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JOY, JOY, JOY 
Acts 10:23b-48 

 
SERMON NOTES FOR LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 

Today we are concluding the account of Peter’s interaction with Cornelius. We are 
reminded that this is not just the story of two men from different nations and cultures 
who meet one another and come to common agreement about which God they will serve. 
This is the account of how the early church made a deliberate turn, out of obedience, to 
take the gospel message to a people who were unlike them.  
 
There are connections to be made to the two central tenets of the past two weeks. The 
first was that we can’t be distracted by nice people who have good habits; we still need 
to be willing to share the gospel with them. The second is that we cannot allow our 
prejudices to keep us from sharing the gospel with everyone. Cornelius was a good man 
but he was not a saved man until he heard the full gospel and believed. And Peter was to 
be commended for evaluating his cultural, religious and racial prejudices in light of the 
gospel, rather than the other way around. 
 
As I have meditated upon this passage, there are a couple of themes that have bubbled to 
the surface of my thoughts. The first is the theme of follow-through. This text shows 
Peter, and the church, being obedient to God in taking the gospel message to the Gentiles. 
This is the follow through of obedience; Peter was not only in agreement that the Gentiles 
needed to hear the gospel but he was willing to go to the house of a Gentile and share the 
good news with him. It is interesting that, in God’s sovereignty, Peter was the apostle he 
tasked with the mission of making the first overt invitation to the Gentiles to believe the 
gospel. This is interesting, because, for the rest of the NT Peter will be the apostle to the 
circumcised and Paul will be the apostle to the Gentiles. This just goes to show us, again, 
how we are in a relationship with a living God. He is not obligated to always give us the 
same job in the future that he has given us in the past. He uses us as he sees fit, not 
according to that which makes us most comfortable.  
 
The second theme which I have meditated upon is that of joy. This is the theme that we 
will light upon when we come to the time of making application of this text. For now, let 
me give you the thought that runs through this passage: 
 
Our joyful, gospel-motivated obedience brings life to the nations. 
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I.  PETER’S OBEDIENCE – 10:23B-33 
 
PETER TRAVELED TO CAESAREA – 10:23B-26 
 

Peter was immediately obedient to God’s direction – 10:23b 
 

He left the next morning, without hesitation, for Caesarea. He set out as soon as it was 
light enough to travel. This traveling party did not travel as fast as the three messengers 
had. They left early in the morning and arrived at their destination at approximately 3 
PM the following day. 

 
Peter did not travel alone – 10:23b 

 
Some of the brothers accompanied him. We are told later that there were six of them, so 
the traveling party returning to Caesarea numbered ten in all. We do not know if Peter 
invited them to go with him or if they invited themselves. More than likely they went out 
of curiosity, but they were then able to serve as witnesses to the events that happened in 
Cornelius’ home. 

 
Peter was gracious to Cornelius – 10:24-26 

 
When they arrived at the home, Cornelius met Peter at the door and bowed before him. 
Most likely this was his way of showing respect to Peter. He had probably heard about 
Peter from the Jews and Christians in Caesarea. And he was anxious to hear what Peter 
had to say to him based on the angel’s appearance and words to him during his time of 
prayer.  
 
Peter’s response was to reach down and lift him back up to a standing position and to 
declare that it was not necessary for Cornelius to bow before him since he too was only a 
man. Peter was probably slightly embarrassed over having such a fuss being made over 
him. He was not looking for adulation and he was not wanting anyone to worship him. 
But in lifting him up, he touched a Gentile. Thus we see another small clue as to the 
direction that God is taking Peter to be able to minister to the Gentiles. 

 
CORNELIUS EXPLAINED HIS MOTIVE IN SENDING FOR PETER – 10:27-33 
 

Peter began by confessing what God had done in him – 10:27-28 
 

After the greeting at the door, Peter and Cornelius moved on together into the house. As 
they entered the house he saw all the friends and family that Cornelius has summoned to 
hear what he had to say. He was both impressed and genuinely moved. So he offered a 
statement to all who were gathered together.  

 
This statement encompassed two parts. The first part is that which was known by all who 
were obedient to the Jewish faith, “You yourselves know how unlawful it is for a Jew to 
associate with or to visit anyone of another nation.” In saying this Peter is beginning with 
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a point of agreement where he can identify with those who have gathered. The non-
mixing of Jews and Gentiles was well known to all who had gathered. 

