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Pardon the Interruption…   

 

The story of Cornelius’ conversion is the most important story in Acts that you’ve never heard of.  
This is our third sermon of six on the book of Acts. You should all be “Acts-perts” by now. [pause 
for laughter] You will recall Peter’s passionate, Spirit-filled speech on Pentecost, preaching Jesus 
Christ and bringing over 3000 to cry out, “Brothers, what should we do?” Peter for the first time 
(but not the last) cries out, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ 
so that your sins may be forgiven and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit!” This works for 
Peter and he repeats it. “Repent!” he cries to others in the Temple in Jerusalem. Repent! They say 
each preacher has only one sermon, and this was his. Preach to others in the faith that they have 
strayed from God’s faithfulness and must repent—turn back—turn back to the God who has never 
forsaken them. By Chapter 10 in Acts we’ve gotten to know Peter’s m.o. pretty well. He has his 
talking points and he is running with them. He knows the drill. Go to a new town, hit the 
synagogue, proclaim Jesus, baptize, move on. Lather, rinse, repeat. It is going great for him. He 
has totally recovered from that whole denying Jesus thing and he is on a roll. I don’t hammer this 
home to criticize Peter, not in the least. I say it to set up how our reading today was nearly a 
stumbling block for Peter himself. That stumbling block is not an army of the state, or a 
murderous villain, or religious persecution, no. That stumbling block is a man who wants to join 
the church. 
 
Enter Cornelius. A gentile—that is, not a Jew. As roman centurion, he is a man of some power and 
prestige in the Roman community. But he was not unaware of the Jewish tradition, and he is 
called “a devout man who feared God with all his household; he gave alms generously and prayed 
constantly to God.” (10:2) He is a devout “god fearer” but still an outsider.  
 
He would never be able to enter the temple, and because of his non-Jewish status, there were 
restrictions and complications about table fellowship and hospitality regarding folks like him. 
Simply put, he made things awkward.  
 
We never learn his history, or how he first came to the synagogue to pray and learn about God. We 
only know that God has heard his prayers. And now God gives him an odd command. “Go to Joppa 
to find Simon named Peter,” says the angel, nothing more. Immediately Cornelius gathers a group 
of his servants and a faithful soldier and sends them to Joppa without hesitation.  
 
Peter on the other hand, has a harder time. He’s on the road, staying at Simon Tanner’s place, and 
he is getting hungry. And while he waits for lunch he falls asleep, and gets a vision of his own.  
 
His vision is of a sheet covered in unclean animals, and a command to “Get up, kill, and eat.” He 
thinks it is a test and flatly refuses to deviate from the Levitical dietary laws. Again, the angel 
commands him, Get up! Kill and Eat!” But Peter is clever. “Is that you, Satan?” am I being tempted 
three times like that time you tempted Jesus? Well I’m on to YOU, mister!  
 
Exasperated, the angel tells him three times, and packs up. He wakes up still confused by the fact 
that his vision is not a test but a command. 
 
See this is hard for Peter because it does not seem to follow the plan. So far in the work of building 
the church, Peter and the apostles have been working to bring other Jewish brothers and sisters to 
understand Christ as the Messiah. This has been an internal religious affair.  
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It has been a wonderful uniting success as Jews from every region in Rome have come together to 
follow Jesus. But Cornelius doesn’t fit in that picture. He doesn’t fit at the table. He might know 
the stories, he might pray to God, but he lacks the bona fides to make it in the community.  
Thus the necessity for an angel to tell Peter three times that “what God has declared clean you 
shall not call unclean.”  
 
Peter is still confused when Cornelius’ people arrive. They tell the story of Cornelius to Peter and 
he invites them in and gives them lodging.  
 
Then Peter goes on a journey of his own back to Caesarea with Cornelius’ people. When Peter 
arrives he sees that a crowd has gathered at the house, expecting a speech. So he begins, saying 
“You yourselves know that it is unlawful for a Jew to associate with or visit a Gentile; but God has 
shown me that I should not call anyone profane or unclean. So when I was sent for, I came without 
objection. … mostly. Now may I ask why you sent for me?” 
 
Now the funny thing is that there has been no reason given as to why God commanded Cornelius 
to summon Peter. So they do their best. 
Cornelius invites Peter to speak to the household and Peter begins his regular speech about Jesus. 
We expect the pattern to hold, but While he was still speaking the Holy Spirit fell on all who heard 
the word. God interrupted Peter’s speech, God interrupted Cornelius’ life, God interrupted the 
church’s progress.  
 
