
Acts 10.1-23.Kevin Ward. 2011….1 

Outside the box – Acts 10:1-23 

 

1. Introduction 

The book of Acts is the great text of Christian mission. In it we have pulled together by Luke whole 

lot of stories that together tell how a small Jewish sect became spread throughout all  the known 

world.  

 

But it is also a text of the Spirit, who is the Spirit of mission. From his dramatic arrival on the scene at 

Pentecost the first followers of Jesus are astonished again and again and again as they encounter him 

working in staggering new ways. They were responders rather than initiators who went where God 

took them and often observed while God did unthinkable and unimagined things in their presence. It’s 

vitally important for us to remember that the mission is God’s, and it is not so much that the task of 

mission has been given to the church, but that mission is the purpose and work of God and we are 

simply invited to share in the adventure. 

 

2. The significance of Acts 10 

This ch describes the events which were to initiate a whole new era of mission history. In the space of 

a few days history and tradition were being turned on their heads. Up until this time the Jesus 

movement as it was known was a Jewish sect, a bit different because they recognised Jesus as 

Messiah, but they would have quite happily remained in Jerusalem and Judaism. Gentiles were free to 

join, but naturally if they wanted to had to be circumcised, become part of the people of God. In the 

end many of disciples were forced out of Jerusalem as a result of the persecution that followed the 

stoning of Stephen. If Pentecost was the first movement of the Spirit, this boot up the backside which 

forced them out of their ghetto was the second. 

 

However while geographical location of their faith had changed essence had not. Although quite a 

few forced into greater interaction with Gentiles they had changed neither their theology or practice. 

To become a follower of Jesus and belong to the church still meant to be circumcised and to learn the 

beliefs and rules of Judaism. How could anyone profess Jesus as Messiah if they didn’t understand 

who the Messiah was? But seems God had other plans and the experiences of Peter at Joppa and 

Caesera initiated the 3
rd

 great move of the spirit that changed the church forever. This change so 

radical and so significant in its implications for the mission of the church that even still in its 3
rd

 

millennium we struggle to comprehend what God is on about.  

 

3. Intersecting visions 

a. Cornelius 

The ch opens in Caesarea. Here we meet Cornelius a centurion in the Italian cohort. He is of course a 

Gentile, a person outside the people of God. But nonetheless the text tells us he was a devout man 

who respected God and lived a generous and prayerful life. In other words God is already at work 

outside of the church 

 

Cornelius receives a visitation from one of God’s messengers – an angel. Learns 2 things 

 First that his prayer life and generosity to the poor have risen as a memorial offering before God 

 Second Cornelius is instructed to send his own messengers to Simon Peter. No explanation of the 

purpose of this errand. The call of God often requires either obedience or its alternative. 

Fortunately Cornelius chooses the former. 

 

b. Peter 

Meanwhile the story continues in Joppa. The day after the vision of Cornelius Peter totally oblivious 

to what is about to happen, goes up to the roof of Simon’s house to pray. It is around noon and Peter 

feeling hungry falls into a trance while waiting for food to be prepared. Sees a great sheet descending 

from heaven containing animals of various kinds. In his hunger he sees it as overflowing with sources 

of potential sustenance, an interpretation which is confirmed by the accompanying voice. Peter is 
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instructed to rise, kill and eat by a voice he recognises as belonging to God. Up to this point the vision 

appears pretty friendly and harmless – God perhaps assuring Peter he is the provider of all needs.  

 

Except for one smallish problem. The food which God is offering to Peter is off bounds. It is 

religiously unacceptable; non-kosher. Peter as a good Jew knows that the sort of animals offered are 

written off the menu by the Bible itself, classified as unclean. Peter responding out of the depths of his 

whole religious upbringing and tradition instinctively refuses to transgress the absolutely clear 

boundaries laid down in the Bible. Strongest negative could use.  “Surely not. No way Lord.  

Never.” The Torah the Law is God given, inerrant and infallible. And now does this same God call me 

break his own clear principles – come on!!! 

 

For Peter submitting to the voice which he recognises as that of God places him in violation of what 

he believed that same God had already clearly said. In terms of biblical interpretation this is the 

equivalent of a small nuclear device. On what basis is Peter to confirm whether this voice he is 

hearing is that of God or not? To accept the vision as carrying the genuine voice of God is to question 

the whole religious tradition in which he stood. 