 
He then moved on to his new understanding of what God had done through Jesus, “But 
God has shown me that I should not call any person common or unclean.” Now, the literal 
truth is that God had spoken to him in his vision about food, “Don’t call common or 
unclean that which I have cleansed.” But Peter was smart enough and faithful enough to 
make the connection; God was not just speaking to him about food but about people. 
(Bruce) Whereas a couple of days before it would have been unthinkable that Peter 
would have entered the house of Cornelius, now, in light of what God had shown him, he 
had not only come to Cornelius’ house but he had come both speedily and willingly.  

 
If we stop and meditate on this for just a moment, we see a tremendous example of how 
we should respond to God’s Word in our lives. Do we respond immediately and 
wholeheartedly, as we see Peter doing, or do we respond like Balaam, going back to God 
and asking again for a “word” from him because we don’t really want to obey the first 
word he gave us? 

 
David Peterson is good to point this out about the restrictions that Peter was referencing. 
Association with Gentiles was a cause of defilement in Jewish tradition rather than being 
strictly defined as such by the Law of Moses.  

 
So it wasn’t so much God’s Word that prohibited contact between Jews and Gentiles as 
much as it was their application of God’s Word. It was the approved cultural norms of the 
Jews that had grown up around their interpretation of the Law of Moses and their 
attempts to apply it to their daily lives. Again, this is eye opening and instructive for us. 
How many of our “convictions” are actually cultural convictions rather than Scriptural 
convictions?  

 
Peter then did a natural thing that any of us would do; he asked for clarification – 10:29 

 
He had heard from God that he was to come without hesitation. He had come voluntarily. 
But he didn’t know specifically why they had summoned him. So he asked a question of 
clarification, “I ask then why you sent for me?” 

 
Cornelius related the story of the angel’s appearance to him while he was at the time of 
prayer at his own house – 10:30-33 

 
In telling this story Cornelius added one detail that we had not heard before; “a man stood 
before me in bright clothing.” He recounted the angel’s assurance that God had heard his 
prayers and remembered his alms. And because of this, the angel directed him to send 
for Simon Peter who was, at that time, residing in Joppa at the home of Simon the tanner.  

 
Cornelius complimented Peter for his kindness in coming to Caesarea. In doing this, we 
again see something of the grace and humility of Cornelius. He had not commanded Peter 
to come to him, as might have been his right as a centurion. He had requested and Peter 
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had responded and he is grateful because he is hungry to hear what God wants to say to 
him through Peter.  

 
He then asked for Peter to tell the gathered group all that he had been commanded by the 
Lord. The invitation is given in this way: (1) we are all here, (2) in the presence of the 
Lord, (3) to hear all that you have been commanded by the Lord. 

 
II.  PETER’S SERMON – 10:34-43 
 
HE IS THE GOD OF ALL PEOPLE – 10:34-35 
 

Peter began his sermon by saying “Truly.” I think this is in keeping with the times that we 
see Jesus in the Gospels saying, “Verily, verily I say to you. . . “(KJV) – 10:34. In other 
words, “this is an important truth that needs to be understood.” 

 
He then said, “I understand” – 10:34 

 
It is interesting to look at the word that is used for “understand.” It is a word that 
expresses the process of how someone comes to know something. In other words, this 
knowledge that God does not show partiality was not an innate sense of knowledge in 
Peter’s life, since he was steeped in an understanding that was exactly opposite of that, 
but it was an understanding that God had brought him to through the course of events 
we have been looking at. Peter had come to grasp the understanding that God does not 
show partiality. This is why it was acceptable for him as a Christian, even though he was 
a Jew, to come into this gathering of Gentiles to offer them salvation through Jesus. 

 
The vision given to Peter (10-16) together with the realization that God had been 
communicating directly with Cornelius (30-33) has led him to this conclusion. (Peterson) 
Even as Peter is preaching to the Gentiles he is coming to the fuller understanding of just 
how inclusive God is in extending salvation to the Gentiles.  

