One gospel for all
Acts 10:1 – 11:18
We have had an interesting couple of weeks with the Pope making some remarks at a German university about the contribution of Islam to the world, remarks which were not appreciated by some. They weren’t very complementary remarks of course and so we saw the reaction that one expects from people whom one can only conclude are insecure. Since then the Pope has expressed regret for saying things in a certain way and also expressed his profound respect for Islam which, even if Islam were not violent, as it so often is, is a rather disappointing thing to say. For Christians cannot respect that which is untrue, even though we must acknowledge and respect the permission God has given men and women to believe that which is untrue, if they so desire and therefore treat them personally with respect. 
We have in our text this morning the story of a man who, although not a Christian, was much closer to God than any Muslim. He was a Gentile; he was a Roman soldier; of whom remarkable things are said. We are told that “he was a devout man; one who feared God with all his household; gave alms to the Jewish people and prayed to God continually” (v.2). That would be a good enough recommendation for any Christian. His servants described him as “righteous” (v.22; cf. v.35
). What is more, an angel of God appeared and spoke to him and he obeyed the angel’s command. He fell down and worshipped one of Jesus’ disciples (v.25), which, when he was rebuked, he promptly ceased. And we read a little later that the angel said, “Cornelius, your prayer has been heard and your alms have been remembered before God” (10:4,31). 
Well congregation, that’s not to be sneezed at; and yet it is not enough. “For the angel had told him,” as we read in Peter’s report to the apostles in Jerusalem in chapter 11, verse 13, Cornelius reported to us, says Peter, “how he had seen the angel standing in his house and saying, Send to Joppa and have Simon who is also called Peter, brought here and he will speak words to you by which you will be saved, you and all your household.” For all those good things said about him, Cornelius was not saved. 
So we see from this story as it unfolds, and as the story is part of the unfolding of the book of Acts and the theme of the book of Acts, that “you shall be my witnesses unto Jerusalem and all Judea and to Samaria and to the uttermost parts of the earth,” how that now the gospel is going to the uttermost parts of the earth; and there is one gospel for all. That’s what the text is about; and that’s my first point: 
1.
There is one gospel for all
Peter’s message to Cornelius and his household in which he spoke the words “by which you will be saved,” we find in chapter 10, verses 34-43. It’s a very nice summary of the gospel. It was a message which God sent to the “sons of Israel” and which was then to be taken to the whole world. It was a message that preached “peace through Jesus Christ,” verse 36. The one gospel for all by which anybody in any nation is “welcome to God” (v.35) is the message that was given by God, through Jesus Christ, to Jewish disciples, about Jesus Christ. And the message is that peace with God is found through Jesus Christ. 
As much as we must respect and love Muslims as persons, peace with God is not found through the message of Mohammed; nor therefore is the message of Mohammed truth. And as much as we must love and respect Jews as persons, the same is true; for Jews do not accept Jesus Christ. As a matter of fact they led the world in rejecting him. Muslims do grant a certain respect to Jesus Christ as a prophet. But that will not do, for Jesus is more than a prophet. “He is,” says Peter, after saying that peace is only found through Jesus Christ, “Lord of all,” verse 36. And that is what Muslims will not acknowledge. They will not bow down and worship him as Paul preached him in Damascus in chapter nine, as “the Son of God” (9:20). They will not bow down to him as the Lord of all. And Jews do not either. 
Furthermore, one cannot be saved by keeping the five pillars of Islam. Nor can one be saved by keeping the Law from one’s youth, as the young man who came to Jesus on one occasion claimed to have done. With regard to legalistic righteousness, being blameless, as Paul said he had been throughout his life as a Pharisee, one cannot be saved (Philippians 3). Nor can one be saved by being devout and praying continually and giving alms, nor even in a certain sense – in the sense that is meant here about Cornelius – by fearing God. 
For Peter says in chapter 11, verse 17, that Cornelius and his household only received the Holy Spirit which is the sign that they were saved and accepted God, “after believing in Jesus Christ,” which, for all his goodness and all the commendable things that are said about him, he had not done before. And faith in Jesus Christ always goes along with repentance of one’s sins; as the apostles and the other Jews in Jerusalem acknowledged when they had heard Peter recount his story. “For when they heard this,” verse 18 of chapter 11, “they quieted down and glorified God saying, Well then, God has granted to the Gentiles also the repentance that leads to life.” 
And repenting of one’s sins means one recognizes that keeping the five pillars of Islam or keeping the Law of Moses from one’s youth, or praying continually and giving alms, are not enough! For insomuch as these things are good in themselves, the truth still stands: “All have sinned,”
 and sinned against an absolutely holy God, and that outweighs any good that we might think we have in ourselves. It is only this repentance, along with believing in the Lord Jesus Christ, that leads to life. 
