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“The Bible’s Berlin Wall”      Text – Acts 10:1-23a      Readings – Ezekiel 4-5; Ephesians 2:11-22

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
For those of us old enough to remember it, one of the most iconic images of the last century is that of the first section of the Berlin Wall being broken down.  

It happened on November 9, 1989.

After the Second World War, Germany divided into two halves, the Eastern Side, which was allied with Russia, and the Western Side, which was allied with NATO.  
But while Berlin was in the Eastern side of Germany, the Western half of the city remained under the control of the Western Government.

And so, a wall was built right around the western half of Berlin in 1961.  
It was heavily patrolled by soldiers and it became perhaps the most visible symbol of the division between the East and the West. 
However, in 1989, after a series of events that removed the very tight controls of the Berlin Wall, the border between east and west ceased to exist.  
And so, people flooded through the abandoned checkpoints and started to demolish the wall.  
And eventually, East Germany and West Germany were reunited as one nation – the Germany we know today.
Well, for those of us who can remember it, that image is probably the perfect illustration of what we read about here in ch. 10.  

Last Sunday, as we looked at the end of chapter 9, we spoke about the ‘border’ that existed between Jew and Gentile.  
For centuries now, a spiritual wall had existed.  As we read earlier in Eph. 2, Gentiles were “foreigners to the covenants of promise, without hope and without God in the world.”  
God showed His saving favour to the Jews, and not to the Gentiles.
And because of this, as Peter says in 10:28, it was “against Jewish law for a Jew to associate with a Gentile or visit him.”  
And as we saw last week, this had become a significant prejudice that the Jews held toward Gentiles – the Jews despised the Gentiles.
And so, in order for God’s plan of salvation to the Gentiles to begin, we saw how God continued to chisel away at Peter’s prejudice in ch. 9.  
· To prepare him for what he needed to do in ch. 10. he had already been with and seen Samaritans included in the church.  
· And in ch. 9, Peter was brought into close contact with a paralytic – someone as good as dead and quite unclean, and then brought into close contact with someone who was dead and unclean.  
· And we saw Peter’s progress in terms of prejudice as he ended up staying in the house of Simon the Tanner – an occupation that was as unclean as you could possibly get.  
But now, here in Ch. 10, the last remnant of prejudice must be removed.  For effective ministry to the Gentiles to become a reality, Peter must be shown that the God-established wall between Jew and Gentile has been torn down in Jesus Christ.  

As Paul says of Jesus and the wall between Jew and Gentile in Ephesians 2:14, “For He Himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility.”  

And Peter must be shown this because just as Peter led the way at Pentecost, and at Samaria, so Peter must lead the way with ministry to the Gentiles.  
Yes, Philip has already been used by the Lord to convert the Ethiopian Eunuch.  But that was a one off occurrence, not unlike Ruth or Rahab or Naaman in the OT.  
It is Peter who must lead the real beginning of mission ‘even to the ends of the earth’ via this crowd of Gentiles here in Caesarea.  
So let’s see, then, how the events of the Bible’s Berlin Wall moment occur.  
And the four main parts of this story are Cornelius’ vision, Peter’s vision, 
Gentile Church @ Casearea, and Reaction in Jerusalem.  
But today we will look only at the visions of Cornelius and Peter.
So firstly then, Location 1 and Cornelius’ vision.

1. And, as ever with Luke, we are given enough factual information to serve the purposes of historical accuracy.  
a. We are given the location, Caesarea – a coastal town built by King Herod and named after Caesar Augustus as a tribute.  
b. We are given the name and rank of this soldier – Cornelius, a centurion of the Italian regiment.  
i. So Theophilus, who Luke wrote Acts for, could have checked all of these facts out to see that they were true.  
ii. And historical documents reveal to us today that the Italian regiment was indeed active in Caesarea at this time.  
2. We are told also that Cornelius was “devout and God-fearing.”  
a. And it is difficult to be precise in defining what this meant but what we can say is that Cornelius was a man who was sympathetic to the God of the Jews and their way of life.  
i. He probably participated in synagogue worship but he was not circumcised.  
ii. Gentiles often found the idea of circumcision repulsive and there is written evidence that suggests that some just hoped God would overlook the sin of not being circumcised.  
iii. But we do not know why Cornelius was not circumcised.  
(1) Most likely though, this was a significant issue that he wrestled with.  
iv. And so, as a Gentile, he did not enjoy any social interaction with Jews.  