 
Peter goes on to use the word for “partiality” that we will see again throughout the NT – 
10:34 

 
This is the first time in the NT that the word is used. It is a statement that God will accept 
anybody of any race who reverences him and lives righteously. God did choose Israel, but as 
“first” and not as “only.” The election of Israel was based solely on God’s choice and not on 
any merits of the people, hence there is no inconsistency in the claim that that God accepts 
people of all nations on the same basis. (Bruce) 

 
God chose Israel to be his special people out of all the other peoples on the face of the 
earth – Ex 19:5-6 
 
God chose Israel based on his ability to elect and not based on Israel’s appeal – Deut 7:6-
10. 
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Yet it was always God’s intention to call people to himself from every nation – Gen 12:1-
3 
 
In other words, even as it was God’s will to select Israel as his special people, so also it 
was his will to select people from all nations to have a saving relationship with him. Even 
as Peter will be stating the truth that salvation arose out of the Jews, the full truth is that 
God always intended to extend salvation to the Gentiles.  

 
But as we look at 10:35, we might ask ourselves this legitimate question, “Is Peter 
speaking of a salvation by works?” For he says that “anyone who does right and fears God 
is acceptable to God.” And that perfectly describes the kind of man that Cornelius has 
been – 10:35 

 
Even though Cornelius’ actions were acceptable to God, he still needed to hear and 
believe the gospel. Cornelius’ ethical way of living was his practical response to the 
message of the Jews. Even though the gospel has ethical implications, it is more than an 
ethical system. It entails a changed life that occurs because of the transformation of the 
heart, which then leads to the transformation of the hands. What counts with God is faith 
and trust in Jesus. This becomes apparent in 10:43. 

 
Cornelius was acceptable to God because of a God-given faith which found practical 
expression in godly living. This was his response to the revelation of God conveyed to him by 
believing Israelites, not simply the result of his reflections on God from the created order 
(Rom 1:18-21). Nevertheless, as a believer in the God of special revelation, he still needed to 
hear the gospel and trust in Jesus as the Messiah to experience the blessings of the New 
Covenant. He was not converted from idolatry or a dissolute life, but when he came to 
understand the significance of Jesus and his ministry it changed his life dramatically. 
(Peterson) 

 
What counts with God is not outward appearance, race, nationality or class. . . This does not 
mean that Cornelius was already saved before he met Peter, but that non-Jews are 
acceptable or welcome to come to Christ on the same basis as Jews. Anyone like Cornelius, 
who genuinely fears God and expresses that fear by doing what is right in God’s eyes, must 
still come to Christ for salvation. . . Peter underscores the universal scope of God’s favor in 
10:43 by insisting that ‘everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through 
his name.’ Forgiveness is available for everyone who believes in him, but forgiveness through 
his name implies calling upon the name of Christ for that blessing. (Peterson) 

 
SALVATION WAS ORIGINALLY SENT TO THE JEWS – 10:36 
 

Just as God had set aside Israel to be his chosen people so that he might display his glory 
through them, in the same way he originally sent salvation to the Jews. And he did it in 
the person and ministry of Jesus Christ. In this sense Peter is speaking of what we know 
about Jesus from a historical sense. He was sent first to the sons of Israel to bring good 
news of peace.  
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But this is not just history, it is also present reality. Jesus is “Lord of All.” He is not just 
Lord of the Jews but also Lord of the Gentiles who live in Caesarea. They are not limited 
to believing in a historical figure that arose out of the Jews but they are offered the 
opportunity to submit to Jesus in the lives they were currently living as Gentiles. 

 
JESUS’ MINISTRY AMONG THE JEWS – 10:37-39A 
 

Even those gathered in Cornelius’ home were aware of this ministry among the Jews. It 
may have been that Philip had organized a community of Christians in Caesarea when he 
arrived there at the end of his preaching journey. They may have heard of the ministry of 
Jesus from Philip and those who gathered with him. (Peterson) 

 
One of the ideas commentators debate has to do with the outline that Peter is using in 
this sermon. Many feel that this is the same structural outline of what we see in the Gospel 
of Mark, which is largely based on Peter’s account of events as told to John Mark. He 
begins with the ministry of John the Baptist rather than with the birth and early 
childhood of Christ. (Bruce) 

 
Jesus’ public ministry began with his baptism by John and God’s proclamation from 
heaven that he was his son with whom he was highly pleased. Peter then emphasized that 
God anointed Jesus and imbued him with power that enabled him to do good. The extent 
of his ability to do good was seen in his ministry of setting people free from the 
oppression of the devil – 10:38 

 
In speaking of this ability to set people free from oppression, Peter may have been 
referring to Jesus’ proclamation about himself, based on Isaiah 61:1-2. (Lk 4:16-21) 

 
This is a bare bones recitation of the gospel. It won’t win any awards for being the most 
eloquent presentation of the gospel. At its heart it is much like the outline of the Gospel 
of Mark; “just give me the facts, ma’am.” 

