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Text 
1At 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. 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. 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." 34 Then Peter began to speak: "I now realize 
how true it is that God does not show favoritism 35 but accepts men from every nation who fear him and do 
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what is right. 36 You know the message God sent to the people of Israel, telling the good news of peace 
through Jesus Christ, who is Lord of all. 37 You know what has happened throughout Judea, beginning in 
Galilee after the baptism that John preached-- 38 how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit 
and power, and how he went around doing good and healing all who were under the power of the devil, 
because God was with him. 39 "We are witnesses of everything he did in the country of the Jews and in 
Jerusalem. They killed him by hanging him on a tree, 40 but God raised him from the dead on the third day 
and caused him to be seen. 41 He was not seen by all the people, but by witnesses whom God had already 
chosen-- by us who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead. 42 He commanded us to preach to 
the people and to testify that he is the one whom God appointed as judge of the living and the dead. 43 All 
the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his 
name." 44 While Peter was still speaking these words, the Holy Spirit came on all who heard the message. 45 

The circumcised believers who had come with Peter were astonished that the gift of the Holy Spirit had 
been poured out even on the Gentiles. 46 For they heard them speaking in tongues and praising God. Then 
Peter said, 47 "Can anyone keep these people from being baptized with water? They have received the Holy 
Spirit just as we have." 48 So he ordered that they be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they asked 
Peter to stay with them for a few days. 
11:1 The apostles and the brothers throughout Judea heard that the Gentiles also had received the word of 
God. 2 So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the circumcised believers criticized him 3 and said, "You went 
into the house of uncircumcised men and ate with them." 4 Peter began and explained everything to them 
precisely as it had happened: 5 "I was in the city of Joppa praying, and in a trance I saw a vision. I saw 
something like a large sheet being let down from heaven by its four corners, and it came down to where I 
was. 6 I looked into it and saw four-footed animals of the earth, wild beasts, reptiles, and birds of the air. 7 

Then I heard a voice telling me, 'Get up, Peter. Kill and eat.' 8 "I replied, 'Surely not, Lord! Nothing impure 
or unclean has ever entered my mouth.' 9 "The voice spoke from heaven a second time, 'Do not call 
anything impure that God has made clean.' 10 This happened three times, and then it was all pulled up to 
heaven again. 11 "Right then three men who had been sent to me from Caesarea stopped at the house where 
I was staying. 12 The Spirit told me to have no hesitation about going with them. These six brothers also 
went with me, and we entered the man's house. 13 He told us how he had seen an angel appear in his house 
and say, 'Send to Joppa for Simon who is called Peter. 14 He will bring you a message through which you 
and all your household will be saved.' 15 "As I began to speak, the Holy Spirit came on them as he had come 
on us at the beginning. 16 Then I remembered what the Lord had said: 'John baptized with water, but you 
will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.' 17 So if God gave them the same gift as he gave us, who believed in 
the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I to think that I could oppose God?" 18 When they heard this, they had no 
further objections and praised God, saying, "So then, God has granted even the Gentiles repentance unto 
life." 
 