b. Whatever the case, he took the Jewish faith very seriously because he gave generously and prayed regularly.  And faith was not a private matter for Cornelius.  
i. In fact, his whole family is described as “devout and God-fearing.  
(1) Last Saturday, some of us men met for breakfast and a Bible study.  We are using Hughes’ book, The Disciplines of a Godly Man.  
(A) Now, salvation does not come through parenting; salvation comes through faith in Jesus Christ.  Nevertheless, Hughes is right in saying, “The presence or lack of spiritual disciplines in a man’s life can serve either to sanctify or damn his children and grandchildren (Let me repeat that for you).”  
(2) Well, God has clearly used Cornelius’ spiritual disciplines to great effect in the salvation of his family.  
ii. But note also, from v7, that we are told that one of his soldiers is ‘devout.’  
(1) God has likely used Cornelius’ example and testimony in the conversion of one of his workmates.  
c. And so, as ever, we do well to note how believers are described in the Bible.  And we do even better to ask ourselves how we might be described if someone were to write about us for future generations?  
i. Is it patently obvious to others that you and your family are “devout and God-fearing” and generous and regular prayers?  
ii. As Rev. Al Stewart remarked to the Men’s convention two weeks ago, no one has said on their death bed, “I wish I had watched more TV!”  
3. Well, what may also be known about Cornelius was that he was a man of true faith.  
a. Unlike many Jews, his hope is not in the keeping of the law, but in the one whom the law points to.   
i. Cornelius is a man who knows that he needs salvation from his sin and that the Messiah of God is his only hope.  
(1) And we may be certain of this because God only hears and answers the prayers of those that are His.  
b. And from what Peter says later, we learn that Cornelius has heard about Jesus and His work.  
i. It seems though that he has probably not heard about Jesus’ death and has certainly not heard about Jesus’ resurrection.  This is what Peter will explain.  
(1) By faith though, he has recognized that this Jesus must be God’s promised Messiah.  
(2) And so, he has likely been praying to God to help him understand Jesus as Messiah.  
(A) And this prayer will now be answered.  
ii. So let me urge any of you who are unsure about Jesus to pray to God for understanding.  
(1) Beg Him to show you who Jesus is and why you need Him as your Saviour.  
(2) And then read your Bible or ask a believer to help you read your Bible.  
(A) For that is where Jesus is revealed!
4. Well, from v3 we are told that Cornelius has a vision at 3 o’clock.  
a. Now, 3 o’clock was the time of the afternoon sacrifice in the Jerusalem temple.  
i. It was also a set time of prayer for Jews as we saw in Acts 3.  
(1) And so, as someone who could not participate in sacrifices even if he wanted to, as an uncircumcised Gentile, Cornelius is most likely at prayer, which Gentiles can do, when this vision comes.  
b. And an angel of the Lord appears who greets Cornelius by name.  
i. And again, just like all true believers who stand in the presence of holiness, Cornelius is fearful.  
(1) So, very respectfully, he asks, “What is it, Lord?”  
ii. And he is told that even though he cannot sacrifice, what he has done, because he has done it looking in faith to God’s Messiah, has risen like a fragrant aroma to God in heaven. 
(1) And isn’t that a wonderful encouragement in terms of prayer and living the Christian life? 

(A) God delights in the deeds and prayers of His children!

5. Now, as I said earlier, we may be certain that Cornelius has been praying that God would help him to understand Jesus.  But God’s answer, for now, is not an explanation about Jesus.  Instead, the angel reveals how Cornelius will get to learn about Jesus.   
a. Because God also has a plan also for Peter, and because God also has a plan also for Cornelius’ household, and because God also has a plan for the church in Jerusalem, and because Luke will later record all of this and it will become part of the Bible, the angel does not simply explain to Cornelius who Jesus is but begins the events that will enable Cornelius and others to hear the gospel preached by God’s ordained servant – Peter.  
i. And so, Cornelius is told to send for Peter and given instructions as to where to find him.  
ii. And Cornelius immediately sends three men to fetch Peter.    
6. So, let’s imagine that this vision took place at 3 o’clock on a Monday afternoon.  It could have been any day but let’s just imagine it was Monday.  
a. When the vision ends, the servants and the soldier leave for Joppa, approx. 55 km or 10 hours walk away.  
i. It is a journey that they cannot complete during the daylight hours of Monday, so they likely stop somewhere to rest and resume their journey on Tuesday morning.
So, our attention is now switched to Location 2 – the house of Simon the Tanner.  
· We have been introduced to Cornelius, who really seems to be the ideal Gentile.  
· He is about as Jewish as a Gentile can be!  
· But now we return again to Peter.  And from what we read, Peter is clearly a typical Jew, in terms of his prejudice against Gentiles, but he is not yet the ideal Jew to begin God’s mission to the Gentiles.  
And so, we see how God makes Peter the ideal Jew for Gentile missions.
1. It is now Tuesday, then.  Most likely, Cornelius’ messengers have arrived at Joppa and are making their way to Simon’s house.  But as they walk through the city, about noon, Peter goes up to the roof to pray.  
a. Now, noon was not one of the Jews’ customary prayer times.  It is easy to see though why Peter is praying.  
i. What has happened to him in recent days, even where he is currently staying, are significant things for Peter to wrestle with.  And so he prays.  
ii. And immediately this vision comes by way of an answer.  
(1) And dear believer, is this not a wonderful encouragement to pray?  