 
JESUS’ DEATH AND RESURRECTION – 10:39B-41 
 

It is at this point where Peter’s sermon begins to look more like the details that we have 
seen in some of Luke’s work, especially as it relates to the post-resurrection appearances 
– 10:39 

 
God’s power was seen in the fact that he raised Jesus from the dead on the third day. 
Apart from the Gospels and 1 Cor 15:3, only 10:40 explicitly mentions resurrection on the 
third day. (Peterson) – 10:40 

 
Jesus’ post-resurrection appearances were to a select group of witnesses. Those who 
witnessed Jesus had been chosen to do so by God. And in his appearances, he participated 
in normal human activity, eating and drinking with the witnesses of his appearance – 
10:41 
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OUR COMMISSION – 10:42-43 
 

It is only at this point, which will be the conclusion of Peter’s sermon that he refers to the 
prophets who had predicted the coming of Jesus. If this had been a Jewish audience, this 
very likely would have been Peter’s beginning point.  

 
The commission to “preach to the people” was to preach to all the people, not just the 
Jews.  And to “testify that he is the one appointed by God to be the judge of the living and 
the dead.” This is language that is similar to what Peter will write to the church in his first 
epistle – 1 Pt 4:1-5 

 
Peter wraps up his sermon with the exclusive claim to believe in Jesus for salvation – 
10:43 

 
He is speaking of the inclusivity of the gospel, it is available to everyone who believes.  

 
He is speaking of the exclusivity of the gospel, it is only available to everyone who 
believes in Jesus – Acts 2:38; 4:11-12 

 
And he is speaking of the promise of the gospel, everyone who believes “receives 
forgiveness of sins” through his name. 

 
III.  PETER’S PROCLAMATION – 10:44-48 
 
THE HOLY SPIRIT FELL ON THE GENTILES – 10:44-46A 
 

There was no conclusion to the sermon; the Holy Spirit interrupted it by falling on all who 
heard the word – 10:44 

 
And it amazed the believers who had accompanied Peter to Caesarea. They were amazed 
that the Holy Spirit had been poured out on the Gentiles. Luke says “even on the Gentiles” 
– so they really were amazed that God was doing the same thing to the Gentiles that he 
had done to the Jews. 

 
Just as at Pentecost, the evidence that the Holy Spirit had fallen was that they heard the 
Gentiles speaking in tongues. – 10:45-46 

 
Even though this was an experience different than what had happened at Pentecost, 
where the tongues were known languages that were understood by those gathered, these 
would have required the use of someone with the gift of interpretation. Still, the Jewish 
believers knew unmistakably that God had given the Gentiles the same gift of himself that 
he had given the Jews. 

 
A distinctive feature of the apostolic experience at Pentecost was the ability to speak in 
languages which could be understood by those present from different parts of the world 
(called ‘xenolalia.’). There is no indication in the NT that this ever happened again. The 
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glossolalia in 10:46 and 19:6 is more likely to have been the phenomenon described in 1 Cor 
12-14, which required interpretation. (Peterson) 
 
NT theology makes it clear to us that God’s Spirit is never given to anyone who has not 
repented of their sins and placed their faith in Jesus. (Marshall) – Acts 11:16-17 

 
So even though the text does not explicitly say that this is the point at which they believed 
in Jesus, we can confidently state it as a truth. In the midst of hearing Peter’s sermon, they 
had the opportunity to hear the full message of the gospel, to repent of their sin and to 
respond to Jesus in faith. All of this is signified by this unexpected outpouring of the Holy 
Spirit. Their response is then to (1) begin to openly praise God with their ‘tongues’ of 
praise and to respond to him in water baptism. (Peterson) 

 
PETER GAVE ORDERS TO GIVE THE GENTILES WATER BAPTISM – 10:46B-48 
 

In this situation they were baptized with the Holy Spirit before they were water baptized. 
God had to pour out his spirit on them in a demonstrable way before the Jews would have 
been willing to grant them water baptism. But with such irrefutable proof in front of 
them, Peter gave orders to the other Jews to administer water baptism to the Gentiles. 