Introduction 
 Do you ever wake up slowly?  I don’t mean oversleep or hit the snooze several 
times in a restless, futile attempt to eek out more minutes of precious sleep.  I mean like a 
Saturday or a holiday when you don’t have to get up by a certain time and so you sleep 
until you naturally wake up and then you spend another half an hour or so just blissfully, 
leisurely drifting in and out of consciousness, enjoying the soft, warm sheets pressed 
against your body, watching the golden sunlight seep in between the tiny cracks in the 
window blinds until it permeates the whole room with a peaceful glow.  You know, 
waking up s-l-o-w-l-y. 
 If you can, I want you to put yourself there right now or at least conjure up 
memories of times where this has happened or other moments, perhaps of daydreaming, 
where your mind is released to go to a happy place, a place of comfort.  For me, during 
those times of waking up slowly I’ve found myself often forcing a dream – have you ever 
done this?  I’m sort of awake and sort of asleep, controlling my dreams to some extent 
and I go far, far away from the concrete jungle of the city and all the traffic and savage 
inequalities and chaos to the farm of my childhood where you could see the sun rise over 
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gently rolling fields out the kitchen window and watch it set between the pine trees out 
the living room window, where caramel-colored Jersey cows grazed along the banks of 
the tranquil creek that ran beside my house, where my back yard consisted of a woods 
twice the size of the UIC campus, where family was just down the road, where everybody 
knew everybody else, culture was fairly homogeneous, and life hadn’t changed too 
significantly for generations.  I go there because it’s comfortable.  Where do you go? 
 These longings, these beauty pangs, these desires for comfort, security, ease, 
solace that we all have in some form or another are not bad… as long as they’re 
recognized as veiled longings for heaven.  It’s good to follow your heart’s quest for 
comfort… as long as you follow the trail all the way to your heart’s true home – Christ’s 
bosom.  What’s not right is to mistake these signposts as our final destination and to live 
for our own comfort in this world apart from Christ.  That’s wrong.  The Bible commands 
us to pursue our own pleasure, but to pursue it ultimately in God – the only object who 
truly satisfies.  To find our comfort and security too much in things like familiarity or 
sentimentality is diabolically twisted. 
 I believe many of us are content for the wrong reasons, comfortable because of 
the wrong things and God wants to graciously wean us from those things today.  I believe 
one of the idols of our hearts is ethnic identity, cultural pride.  I believe the message from 
Acts 10 and 11 for us today is just this: God calls everyone, irrespective of ethnicity, to 
find their comfort solely in Christ.  Will you open your hearts to God’s Word today and 
allow him to search you and expose the ways that you have erected formidable walls of 
separation around you and found your security behind those walls.  Would you let him 
knock those flimsy castles down so that you may run into his strong tower where you will 
find eternal refuge… along with men and women from every language, people group, and 
ethnicity; every tongue, tribe, and nation? 
 
Let’s pray…  [“Lead me to the rock that is higher than I.  For you have been my refuge, a 
strong tower against the foe.  I long to dwell in your tent forever and take refuge in the 
shelter of your wings” (Ps. 61:2-4).] 
 