I’ve used the example of Islam because that is topical at the present time. I’ve used the example of Judaism because that was the problem the Jews in this story had with accepting that the Gentiles were Christians also. I’ve used the example of the piety of Cornelius because he is part of the story and, after all, do not people still say today, “Well, you know I’m not so bad. I haven’t killed my neighbour or committed adultery with his wife. I don’t go around lying (well not too much anyway). God will surely accept me, won’t he?” But he didn’t accept Cornelius, even with all his piety. And who of us would claim to have Cornelius’ piety? So if Cornelius had to repent and believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, then surely so does everybody else. 
But I could have spoken of any other religion at all. And we must understand this to be speaking of any religion at all. Or any kind of spirituality at all, since we don’t want to speak of religion these days. We don’t want organized religion; we want individualized spiritual accounts. Well, this message is for that modern approach too; spirituality, religion, god, whatever. 
For all the respect Peter had for Cornelius, and indeed however much God recognized that Cornelius was by this point a true searcher after him, Cornelius and his household still had to repent and bow the knee before Jesus Christ, who himself proclaimed, “No-one comes to the Father, but by me”;
 a sentiment re-iterated by the apostle Peter before the Jewish Sanhedrin in chapter 4, verse 12: “There is salvation in no-one else for there is no other name under Heaven that has been given among men, by which we must be saved.” When it comes to the gospel; when it comes to God; when it comes to salvation; one size fits all. There is one gospel for all mankind. 
But not only is there one gospel for all; secondly: 
2.
There is one church for all who accept the one gospel for all 
In a way, this is more the point of this story than my first point. The story is not just about Cornelius being saved; it’s about the gospel coming to the Gentiles, the third, the last, the furthermost circle. “You shall be my witnesses both in Jerusalem and all in Judea and in Samaria and to the uttermost part of the earth.” True, the Ethiopian eunuch was saved, a kind of first-fruits, if you like, of the Gentiles. But this time the gospel goes to an official  representative of the ruling power of the Gentile world. It goes to a whole household including servants and soldiers. It goes to a Gentile city, Caesarea, named after the Gentile emperor Julius Caesar. And it goes to the Gentiles under these circumstances at the hand of the leading apostle, Peter. 
Furthermore, when you see how Luke tells the story and how Peter retells it to the Jews in Jerusalem, who queried him going into a Gentile house and eating with Gentiles, and when you notice the reaction of the Jews to the Gentiles receiving the Holy Spirit, then you see that this is the case. Indeed, the fact that the Holy Spirit falls on the Gentiles “as on us (Jews) at the beginning”
 makes that very clear. 
Do you remember Peter’s vision at the beginning of the story? In a way that sheet was a picture of the church with clean and unclean animals on it. Three times Peter is told to eat; three times he refuses; and three times he is told, “What God has cleansed” Peter, “do not consider unholy.” Peter got the message, for when those men came from Cornelius “he invited them in and gave them lodging,” verse 23. And when he got to Cornelius’ house the next day he explained, verse 28, “You yourselves know how it is unlawful for a man who is a Jew to associate with a foreigner, or to visit him, and yet God has shown me that I should not call any man unholy or unclean. And that is why I came without even raising any objection when I was sent for.” 
After Cornelius had told him why he asked him to come, Peter says in verse 34, “I most certainly understand now that God is not one to show partiality but in every nation the man who fears him and does what is right is welcome to him.” 
Then he launches into his sermon and, verse 44, “while Peter was still speaking these words,” before, outwardly, Cornelius had responded to Peter’s words, “the Holy Spirit fell upon all of those who were listening.” 
When Peter had preached at Pentecost he had said, “Repent and let each one of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” But now, while Peter is preaching to Gentiles and before we read that they did repent, they received the Holy Spirit.
 God is making a point. And look who is surprised; not Cornelius and his fellow-Gentiles. No doubt they were a bit taken aback that they all of a sudden found themselves speaking in tongues. But that’s not what Luke notices and that’s not what Peter notices when he recounts the story in Jerusalem. Verse 45: “All the circumcised believers who came with Peter were amazed because the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out on the Gentiles also; for they were hearing them speaking with tongues and exalting God.” 
But then the other “apostles and the brethren throughout Judea heard” about it (11:1-2). So, when Peter came to Jerusalem they took issue with him. Peter tells them the whole story and also the fact that he had not just two or three (required by the Law), but six witnesses – very handy – chapter 11, verse 12. And then we read, “And as I began to speak,” says Peter, “the Holy Spirit fell upon them just as he did upon us at the beginning; and then I remembered the Word of the Lord, how Jesus used to say, John baptized you with water but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit. Therefore, if God gave to them the same gift that he gave to us also after believing in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I to stand in his way? And when the Jews at Jerusalem, the apostles and the brothers heard this, they quieted down and glorified God saying, Well then, God has granted to the Gentiles also the repentance that leads to life” (11:15-18).

