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What God Has Cleansed 

He really shouldn’t have been surprised, but I suppose Peter was influenced by his upbringing and by the 
opinions of everyone around him. 

A chosen people 

Peter knew, as all Jews knew, that they were God’s people, descended from Abraham and heirs of his 
promises. They had been brought out of Egypt to be a separate people, with their own language, their own 
laws and their own land. God had spoken to them at Sinai: “Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice 
and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession among all peoples...” (Exodus 19:5 ESV). God’s 
special people, separate from all the rest. When they conquered the land they were to completely destroy its 
occupants, showing them no mercy, not marrying their sons and daughters. 

Sadly, they forgot that God had brought them out of Egypt for one reason only: “...because the LORD loves 
you and is keeping the oath that he swore to your fathers...” (Deuteronomy 7:8). Instead of showing the 
humble gratitude that God’s love demanded, they grew proud and thought that they were above their 
neighbours. They called them dogs. 

But God’s plan was never that his people would live in isolation, keeping him to themselves and excluding all 
outsiders. God had promised Abraham that: “...in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed...” (Genesis 
12:3). They should have realised that God’s purpose was not limited to them, but encompassed all nations. 
Hadn’t God’s words at Sinai continued: “...you shall be to me a kingdom of priests...” (Exodus 19:6). The job of 
a priest is not to keep people away from God but to enable them to come to him. Israel should have been a 
kingdom of priests; they should have drawn their gentile neighbours to worship God, who is the Lord of all the 
earth, not just the God of Israel. 

Maybe Peter knew that. Maybe he was familiar with God’s commission to the coming saviour: “I will make 
you as a light for the nations that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth” (Isaiah 49:6). Maybe at the 
back of his mind he knew that one day: “...all the earth shall be filled with the glory of the LORD” (Numbers 
14:21), but not yet; not now, not him. 

In the house of Simon the tanner 

The house of Simon the tanner would have been a busy place and we can only wonder why Peter was living 
there. Leather comes from dead animals, and even assuming that the tannery processed only the skins of 
sheep and goats, Peter would have lived in a world full of strange smells and the fear of uncleanness. It seems 
that under the law the carcass of even a clean animal brought uncleanness: “And if any animal which you may 
eat dies, whoever touches its carcass shall be unclean until the evening” (Leviticus 11:39). 

So maybe that’s why Peter, wanting somewhere quiet to pray, climbed up to the roof. Not just to get away 
from the busy activity of the tannery, to escape the bustle of people coming and going, but to rid his mind of 
the sight and smell of dead animals. Except that, as is so often our experience, things that have occupied our 
waking hours return to haunt our dreams. 

Three times there descended something like a great sheet, full of, not sheep and goats, but: “all kinds of 
animals and reptiles and birds of the air” (Acts 10:12). These were all the things that, as a Jew, he had been 
taught not to eat, not even to touch, because: “You shall be holy to me, for I the LORD am holy and have 
separated you from the peoples, that you should be mine” (Leviticus 20:26). Three times, the voice from 
heaven said: “Rise, Peter; kill and eat” (Acts 10:13). “Kill”, not the usual word but one that nearly always refers 
to offering a sacrifice. Peter responds with: “By no means, Lord; for I have never eaten anything that is 
common or unclean” (v14), and three times the admonition: “What God has made clean, do not call common” 
(v15). 
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A Gentile, a Roman, a Centurion 

God could have made it easier for Peter. A gentile perhaps; but did it have to be a Roman, one of the ruthless 
people that had conquered their country, deprived them of their freedom, forced them to pay taxes and 
treated them like slaves? Did it really have to be a soldier, and if a soldier did it really have to be a centurion? 
But God was speaking not only to Peter, but to us as well. Nobody is excluded from his mercy. When the 
Psalmist wrote in Psalm 98:3 “All the ends of the earth have seen the salvation of our God”, he was surely not 
just speaking of geography. Cornelius was a man who would have been truly regarded by Peter as: “...having 
no hope and without God in the world” (Ephesians 2:12), yet it was to him that Peter was called on a special 
mission. From now on there was indeed to be neither Jew nor Greek. Salvation was to be available to all 
through the grace of God in the Lord Jesus Christ. 

A devout man 

But there is more in this story. Cornelius was: “...a devout man who feared God with all his household, gave 
alms generously to the people, and prayed continually to God”, we read in Acts 10:2. God had seen his 
kindness, heard his prayers, but something else was needed. So Peter taught him and his household of the 
risen Lord Jesus and of the forgiveness that comes through faith in him; a faith of which baptism became a 
confirmation and a token. 

The mystery revealed 

In the first century, scrolls were precious. We tend to take paper and ink for granted, or at least, we did, 
before the days of email and social media. But to Luke, to buy a scroll was a significant investment, and it 
provided a limited amount of space on which to write. And the spirit of God surely wanted Theophilus, and all 
who read the book of Acts, to know as much as possible of the way in which the gospel had spread. So why, 
having given us this account once in Acts 10, do we read it all again in chapter 11? 

It is important that we should know that the penny seems to have dropped: “When they heard these things 
they fell silent. And they glorified God, saying, “Then to the Gentiles also God has granted repentance that 
leads to life.”’ (Acts 11:18). 

But surely the repetition is about more than that. This account of the conversion of Cornelius and his 
household marks a real turning point in God’s plan of salvation. Later, Paul would write of the mystery of the 
gospel, which had for ages been hidden, but was now revealed: “...that the Gentiles are fellow heirs, members 
of the same body, and partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel” (Ephesians 3:6). 

So, in these two chapters of Acts, the revelation of that mystery is acted out. The grace of God has extended 
to anyone who will seek him. And it has reached even to us. 

So now, far from having no hope, being without God in the world, we share in the riches of the hope that 
brought light to the Gentiles, riches to the poor, sight to the blind.  

Peter, perhaps reflecting on the experience of his meeting with Cornelius, was later to write: “But you are a 
chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession, that you may proclaim the 
excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his marvellous light” (1 Peter 2:9). 

Do you hear a strange echo, another repetition? Do you recall those words that run like a refrain through the 
book of Deuteronomy, like these from chapter 7:6, “For you are a people holy to the LORD your God. The 
LORD your God has chosen you to be a people for his treasured possession, out of all the peoples who are on 
the face of the earth.” 

Let us remember why we are called: “...that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of 
darkness into his marvellous light” (1 Peter 2:9), and determine that in the coming days we will endeavour to 
live up to that calling. Let us also learn from the lessons of these chapters in Acts, and from the errors of 
Israel. God’s grace has been shown to us not because we are better than other people; not because we are 
stronger or more numerous, but simply because of his love, his mercy, his grace, that we neither earn nor 
deserve. 

When we give thanks for bread and wine, we are thanking God for sending the Lord Jesus to bring us 
salvation, thanking him that his mercy extends truly to the ends of the earth. 
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