
“GOD TAKES HIS CHURCH CROSS-CULTURAL” 

Acts 10:1-23 

 

Sermon for Peace Church 

Aug. 31, 2008 

 

PURPOSE – to let the meaning & call of the gospel lead us into relationship, even cross-cultural 

– as God builds his church. 

 

MAIN IDEA – When life with God degenerates into lifestyle, it keeps us separate from others; 

when it is love and joy in Jesus, it leads us through those cultural barriers. 

 

I.  INTRODUCTION 

 

1.  Let’s open our Bibles to Acts 10, as we continue our study of this book (p. 1708) 

 - We’re reading it to catch a vision of the WORK of the church in the power of the Holy 

Spirit.   “You shall receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you, and you will be my 

witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea & Samaria, and to the outermost ends of the earth.” – Acts 1:8 

 

(i) We’re now at a point where God’s about to lead His church’s witness into CROSS-

CULTURAL ministry – HOW relevant for our shrinking globe, our multi-cultural 

suburbs, our nation whose Democratic nominee is of bi-racial parents. 

 

The peoples of the world are upon each others’ doorsteps.  Jesus is the Lord sent from 

heaven to UNITE mankind – so in his name, we FOREGO isolationism; for His sake, we 

welcome the opportunities of cultural diversity. 

 

(ii) Up to this point in time, God’s grace & truth in Jesus has primarily been made known 

among Jewish people.  The early church was culturally Jewish.  Yes, the door of 

ministries to other ethnicities had been CRACKED ajar slightly – the Samaritans, the 

Ethiopian eunuch.  But today it swings WIDE OPEN.   

Read Acts 10:1-23 

2.  CORNELIUS & PETER – a cross-cultural gospel connection.  Today and next Sunday we’ll look 

at their story with these 2 FOCI: 

 - What does their story tell us about the meaning of the gospel? 

 - What does their story tell us about the person of God? 



2 
 

For those 2 things remain – GOD & HIS GOOD NEWS 

 Joppa is no more; Caesarea is only an historical site; Peter & Cornelius are no more … 

BUT GOD REMAINS & HIS GOSPEL REMAINS – and we want to live meaningfully in Him & it. 

 

II.  CORNELIUS  -  First, Cornelius 

  

1.   What a great guy!  He’s described in verse 1-2 

 

(i) A Centurion – a leader in the Roman army, 100 men – (all the centurions in the NT 

are pretty cool  – Jesus was impressed by a centurion’s faith in the healing of his 

servant – “just say the word, it’ll happen – you have authority; another centurion 

declared Jesus the Son of God at the crucifixion.  Cornelius fits with these guys.) 

A.  In his Roman history, Polybius writes this about the necessary qualifications of being a 

centurion:  They are required not to be bold and adventurous so much as good leaders, 

of steady and prudent mind, not prone to take the offensive or start fighting wantonly, 

but able when overwhelmed and hard-pressed to stand fast and die at their post. 

- So he’s got poise, self-control, respect of men 

 

Cornelius is not Jewish, he’s Italian – pizza, pasta, vino, conversant, passionate, soccer. 

 His troop is called the “Italian Regiment” – they’re all recruits from Italy – stationed in 

Caesarea, on the Mediterranean Sea – 30 miles north of Joppa where Peter is staying, not far 

from present-day Haifa. 

 

2.  But not only is he a noble guy – v. 2 – he and ALL HIS FAMILY (he was a team guy - a leader) 

were “devout & God-fearing” 

 = worshipful, respectful of the Almighty, lived knowing there was someone he was 

accountable to – didn’t cheat on his guys, his word was solid, humble guy 

(i) … PLUS … “he gave generously to those in need … 

He wasn’t materialistic.  Free with his money to be generous.  He saw people in need – didn’t 

question why they were in that state, just glad to help. 

  … “and prayed to God regularly” … He was DISCIPLINED in his life with God.  Prayed 

“regularly” – took time from his schedule to stop & pray – probably, like Daniel, 3X per day.  -  

So soldiers would’ve been lined up to talk with him during the day, but no visits at certain 

times … got to get on my knees and pray for a while. 
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A.  Undoubtedly he was influenced by faithful Jews living around him.  Though, he had not 

become a convert to Judaism  = a proselyte (– had not been circumcised – still a 

“Gentile”) – but RESPECTED the Jewish God & religious practices, assimilated some of 

them into his own life with God. 

