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“Heroes and Heroines of the Faith:  Peter”   Acts 10  8/6/17 

When you think about Peter, the disciple of Jesus, what comes to 

mind? 

• When Jesus first called him and his brother, Andrew, to follow 

him, and Peter immediately left everything to do so?   

• Or, when Peter saw Jesus walking on the Sea of Galilee and 

asked if he could join him?  And he actually walked on the 

water for a while until he became afraid!   

• How about when Peter was the first to announce that Jesus 

was the Messiah, the Son of the living God?   

• Or, when he abandoned Jesus and denied he knew him when 

things got hard?   

• How about when he preached the first Christian sermon on 

Pentecost in Jerusalem, and 3000 people responded and were 

baptized and became followers of Jesus?   

• Or, when he and John were beaten and jailed for their faith? 

 Peter is a complex hero who was impulsive, a man of action, 

insightful, courageous and cowardly all at the same time.  And there is one 

more character trait of Peter, found in Acts 10, that ended up changing the 
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church in a way that still reverberates today.  In fact, had this change not 

been made, you and I would not be here this morning! 

It’s helpful to remind ourselves that all the early followers of Jesus 

were Jewish, and that they continued to practice their Judaism as his 

disciples.  One of the practices of 1st century Jews was to live as separately 

as possible from Gentiles or non-Jews.  This tradition of separation goes all 

the way back to the Old Testament Law, which imposed strict dietary 

restrictions on Jews, and forbade them from intermarrying with Gentiles.  

The purpose of this was to protect God’s people, so they wouldn’t be so 

tempted to follow the other gods of the surrounding Gentiles.  Their very 

identity as the people of God was at stake, so the rabbis interpreted these 

matters very strictly, so that a good Jew wouldn’t even enter the home of a 

Gentile, and certainly wouldn’t eat with them. 

 With that in mind, here’s Scene 1 of our story from Acts 10.   

In Caesarea there was a man named Cornelius, a centurion of the Italian 

Cohort, as it was called. 2He was a devout man who feared God with all his 

household; he gave alms generously to the people and prayed constantly 

to God. 3One afternoon at about three o’clock he had a vision in which he 

clearly saw an angel of God coming in and saying to him, “Cornelius.” 4He 

stared at him in terror and said, “What is it, Lord?” He answered, “Your 

prayers and your alms have ascended as a memorial before God. 5Now 
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send men to Joppa for a certain Simon who is called Peter; 6he is lodging 

with Simon, a tanner, whose house is by the seaside.” 7When the angel 

who spoke to him had left, he called two of his slaves and a devout soldier 

from the ranks of those who served him, 8and after telling them everything, 

he sent them to Joppa. (Acts 10:1-8) 

 Cornelius was a military man, commanding a group of one hundred 

soldiers in the hated Roman army.  But he, like a number of other Gentiles, 

was drawn to the monotheism of the Jewish faith along with its ethics.  He 

didn’t convert, which would have required circumcision and adherence to 

all the Jewish laws, but he still generously contributed to the synagogue in 

Caesarea.  He also obeyed God, as he demonstrated here. 

 Scene 2. “Meanwhile, back at the ranch” 

9About noon the next day, as they were on their journey and approaching 

the city, Peter went up on the roof to pray. 10He became hungry and 

wanted something to eat; and while it was being prepared, he fell into a 

trance. 11He saw the heaven opened and something like a large sheet 

coming down, being lowered to the ground by its four corners. 12In it were 

all kinds of four-footed creatures and reptiles and birds of the air.13Then he 

heard a voice saying, “Get up, Peter; kill and eat.” 14But Peter said, “By no 

means, Lord; for I have never eaten anything that is profane or 

unclean.” 15The voice said to him again, a second time, “What God has 
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made clean, you must not call profane.” 16This happened three times, and 

the thing was suddenly taken up to heaven. 17Now while Peter was greatly 

puzzled about what to make of the vision that he had seen, suddenly the 

men sent by Cornelius appeared. They were asking for Simon’s house and 

were standing by the gate. 18They called out to ask whether Simon, who 

was called Peter, was staying there. (Acts 10:9-18) 

 Now it’s Peter’s turn to hear from God in the form of a vision.  A large 

sheet is lowered with all kinds of non-kosher animals, and Peter is told to 

kill them and eat them.  Peter responded as any good Jew would have,  

“By no means, Lord…I’ve always kept kosher as the law requires!”  But the 

voice replies, “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.” (Acts 

10:15)  Peter is pondering the meaning of all this when the men sent by  

Cornelius show up. 

Scene 3:  19While Peter was still thinking about the vision, the Spirit said to 

him, “Look, three men are searching for you. 20Now get up, go down, and 

go with them without hesitation; for I have sent them.” 21So Peter went 

down to the men and said, “I am the one you are looking for; what is the 

reason for your coming?” 22They answered, “Cornelius, a centurion, an 

upright and God-fearing man, who is well spoken of by the whole Jewish 

nation, was directed by a holy angel to send for you to come to his house 
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and to hear what you have to say.” 23So Peter invited them in and gave 

them lodging. (Acts 10:19-23a) 

 Could the arrival of these men have anything to do with Peter’s 

vision?  Let’s see! 

