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ALWAYS AIM FOR THE HEART 
Acts 10:1-8 

 
SERMON NOTES FOR LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION 

 
INTRODUCTION  
 

We have come to a turning point in the story of God’s plan to offer the gospel to all people 
in the world. Chapters 10, 11 and 15 are integral to the theology of the NT. God sent Jesus 
into the world to be the Savior of people from all races and not just the Jews. We are at 
the place in the story where we see God directing the Jews to purposefully turn toward 
the Gentiles in order to invite them into the Kingdom of God. In doing so, we will not only 
see the Gentiles increasingly begin to come into the Kingdom, but we will see the 
adjustments that the church had to make in order to minister to the Gentiles. 

 
This particular text is just the beginning of the story. In it we will see Cornelius, a devout 
man who was praised by God for his devotion. Yet if we pay close enough attention to 
Luke’s description of Cornelius, we should be able to see that he is not yet a full-fledged 
believer in Christ. We can appreciate the fact that everyone follows a path as they come 
to Jesus. Sometimes we might make the mistake of thinking that they have already 
arrived at the destination because we interpret the facts wrongly. Cornelius was a good 
man but he was not yet a saved man. For all of the appreciation we may show someone 
for how they act, we must remain focused on the transformation of the heart and not be 
distracted by the admirable habits of their hands. This is our reminder that we always 
need to aim for the heart (and not the hands). 

 
I.  CORNELIUS – 10:1-2 
 
AN INFLUENTIAL MAN 

 
Our story today begins in Caesarea. This is not our first, or last, exposure to Caesarea in 
the NT. A couple of chapters ago we were told that Caesarea was the final stopping place 
for Philip’s preaching tour after his encounter with the Ethiopian eunuch. In chapter 9 
we saw that Paul spent time, a short amount of time, in Caesarea as the brothers were 
sending him from Jerusalem to Tarsus. They needed some breathing room from all the 
attention Paul brought to them all so they sent him back to his hometown after his 
conversion. In a later chapter (18) we will see that Caesarea was where Paul landed as 
he concluded his 2nd missionary journey. And finally, in Chapter 21, Caesarea will be the 
city where Paul is warned by the prophet and the church not to return to Jerusalem 
because of what the Jews intended to do to him.  

 
But Caesarea was more than just the site of some of the story of the NT, it was an 
important regional center of government activity. It was built by Herod the Great in AD 6 
and had become the center of Roman administration in Galilee. As such it was mostly 
populated by Gentiles. If you think of the role that Austin plays in the state of Texas, then 
you have a sense of what Caesarea was like.  
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“Cornelius” was obviously a Roman name. It was a very popular name in the Roman 
Empire. In 82 BC P. Cornelius Sulla had liberated 10,000 slaves. In the 100 years, or so, 
since, many boys had been given the great name of Cornelius. It may even have been that 
Cornelius’ family was linked by ancestry to one of those freed slaves. (Bruce) 

 
Cornelius was a centurion. As such, he had responsibility for at least 100 troops. But he 
was not just any centurion, he was the commander of The Italian Cohort. Historians tells 
us that this was probably an auxiliary brigade of up to 600 men. As an auxiliary unit, it 
would not have been a standing unit but would have been called into action only during 
times of great need.  

 
The historian Polybius left a record of the requirements of a Roman centurion. Listen to 
what he had to say and gain a greater appreciation for the kind of man Cornelius was: 

 
“Centurions are required not to be bold and adventurous so much as good leaders, of 
steady and prudent mind, not prone to take the offensive or start fighting wantonly, but 
able when overwhelmed and hard-pressed to stand fast and die at their post.” (Bruce) 

 
F. F. Bruce is quick to point out the positive role that centurions played in many familiar 
NT passages. Consider the following: 

 
(1) Mt 8:5-13 – the centurion who demonstrated such a great understanding of Jesus’ 

ability to heal without having to be present. Jesus praised him by saying, “Truly, I 
tell you, with no one in Israel have I found such faith.”  

 
(2) Luke 22:47- The centurion at Jesus’ cross, who upon seeing the way in which Jesus 

died had this to say, “Certainly this man was innocent.” 
 

(3) Acts 27:1-44 - Julius, under whose charge Paul sailed to Rome. When the sailors 
wanted to kill all the prisoners so they could not escape during the storm, Julius 
intervened to save their lives.  

 
All of this is to flesh out the picture that we have of Cornelius and the kind of man he was. 

 
A DEVOUT MAN 
 

Cornelius feared God. The word used for fear means “to reverence, venerate, to treat with 
deference or reverential obedience.” Cornelius was not a fearful man. He did not fear man 
but he did fear God; he had a healthy respect and sense of awe and reverence for God.  