(2) In 1 Peter 3:12, Peter says, “The eyes of the Lord are on the righteous and his ears are attentive to their prayer.”  
2. Well, we are then told that Peter “became hungry and wanted something to eat.”  Perhaps he has also been fasting?  Perhaps his tummy is rumbling and he can smell the food being prepared downstairs!  But at that moment, he falls into a trance.  He is made able to see something heavenly.  
a. And what Peter sees is a sheet, or, more literally, “a container, being let down to the earth by its four corners.”  And it contained “all kinds of four-footed animals, as well as reptiles of the earth and birds of the air.”  
i. And this language is creation and Noah’s Ark language.  
(1) We read of four corners, which is used to describe the earth.  
(2) And we read of all ‘kinds’ of animals and birds, with only fish, for obvious reasons, not present here.
3. Well, the voice from heaven says to Peter, “Get up … kill and eat.”  
a. And his reaction is most likely a combination of him thinking that this is some kind of holiness test and his all too common foot in mouth disease.  
i. For Peter’s reaction to the command of the Lord is, not one but three times!  No way!  “Surely not, Lord!”  
ii. And then he gives his reasons: There are clearly both clean and unclean animals in the sheet.  And Peter knows that just the close presence of these unclean animals is enough to make the whole lot unclean.  And so, he refuses to eat.  
4. Now, to understand this, we need to consider Leviticus 11 and Deut. 14 where the laws about clean and unclean food are given to the people of Israel as they head to the Promised Land.  
a. And from those laws, we learn, for example, that lamb and beef were on the menu, but camel and hyena were not.  KFC was OK but KFW or Kentucky Fried Weasel was not.  Grasshopper and tuna were OK to eat, but vultures and prawns were not.  
i. Long lists of kinds of animals and even specific animals are mentioned; some that were allowed to be eaten and some that were not.  
ii. And while some say this was to do with health in those ancient times, while there clearly may have been a health benefit, these rules were about holiness.  
(1) The animals were not to be eaten, not because they were poisonous, but because God had forbidden His people from eating them.  
(2) You see, God wanted His people to be reminded every day that they were holy and set apart.  
(A) And so, these food laws served God’s purposes of keeping His people from closely mixing with pagan Gentiles who were not bound by these restrictions.
5. Now, we will end our time by considering how God uses all this to ready Peter for Gentile missions.  But let’s spend a few moments on this matter of holiness and separation.
a. For it is not at all difficult to see how these ‘holiness barriers’ affected the Jews’ understanding and practise of holiness.
i. First of all, the Jews soon came to view this barrier as meaning that they were better than the Gentiles.  
(1) And so, Gentiles were called ‘dogs’ by the Jews.  
(2) And as I noted last week, contact with a dead Gentile was not considered as bad as contact with a dead Jew because, well, Gentiles were not fully humans.  
(3) But in this, the Jews had forgotten why they were favoured by God: Deut 7:7-8, “You are a people holy to the LORD your God.  The LORD your God has chosen you out of all the peoples on the face of the earth to be his people, his treasured possession.  The LORD did not set his affection on you and choose you because you were more numerous than other peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples.  But it was because the LORD loved you.”  
(A) The Jews were God’s chosen people by grace alone!  
ii. But second, the Jews came to see not eating certain foods as holiness itself.  
(1) It didn’t matter if they worshiped idols or slept with temple prostitutes or ripped off the poor, you see, because they didn’t eat weasels!   
(A) And this was something Jesus confronted time and time again during His earthly ministry.
iii. And by way of extension from this, the Jews came to presume upon this special relationship.  
(1) It didn’t matter how bad they were or how ‘good’ the Gentiles were, the Jews were God’s special people.  
(A) And this attitude also was one Jesus had to confront.
b. And Brothers and Sisters, young people and boys and girls, there is a two edged lesson in this for us also.  
i. Today, as God’s people, we do not have these food laws.  They were part of the civil and ceremonial law that was specific to Israel during the time before Christ.  Indeed, these food laws are specifically undone here in this chapter of Acts as God declares all foods to be clean for His people.  Nevertheless, the call to be a holy people - to live apart from that which is ungodly and impure - remains.  
(1) Listen to these verses from Scripture: 
(A) 1 Peter 2:11 – “Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul.”  
(B) 1 Peter 1:15 – “As obedient children, do not conform to the evil desires you had when you lived in ignorance.  But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do.”  
(C) Ephesians 4:17 – “So I tell you this, and insist on it in the Lord, that you must no longer live as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their thinking.”  
(2) Now, for the Jews, this meant having no social contact with Gentiles at all.  For us though, 1 Peter 2:12 calls us to among the pagans.  
(A) In fact, we have a calling to be holy and to witness to Christ among unbelievers. 