Scene 4:  The next day Peter got up and went with them, and some of the 

believers from Joppa accompanied him. 24The following day they came to 

Caesarea. Cornelius was expecting them and had called together his 

relatives and close friends. 25On Peter’s arrival Cornelius met him, and 

falling at his feet, worshiped him. 26But Peter made him get up, saying, 

“Stand up; I am only a mortal.” 27And as he talked with him, he went in and 

found that many had assembled; 28and he said to them, “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. 29So 

when I was sent for, I came without objection. Now may I ask why you sent 

for me?”  (Acts 10:23b-29)  And then Cornelius recounts his experience 

with the angel, who told him to send for Peter.  And Cornelius was so 

excited that he invited quite a few others over to hear what Peter had to 

say! 

 The first thing Peter says indicates he had figured out the meaning of 

his own vision, ““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 
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call anyone profane or unclean.” (Acts 10:28)  This is a dramatic change in 

thinking, overturning a thousand plus years of Jewish Law and tradition!  

And the implications of this breakthrough become clearer as the story 

continues. 

 Scene 5: 34Then Peter began to speak to them: “I truly understand 

that God shows no partiality, 35but in every nation anyone who fears him 

and does what is right is acceptable to him. 36You know the message he 

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

all. (Acts 10:34-36)   

What follows is a summary of Peter’s sermon about Jesus’ life, death, 

and resurrection.  But his starting point, “…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)  The Gentiles, who were excluded from God’s 

covenant with the descendants of Abraham, who were formerly outside of 

God’s mercy, are now included.  Peter says that Jesus is Lord of all people- 

not just the Jews.  The church would continue to wrestle with the 

implications of this change for many years, but this is the turning point, and 

the good news of the gospel is extended to all people; And all people who 

follow Jesus are accepted into the family of God, the church.  Not just 

Jews, but non-Jews like us!  And there’s more. 
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 Scene 6:  44While Peter was still speaking, the Holy Spirit fell upon all 

who heard the word. 45The circumcised believers who had come with Peter 

were astounded that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on 

the Gentiles, 46for they heard them speaking in tongues and extolling God. 

Then Peter said, 47“Can anyone withhold the water for baptizing these 

people who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?” 48So he 

ordered them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they invited 

him to stay for several days. (Acts 10:44-48)   

This event is sometimes called the Gentile Pentecost, for the coming 

of the Spirit to these Gentiles resulted in the same signs and wonders 

found at the first Pentecost- people praised God in unknown languages.  

And so they are given the rite of entry into the church, baptism. 

 You have probably figured out the character trait that made Peter a 

visionary leader.  It’s his openness, specifically openness to the new thing 

that God was doing, even when it went against everything he had been 

taught was right and true.  That took tremendous courage, and the next 

chapters tell of the fallout from his awakening and decision to include the 

Gentiles, which Peter had to defend. 

 Making monumental changes in our thinking and actions is very 

difficult for anyone, and frankly, very stressful.  I’ve experienced several of 

these changes in the church during my lifetime.  I grew up in segregated 
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and racially prejudiced Virginia, where all good white church people just 

knew that it was God’s will for the races to remain separate (and not very 

equal).  And they could cite chapter and verse (totally out of context) to 

support their racist claims.  But God was doing a new thing in his church, 

and all of us were forced to reexamine our biblical interpretations, and had 

to get on board or risk missing out on what God was, and still is doing. 

 Then, there were changes regarding the role of women in church, 

and in society in general.  Again, good conservative church people could 

cite chapter and verse barring women from leadership roles in the church 

(and some still do!).  But God was doing something new, something in 

keeping with his desire to include, equip, and utilize all people in his family.  

And we had to adapt, or risk missing out on what God was up to. 

 Recently, we’ve had debates in the church and in our society over 

matters of sexuality- homosexuality and now trans-gendered people.  

We’re still working through these issues, but the debates have sent us back 

to the scripture to reexamine its teaching about these matters.  Now, we 

don’t want to just go with the cultural flow, if God is not in these 

movements.  But, we certainly don’t want to risk being left behind if God is 

doing something new, do we?  We may decide that God isn’t in these 

changes, but we certainly can’t oppose them simply because they make us 

uncomfortable.  Peter’s example won’t allow us to do that. 
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 Perhaps change has also come to your life, maybe even difficult, 

painful change.  Changes at work, or in your neighborhood, borough, or 

county.  In your school, church, or in your relationships.  Peter’s example 

cautions us against automatically resisting difficult changes, because God 

may be in them!  So I encourage you to pray about the changes you are 

experiencing, and seek God’s guidance on how to respond.  Can you do 

that?  Can you be honest with God about your fears?   Are you willing to 

risk change in order to participate in God’s new plans?  Can you?  Will 

you?  I hope so! 