 

Peter’s confused reluctance earns a reply from God. Do not call anything impure that God has 

made clean. As clear a statement as we are likely to get of the sovereignty of God. God retains 

freedom to speak and act however he chooses, even if what he says and does seems to cross our 

understandings of what it is God actually allows or not. God retains the right to act in new and 

different ways. God is never bound by the history of the ways he dealt with people in the past, 

however deeply those may be enshrined in our particular religious tradition.  

 

Peter remains hesitant – understandably. It is just such a radical departure from tradition. The vision is 

repeated 3 times to reinforce the message so Peter cannot hide from it. Before has time to reflect on 

all this is a commotion outside as the servants of Cornelius arrive. The 2 visions are about to connect 

in such a way that the direction of the church is changed irrevocably.  

 

3. Going to Caesarea 

Still in something of a confused state, Peter invites the travelers in and hears their story. Their story 

confirms what he has just been told by the Spirit and so Peter receives them and they stay the night. 

Need to see the significance of this. Peter’s whole religious upbringing and traditional rules of 

behaviour were being challenged. Any close social interaction with Gentiles was forbidden and no 

pious Jew would ever sit down and have a meal with them. But Peter realised that the vision was not 

just about eating foods he had previously thought were unclean, it was about accepting people he 

previously thought were unclean. You see this whole story is not so much about the conversion of 

Cornelius as it is about the conversion of Peter and of the church. And so the next day he sets off with 

this bunch of Gentiles to Caesarea. 

 

Need to pause just a moment and ask about God’s strategy here. Would it not have been simpler and 

quicker for God to instruct Cornelius to go directly to Joppa and just visit Peter. Need to remember 

this is a story about mission. And key principle here: participating in the mission of God means 

leaving our place of security to travel to the place of mission where others are. This is the heartbeat of 

the incarnation, the movement of God outwards into his world to come to us in Jesus. It is the 

experience of Peter and Paul. It is the rediscovery of William Carey and the many thousands who 

followed him in the modern missionary movement. Mission is not about raising a flag and calling out 

from the safe confines of your church building here we are, come to us at 10am on Sunday or even to 

our Alpha group, and you’ll find Jesus. Mission is always in the direction of others, and away from 

ourselves. It leaves the safe confines of our own turf to go and stand on the turf of the other and meet 

them there.  

 

4. A Model for mission today 

Believe this story has profound significance for the church in countries like NZ. It is a story about 

God by his spirit leading his church to do mission and therefore go about church life in significantly 
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different ways from how it had previously. And as find throughout rest of NT were plenty who didn’t 

like these. They liked the old ways and wanted to hold on to them. But God was taking the church 

into new territory, a new culture, outside of the Jewish world and into the Gentile world. And if this 

change hadn’t occurred it would have remained locked up in Judaism. 

 

Believe church today faces a similar challenge. Those of us over 50 aware that world in which we live 

been going through profound cultural and social changes over last 40 years or so and beginning in the 

60s whole new kind of society began to emerge.  

 

Issue for the church is this. We have developed a form of church and ways of doing mission that 

worked for past 3 or 4 centuries but they do not work in the kind of culture and society that most of 

those under 40 live in today. Why in every western country around the world percent of those in 

church has declined drastically since 1960 – Britain 1960 18% in church on Sunday, today about 7%. 

In NZ 1960 20%, today about 10%. By and large its those who have grown up since 1960 who are 

missing. Because the way in which did church in the 1970s and 80s (let alone the 50s and 60s where 

some are still stuck) by and large does not connect with world in which they live. Psalm 137 sung by 

the Israelites taken out of the world they had lived in in Jerusalem and now in Babylon, asked “How 

do we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?” A group of church leaders in Canada seeking to 

understand what they needed to do in their new land wrote their own Psalm 137. 

 

In the midst of this crazy world I look around and wonder what has happened. 

How do I talk to the kid with a ring in his nose? 

Does “The Old Rugged Cross” mean anything to him? 

He asks me to sing a song about “my Jesus.” 

From what I can tell he is from another planet, or am I the stranger here? 

I think it’s time to sell the Wurlitzer. 

So how do I tell Martians about Jesus when the only language I speak is 1955? 

