheet and the animals and the three men, and then he relates what Cornelius says himself 
of the message the angel gave him: Send to Joppa and bring Simon who is called Peter; he will declare to  
you a message by which you will be saved, you and all your household.'  Acts 11:13-14  Now notice two 
things here.  First of all notice that the message is essential – Send to Joppa, get Peter, he will come and 
declare to you a message.  You have to hear something. Secondly, notice that the verb is future tense – a 
message by which you will be saved.  Peter was not informing Cornelius that he was already saved, he 
just didn't know it.  Only if he sends for Peter, and Peter comes and gives the message – then he will be 
saved.  And if he doesn't, he won't be.  I think this is one of the reasons Luke spends so much time on this 
– there is a message that needs to be given and heard in order for salvation to come. 

Secondly, in verse 43 of chapter 10, Peter brings the message home with these words: To Him all 
the prophets bear witness that everyone who believes in Him receives forgiveness of sins through His 
name."   Acts 10:43  Forgiveness of sins is salvation.  No one is saved unless their sins are forgiven by 
God.  And forgiveness comes through believing in the atoning work of Christ on the cross.  Peter doesn't 
say, 'I am here to announce to you that those of you who fear God and do right are already forgiven'.  
Instead he says, 'I am here to proclaim the gospel so that you might hear and believe and receive 
forgiveness of sins in the name of Christ'.  

Thirdly, if you look at the rest of the book of Acts, particularly in the first few chapters, you see that 
even those who are among the most God-fearing, right-doing, morally pure and ethical – the Jews – are 
told again and again that if they want to be saved they must repent and believe.  At Pentecost, Luke 
makes a point of telling us that the crowd to whom Peter preached were devout men from every nation. 
These were not blasphemers and reprobates.  But Peter calls these good men to repent and believe and 
be baptized in Jesus name for forgiveness of sins.  So Luke is not trying to tell us that devout, God-fearing 
people who practice what is right as best they know how are already saved and without need of any 
gospel proclamation. The Jews were among the most devout people in the world.  They had more 
advantages in knowing God than any of the other peoples on the face of the earth. Yet they were told 
again and again: devoutness and good works and religious sincerity does not solve the problem of sin.  
The only hope is to believe on Jesus.  

The fourth reason for saying that verse 35 does not mean Cornelius and others like him are 
already saved is in Acts 11:18: When they heard these things they fell silent. And they glorified God, 
saying, "Then to the Gentiles also God has granted repentance that leads to life."  Repentance that leads 
to life means that when Cornelius repented, he got salvation – eternal life.  He did not already have eternal 
life – he got it, his household got eternal life – when they heard the message about Jesus, repented and 
believed on Him.  So the answer to the question, Was Cornelius – and by extension, others like him – 
already saved when Peter came to him, I believe is no.  The text makes it plain that someone needs to be 
sent and the gospel needs to be proclaimed for belief to happen and salvation to be effected. How then 
will they call on Him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in Him of whom they 
have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone preaching?  And how are they to preach 
unless they are sent?  Romans 10:14-15

The second question, based on the answer to the first, is this: What then does Peter mean when 
he says, 'in every nation anyone who fears Him and does what is right is acceptable to Him?  And what 
does this have to do with our natural inclination to think about other ethnic groups as unclean and 
common; and about our commitment as Christians to take the gospel to every people group in the world?  
In verse 28, Peter tells Cornelius why he was willing to come and says, '"You yourselves know how 
unlawful it is for a Jew to associate with or to visit anyone of another nation, but God has shown me that I 
should not call any person common or unclean. Acts 10:28  And this means at the very least that 
Christians should never look down on any person and say, 'They're not worthy of the gospel – or they are 
too unclean for me to associate with – or they're not worth evangelizing.  In other words, Peter concludes 
from his vision that God does not withhold His favor on the basis of race or ethnic origin, cultural 
distinctives or nationality.  That is, there is no one on the face of the earth that we should think about in 
that way.  Our passion for God's name and fame should go out to every single person, no matter what 
color, or smell, or weird cultural habits or ethnic origin. Don't write anyone off.



