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The Conversion of Cornelius

This morning I want to talk about a God fearing man who was in need of salvation.  And in this story there is an apostle who was in need of having his eyes opened to the fact that there is no distinction between Jews and Gentiles regarding their salvation.   Do you know what story I am referring to?  It is the conversion of Cornelius recorded in Acts chapter 10.

In Acts 10:1-2 Cornelius is introduced to us as a God-fearing man.  It says that he was “a devout man and one who feared God with all his household, who gave alms generously to the people, and prayed to God always.”  Many today would think it strange that he needed to do anything in order to be saved from his sins.  Why would one who is honest, prayerful, generous, and has a good reputation in the community have to fear anything at the hands of a just and merciful God?  The reason is because he had not heard and obeyed the gospel of Christ as yet.  He was still in his sins and needed the saving power of the blood of Christ.   The text mentions four times that Cornelius needed to “hear words.”  In verse 6 an angel who appeared to Cornelius told him that a man by the name of Peter would tell him what he must do.  Verse 22 the men who were sent by Cornelius to fetch Peter told Peter that Cornelius was “divinely instructed by a holy angel to summon you to his house, and to hear words from you.”   This is also stated in verse 32. And then later when Peter is telling the believing Jews in Jerusalem about the conversion of Cornelius he says that Cornelius told him “how he had seen an angel standing in his house, who said to him, 'Send men to Joppa, and call for Simon whose surname is Peter, ‘who will tell you words by which you and all your household will be saved.’” (11:13-14).  Even though Cornelius was a devout man and feared God he was still a sinner in need of salvation.  Since the gospel of Christ is the power of God to salvation (Rom 1:16), and since Jesus is “the way, the truth, and the life,” and “no one comes to the Father except through” Him (John 14:6), and since “in none other is there salvation: for neither is there any other name under heaven, that is given among men, wherein we must be saved” (Acts 4:12), Cornelius needed to hear the gospel of Christ in order to be saved.  An angel did appear to him, but the angel did not appear to preach to him, or change his heart in any mysterious way.  The angel told him to send for Peter who would preach to him.  Though an angel had spoken, and God heard prayers, Cornelius must yet hear words from another man’s lips before he would be saved.  
Anyone who wants to be saved today must hear the word of God.  Romans 10:17 says that “faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God.”   2 Thess. 2:14 says that we are called by the gospel.  Conversion and salvation take place through a person hearing the gospel, being convicted by it, believing it and obeying it.  We are not converted to Christ by a mysterious, better felt than told experience.  It is through hearing and obeying the word of God.  We now have the complete word of God preserved for us in the Bible.  
Now in the story the scene changes from Caesarea, where Cornelius is, to Joppa, where Peter is.  Joppa is some thirty miles away from Caesarea.  Here the Lord prepares Peter so that he would be willing to go to Cornelius’ house.  Peter needed some persuasion.  You see, Peter was a Jew and Cornelius was a Gentile.  Jews did not associate with Gentiles.  Under the old covenant it was unlawful for them to have associations with Gentiles.  But now that the new covenant had been dedicated by the blood of Christ and the church had been established, there was now no distinction between Jews and Gentiles. The middle wall of partition between Jew and Gentile had been broken down (Eph. 2:14-15)   Peter needed to understand this.  The Lord makes it known to Peter, in a vision, that what God had cleansed he was not to call common.  Peter comes to learn that God wants him to go unto Gentiles and preach the gospel to them.   Peter is persuaded to go with the men sent by Cornelius and he comes into the house of Cornelius, a Gentile.   When he gets there he finds that Cornelius had called together his relatives and close friends and they are waiting for him.  Peter says in verses 28-29, “You know how unlawful it is for a Jewish man to keep company with or go to one of another nation.  But God has shown me that I should not call any man common or unclean.  Therefore I came without objection as soon as I was sent for…”  In verses 34 and 35 Peter says to them, “In truth I perceive that God shows no partiality.  But in every nation whoever fears Him and works righteousness is accepted by Him.”  Peter now realized that under the new covenant there are no distinctions in nationality or race.  Anyone who comes to God through Christ will be saved.  Peter learned this and the other Jews who had become Christians needed to see this.   
Peter now begins to preach Jesus to them.  But an extraordinary thing happens.  It says in verses 44 - 46, “While Peter was still speaking these words, the Holy Spirit fell upon all those who heard the word.  And those of the circumcision who believed were astonished, as many as came with Peter, because the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out on the Gentiles also.  For they heard them speak with tongues and magnify God.”  Later, when Peter is telling the Jews in Jerusalem about what happened he said, “And as I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell upon them, as upon us at the beginning.” (Acts 11:15)  The Holy Spirit fell upon Cornelius and those with him who heard Peter preach.  But why?  First of all, it was not to preach the needed words to them to be saved.  Peter did that.  And secondly it was not to save them.  If so, then Cornelius was saved before he heard all he needed to hear from Peter.  