How do I write a headline for them that does not screw up the Good News? 

I kind of wish it were the way it was, but it’s not. 

So I need to figure out 

how to sing the old lyrics 

with a whole new tune. 

 

Believe are some important principles in this chapter for us all as struggle with this question of how 

do we go about mission as we face a rapidly changing and often profoundly different culture around 

us, one which many of we in the church see as unclean and impure. 

 

1. Let God do genuinely new things in mission. The fact that we have been the church of Jesus for 

2000 years does not mean that exhausted everything that God wants to do, or even understood 

everything he has revealed to us in Scripture. Hymn “The Lord has yet more light and truth to break 

forth from his word”. And sometimes those new things as with Peter may be contrary to what we have 

previously understood the Bible to be saying. Are we open to being challenged in such new ways by 

God. Many years ago before he was known as Mr Cell Church Ralph Neighbour wrote a book and 

called it The Seven Last Words of the Church – “we never did it that way before”. That was Peters 

initial response - No. That’s not the way we do it round here. But God kept provoking him and in the 

end he got the message. 

 

2. Going beyond our boundaries. This is not a comfortable experience. When boundaries are 

crossed lot of people concerned about their security and comfort. Like to do what found has met their 

own needs, made them feel good and safe. Don’t like change and new challenges. But most of the 

really significant moves in the history of the church were made by people who were willing to cross a 

boundary and step outside the box – whether it was John Wesley preaching in the open air to 

thousands of miners or William Carey getting on a ship to go to India and preach the gospel to people 

without God half a world away or a Mother Theresa going and living in the slums of the poorest city 

on earth. God is not a God who will be constrained to the boxes we try and put him in. Indeed he has a 
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habit of bursting boxes with delight. This time of challenge for the church in our land calls for us to be 

willing to let God challenge us to take risks and be willing to allow God to lead us out beyond the safe 

confines of our own boxes.  

 

3. Recognising that God is at work outside the church in the lives of people bringing them into a 

relationship with himself. One person has defined mission as “finding out what God is doing in 

peoples lives and helping bring them one step closer to him”. Find this here in this story. God already 

at work in Cornelius’ life, listening to his prayers, helping him do good works – even thought not yet 

a follower of Jesus. Peter just person God used to help him along the way. I have found over last few 

years, as seen people gone out to meet people outside of church through community ministries or 

ministry with youth or young adults finding people in whose lives God is at work. But got move 

outside the safe confines of our church circle to where they are to find that.  

 

4. Living at the cutting edge of life. Get little hint in this passage as to why it was Peter not someone 

else to whom this vision came. In v7 Peter…  staying with Simon the tanner. Tanners regarded as 

ceremonially unclean by good Jews as work with dead animals to convert skins into leather. So Peter 

already pushing the boundaries of what acceptable for a good religious person. Had left his comfort 

zone. He was right at the cutting edge, spending time in the company of those many in the church 

would have regarded as unclean. If you as a church going to be really used by God in his mission then 

need to have people willing to take the risk of living at the edge and spending time with people who 

wouldn’t come near the door of a church. 

 

5. Begin with prayer. Notice a couple of interesting things here with these two visions. Cornelius 

was a person who prayed regularly and the vision that to change the course of the church came to 

Peter when he went up on the roof to pray. That’s the time when God can speak to us, when he can 

show us new things. Find often sense of despair among people talk to in church – so far behind where 

do begin. Here’s the place to begin. Prayer. When read down through Christian history every real 

move of God began with group of people praying.  

 

One of most inspiring stories in whole history is of the Moravians – small church in Germany in 17
th
 

c. Began prayer circle ran unbroken 24 hours a day, 7 days a week for 100 years. Out of contact with 

that group of Christians John Wesley converted and began the mission that convert 100s of thousands 

in Britain, sweep across America in the Great Awakening and lead eventually to the modern 

missionary movement. Began with group of people praying. Mission is God’s work before it is ever 

ours, and when we pray we put ourselves in a position to connect ourselves to him, discover what he 

is doing and have the exciting adventure of becoming part of it.  

 

Mission is God’s work before it is ever ours, and when we pray we put ourselves in a position to 

connect ourselves to him, discover what he is doing and have the exciting adventure of becoming part 

of it.  

 