The Story 
 The story of Peter and Cornelius is one of the longest narratives in the book of 
Acts, second only (as best I can tell) to the story of Stephen in chapters 6 and 7.  Luke 
thinks this is important.  Why is it so important?  Because it represents a watershed 
moment in church history – the recognition and realization of Christ’s multi-ethnic 
intention for his church.  The writers of the book, United By Faith, note concerning this 
narrative that “this shift [of ethnic worldview] by the leader of the church [Peter] 
impacted the entire Christian movement.”1  This is big.  This is big for Luke.  This is big 
for IBC. 
 This term – multi-ethnicity – isn’t just some nice idea that’s a part of our vision 
statement on paper and that I keep mentioning in the pulpit from time to time, but that for 
the most part we can just ignore.  This is a crucial aspect of God’s desire for his church 
that he wants us to get out of our time together in the book of Acts.  If we go through 
Acts, but don’t get this – I mean really get it – we’ve missed the boat.  It’s not optional, 
it’s not inconsequential, it’s not dismissible, it’s crucial. 
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There was a time in my life, in college, when these issues would really turn me 
off.  I went to a Christian college with three mandatory chapels per week.  And we had, it 
seemed to me, a quota of diversity chapels each year and I would dread them.  I was tired 
of hearing about how our school was 95% white, rich kids and how I needed to repent of 
my covert racism – I wasn’t racist!  I didn’t want to go to another chapel where the Office 
of Minority Affairs led worship.  It was awkward.  I resented it all.  Maybe you’re tired 
of hearing about it too. 
 But God, over the last several years has been doing a work in me, stretching me, 
and opening my eyes.  I’m not done, by any means, but I’m beginning to see myself more 
and more in stories like Acts 10 and understand a little better what God passionately 
wants his church to be.  I’ve started to see, although I don’t like to admit it, how I 
idolized the comfort of a campus where 95% of the students shared my skin color and 
overall culture and where I idolized the comfort of singing worship in my own way, my 
own style, with my own familiar songs.  A book that totally opened my eyes to the 
complex realities of our racialized society was the book, Divided By Faith.2  If you’ve 
ever entertained the naïve notion that this is the land of opportunity and blacks can enjoy 
all the privileges of whites if they just work hard, you’ve got to read this book. 
 So this has been something that God has been orchestrating in my life.  It’s part of 
the reason why I came to this church, instead of a rural church.  It’s part of the reason 
why we chose to preach through Acts.  Two weeks ago when I was at a pastors’ 
conference one of the sessions was entitled: Sacrificing Self – The Multi-ethnic Church 
and the Mandate of the Gospel by a black pastor of a (thriving) Presbyterian church in 
Jackson, Mississippi, that is successfully multi-ethnic.  It was good stuff.  And then last 
Sunday we had a black brother in this pulpit preaching the perfect introduction to today’s 
text from Genesis 11 and the story of the tower of Babel.  Please understand: I didn’t tell 
him what to preach about or where we were at next in Acts.  That was all the Holy Spirit.  
Steve set the stage perfectly by showing us ourselves in the story of Babel.  And so 
finally, today we come to Acts 10 – a gigantic, colossal event in the life of the church; a 
critical part of the overall purpose of this book – and we see, not from social-science or 
ideological propaganda or liberal moralism or trendy ministry manual but from the Word 
of God, that ethnic segregation in the church is wrong. 
 Let’s go through this lengthy account scene by scene making observations along 
the way and then step back and pull it all together. 
 
Scene 1 (10:1-8) 

In scene 1 an angel of God speaks to a centurion named Cornelius.  A centurion 
was an officer in the Roman army.  Cornelius is a member of the Italian Regiment and is 
stationed in Caesarea – Caesar-ea: the seat of the Roman rule in Palestine named after 
Caesar with a temple dedicated to him and where Gentiles actually outnumbered Jews.  
Caesarea was to Palestinian Jews what Las Vegas would be to the Amish. 

So you’ve got to understand that Cornelius is a Roman in a thoroughly Roman 
city.  Previously we’ve seen the scope of God’s saving activity in Jesus start to push the 
boundaries a little.  There was Philip and the Samaritans in chapter 8 and Philip and the 
Ethiopian eunuch later in that same chapter.  But remember: even though the Samaritans 
were a despised caste with a syncretistic form of Yahweh worship, they were still half-
breed Jews.  And the Ethiopian eunuch, as we noted, was most likely a full 
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proselyte/convert to Judaism.  He was circumcised and living under Mosaic law.  So 
those were major steps in the spread of the gospel, but nothing compared to what we find 
in Cornelius.  Cornelius was a bona fide Gentile. 

Now the text calls Cornelius and his family “God-fearers.”  What does that mean?  
It means that they were “Gentiles [who] were attracted to Jewish ethics, theology and 
worship”3 but were not circumcised; they were not full proselytes.  They were moral 
people, intrigued by the simple monotheism of the Hebrews but not full participants in 
the community of salvation.  They didn’t subscribe all the way.  Cornelius was a seeker, a 
man who was open and searching, but not all there yet.  So the Spirit had been working 
on Cornelius and his family, putting a hunger for God within him. 