 
Not only did Cornelius fear God but so did his household. Many times in Acts we will see 
the term “household” used interchangeably with the term for “family.” Here I think 
“household” simply means that those who lived around him and served him and knew 
him best (his family and his household servants) saw that he was consistent in his 
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devotion to God and they followed his lead. So not only was he a man of influence in his 
work but he was a man of influence among his family and those who knew him best.  

 
Cornelius gave alms generously to the people. The giving of alms was the outward 
expression of what he was experiencing in his heart; it was the exercise of benevolent 
goodwill. He gave alms widely, to many people.  

 
Cornelius prayed continually to God. The way in which the verb is used here means “to 
ask for something pleadingly, petitioning a deity.” Cornelius was not a passive man of 
prayer but one who engaged in his prayer duties with great vigor.  

 
But what was his motive for being such a good man? There are a couple of terms that we 
will later see in the Book of Acts that we do not see in this passage. Those are terms 
“worshiper of God” and “proselyte.” “Worshiper of God” is the term that is affixed to Lydia 
in Acts 16 and to Crispus, the ruler of the synagogue, in Acts 18. That is a term that 
identifies someone who has embraced the God of the Jews and done all they could do to 
worship like a Jew even though they had not been born a Jew. That is not what we see 
here. 

 
Cornelius was devoted to God and he will be commended for his devotion by the angel. 
But Cornelius is not as far along in his devotion as what I think Lydia was. It appears to 
me that Cornelius is a man who has been drawn to the God of the Jews by the ethics of 
the Jews and by his desire to connect with something that is transcendent in life. The 
Roman way of life allowed for the worship of many gods, just so long as none of them 
claimed to be superior to the Roman gods. The Jewish way of life only allowed for the 
worship of one God. I think Cornelius is well-intentioned and devout. But his devotion is 
not coming from a sense of assurance in his life but from a place of lack; he is trying to 
get a sense of assurance through his religious disciplines.  

 
That is not to say he was doing anything wrong, just that he was incomplete. He was 
incomplete as a Jew, because he had probably not been circumcised. And he was 
incomplete as one who truly knew God, as will be evidenced by the end of this story. 

 
AN OBEDIENT MAN – 10:7-8 
 

Cornelius was initially terrified when he saw the angel as he was praying.  He instantly 
responded as anyone would when they come into contact with a heavenly being, by 
calling him “Lord.” And he instantly obeyed the instructions of the angel to send men to 
bring Simon Peter to his house. It would have been unthinkable for a centurion to 
disregard a direct order like that.  

 
He gathered two of his household servants and one of his like-minded soldiers and sent 
them for Peter. He obviously gathered men he could trust as he needed to relay all the 
context about his instructions to the messengers. 

 
All in all, Cornelius was a very good man.  
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II.  THE ANGEL – 10:3-6 
 
A VISIT IN BROAD DAYLIGHT 
 

The unnamed angel surprised Cornelius during the 9th hour of the day. This was 3 PM. 
What was Cornelius doing praying at that time?  

 
Cornelius imitated what he saw the Jews doing. 3 PM, the 9th hour of the day, was a 
regular prayer time at the temple in Jerusalem. Around the world Jews, who were not in 
Jerusalem, would gather in their local synagogue or in their home, and engage in prayer 
as if they were in Jerusalem. Cornelius was praying like a Jew at home at 3 PM when the 
angel appeared to him. 

 
One benefit of this detail is that it put to rest any suggestion anyone could have that 
Cornelius was having a “figment of his imagination.” (Marshall) People might be likely to 
have a vivid imagination at the midnight hour but they’re not as likely to have it at 3:00 
in the afternoon. This detail has shades of the Day of Pentecost about it. The onlookers 
speculated that the Christians who had just been visited by the Holy Spirit might have 
been drunk with wine; Peter pointed out that it was too early in the day for them to be 
drunk, as it was only 9AM. In the same way, it was unlikely that Cornelius was imagining 
things at 3PM. 

 
A REASSURING VISIT 
 

Though terrified, Cornelius heard the comforting message the angel gave him.  “Your 
prayers and your alms have ascended as a memorial before God.” 

 
Until now Cornelius had been imitating the Jews but he had no way of having assurance 
that what he was doing was being noticed or accepted. Here he has the verbal 
confirmation that God has taken note of his practices.  

 
But has God accepted them? Not in the sense that he has pardoned Cornelius. He was 
making every effort he could to have a relationship with God based on what he saw the 
Jews doing, but not from the sense of his own ability to have a relationship with God. But 
that is about to change. The visit of the angel is God’s confirmation to Cornelius that he is 
moving in the right direction. But he is not there yet.  