But even more compelling is the thought Peter expresses in verse 35: but in every nation anyone 
who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him.  Here Peter is not simply saying that we should 
call no one common or unclean and look down on them. Here he is talking about the fact that there are 
some in every nation who fear God and do what is acceptable to Him.  Cornelius represents the kind of 
unsaved person among in every nation who is seeking God in an extraordinary way. And Peter is saying 
that God accepts this search as genuine and works incredible wonders to bring that person the gospel.  

The angel told Cornelius: Your prayers have been heard and your alms remembered before God.  
Send for Peter so that he can come and tell you the good news that will save you'.  This implies that the 
prayers Cornelius was praying were to God to send him what he needed in order to be saved.  So the fear 
of God that is acceptable to God is a deep and true sense that there is a holy God, that we stand before 
Him condemned sinners, that we cannot save ourselves and need to know the way of salvation, and that 
we pray for that day and night and seek to act on the light that we already have – and God will be merciful 
and answer those prayers and save us. This is what Cornelius was doing. And God accepted his prayer 
and his searching for truth and performed a miracle to bring him salvation.

So there are two things we learn from this text.  One is that no human being should be considered 
common or unclean.  None are to be spurned, or shunned or rejected or despised because of his color or 
race or ethnicity or culture or any other distinctive. Our hearts, like Gods, should be big for sinners in need 
of a Savior. In fact our hearts ought to be broken over the lostness of people around us and stirred to 
action by their plight. 

The second thing is that in every nation, every ethic group, every culture around the world, God 
has prepared some to seek Him out with the light that they have.  There are people prepared by God who 
are praying for a Peter to come and tell them the way of salvation. The only question is, will we respond 
and go?  I don't mean we have to go somewhere overseas to the jungles of Africa – what I do mean is that 
we have to go right where we are.  God has prepared some right in your sphere of living – your workplace, 
your neighborhood, your circle of friends and family – who are asking God for a Peter.  Cornelius would 
not have been saved if Peter had not gone – and no one will be saved in our generation if we do not go. 

Somewhere in the Middle East, there is a man named Zamil.  He had been a very successful 
businessman in his city; employed a lot of people in his business; was very influential in the community; a 
respected leader at his mosque.  One night Zamil had a vivid dream in which Isa al Masih (Jesus the 
Messiah) appeared to him and told him that He, Jesus, was the Light of the world.  In the morning, when 
he awakened, he couldn't see anything – he was blind.  Over the course of time, Zamil came into contact 
with some Christians who took him to a prayer camp where they prayed for him to regain his sight.  Zamil 
did not regain his sight, but he did find Jesus, the Light of the world. 

When Zamil's family learned that he had become a Christian, the response was immediate. He 
was thrown out of the family; his wife abandoned him; he lost his home; his possessions were thrown out; 
but he never wavered in his decision to follow Christ.  After he had spent some time in bible study and 
prayer and being taught what it meant to be an obedient disciple of Jesus, he found he had an 
overwhelming urge to go and bring the gospel to others.  He told the leader of the group that he was going 
out to other villages to become a disciple maker for Jesus. The leader told him he couldn't because he 
was blind.  He went to the mission's team that had trained him, asking to be sent, only to be told he 
couldn't because he was blind. 

So one day, Zamil, without telling anyone, got into a taxi and drove away to a Muslim community 
that God had laid on his heart.  A few days later, he phoned his leader and told her where he was and that 
he had met a Muslim that was receptive to the gospel and things were progressing.  About a month later, 
he called and said that a church had started in that city.   Six weeks later, in another community, Zamil 
planted another church.  In a little less than two years, eight new churches have been started as Zamil 
spreads the good news of the Light of the world.  Zamil is still blind – but he sees more than most people 
that have sight.  



Our gracious Father and God,

May we see from Calvary's cross the wave upon wave of grace that reaches us, deals with our sin, 
washes us clean, renews our hearts, strengthens our will, draws out our affections and kindles a flame in 
our soul that rules us, consecrates every thought and word and work and spills over in ever increasing 
waves of mercy toward others.  Let that grace work humility in our souls so that we would consider no one  
common or unclean.  None are to be spurned, or shunned or rejected or despised because of color or 
race or ethnicity or culture or any other distinctive.  Let it further make our hearts big for sinners in need of  
a Savior; and let it cause us to delight in God through Jesus Christ, spreading His joy through the gospel 
to all people, we pray in Jesus' precious name, Amen.

  


