
Acts chapter 10:1 to 23 9.30 am 

 

May the words of my mouth and the thoughts of our hearts be 

acceptable to you O Lord our strength and our redeemer. Amen. 

 

In the book of Acts St Luke devotes a lot of space to the 

conversion of Cornelius, because he was the first Gentile to be 

baptised into the Christian faith.  

 

Baptising Cornelius represents a significant event in the 

development of Christianity and of the Christian church, and 

opened the door for all Christians to spread the gospel of Christ  

to the rest of the world.  

 

At the beginning of our reading from Acts we are told that 

Cornelius was a religious man, but what did that mean.  

 

At this stage in Cornelius' life our reading at verse 22 confirms 

that Cornelius was not yet a convert to Christianity, since he 

hadn't heard the Good News which God wanted Peter to tell 

him, nor had he been baptised. 

 

Nor do I think that he had been accepted into the Jewish faith, 

which would for a Roman soldier been very unlikely.  

 

We are told that he was a captain in the Roman army, and as a 

Roman soldier he would normally be a pagan, worshipping 

pagan gods. 

 

 

 

 

But due to his posting to the Middle East, probably many years 

earlier, and after mixing with, local Jewish people, he had 

realised that the pagan gods he had been brought up with didn't 

do anything for him whereas the God of the Jews did. 

 

The fact that he worshipped the God of Abraham Isaac and 

Jacob didn't mean that he had become a Jew, but it does mean 

that he had Jewish friends who had told him about God, and 

with whom he must have discussed the Bible and their faith.  

 

This had resulted in Cornelius abandoning his pagan gods and 

adopting the one true God in whom he now turned to in regular 

prayer and in whom he now had faith.  

 

St Luke also tells us that his faith in God, and through the Holy 

Spirit working in him, had resulted in making him a very kind 

and generous person.  

 

We are told that he used to help poor Jewish people, and for 

Luke to be aware of that, among all the other things that were 

going on at that time, then Cornelius must indeed have made his 

mark in Jewish society. 

 

We are also told that Cornelius was constantly praying to God, 

and that statement is significant because prayer underpins 

everything that all believers in God need to do. 
 

There can be little doubt that the building blocks of Cornelius' 

faith, and every ones  faith, was grounded in studying scripture 

and in prayer.  

 

 



It was study and prayer that raised an obscure Roman soldier, to 

be mentioned in the Bible as a kind and generous man who 

helped the poor in his community.  

 

St James wrote in chapter 2 verse 17, “In the same way, faith by 

itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.” 

 

Cornelius is mentioned in the Bible because his faith was real, 

vibrant and alive and his faith made a real difference in the 

community that he lived in.  

 

For me it was no wonder that God reached out to him by 

sending an angel to him in a vision, because although he was in 

a position of great power, being a member of the conquering 

army, he used a good deal of his influence and power in helping 

the vanquished poor of Israel.   

 

The fundamental emphasis of the Cornelius story is that God 

will reach out to everyone who turns to him in faith no matter 

what their nationality or position in society and the lesson here 

for us is that we must accept and indeed welcome everyone who 

comes here to find faith in the risen Christ.  

 

In the case of Cornelius, God was reaching out to a Roman 

soldier, a one time enemy of God's people Israel.  

 

But this was also true of St Paul, who too was an enemy of 

God's people Israel before his vision on the road to Damascus, 

 

The Roman soldier who left Rome to help conquer Israel was 

not the same man who was now helping the poor, nor was Saul 

the same man after his vision on the road to Damascus. 

Jesus' parable of the lost sheep makes it very clear that God is 

happier about finding one lost sheep than he is about the ninety 

nine who did not get lost.  

 

In the same way he is happier for Saul and for Cornelius both of 

whom turned to him, than for all his followers that did not stray 

away. 

 

We now come to verse 3, which starts “It was about three 

o'clock one afternoon when he had a vision, in which he clearly 

saw an angel of God come in and say to him, 'Cornelius'.” That's 

a very precise statement by Luke who clearly knew the details of 

the event. 

 

That sentence reminds me of Mary Magdalene out side Jesus' 

tomb when he said “Mary”, and she knew instantly who it was, 

and now Cornelius instantly knew that the angel was from God. 

 

He knew because he stared at the angel in fear and said, “What 

is it, Lord?”  