Now here’s the important point to get: those who are seeking, who are truly 
hungry for the things of God and desiring to live according to his ways are never left 
there.  God works to bring those types who are outside the community of faith to himself 
via the community of faith.  Did you get that?  We have no reason whatsoever to suspect 
that there are, to borrow a term from Karl Rahner, “anonymous Christians” – someone 
who is right with God apart from conscious faith in Jesus Christ and incorporation in 
some form into his body, the church.  Cornelius is genuinely searching for God and God 
sends an angel to tell him that God has noticed and that he needs to hear what Peter has to 
say.  Look at 11:14 really quickly – the angel tells Cornelius to send for Peter who “will 
bring you a message through which you and all your household will be saved.” 

Cornelius agrees that there’s still something lacking in his faith journey.  And so 
he doesn’t hesitate to send two of his servants and one of his best men to find this Simon 
and to get the rest of the story.  God speaks to people outside the present reaches of the 
gospel’s proclamation, but if it’s going to be salvific he always leads them to an 
encounter with Christ and other Christians.  Do you see that?  Maybe God’s brought you 
here today to hear the message of the gospel that will save you. 
 
Scene 2: (10:9-16) 

Now, scene 2: Peter is in Joppa where we left him at the end of chapter 9 at the 
house of Simon the tanner – a tanner made animal skins into leather.  Here’s an 
interesting fact to consider: Joppa is where Jonah was when he decided to catch a boat to 
run away from God when God wanted him to go to the Ninevites, because he was so 
ethnocentric.  So Peter is in Joppa and we read that he stole away during the middle of 
the day to get some alone time and to pray.  There are a few instances of mid-day prayers 
in the OT (Ps. 55:17, Dan. 6:10), but it wasn’t a regulated time of prayer.  Peter is just 
taking time in the middle of the day to be in God’s presence.  Do you ever do that? 
 But as he was praying he got hungry and his mind starting to wander.  Does that 
ever happen to you when you pray?  Focus is generally good, but even the apostle Peter’s 
mind wandered during prayer.  That’s reassuring isn’t it?  It happens to me all the time 
and I used to (and still do some) beat myself up for it – “You’re so unspiritual…can’t 
even focus on God for 5 minutes…”  But then I read this in Bonhoeffer’s book, Life 
Together: 
 

It is one of the particular difficulties of meditation that our thoughts are 
likely to wander and go their own way, toward other persons or to some 
events in our life.  Much as this may distress and shame us again and 
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again, we must not lose heart and become anxious, or even conclude that 
meditation is really not something for us.  When this happens it is often a 
help not to snatch back our thoughts convulsively, but quite calmly to 
incorporate into our prayers the people and the events to which our 
thoughts keep straying and thus in all patience return to the starting point 
of the meditation.4 

 
So there, that’s for free.  But something similar is going on here.  God is using 

Peter’s trance to speak to him.  The white sails dancing fancifully in the distance on the 
Mediterranean or the awning on the neighbor’s house mingled in his mind with the smell 
of dinner cooking below and his mind is released to go to a different place but suddenly 
“he saw heaven opened and something like a large [picnic blanket] being let down to 
earth by its four corners.  It contained all kinds of four-footed animals, as well as reptiles 
of the earth and birds of the air.  Then a voice told him, ‘Get up, Peter.  Kill and eat’” 
(10:11-13).  You know how some people have what they call a life verse?  People have 
asked me what my life verse is and I’ve been tempted to say that it’s v. 13 – “Get up, kill, 
and eat!” 

Well Peter thinks this is a sinful daydream and so he slaps himself on the face and 
says, “Surely not, Lord...  I have never eaten anything impure or unclean” (10:14).  And 
he tries to shake it off.  You see, some of the four-footed animals Peter saw were pigs, 
some of the reptiles were lizards, some of the birds were owls – all creatures that were 
forbidden in Levitus 11 as part of the Mosaic Law.  But then the voice said, “Do not call 
anything impure that God has made clean” (10:15).  God has made clean?  And then the 
whole incident happened two more times. 