 

3.  So one day, at 3:00 in the afternoon, he’s praying – one of those REGULAR TIMES – left his 

office desk and went to a quiet side-room at military headquarters … AND boom!, there GOD 

SHOWS UP – through an angel – to tell him to go to Joppa to fetch Simon, called Peter. 

 

(i)   WHY?  You’d think that God would be SATISFIED with this guy! 

  Look at his life – exemplary! – regular prayers, generous giving, whole family’s on 

board, humble, God-fearing, respected, a leader. 

 

A.  Not only that, verse 4 – the angel says, “Your prayers and gifts to the poor have 

come up as a MEMORIAL OFFERING before God” – that’s TEMPLE LANGUAGE – 

like a sweet-smelling incense to God.  His ministry pleased God. 

 

(ii)  So what can Peter ADD to this guy’s life with God?  Why does God want him to meet 

Peter?  Cornelius’ life looks like yours & mine, probably better! 

 

4.    Here we PAUSE to recognize the meaning of the gospel:   

WE LOVE BECAUSE HE FIRST LOVED US 

 We give / worship / pray / serve OUT OF the joy of God’s love for us. 

 

Answered simply, God wants Cornelius to know through Peter is how much HE LOVES HIM. 

 Jesus is the full extent of God’s love.  God wants Cornelius to meet Jesus. 

 

5.  That’s WHO HE IS – He FEEDS THE HUNGRY with the knowledge of His love in Jesus .... 

  So that our love is grateful, praise-filled service 

 

(i)   Cornelius represents those people around the world, through the ages who live before the 

Almighty in humility and with integrity and devotion – but who do not know of His amazing 

grace & love for them.  They need to be told! 

A.  Cornelius represents those who, by the power of the Holy Spirit, have begun a life of 

repentance.  In the glory of creation, in the holiness of their conscience, they recognize 
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they are not yet who they were designed to be.  They’ve begun the journey of “poverty 

of spirit”.  Who they need to meet is THE BREAD OF LIFE.  Jesus – the God who assures 

them of forgiveness & fills them with eternal life. 

- He is the satisfaction for their hunger & thirst for righteousness. 

GOD IS THE ONE WHO FEEDS THOSE HUNGRY FOR HOLINESS – in this age and the next – 

through the knowledge of His love in Jesus – the only Savior of mankind. 

 

6.  But in another sense, Cornelius represents YOU & I.  He prays, he gives, he serves … We 

pray, we give, we serve – but why?   HEART MOTIVE MEANS EVERYTHING TO GOD. 

(i)   Are we here out of duty?  Out of custom?  … a family thing to do? 

(ii)  Are we here to try to twist a better life out of God – “Look at me, God …” 

  What is in our hearts as we serve God? 

The gospel declares only ONE MOTIVE for serving God - GRATITUDE & JOY for Jesus. 

 

“God seeks those who worship Him in spirit & truth” – Jn. 4 – not duty & custom 

 God seeks love built on his love.  Love that is free & joyful 

 God detests dour & dutiful Christianity 

Jesus has come to give us ABUNDANT LIFE, joy of spirit, motives of thanks & praise. 

 

A.  That’s what Cornelius receives when, next week, we see him filled with the Spirit.  He is 

anointed with praise.  He has grasped God’s love in Jesus through Peter’s and is so 

overwhelmed that he can’t put his joy in words of his own – he speaks in tongues! 

 

7.  God is the one who feeds the hungry with his love in Jesus – so that they become gospel 

people – those who love Him because he has first loved us.  He did that for Cornelius & he 

does that for us.  

 Fall is upon us and, with it, great feeding opportunities.  Classes, course, conferences – 

Ask God & trust Him to feed you in the knowledge of Jesus.  That’s who he is. 

 

 Like Cornelius, God directs into RELATIONSHIPS that keep our hearts fresh in his love.  

That’s what the church is.  That’s why we want to set up small group ministry.   

- Cornelius starts telling Peter about his angel visitation.  “That’s nothing”, Peter 

responds, “Let me tell you about this freaky TRANCE God gave me!” 