And this interruption had massive implications for the future of the community. 
 
~~~ 
Let’s zoom out for a moment.  
 
Over the centuries Cornelius’ conversion has been overshadowed by the conversion of Paul, the 
hateful-Pharisee-turned-apostle, which occurs just a chapter before in Acts. Or maybe you’ve 
heard of the conversion of the Ethiopian eunuch, a royal cleric of Queen Candace who is the 
quintessential outsider convert.  
 
But the importance of those two instances pale in comparison to Cornelius’ conversion, especially 
for those of us sitting here today.  
 
You see, for all the drama, the Ethiopian cleric parted ways and returned home after his baptism, 
never to be heard of again—at least in the book of Acts.  
 
And while Paul was enemy #1 of the emerging Christian movement, he was technically an insider, 
part of the family of Israel that was grappling with the Jesus movement. His conversion was 
dramatic and surprising, but he was still a brother in the faith, changing his mind in a seemingly 
internal religious dispute.  
 
Then comes Cornelius. Like the Ethiopian, Cornelius is a Gentile. But unlike the Ethiopian, 
Cornelius doesn’t go away.  
 
When the Spirit falls, this gentile, this Roman outsider, becomes a part of the body of faith. Like a 
preteen hitting puberty, suddenly Peter’s community is discovering changes within itself that it is 
not entirely comfortable with.  
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That’s the thing about being alive. It comes with certain risks. One of those is change.  
 
Now, the true purpose of the visions is clear. It was not simply for Peter to go and teach Cornelius 
but for both Jews and Gentiles to be witnesses to the power of God. By summoning Peter and 
other insiders to witness the power of the Spirit, God has set the stage for the inclusion of the 
gentiles in the church. 
 
Jesus had told his followers that they would be his witnesses in Jerusalem, in Judea and Samaria, 
and to the ends of the earth. Peter understood this to mean preaching what he knew and bringing 
others into the fold. And that is true. But Jesus also meant that Peter would actually see what God 
is doing in the whole world, including the incorporation of gentiles into the body of Christ.  
 
You see, it is one thing to convert people to your rules, your faith, your program. It is another thing 
to be yourself converted.  
 
And yet, this is the vocation of the church. We aren’t built for “business as usual.” When we follow 
God, we must anticipate a few unexpected twists and turns.  
 
Our work, our witness, is always in service to someone beyond our understanding. And when we 
go out and proclaim it, we are also discovering all the ways that God is at work in the world beyond 
the church doors.  
 
We are all converted. just as Cornelius was. Just as Peter was, again, and again, and again. From 
the first day when Jesus called him to leave his fishing nets, to his time leading the church through 
its first tumultuous years, Peter was converted. Sometimes haltingly, sometimes triumphantly, 
sometimes kicking and screaming, sometimes without even noticing.  
 
Here before a gathered crowd of outsiders and insiders, Peter declares “I truly understand that 
God shows no partiality.” 
 
Today we welcome three new members into the lives of our congregation. Their joining stories 
may not be as dramatic as that of Cornelius’ but they have stories just the same.  
 
What does it mean to join our congregation? We do not ask members to sign a statement of belief, 
or any other contract. Instead we tell each new member class that there is only one requirement 
for joining:  
 
They must answer in the affirmative: Do you believe in one God, Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, and 
do you confess Jesus Christ to be your Lord and Savior? 
 
That is it. But don’t be fooled! Accepting Jesus as Lord is a life-changing occurrence, even if you’ve 
done it before! It is a confession that Peter made during the life of Jesus, and it is a confession that 
Peter makes in our reading today. And it is one that we must make again and again as we are 
converted anew. 
 
Each time someone enters the community it is an opportunity to see God’s grace in a new way. 
Through the Holy Spirit, God interrupts our lives and we are never the same again. God 
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interrupted Cornelius’ life. God interrupted Peter’s mission. God interrupted the church. Those 
interruptions created openings and allowed the expansion of the body of Christ. 
 
But the church did not simply expand. It grew. It changed in ways that could not have been 
anticipated by anyone.  
 
And yet, through all the interruptions, God remains faithful. Over and over again, God calls us 
back to faith. Over and over again God sets us as witnesses to what it could mean to be Born in the 
Spirit. Over and over again, we can learn that Jesus is Lord of All. 
 
Thanks be to God! Amen. 
 