The vision of the sheet teaching Peter that all animals were clean, and therefore anybody of any nation who would repent and believe in Jesus Christ was acceptable to God on that basis alone – that vision was for Peter’s benefit. That was to teach Peter, the Jew. The gift of tongues, demonstrating that the Gentiles also had received the Holy Spirit, was for Peter’s benefit and the benefit of the Jews in Jerusalem, to teach them. It wasn’t for the Gentiles. 
So what is this passage teaching us? Exactly the same thing. There is one church for all who accept the one gospel for all. There is one and only one qualification for entry into that one church – repentance and faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Of course, it’s rather old news to us and we believe it and we practice it. We have quite a number of ethnic and racial groups represented in this congregation and we often don’t even notice it and that’s just how it should be. But how well do we practice it? How much real fellowship do we have between the various groups that make up our congregation? Cultural and language difficulties can sometimes be difficult, granted. Or do we just not want to go out of our way and try and take the time to be patient with one another? But we could also look at educational or socio-economic differences. Sometimes these can be difficult too. Or is there sometimes just a bit of snobbishness about us? Or maybe we just don’t want to go to the trouble of taking an interest in what interests other people, which other people are our brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ. 
There is a fairly easy answer to this question congregation. We are part of the one church of the Lord Jesus Christ because we have all believed the one gospel that alone saves. In other words, we’ve all passed the one qualification and the one qualification is a spiritual qualification. Paul says, “You can’t have fellowship,” as distinct from a certain friendship, “with unbelievers.”
 You can only have fellowship with believers because fellowship is on the basis of and around the subject of what and who we believe in. Fellowship is primarily spiritual and about spiritual things; about God and about the Lord Jesus Christ and serving Christ and serving the kingdom of God first. 
Is the difficulty we sometimes have finding each other because we are not trying to find each other on the right level and if that is the case does that indicate that perhaps we are unspiritual; that we’re too pre-occupied with the things of this world and not with “the things that are above”? 
Well, I think both things are necessary – because we are whole people; we’re not just spiritual. The things of this life are not nothing and are, in fact, to be brought into the service of the life to come and the kingdom of God. But if we find it difficult, we do have the most important thing in our lives in common and we ought to be able to find fellowship there and build on that. And that is one of the benefits of our fellowship groups. 
But we can think about these divisions in another respect. For it seems to me that we find it increasingly difficult to make contact with non-Christians; certainly to have a saving effect on them. We’re hardly bursting at the seams with new believers, as thankful as we are for those the Lord does give us. I have been suggesting lately, as I think Acts is teaching us, that maybe the reason the Lord may not be using us greatly evangelistically is because we ourselves are not filled with the Holy Spirit. We are not spiritual enough in terms of our life’s orientation and overriding concern. We are not allowing the Word of Christ to “dwell in us richly” and therefore “be filled with the Holy Spirit.”
 Are we seeking the kingdom of God first and his righteousness? I believe we have to think about that very carefully before the Lord, brothers and sisters. 
But perhaps there is another side to it. Why is it we seem to have difficulty making meaningful contact with unbelievers? Is it because the world has become so un-Christian that we just feel foreigners to them, and they to us, and so we find it increasingly difficult to understand them or to speak to them in a way that gets underneath their skin? Or is that just making excuses for not wanting to think hard enough about how to get underneath their skins or go out of our way to give time to get to know them? We have to think very hard about that too before the Lord. For has not the world always been like that in one way or another? 
On the other hand, there is something in the story that makes me wonder. It is expressed well in that hymn that we sang: 
I sought the Lord; and afterward I knew 
  he moved my soul to seek him, seeking me. 
It was not I that found, O Saviour true; 
  no I was found, was found of thee. 
I find, I walk, I love, but O the whole 
  of love is but my answer, Lord, to thee; 
for thou wert long beforehand with my soul; 
  always, always thou lovedst me. 
There is something else in our text that I want to speak about. And it’s my third point. Let’s phrase it like this: 
3.
There is one church for all who accept the one gospel for all according to the Lord’s call. 
The story begins with two men having a dream: two quite different men; two men who probably never expect to meet; who had, so far as you could see, nothing in common. Indeed there was a great divide between these two men. One was a Gentile and the other a Jew. And up to the moment the Jew had his dream, the Gentile was unclean to him. He couldn’t eat with him; he couldn’t go into his house; it was unthinkable. And up to the moment the Gentile had his dream, the Jew was merely one of a subjugated people. Yet in this particular man, that subjugated people had a God who was increasingly attractive to him, even though most of his fellow-Gentiles did not feel that way. 
But one day Cornelius has this dream. He is to send for a certain Jew to come and bring him a message commanded by the Lord. Next day, therefore, he sends his messengers fifty kilometres up the coast to Joppa. Just as they are covering the last five or ten kilometres, Peter, the Jew has a dream in which God shows him that he must not regard any man as unclean, or unholy, on account of his race. 
For two thousand years God has been working with Abraham’s descendants, the Jews, to bring Peter to the point of having this dream this day. But God has also been working with Cornelius’ ancestors for several millennia as well; and with Cornelius, obviously for quite some years now. And God had turned Cornelius from whatever a typical Roman soldier was into a true seeker after the living God, the God of Israel. So Cornelius had this dream yesterday. The whole set-up reminds me of a poem Thomas Hardy wrote about the Titanic. Thomas Hardy was anything but a Christian, but he wrote a very Christian poem about the Titanic. He speaks about how God prepared a mate for the Titanic – the iceberg. 
And as the smart ship grew
  in stature, grace and hue (colour),