 

That's how I know that Cornelius knew it was an angel from 

God, because despite his armour, his sword and military training 

Cornelius knew that he was no match for an angel from God, so 

he called him Lord and asked him what he wanted of him. 

 

The angel answered, “God is pleased with your prayers and 

works of charity, and is ready to answer you.” 

 

Cornelius had grounded his faith in prayer and had completed 

works of charity, which God now honoured, and who was now 

ready to answer Cornelius, prayers.  



 

Now since God was going to introduce him to Peter, Cornelius' 

prayers could well have been  asking for understanding of recent 

events when a Jew by the name of Jesus was crucified at 

Calvary. 

 

The angel's instructions to Cornelius was to send some men to 

Joppa and find a man whose full name was Simon Peter, because 

he was staying with a tanner whose name was also Simon.  

 

You will notice that he didn't question the angel he just obeyed 

such was his confidence in the angel's authority, which was 

matched by his own authority because he sent two house 

servants and a soldier who was also a religious man to find 

Peter. 

 

Now before the three men arrived where Peter was staying, God 

was preparing Peter not only to receive Gentile men from 

Cornelius, but also to be prepared for the task that God had 

planned for him with regard to Cornelius. 

 

God's preparation of Peter was for Peter very radical, God was 

demonstrating and telling him that there was to be no distinction 

between Jew and Gentile, that Gentiles could also be Christians 

and that the Jewish food laws were no longer applicable to him 

or indeed to anyone else outside the Jewish faith.  

 

And now if all men were equal and the food laws and rules were 

no longer applicable, then clearly nor were any of the other 

Jewish rules and regulations.  

 

 

 

Now Peter must have started to realise that with all these rules 

and regulations stripped away that this only left faith in the risen 

Christ as a requirement for salvation.  

 

These were the three radical messages that God was teaching 

Peter, that all men are equal, that Gentiles could also be 

Christians and that salvation was through faith alone, three 

messages that we need to understand as well. 

 

This story may well be the story of the conversion of Cornelius 

to Christianity, but it is also the story of Peter's final conversion 

from Judaism.  

 

For people who had lived as Jews all their lives, it was a huge 

step to take to embrace Gentiles, to ignore the food laws, and all 

the other laws and rules that a Jew had to live by and observe.  

 

Peter was learning that God does not make distinctions, and we 

shouldn't either, everyone should be treated equally a lesson that 

Peter was about to learn in our story from Acts.  

 

However with regard to Peter's conversion from Judaism he did 

have a relapse later on because St Paul tells us, in his letter to the 

Galatians at chapter 2, that at a meeting in Jerusalem of fellow 

Christians St Peter became wary of the circumcisions lobby and 

again refused to eat with Gentiles until St Paul challenged him. 

 

 

 

 

Here is a clear example where, at a meeting, which could have 



been a house group, the challenge of a fellow Christian brought 

Peter back out of his prejudice and strengthened his faith, and it 

is when we talk about our faith and when it is challenged that it 

grows. 

 

This story of Cornelius also has another profound message for 

us as Christians, which I've already touched on.  

 

Before Cornelius' meeting with Peter, where Peter spoke to him 

and where he was baptised as a Christian, he was already known 

to God as a God fearing and righteous man who prayed 

regularly.  

 

Because despite his high status as a conqueror and officer in the 

Roman army, he was a good man who concerned himself with 

the poor and underprivileged people of Israel and who believed 

in God. 

 

And today there are millions of people who are also good God 

fearing and righteous people before God and God knows who 

they are but they need us to show them that the missing piece in 

their lives is faith in the risen Christ. 

 

That's why Cornelius had to hear what Peter had to say and why 

he had to be baptised and why he had to have faith in the risen 

Christ, because Cornelius' salvation is not through good works 

but through faith in the risen Christ. 

 

And that is why we are urged to be an outward looking mission 

shaped church spreading the gospel to those who haven't heard 

it, or who haven't appreciated it's true message.   

Because salvation is through faith and faith alone, and for those 

of us who sin, but have faith in the risen Christ, then a true 

repentant person cannot endanger his salvation. 

 

Jesus died for us on the cross knowing full well of our human 

nature and our sinfulness, so we are to have faith in the risen 

Christ, to repent, and then we can stop worrying about the 

future. 

 

Amen       

 