(3) So as we put all of this together, it seems clear that it is hardly possible for us to be holy if we spend a large part of our day living with unbelievers.  
(A) Now, many of you work with unbelievers.  And indeed, for the sake of the gospel, it is good to pursue friendship and social contact with unbelievers.  
(B) But that is not what I am referring to.  What is in view is each day being filled largely with the close and daily friendship of unbelievers.  
(i) After all, as 2 Cor. 6 says, “Do not be yoked together with unbelievers.  For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common?  Or what fellowship can light have with darkness? … What does a believer have in common with an unbeliever?”  
(ii) Holiness feeds on interaction with believers.  At least, it ought to!   
1. We ought to pursue social interaction, primarily with believers, for the sake of holiness.  
(4) But it will be equally difficult to heed the call to holiness if we fill our minds with a lot of ungodly music or unwholesome language or watch ungodly programmes or listen to filthy jokes or view obscene or immoral images that others put before us.  
(A) While it is true that we cannot escape the world and its filth, God’s commands are clear: “But among you there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or of any kind of impurity, or of greed, because these are improper for God's holy people.  Nor should there be obscenity, foolish talk or coarse joking, which are out of place, but rather thanksgiving … Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose them.  For it is shameful even to mention what the disobedient do in secret.”  
(5) And it is here, people of God, that we must pause and let Scripture have its way with us.  
(A) You see, I trust that we would all agree that a Christian has no business at all entering a ‘strip club.’  
(B) But apart from a place like that, is there any other activity or place that Christians agree is out of bounds for believers?  
(i) Casinos?  OK if you can afford it, many would say.  
(ii) Rock, pop, or hip hop concert?  OK if you like it, many would say.  
(iii) R rated movie?  OK if it has some ‘lovely truth’ in it somewhere, many would say.  
(iv) Nightclub venue?  OK if you don’t get drunk, many would say.  
(C) Now, we are not trying here to come up with some sort of 2012 list of go and no go that we can follow.  If that were the case, we would soon end up just like the Jews.  
(i) And God’s Word says, “But among you there must not be even a hint of [these things],” and “Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness.”  
ii. However, just as it was with the Jews, there is also the other half of the two-edged lesson that we must consider.  
(1) You see, it may be that we have high standards in terms of where we go and what we watch, etc.  It maybe that others think we are rather weird because we don’t do this or that.  But even this can become a sin of false pride.  
(A) We can be like the Pharisee who stood in the temple and said, “Lord, I thank you that you did not make me like that Tax-collector!”  
(i) We can begin to congratulate ourselves for not doing as he or she does, when what we should be saying is “Lord, be merciful to me, a sinner.”
iii. And the remedy for a lack of holiness or a prideful holiness is Christ and Christ alone.  
(1) For firstly, only in Christ is there forgiveness for either or both of these sins.  
(A) Only His blood can make the foulest clean.  
(2) But secondly, only by His Spirit can we pursue holiness and do so with humility.  
(A) At the recent men’s Christian convention, we heard a book review about a book on the subject of pornography.  And the title of the book almost says it all.  It was called Captured by a Better Vision.  
(i) You see, only eyes filled with Jesus Christ will turn from unholiness to holiness and turn away from pride.
1. Well, we return and conclude, very briefly, with the vision and what happens after it.  
a. First of all, in response to Peter’s refusal to eat, a voice says, “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.”  And this vision happens three times according to v16.  And we are told that this left Peter wondering about the meaning of the vision.  
i. And we may be sure that because this happens three times, Peter has put this together with his threefold denial of Christ and how Christ restored Him after that by asking him three times, Simon, do you love me?  Then feed my sheep.  
ii. And it is at that moment that the men from Joppa arrive to ask for him, and the Holy Spirit tells him to go with them.  
b. And we may be sure that Peter is beginning to grasp the enormity of the lesson God has taught him because he welcomes the Gentile visitors “to be his guests.”  
i. And brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, this is huge!  
(1) For Peter, this is a whole new world.  
(A) 2000 years of history and practice has been turned on its head.  
(B) The Berlin Wall of the Bible has been smashed down.  
(C) Jesus Christ has “destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility.”  
(i) Peter is now the ideal Jew for Gentile missions!
1. And we will see how this unfolds next time, God willing.
But this, people of God, is the gospel of Jesus Christ that we as Gentiles benefit from today!  
May God keep us from any prejudice that might get in the way of gospel progress.  
And may God be pleased to use us to further His kingdom as we live for Christ and speak of Christ!  Amen.

