
 As I’ve mentioned the last few weeks, we only get a few verses 

from Acts each week, and these few verses tell only a tiny fraction of 

the story. This week, get a few verses from Acts 10, but I encourage 

you to go back and read the whole the chapter. It’s excellent.  

 Remember, the Old Testament says these things:  

 Leviticus 11:7, “The pig, for even though it has divided hoofs and 

is cleft-footed, it does not chew the cud; it is unclean for you.” So, no 

ham, no pork chops, no sausage, no bacon.  

 Just a few verses later, in Leviticus 11:12 “Everything in the 

waters that does not have fins and scales is detestable to you.” In other 

words, no shrimp, crab, scallops, mussels, clams, oysters, or lobster.  

 Either read Leviticus 11 (and Deuteronomy 14) or take my word 

for it: there are lots of animals the Law commands not to eat, including 

reptiles, most birds, insects, and seemingly random other creatures.  

 All of these animals are considered unclean.  

 And yet, in Acts 10, Peter sees a vision of a platter full of 

“unclean” animals descending from heaven, and a voice from heaven 

telling Peter to eat them. Peter protests, of course – he’s a good Jewish 

boy, and he’s never eaten anything considered unclean.  The voice 

from heaven objects, telling Peter “What God has made clean, you 

must not call profane.”  



 This seems really out of place, both to us and to Peter. Except that 

Peter is about to meet Cornelius. And then Peter gets the point: just as 

this food is OK for him to eat, so is it OK to spend time with 

Cornelius.  

 Now Cornelius is one of those people who worships the Jewish 

God but doesn’t follow all of the Jewish laws. They called them “God-

fearers,” and this guy is pretty devout. He’s probably eaten all kinds of 

animals that the Old Testament forbids, but that’s probably not why he 

doesn’t want to become Jewish. It’s probably that he doesn’t want to 

be circumcised. That’s commanded in the Old Testament as well. 

Several times.  

 But God has come to Cornelius and told him that it’s time to meet 

Peter. It’s just that God knows that Peter is not quite ready to deal with 

gentiles just yet. And this gentile has another problem.  

 Several years ago, I heard our bishop preach on this text. I was 

surprised when he admitted that he had missed that Cornelius was a 

soldier. Interesting, because he’s not just a soldier, not just a part of 

the army that occupied God’s land and oppressed God’s people, but 

he’s an officer. He’s probably given the order to oppress God’s 

people. He’s is the ultimate symbol of everything that’s wrong with 

the world, the embodiment of the forces aligned against God.  

 But this man worships God, and God has spoken to him.  



And, like last week, this man does not stand alone. He’s got 

soldiers who report to him and he owns slaves. And when Peter arrives 

at Cornelius’ house, Cornelius has brought together his friends and 

family. Peter has arrived with a few fellow Christians of his own, so 

there’s quite a crowd. Then Peter actually says these words “You 

yourselves know that it is unlawful for a Jew to associate with or to 

visit a Gentile; but God has shown me that I should not call anyone 

profane or unclean.” And then Peter tells everyone about Jesus. Do 

you remember the words we heard on Easter?  

“I truly understand that God shows no partiality, but in 

every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is 

acceptable to him. You know the message he sent to the 

people of Israel, preaching peace by Jesus Christ—he is Lord 

of all.… God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit 

and with power; how he went about doing good and healing 

all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was with him. 

… They put him to death by hanging him on a tree; but God 

raised him on the third day and … He commanded us to 

preach to the people and to testify that he is the one ordained 

by God as judge of the living and the dead.”  

Short sermon. Powerful words. And in that moment, God shows 

up. The Holy Spirit falls on all those who are listening to Peter.  



This causes quite a stir. God does that from time to time. The 

Church in Acts must struggle with how to live faithfully with Jews and 

Gentiles. The Church must struggle with what to do with God’s Law. 

The Church must ask questions about how to incorporate not just the 

outcast and the despised but also the well-off, well-connected, and 

powerful. Not just the oppressed, but the oppressor.  

And there’s no evidence that Cornelius stops being a soldier. 

Instead, it’s clear that he lived his life for Christ as a soldier.  

So where does that leave us?  

First, God surprises us. Peter knows God’s Law – do this, don’t 

do that. Eat this, don’t eat that. Associate with these people but not 

those people. And then God shows up and tells Peter: “forget all that. 

Go talk to this guy who’s unlike anyone you’ve ever spent time with 

and who is probably going to scare you.” To his credit, Peter does. I’m 

not sure I’d be quite so quick to be surprised by God in that way. I like 

to plan; I like to know what’s coming. I do NOT like surprises. And 

yet God proves over and over again that God surprises us. And we 

may not always like it, but it’s always for our benefit and/or the 

benefit of those around us.  

Second, God calls all sorts of people. It’s popular today to say that 

God shows the poor preferential treatment. We hear this morning that 

is wrong. Not only does God choose a man of position, status, and 



means, but Cornelius is also oppressive Roman officer scum. And then 

Peter proclaims his epiphany: “I truly understand that God shows no 

partiality.” That’s a big deal for a man like Peter to say, because Peter 

has always believed that, yes indeed, God does show partiality.  

Third, God commands us to lead godly lives in the midst of 

whatever we’re doing. Teaching, producing commercials, accounting, 

raising children, and even shopping, driving, and mowing our yards. 

You can probably figure out how you can shop and drive in ways that 

reflect your Christian faith, but if your yard is next to someone else’s 

yard, and that other person can’t mow it, can you? Or, can you not 

complain when your neighbor’s yard is more over-grown than you’d 

like? Can you defend your neighbor against the harsh words of others 

who think the grass is too high?   

Finally, God shows up whenever we tell others about Jesus with 

our words or our actions. Peter tells Cornelius and those closest to him 

about all that God has done in Jesus, and the Holy Spirit falls on the 

newest believers. Then Peter baptizes everyone. God shows up 

whenever we tell others about Jesus.  

God overturns his Law, surprising Peter, who has always followed 

it. Then, God sends Peter to Cornelius, who is, in many ways, the 

ultimate symbol of Roman oppression. God’s Word truly is for 

everyone – the oppressor and the oppressed. May we be like Peter, 



who follows God’s commands even when they don’t make sense. May 

we be like Cornelius, who leads a godly life in the midst of his 

soldiering. And may we be blessed to hear God’s Word and may we 

be blessed to tell others about Jesus and watch when God makes an 

appearance.  

Amen.  