  in shadowy silent distance 
  grew the iceberg too. 
Alien though they seemed to be; 
  no mortal eye could see 
  the intimate wielding of their later history, 
  ‘til the Spinner of the years said, “Now!”
And the Titanic went down in the North Atlantic. But in our story today the Spinner of the years said “Now” to Peter the Jew and Cornelius the Gentile that day Cornelius’ solders approached the city of Joppa. 
What is more, there were thousands of Gentiles like Cornelius around the Roman world at this time, thoroughly disillusioned with the old gods of Greece and Rome. Everywhere the apostle Paul went in the course of his ministry he met Gentiles attached to synagogues who were ready to hear his message and believe. They were either proselytes – they’d been circumcised and become Jews – or else they were ‘God-fearers’ like Cornelius. 
We must not excuse ourselves for any of our failings or any of our laziness in the gospel; that is sin. On the other hand, maybe the Spinner of the years is still to work in the hearts of many around us and to bring them to see the utter bankruptcy of our 20th and 21st century isms and theories and ideologies and all of our sociological and psychological excuses that we make that enable us to keep God at bay, that excuse us from our sin, that alleviate us of responsibility for what goes on in our lives. 
Do we pray about that, congregation? – that not only may we be less earth-bound in our thinking and more spiritually-minded; but also that the men and women in this world round about us may think more seriously about life than the next party or the next rugby game or the next holiday or the next acquisition, the next few years, or provision for retirement; that they may think whether seventy years of struggle and strife, relieved by a few pleasures and happinesses along the way which just make life tolerable on this earth, is an adequate meaning and significance for such a creature as man is; or that they may think whether the trivialities of pleasure seeking is of adequate significance for such a creature as man. And that they may look to the heavens, like David, and consider that the fact and existence of man and our wonderful universe requires the existence of God. And that if there is a God, there is a judgment. And our consciences are not at ease. And that they begin searching, like Cornelius and many others with him, then and at other times in history. 
We need to pray about this, people of God; that the Spinner of the years would turn pleasure-seekers into God-seekers; and materialists and wealth-seekers into God-seekers; and that he would bring us and the God-seekers together and give us the words to say and the love to show and the acceptance God requires even as he has accepted us – merely by repenting of our sins and putting our faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, who is the only Saviour of all; and turning from the service of idols to serve the living and true God. Pray for it, people of God. It is the only hope for a sad and sorry world. And it is a good hope and a sure hope.