Peter was still living as a Jew, keeping the kosher regulations, celebrating the 
festivals, holding on to the ethnic distinctives of his Jewish ethnic and religious culture.  
The full effect of Jesus and what it meant that he had fulfilled the Law and the truly 
global scope of his kingdom still hadn’t fully sunk in to Peter, and this is several years 
into the whole thing.  It’s interesting to keep in mind this instance in Peter’s life and that 
Mark, the writer of the second Gospel, was most likely Peter’s disciple passing on Peter’s 
history of the life of Jesus and then to look at Mark chapter 7 when Jesus is taking the 
Pharisees to task on their rituals and legalism and stating that, “Nothing outside a man 
can make him ‘unclean’ by going into him.  Rather, it is what comes out of a man that 
makes him ‘unclean’.”  And then a little later Mark, and only Mark, adds this 
parenthetical statement – “In saying this, Jesus declared all foods “clean” (Mk. 7:15, 19). 

God was finally making that very clear in Peter’s mind.  “This happened three 
times…” (10:16a). “Peter, I have made all foods clean,” the risen Christ was saying.  And 
as I. Howard Marshall points out, “It would be a short step from recognizing that Gentile 
food was clean to realizing that Gentiles themselves were ‘clean’ also.”5 
 
Scene 3: (10:17-23a) 

Scene 3: while Peter’s still processing all this, the entourage from Cornelius 
arrives down at the front gate.  Maybe Peter overhears them asking for him, maybe not, 
but the Spirit tells Peter up on the roof to go downstairs and meet these three men and go 
with them.  Not an angelic vision, but an inward prompting.  Isn’t it the case that the stuff 
that God is doing in your spiritual life will many times coincide with what he is doing 



7 

around you?  “God was just teaching about this and then this happened that fit right in to 
it!”  It happens too much, doesn’t it?  Maybe God’s real, hmm?  Peter is pondering the 
ramifications of his dream and all food being clean and then these guys come looking for 
him and he finds out what they want from him and they explain about this God-fearing, 
Roman centurion and how God had spoken to him and sent for him and Peter says, “Ha 
ha ha, God you’re funny.  I see what you’re doing.  Alright guys come on in for the 
night.”  And they enjoy a little Jewish, Christian hospitality, a nice meal, and some good 
sleep. 
 
Scene 4: (10:23b-33) 
 Scene 4: the next morning they’re all up bright and early and head off for 
Caesarea.  Peter takes some of his brothers in the Lord with him – it’s a good idea to have 
witnesses in times like these.  The next day they all arrive and when Cornelius, a man in 
charge of a 100 men in the world’s most powerful army, meets Peter he falls down at his 
feet.  And what does Peter do?  He doesn’t feel important or relish the attention; he 
doesn’t rub it in.  He “made him get up,” the text says and he said, “Stand up… I am only 
a man myself (10:26).  [I’m not God].”  Peter did not suffer from megalomania.  This 
right here is the key in this whole multi-ethnic discussion.  Are you humble?  Do you 
shun anything having to do with a superiority complex?  Are you willing to abandon the 
ever so tempting idolization of self that places your own comfort, your own ego, your 
own needs above others.  It’s not all about me.  Church is not about me and how it makes 
me feel and how it meets my needs.  We’ve got to repent of and get rid of this attitude.  
God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble (cf. 1Pet. 5:5), those who can lay 
their own rights aside. 
 Now Peter enjoyed a little Roman hospitality and went inside to the gathered 
crowd side by side with Cornelius, a Gentile.  And as he did he said to those around him, 
“You are well aware that it is against our law for a Jew to associate with a Gentile or 
[even] visit him” (10:28a).  For Peter to do what he is doing right now would be like a 
white man from Birmingham, Alabama, back in the days of Jim Crow to go eat in the 
back of the restaurant where the ‘colored’ people were served.  “But,” Peter continues, 
“God has shown me that I should not call any man impure or unclean” (10:28b).  That 
right there is monumental.  Peter finally realizes that the OT identification of the people 
of God with ethnicity and ceremonial laws had served its purpose and expired and that 
the overt and covert racism that had become attached to these specifications were sinful; 
they always had been actually.6  That much Peter was starting to piece together, but he 
still had no clue as to the depths of that truth, or what he was there for, or what was about 
to happen. 
 So Cornelius explains what happened to him four days ago and how it had been 
made clear to him that he needed to hear what Peter had to say and how he had sent for 
him.  And now he had gathered all his relatives and close friends together to hear this 
message.  I like what it says in v. 33 – when we are gathered together and the Word of 
God is preached we are not sitting in a lecture hall like we did in a college class, we’re 
not at seminar that you might have to attend for work, we’re gathered “in the presence of 
God.”  And so they were… and so we are…  Preaching is an encounter with the living 
God not to be taken lightly. 
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Scene 5: (10:34-43) 
Scene 5 is the actual message of Peter’s.  It’s a little different than some of his 