 
God is not playing hide and seek with Cornelius, He is not withholding himself. He is going 
to fully reveal himself to Cornelius but first, Cornelius needs to send men to Joppa to find 
Simon Peter.  
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III.  PETER – 10:5-6 
 
MOVED INTO PLACE TO DO SOMETHING HARD 
 

We will talk more next week about what God had to do in Simon Peter to get him ready 
to meet with Cornelius. But I want us to get a sneak peek into what God is doing in Peter’s 
life before Peter is aware of it.   

 
Note that in the angel’s visit there is no pronunciation of “your sins are forgiven” or “God 
has accepted you.” No, there is only “now do this.” 

 
The angel gave specific instructions to Peter.  

 
Send men to Joppa; “don’t go yourself.” This was a fitting command for a centurion who 
is used to having men under his control. But that’s not always how God gives directions. 
Remember his directions to Naaman the Syrian commander (2 Kings 5). He gave 
instructions to Naaman through a captured Israelite servant girl and a prophet who was 
unwilling to meet with him face-to-face at the door of the prophet’s house but sent his 
servant in his place. And he told the mighty commander to humble himself by dipping 
seven times in the Jordan River. He gave humbling instructions to Naaman but the way 
in which he dealt with Cornelius was to say, “Wait.” Wait here while the men you sent to 
Joppa find Simon Peter and bring him back to you. Maybe it was as hard for Cornelius to 
wait for his men to return as it was for Naaman to dip himself in the dirty Jordan River.  

 
Send men to Joppa. Joppa is 30 miles away from Caesarea; both are on the seacoast. 

 
Send your men to bring Simon Peter, who is staying with Simon the tanner, whose house 
is by the seaside.  

 
Do you remember our story about Jesus’ instructions to his disciples on the night of his 
betrayal, as he was sending them into Jerusalem to prepare the Passover meal? He gave 
them vague instructions. But he gave Cornelius specific instructions as to where they 
were to find Simon Peter. We are in a living relationship with a living God; he does not 
always give us instructions in the same way every time. 

 
Why are these instructions important? What do they tell us about what God was about 
to do in the life of Simon Peter? Let me quote from a commentator. 

 
Perhaps the threefold mention of Simon’s location is also meant to suggest that he would 
be open to an invitation from a Gentile like Cornelius. Rabbinic literature reveals “a 
consistent disdain for tanners and tanneries as unclean people and places.” Peter does 
not seem to have been bothered about close contact with such a person, but had come 
part of the way towards meeting with people regarded as ritually unclean and eating 
with them.  (Peterson) 
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Without Peter realizing it, God was already moving him into position to purposefully 
cross the barrier of beginning ministry to the Gentiles. 

 
APPLICATION 
 
ALWAYS AIM FOR THE HEART – DO NOT BE DISTRACTED BY THE HAND (HABIT(S) 
 

By every outward indication Cornelius was a godly man. But his devotion was actually 
his pursuit of God rather than his response to God. He feared God with a reverential fear. 
Great. He gave alms to everyone. He cried out constantly to God. But was that because he 
knew God heard him or because he was trying to get God to hear him the way he thought 
God heard the Jews? 

 
It is very easy for us to be distracted by outward appearances. For a scriptural reference 
we can remind ourselves of God’s instructions to Samuel – 1 Sam 16:7 

 
Don’t be distracted by good manners and outward habits of devotion. Press in, in an 
attempt to discover what is in their heart that is motivating them to do what they are 
trying to do.  

 
In our world, I think we are deceived by polite people. If they are not aggressively 
attacking and ridiculing us, we assume that they are on our side. Whether we admit it or 
not, we tend to think that “nice” people are Christians. But not necessarily. 

 
So how are we to discern what the motives of their heart are? Well, first of all we have to 
remember that we can’t see the heart like God can. So even if we think we know them, 
there is an element of them we won’t know because we are not God.  

 
What we are left with is the admonition to judge according to the fruit that is produced 
by a life, not by the motives of the heart – Mt 7:15-20 

 
But we can make good use of the question “Why?” “Why are you so devoted to God?” 
“Why are you being kind to people and giving alms so generously to so many?” “Why are 
you constantly praying to God?” Why? 