 Amen.                                                  
John Rogers, preached in the Reformed Church of the North Shore, Sunday, 1st October, 2006
�    Stott considers Peter’s meaning in v.35 to be “not ‘accepted’ in the absolute sense of justified, but ‘acceptable’ in a comparative sense, because in everybody God prefers righteousness to unrighteousness and sincerity to insincerity, and in the case of Cornelius God provided for him to hear the saving Gospel.” I prefer the alternative meaning that Stott rejects: “Peter is describing believers rather than unbelievers in v.35 (as, eg, Paul does in Ro.2:10). The emphasis then is that God accepts whoever fears him and does what is right, not irrespective of their faith in Jesus (because they have believed and now show their faith by their works), but irrespective of their race and rank. ‘The essential meaning is that whatever is acceptable to God in one race is acceptable in any other’” (quoting Alexander, vol.I, p.409).


�    Romans 3:23.


�    John 14:6.


�    Chapter 11, verse 15.


�    With reference to the subject of baptism, it is interesting to note that Cornelius’ experience here is called “receiving the gift of the Spirit” (10:45,47; 11:17) or being “baptized by the Spirit” (11:16). Water baptism signifies total salvation (11:14), including forgiveness of sins and receiving the gift of the Holy Spirit (10:43,45) as at Pentecost (2:38). Baptism does not signify merely dying to Christ and rising to newness of life, as baptists claim; it signifies especially receiving the Holy Spirit by which we are united to Christ and hence are identified with all that he did for us.


�    2 Corinthians 6:14-16.


�    Colossians 3:16; Ephesians 5:18. Read these carefully in their context and it will be seen that the former is the means to the latter.
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