other sermons in Acts where he was speaking to a Jewish audience.  It’s contextualized 
for Gentiles, this message about Jesus Christ who is Lord of all (10:36), but it’s still a 
very Jewish message – messiah, John the Baptist, prophetic expectations, etc…  Granted, 
these are God-fearers with some vague knowledge of Jewish history and beliefs and 
when Paul spoke in a place like Athens he didn’t do this at all (cf. 17:16ff), but I think 
there’s something to a.) the importance of understanding Jewish backgrounds in order to 
really understand Jesus’ significance, and b.) the retention of many aspects of our ethnic 
culture and vocabulary and story.  Peter didn’t have to rid himself of all his Jewishness.  
The call for multi-ethnicity is not a call for “color-blindness” or pretending that there are 
no varieties in culture or a program of radical assimilation – let’s all assimilate, and you 
know what, let’s all assimilate to Anglo culture.  As we saw last Winter at our all-church 
retreat God has and wants us to have a kaleidoscopic appreciation that doesn’t blur all the 
colors together, but let’s them be and finds richness and beauty and something of the 
glory of God in the technicolored tapestry of humanity. 

We could spend forever looking at the way Peter presents the gospel message 
here, but I think we’d lose the overall big picture.  But he explains how Jesus was the 
fulfillment of a bigger story and how he brought something new, something good, 
something powerful that overturned the devil’s work that had ruined this world.  He talks 
about how Jesus was killed, but how even death could not conquer him and he came back 
to life.  He talked about how Jesus is the judge of all the earth and how he commanded 
his followers to spread his message of forgiveness to everyone – forgiveness for sin 
because of Jesus’ sacrificial death.  No matter who you are: fisherman or Pharisee, 
Galilean Jew or Roman centurion you’re a sinner in need of forgiveness and forgiveness 
can be yours in Jesus.  No one here today is better than anybody else – we’re all just 
sinners saved by grace.  Maybe you’re here today because God has been working in your 
heart like Cornelius’s and I pray that this message of free salvation extended to everyone 
without distinction sounds like good news to you. 
 
Scene 6: (10:44-48) 
 It did for Cornelius’s househould.  Scene 6 shows the Spirit of God working in 
them to cause them to have their eyes opened to the goodness of this good news.  And 
they believed it and before Peter could wrap up his presentation of the gospel these 
uncircumcised Gentiles received the Holy Spirit.  It was utterly shocking, yet it was 
unmistakable.  The same things that had happened to the Jews in Jerusalem on Pentecost 
were now happening to these Gentiles.  The very same thing!  They were praising God 
and supernaturally speaking in different languages.  Peter had no choice.  He said, “Can 
anyone keep these people from being baptized with water?  They have received the Holy 
Spirit just as we have” (10:47).  Then Peter had them baptized (again, note how baptism 
and conversion go hand and hand) and he stayed with them a couple more days, most 
likely teaching them more about Jesus and the kingdom.  The body of Christ now 
consisted of more than just Jewish believers.  Momentous! 
 