 
Do you remember one of Gary Stidham’s sermon illustrations from last August? He was 
describing the evangelistic method of the longtime BSM director at the University of 
Oklahoma. His favorite method of sharing the gospel was to ask questions of students 
about what their plans were for the future. At each point when they would pause, he 
would ask the same question, “What then?” The repetitive use of that simple phrase 
would easily bring them face-to-face with the topic of eternity when there was no more 
“what then” answers they could give. When they came to the end of their lives, the “what 
then?” questions gave him the opportunity to talk about Jesus and the eternal life he 
provides. 
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In the same way, simply using the one word question, “Why?” would drive the 
conversation along and allow the person you’re conversing with to reveal the motives 
that are causing them to act religious. Once you know the “why” behind their actions, 
then you should be able to adapt the gospel story to their life situation. 

 
In meditating upon this passage, I have been especially thinking about good people who 
are earnestly seeking to please God by their acts of devotion. We have praying for our 
Muslim friends and neighbors during Ramadan. This is a great opportunity to intercede 
for the “Cornelius’” that you don’t know, who are sincerely trying to please Allah through 
religious devotion and duties. Pray that they will have a visit from Jehovah and that they 
will come to faith in Christ. Knowing that, when they have that saving relationship 
through Jesus, they will have the assurance they are so desperately seeking. 

 
ALWAYS AIM FOR THE HEART – HAVE RESPECT FOR THE PROCESS 
 

Cornelius was coming to God but he had not yet arrived. When the angel appeared to 
Cornelius, he did not say that he was accepted by God. He didn’t even tell him how long 
it was going to take before he would be accepted by God. But Cornelius was in the process 
of coming to God.  

 
I think if each of us were to look back and review how we came to Christ, we would be 
able to point to some signposts and mile markers that indicated the progress we were 
making on our spiritual journey. Cornelius was on his spiritual journey. He was almost 
there but not quite. 

 
If we were to compare stories, we would probably find many common mile markers for 
each of our journeys. But the rate at which we passed those markers were probably 
remarkably different.  

 
As you are interacting with others, be aware that you may not know where they are on 
their journey. Paul said that some plant, some water, and some reap. We need to respect 
that process – 1 Cor 3:6-7. But we also need to keep in mind the urgency of Scripture that 
says, “Today is the day of salvation.” – 2 Cor 6:1-2 

 
So we live with the tension of encouraging them to come to faith in Christ today while 
knowing that there may be a few more turns in the road they will travel.  

 
ALWAYS AIM FOR THE HEART – DO NOT BE DISTRACTED BY DISCOMFORT 
 

The final three principles that Henry Blackaby lays out in the Experiencing God Bible 
study accurately sum up what many of us have experienced: 

 
#5 – God’s invitation for you to work with Him always leads you to a crisis of belief 

that requires faith and action. 
 

#6 – You must make major adjustments in your life to join God in what He is doing. 
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#7 – You come to know God by experience as you obey Him and He accomplishes His 

work through you.  
 

Peter does not yet know the full extent of the changes he is going to have to make in his 
life; God is about to lead him into outreach to the Gentiles. Peter will not like what God 
will ask of him, but he’s already begun to take steps in that direction by staying with a 
tanner who lives in the house by the seaside.  

 
What could your current set of circumstances be preparing you for?  

 
Do not be distracted by your discomfort. I’m sure Peter was not in love with the idea of 
staying with a man whom the Jews viewed as unclean. But that is where God had him. As 
we will see next week, in the middle of his discomfort, Peter continued to seek God. And 
God gave him clear direction for the steps he was to take.  

 
Could God be using your current set of uncomfortable circumstances to do the same thing 
in your life? If he is, then don’t waste time complaining about your circumstances and 
trying to make your life easier. Focus, instead, on guarding your heart so that you’re able 
to hear what God’s direction to you will be. 

 
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
ALWAYS AIM FOR THE HEART – DO NOT BE DISTRACTED BY THE HAND (HABIT(S) 
 
When you are trying to determine what someone’s relationship to Jesus is, what kinds of 
questions do you ask? What are some common answers you get? 
 
Cornelius was a good man who did many good things. Do you know people like that? How 
should you engage them in conversation so you can find out their motive for acting the way 
they do? 
 
ALWAYS AIM FOR THE HEART – HAVE RESPECT FOR THE PROCESS 
 
Think about the process by which you came to Christ. Share with your Life Group a couple of 
the significant mile markers that you remember from that process. 
 
As you share the gospel with people on a regular basis, you will find that they are at different 
levels of progress. Share briefly with your Life Group about one or two of those relationship, 
for the purpose of enlisting your Life Group’s assistance in praying for your friend(s).  
 
ALWAYS AIM FOR THE HEART – DO NOT BE DISTRACTED BY DISCOMFORT 
 
In what way could God be using your present discomfort to prepare you for future ministry? 