= that’s doing church! 
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THE GOSPEL – we love because He first loved us 

GOD – feeds the hungry for holiness … are you living in faith? 

 

III. PETER 

 

Second, what does PETER learn of God and the gospel in our passage? 

 

1.   Like Cornelius, he’s doing his regular prayers – 12:00 noon – goes up to the roof to grab 

some quiet space – but, praying at noon … you get hungry!  It’s hard to pray when you’re 

hungry – especially when there’s a meal being prepared in the kitchen downstairs.  Those 

aromas waft around you … “Is that corn-beef?” … ah, “Our Father …” 

 So Peter falls into a TRANCE – How often doesn’t that happen when we pray!?! … 

“where was I?” 

 But in this trance, he’s given a vision that comes from God:  FOOD! – all kinds of it – 

animals, reptiles, birds.  Then the voice comes:  “Peter, kill & eat!” 

 “What … no way! … that’s UNCLEAN food.” 

HERE’S THE KEY LINE – THE VOICE OF GOD: 

 “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean!” 

 

2.  Now let me give you some background to that. 

 Peter’s JEWISH.  He’s a Christian, but he’s culturally Jewish – which means, he’s still 

KOSHER.  There’s certain foods he eats.  There’s certain foods he doesn’t eat.  Most Jewish 

people today are still kosher.   

 It’s a cultural thing that goes back to Leviticus 11 – where God commands the Israelites 

in the Old Covenant that there are some foods you can eat & others you can’t. 

  = clean & unclean foods 

(i) Some believe these dietary restrictions were given for HEALTH purposes; others for 

their NUTRITIONAL value. 

A.  SPIRITUALLY, these food laws helped to set Israel apart as a DISTINCT people … a clean 

people … belonging to God … through whom SALVATION would come to the world. 

- So even in their everyday eating, they were reminded of that calling – which 

was fulfilled in Jesus, the Savior – THE CLEAN ONE / SET APART ONE -  who 

came from Israel. 
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(ii) Peter – who put his faith & life in Jesus … He’s a Christian – is nevertheless JEWISH.  He still 

eats the same way, as he has since he was a kid. 

 In fact, the way he eats probably HELPS HIM in his life with God.  As it was intended, 

those foods remind him of being SET APART to God in Jesus; CLEAN in Jesus; a HOLY PERSON.  

It’s now part of his religious lifestyle – a spiritual discipline, a good thing! – not a necessary 

thing, but a good thing for Peter. 

 The KOSHER eating had been fulfilled in Jesus, but he didn’t stop it.  It likely helped him 

bless Jesus, as he ate in faith.   

 

A.  The downside, however, was that it cut him off from other people.  Food is fellowship.  

When you can’t eat with people, you tend not to hang with them.  You hang instead 

with people who eat the same, live the same, worship the same – do the same lifestyle 

things.   

THIS IS WHAT GOD WAS OVERCOMING THROUGH PETER’S TRANCE – in order to bring the 

message of Jesus across culture. 

 

3.  Now let’s turn in our Bibles to ROMANS 14 (p. 1765) so I can explain to you the relationship 

of the GOSPEL / new life in Jesus AND FOOD!  (This comes up a lot in New Testament 

teaching.) 

 In fact, this passage not only deals with food, it deals with OTHER RELIGIOUS lifestyle 

practices – good practices, that help our life in Jesus! 

 

(i) We’ll start at verse 5 – READ vv. 5-8 

 – Some people, in their life with Jesus, set aside SUNDAY, in order to live best in 

him; others worship on Wednesday (Spirit of God).  Choosing a day of the week is 

good – but it’s not the gospel.  It’s a MEANS to live in Jesus. 

 Spirit of God Church worships on Wednesday – so that they can better 

reach out to unbelievers, especially children. 

A.  Some people, in their life with Jesus, are VEGANS. 

B. Another issue, back in that day, was whether it was appropriate to eat meat that had 

been sacrificed to idols.  Some were OK with that; others not.  Maybe some used it to 

proclaim Jesus as God – His Lordship over all food, with every bite they took.  The point 

is that, whether you eat meat or not, is not the crucial issue – these are MEANS whereby 

we live in Jesus. 
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(ii)  Let’s continue, down to verse 13:  READ vv. 13 – 14a  

  This is CRITICAL – “No food is unclean in itself” – Those DIETARY laws in the Old 

Covenant have been fulfilled in Jesus.  He Himself taught in Mark 7:15 that it was OK to eat any 

food.  Not that you necessary should eat all food – some are better than others; some help 

you live in Christ better than others; some food to helps you LOVE OTHERS better than others. 