Scene 7: (11:1-18) 
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 Scene 7, the first 18 verses of chapter 11, tells about how the scandalous news of 
what Peter did traveled back to Jerusalem before Peter could even get there.  “You did 
what?” was the reaction.  Even though these men and women were believers, they still 
had some idols of ethnic identity they were dealing with and the opening up of the church 
doors to the Gentiles was unthinkable to them.  But Peter went there and defended his 
actions.  He related again the whole order of events, the lessons God had clearly taught 
him, and how the Holy Spirit has most definitely come upon the Gentiles exactly like he 
had on them at Pentecost.  He even had the testimony of the other Jewish brothers he took 
along with him.  There was no denying that God was making his intentions clearly 
known.  And rather than oppose God, the church changed its mind “and praised God, 
saying, ‘So then, God has granted even the Gentiles repentance unto life?” (11:18) 
“Wow!”  God must desire the gospel message to transcend and demolish ethnic barriers.  
That makes sense.  He must want us to destroy our idols of ethnic pride and comfort and 
have his heart that does not show favoritism, that does not seek out homogeneity.” 
 
The ‘So What?’ of the Story 
 Alright, so what do we make of this?  Now some would say that this is not a 
mandate for multi-ethnic churches, it just means that all different ethnicities can be a part 
of the universal church: there can be Korean churches and black churches and Chinese 
churches and Mexican churches and they’re all equally saved.  After all, the Jerusalem 
church remained a Jewish church and they just consented to there being a Roman church 
in Caesarea, right?  Some people, as I’ve mentioned before, take a pragmatic approach to 
this and say there should be churches among every ethnic group, but it’s advisable for 
churches to be as undiverse as possible, that way you can reach more people more easily.  
New people are going to feel more comfortable (and more likely come back) if people are 
like them.  It’s the church growth movement’s ‘homogenous unit principle’. 
 But I want to argue that the homogenous unit principle is idolatry.  It’s the 
idolization of self, the pursuit of comfort in ethnic identity rather than our identity in 
Christ where there is no “Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, 
Scythian, slave or free,” (Col. 3:11).  It’s to oppose God and desire comfort in something 
other than him.  Jerusalem was, for the most part, a predominantly Jewish city at the time.  
To fault it for being Jewish would be like claiming that my home church in Russiaville, 
Indiana, had to have an equal mix of skin colors when was no black, brown, or yellow 
person within miles of Russiaville.  But the Jerusalem church did have both Grecian and 
Hebraic Jews, as we saw in chapter 6.  It did, now, have fellowship with a Samaritan 
church and a Roman church in other parts of the region. 
 But for us today, we live in a city that is extremely diverse.  Roughly 1/3 white, 
1/3 black, and 1/3 Hispanic.  Among the whites there are Czechs, Italians, and more 
Poles than in Warsaw, Poland.  Among the Latinos there are Mexican, Puerto Rican, 
etc…  That’s not to mention the Asian population – Chinese, Korean, Japanese, Laotian.  
We have no excuse for being ethnically homogenous.  Sure, there can be a need for such 
churches among some 1st generation ethnic groups where there might be a language 
barrier, but besides that in a surrounding where there are many different ethnicities, for 
the church to be almost exclusively one indicates that something somewhere has gone 
awry. 
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 Why is this so important?  Because the message of the gospel is at stake.  We still 
live in a world where ethnic tensions are palpable.  I just read of a news story this week 
of a jail in Los Angeles where animosity between black inmates and Hispanic inmates 
fomented and erupted into brawls where one black man was beaten to death and the 
authorities had to completely separate all the inmates along ethnic lines.  The polarization 
and hostility is real and those feelings that came to the surface in the crucible of prison 
are latent everywhere in society and if the church looks like the L.A. county jail does 
right now – blacks over here, Hispanics over there – then there is no demonstration of the 
gospel’s power to the world. 
 The world is screaming, “Show me the money!” and we’re bouncing checks.  
There is no backing up our words with our actions.  There is no reason to believe that 
there is power in the gospel to make people new and fill them with selfless love.  There is 
no tangible, object lesson that demonstrates the limitless mercy of God in Jesus Christ.  
The words of Eph. 2:13-16 are empty: “But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far 
away have been brought near through the blood of Christ.  For he himself is our peace, 
who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, by 
abolishing in his flesh the law with its commandments and regulations.  His purpose was 
to create in himself one new man out of the two, thus making peace, and in this one body 
to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death their 
hostility.”  Our reconciliation with God, to whom we were enemies, goes hand in hand 
with our reconciliation to other ethnicities.  If we’re an ethnically homogenous church in 
an ethnically diverse location, we’re not worshipping a great, supreme, all-satisfying, all-
powerful, all-gracious God who loves sinners indiscriminately.  We’re worshipping our 
own comfort. 
 Now we also have to be careful of another danger.  We can’t make multi-ethnicity 
into a badge of pride or our main objective.  Our main objective must be to find our joy in 
worshipping God and serving our neighbors.  So the application is not to go round up 
some people of different ethnicities so we can be the poster child for young, urban, multi-
ethnic churches because it’s trendy.  Again, I think it comes back to our vision for being a 
neighborhood church – living in community, trying to reach a community; being 
missional and being incarnational as the only way to be missional (as we saw last 
Christmas).  If we abandon living for our own comfort and focus all of our energies 
exclusively on this neighborhood, loving all the people who live here indiscriminately we 
will most likely begin to reflect the ethnic make-up of the UIC area.  That’s the 
application.  That’s what needs to happen. 