 
It is interesting to note that at no point in this episode did anyone suggest that Cornelius 
should be circumcised. His case thus served as a specially appropriate precedent when the 
question of the circumcision of Gentile believers was later raised at the Jerusalem Council. 
(Bruce) 

 
The Gentiles asked Peter to stay with them for some days, presumably so he could 
instruct them in more of what they needed to know. It appears that Peter agreed to do so 
without hesitation, which is a further indication of just how deeply he had imbibed God’s 
word to him. And, by staying for a few more days, it gave time for the word of what had 
happened to reach Jerusalem before Peter returned.  

 
APPLICATION 
 
OUR JOY IS LINKED TO OUR OBEDIENCE 
 

Throughout this account we see a side of Peter that we often do not pay attention to. He 
was gracious and kind to Cornelius in every interaction he had with him.  

 
He did not do this because he was impressed with Cornelius’ devout life or because of the 
good things Cornelius had done for the Jews. Peter was being obedient to follow through 
on what God had told him to do, and he was doing it with the attitude that God had 
commanded him to have. God had said, “Do this without hesitation” and that is exactly 
the way in which Peter responded. In doing so, Peter experienced great joy. 

 
Peter set the tone for the meeting by openly declaring that God had changed his mind 
about what was clean and unclean. When given the opportunity to share the gospel with 
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the Gentiles, it was in a gracious and open manner. Peter was not doing anything based 
on how they were going to respond to him, but he was doing everything based on his 
response to God. 

 
We will be an unhappy people if our thoughts are constantly consumed with our needs, 
our wants, and our definition of what will make us happy. God has made provision for 
our joy that goes beyond our limited scope of understanding. We don’t understand why 
but we can experience the reality of having an uncontainable joy that comes from being 
obedient to all that God calls us to say and to do. 

 
OUR JOY IS LINKED TO THE GOSPEL 
 

Our joy is linked to our continued ability to meditate upon the gospel and apply it to 
ourselves, and to share the gospel with others.  

 
We have been given a very great gift of salvation. It is not something we deserve or have 
earned. It has been granted freely to us. God has taken the perfect obedience of Jesus and 
his sacrificial death in our place, has poured out all the wrath on Jesus that rightfully 
belonged to us, and looks at us as if we were the ones who were sinless. The more we 
meditate upon what this means in our lives, the more we are awestruck by his generosity. 

 
It is only natural, then, that we would want to share that good news with others, since it 
is through our verbal witness that they are invited to enjoy the same gift in their own 
lives.  

 
Even though the sharing of the gospel may bring about uncomfortable situations and, 
even, persecution in some cases, those external factors cannot separate us from the joy 
that accompanies the preaching and the sharing of the gospel. Peter models for us the joy 
that comes when we freely share the gospel with others. 

 
OUR JOY IS INTENDED FOR THE NATIONS 
 

When I talk of the nations, I “literally” mean that we are to take the gospel to the nations 
of the earth. We do that either by befriending those who are here or by purposefully going 
there for the purpose of sharing the gospel. When I “literally” speak of the nations, I am 
speaking of all the tongues and people groups and cultures that make up the world 
population.  

 
But I also speak of “nations” in a metaphorical sense; all those of whom we are naturally 
prejudiced, as we discussed last week. There is joy to be had if we will step out in faith 
and boldly approach those against whom we have been prejudiced and offer them 
Christ’s free offer of salvation. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

The Gentiles heard and believed the gospel when Peter preached it to them in the home 
of Cornelius. 

 
Today’s passage addresses the problem we have with follow-through. Peter was 
convinced by God that he needed to lay down his prejudices against the Gentiles and 
freely offer them the gospel.  

 
When given the opportunity, Peter responded immediately.  

 
When given the opportunity, Peter spoke graciously to those who had gathered to hear 
him.  

 
When given the opportunity, Peter confirmed that the Gentiles were now brothers in the 
gospel.  

 
What are we going to do with our opportunities?  
 
 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
 How would you define the difference between happiness and joy? 

 
 Where can you identify with the example of Peter, where you have known joy because 

of (1) your obedience to Christ, (2) your sharing the gospel, or (3) sharing your life 
with the nations? 
 

 We ask this question on a regular basis because we need to be accountable to one 
another. Where are we being challenged to be obedient to Christ? What is being put 
before us that seems insurmountable for us to overcome? What Scripture has God 
given you that you need to obey? How can your Life Group help you to know the joy 
that is available through obedience, the gospel, or the nations? 