 NOW in the New covenant – in LIFE WITH JESUS – LOVE is the criteria. 

  = love for God, love for others. 

 

A. That’s how the passage goes on:  READ vv. 14-18 

 

4.  And that’s the point God has to get through to Peter when he says:  Don’t call anything 

impure that God has made clean. 

  = distinguish between gospel & culture / love & lifestyle / goal & means 

 FOOD is a means to an end now in gospel living.  If you want to eat a certain way, in 

order to live better in Jesus, FABULOUS!  If not, that’s OK.  It’s not the gospel itself.  Jesus is – 

and a life of loving God and others for Him. 

 But NEVER let a religious practice, a lifestyle issue, get in the way of loving someone – as 

food had for Peter.  ALL FOOD is now clean, now use it to love others for Jesus! 

 The kingdom of God is not about eating or drinking, but righteousness, peace & joy in 

the Holy Spirit. 

 

5.  How does that speak to us today?  Well, as God leads us into cross-cultural ministry, as He 

did Peter, these are the very issues that we have to confront! 

 We have to be very clear that the gospel is about Jesus and the life of love. 

 Our religious lifestyles – food, days set apart, music style, prayer forms, youth programs 

- those are secondary.  Those are only MEANS to life in Jesus & love.  Those are SCAFFOLDING 

– like the Old Covenant itself – to life in Jesus.  They are not the main thing. 

 

(i) For example, let’s say that Council decides one time we’re not having church here on 

Sunday morning.  No worship service.  We’re going to RiverOaks mall – we’ll spread 

out, meet people, offer prayer to them – go to love them best we can! 

 

ü “What?  River Oaks on a Sunday morning? – surely not!  That is an unclean place on the 

Lord’s Day.  

  … “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean” 
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A.  Isn’t the reason we’re here on a Sunday morning? - To be taught & strengthened to be 

light in the world.  Worship is a means to that end.  It’s a spiritual discipline / a religious 

lifestyle for the CAUSE OF LOVE. 

But what happens when those disciplines CUT US OFF from others, especially cross-

culturally?  We need to be confronted about that – and overcome those practices & styles, 

like Peter. 

 I.e. – NOT EASY -  I think of that with our private schools & public schools.  That’s where 

the world is – how do we bridge that gap?  Have our means isolated us at the expense of 

righteousness & joy in the Spirit?  THAT’S WHAT THE KINGDOM IS ABOUT! 

 

IV.  CONCLUSION 

 

1.  Thankfully God reveals Himself in this passage as Someone who HELPS us with these issues. 

 THREE TIMES He brings that vision & word to Peter:  Do not call anything impure that 

God has made clean. 

 THREE TIMES – He’s patient, He’s persistent. 

He’s helping Peter GO BEYOND those religious practices that have isolated him from others.  

He’s helping Peter grow into a kingdom life – of love & joy in the Spirit. 

 

2.  Those barriers for Peter were about FOOD. 

 As our story makes clear, FOOD IS FELLOWSHIP.  And that’s a thought to take into the 

Lord’s Supper. 

 

(i)  This is a fellowship meal with God.  In Jesus, He has broken down the barriers of sin – to 

come and eat with us.   

 He is a God who FEEDS THE HUNGRY FOR HOLINESS 

 He is a God who patiently & persistently leads His people into kingdom life -  confronting 

us about the barriers we put between ourselves & others. 

 He is a God who meets us in His Word and ministers His love. 

 

3.   As we partake in this meal, let’s be renewed in the gospel: 

 WE LOVE BECAUSE HE FIRST LOVED US – in Jesus 

 And in Jesus, the Kingdom is not about eating or drinking, but righteousness, peace & 

joy in the Holy Spirit. 

GOD, DEEPEN US IN YOUR LOVE – THAT WE MAY BE KINGDOM PEOPLE.   