Think about the alternative.  What is the significance of being a non-
neighborhood, commuter church?  If we are a people who live and work and send our 
kids to school and spend our leisure time in different places all around Chicagoland, but 
come together on Sundays in the UIC area and the church looks like it does now, what 
does that mean?  The only answer I can think of is that we want to be around other 
Asians or other people that we’re comfortable with.  Otherwise we’d go to churches near 
where we lived.  We’ve got to abandon that mindset and live exclusively for the sake of 
the Name in the UIC area. 
 
Conclusion 
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 Maybe more of our semi-conscious dreams should be like Peter’s rooftop dream 
and less like my dreams for the comfort of the rural life where everybody was pretty 
much just like me.  Maybe when our minds are released to go to a happy place, a place of 
comfort it should be the consummated Kingdom of God where every tribe, tongue, and 
nation is gathered around the throne praising the Lamb.  Maybe our dreams should be 
like Martin Luther King Jr.’s.  Listen to this and try to get beyond the cliché and hear the 
profoundly theological significance: 
 

“I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia, sons of former 
slaves and sons of former slave-owners will be able to sit down together at 
the table of brotherhood.  I have a dream that one day, even the state of 
Mississippi, a state sweltering with the heat of injustice, sweltering with 
the heat of oppression, will be transformed into an oasis of freedom and 
justice…  I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, every 
hill and mountain shall be made low, the rough places shall be made plain, 
and the crooked places shall be made straight and the glory of the Lord 
will be revealed and all flesh shall see it together.”7 

 
Coretta Scott King, whose funeral was just last week, once said, “At that moment it 
seemed as if the Kingdom of God appeared.  But it only lasted for a moment.”8  Oh may 
we dream less of our own pathetic, short-sighted comfort and dream of the kingdom of 
God and work to bring its realities to bear on this world we live in today, the UIC area, 
and may it last for more than just a brief moment!  God calls everyone, irrespective of 
ethnicity, to find their comfort solely in Christ.  May we worship him alone and may 
the makeup of this church over time come to reflect the fact that he alone is our God. 
 
Benediction 
May you be open and aware of the ways God is calling you out of your false comfort and 
drawing you to find your comfort solely in Christ. 

 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 
Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, February 12, 2006.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 
personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 

find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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