The text says, “as I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell...”  Peter came to speak to them words whereby they must be saved.  Cornelius and his household had not heard all they needed to hear to be saved when the Holy Spirit fell upon them.  And so why did the Holy Spirit fall upon them, even before they had heard all they needed to hear to be saved?   For one reason, the Holy Spirit fell upon these Gentiles to prove to the Jews that the Gentiles could be saved just as the Jews.  Look at verses 44 - 46, “While Peter was still speaking these words, the Holy Spirit fell upon all those who heard the word.  And those of the circumcision who believed were astonished, as many as came with Peter, because the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out on the Gentiles also.  For they heard them speak with tongues and magnify God.”   This is what Peter emphasized to his Jewish brethren in Jerusalem.  When he came to Jerusalem later, the Jews contended with him because he had gone into and eaten with Gentiles (Acts 11:1-2).  He said to them, “And as I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell upon them, as upon us at the beginning.  Then I remembered the word of the Lord, how He said, 'John indeed baptized with water, but you shall be baptized with the Holy Spirit.'  If therefore God gave them the same gift as He gave us when we believed on the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could withstand God?  When they heard these things they became silent; and they glorified God, saying, ‘Then God has also granted to the Gentiles repentance to life.’” (Acts 11:15-18)   The outpouring of the Holy Spirit, evidenced by the speaking in tongues, was confirmation from God Himself that the Gentiles could be accepted into the kingdom of Christ.   
And so the Holy Spirit did not come upon them to save them, and it was not given to them to prove they were saved.  But it was given to them, as Peter began to speak, to prove to the Jews that they could be saved.  
And so then after the Holy Spirit fell upon them, Peter says to the other Jews, “‘Can anyone forbid water, that these should not be baptized who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?’ And he commanded them to be baptized in the name of the Lord.” (Acts 10:47-48)  
Notice, first of all, Peter commanded them to be baptized in the name of the Lord.  Also notice, that this baptism, baptism in the name of the Lord, is distinct and different from baptism in the Holy Spirit which these Gentiles had just received. And thirdly this baptism, baptism in the name of the Lord, is water baptism, because Peter says “can anyone forbid water that these should not be baptized…” and then “he commanded them to be baptized in the name of the Lord.”  Baptism in the name of the Lord is water baptism and it is not the same as baptism in the Holy Spirit.  But why were they commanded to be baptized in the name of the Lord?  It would be for the same reason he commanded the Jews to be baptized on the day of Pentecost, recorded in Acts 2.  Peter said to them, “Repent, and let every one of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” (v. 38)   Notice, in addition to repentance he commanded each of them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ.   This baptism is the same baptism that Peter commanded Cornelius and the other Gentiles in Acts 10.  He commanded them to be baptized in the name of the Lord.  This is water baptism.  Why did Peter command the Jews to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ?  He said, “for the remission of sins.”   They were commanded to repent and each of them be baptized “for” that is, in order that their sins might be forgiven.   This is the reason why Cornelius and his household were commanded to be baptized in the name of the Lord.  It was so that their sins might be forgiven.
Now, what have we learned from this case of conversion?  We have learned that morality alone does not save a person.  Cornelius was a good moral man, but he was not saved until he heard and obeyed the gospel of Christ.  We have learned that God calls us by the gospel.  We must hear the word of God if we are to be saved.  God made sure that the seeker of truth, Cornelius, came in contact with the preacher of truth, the apostle Peter.  If we are to be saved today, it will not be through some mysterious, better felt than told experience, but it will be by our hearing, believing and obeying the gospel of Christ, the word of God.  We have also learned that there is no distinction between Jews and Gentiles.  Both are saved in the same way, through Jesus Christ.  We have learned that the Holy Spirit fell upon the Gentiles, not to save them, but at least in this case to prove to the Jews that Gentiles could be saved just as the Jews.  We learned that Holy Spirit baptism is not the same as baptism in the name of Jesus Christ.  Baptism in the name of Jesus is water baptism, it is a baptism that is commanded, and it is to be obeyed in order for one’s sins to be forgiven.  
If you have a Bible question you would like for us to address on this program, or if you would like a free audio CD copy or transcript of today’s program or of any of our Bible Talk broadcast we would like to hear from you.  There are three ways you may send us your questions, or to make your requests.

You may email it in:  Our email address is  sjchurch@sjchurchofchrist.com.  

You may call it in:  Our phone number is 573-265-8628.  If no one is there to answer, just leave you question on the answering machine.

Or you may mail it in through the US postal service:  The address is Bible Talk,  PO Box 308, St. James, MO 65559
Before we close we want to invite you to check out our web site.  On this website you are able to hear sermons on a variety of topics, and you also are able to hear previous Bible Talk radio broadcasts.  The web address is sjchurchofchrist.com.
