God's Master Plan Bible Study

Lesson 32 – Grace – Gentiles Receive the Holy Spirit

God's Master Plan #32 – Gentiles Receive the Holy Spirit


Acts 10:1 Now there was a man at Caesarea named Cornelius, a centurion of what was called the Italian cohort, 

Caesarea was a coastal town about twenty-five miles north of Joppa.  An Italian man, a non-circumcised Gentile named Cornelius, lived there.  Cornelius was a centurion in the Roman army, which is roughly equivalent to a lower-level ranking officer in our military today.  Since the Roman army will appear quite frequently in our remaining studies of the book of Acts, it is beneficial to understand how it was organized: 

The highest division of the Roman army was a legion which usually contained 6,000 men.  The legions were commanded by six tribuni who took turns being in charge
.  These legions where further broken down into ten groups of 600 men each called cohorts.  The “Italian band” mentioned in Acts 10:1 above, was one such cohort.  Each cohort was further divided into three maniples consisting of 200 men each.  Each maniple was broken down into two centuries of 100 men and each century was commanded by a centurion.  Cornelius, then, was a centurion, the commander of the 100 men of the “Italian band” cohort.  He was very likely an Italian by birth
.    

Acts 10:2 a devout man and one who feared God with all his household, and gave many alms to the Jewish people and prayed to God continually. 

This Gentile was remarkable in that he and his family worshipped only the Jehovah God of Israel!  Cornelius was a devout man and generous with offerings and in the habit of praying faithfully to God.  

Acts 10:3-4 About the ninth hour of the day he clearly saw in a vision an angel of God who had just come in and said to him, "Cornelius!" 4 And fixing his gaze on him and being much alarmed, he said, "What is it, Lord?" And he said to him, "Your prayers and alms have ascended as a memorial before God. 

One day in the ninth hour
 an angel appeared to Cornelius as he was praying to God.  The angel informed him that his constant prayers and giving had ascended as a memorial before God, catching the Almighty’s attention.  

Acts 10:5-6 "Now dispatch some men to Joppa and send for a man named Simon, who is also called Peter; 6 he is staying with a tanner named  Simon, whose house is by the sea." 

God rewarded the sincerity and hunger of this man by giving him directions to find Simon Peter, even going as far as giving Cornelius a specific address!  After ministering in the region and the raising of Dorcas from the dead, Simon Peter had been staying with Simon the Tanner in Joppa, waiting for further direction from God
.  

Acts 10:7-8 When the angel who was speaking to him had left, he summoned two of his servants and a devout soldier of those who were his personal attendants, 8 and after he had explained everything to them, he sent them to Joppa. 

After receiving the angel’s instructions, Cornelius sent two of his servants and a trusted soldier to bring Peter to him.
 

Acts 10:9-10 On the next day, as they were on their way and approaching the city, Peter went up on the housetop about the sixth hour to pray. 10 But he became hungry and was desiring to eat; but while they were making preparations, he fell into a trance;

About noon the next day Simon Peter was waiting for lunch to be cooked and – unaware of the servants of Cornelius converging on the house – decided to spend some moments in prayer before dinner was served.  As he began to pray, he fell into a spiritual “trance” and God began to give him a vision.  

Acts 10:11-13 and he saw the sky opened up, and an object like a great sheet coming down, lowered by four corners to the ground, 12 and there were in it all kinds of four-footed animals and crawling creatures of the earth and birds of the air. 13 A voice came to him, "Get up, Peter, kill and eat!" 

In the vision, a great sheet was lowered to the ground from the sky by its four corners and the sheet contained every kind of unclean animals as decreed unfit for eating by the Laws of Moses.  As Peter gazed upon this strange sight, he was shocked to hear a voice from heaven call “Get up, Peter, kill and eat!”  

Acts 10:14-16 But Peter said, "By no means, Lord, for I have never eaten anything unholy and unclean." 15 Again a voice came to him a second time, " What God has cleansed, no longer consider unholy." 16 This happened three times, and immediately the object was taken up into the sky. 

To Peter who had been raised under strict Jewish dietary laws, this was an offence and he – recognizing the voice – replied “Lord, I won’t do it because I have never eaten anything unholy!”  To which God replied, “what God has cleansed, no longer consider unholy!”  All of these events happened again:  the sheet was let down, there were all sorts of unclean animals on it, and the same command was given with the same response.  And all of this happened a third time and finally the sheet was withdrawn and the vision ended.  

Acts 10:17-18 Now while Peter was greatly perplexed in mind as to what the vision which he had seen might be, behold, the men who had been sent by Cornelius, having asked directions for Simon's house, appeared at the gate; 18 and calling out, they were asking whether Simon, who was also called Peter, was staying there. 

At the exact moment that Peter sat bewildered by what he had just witnessed and heard, the men from Cornelius’ house arrived at the front gate and began to call out to the house if a Simon Peter was staying there or not!   

Acts 10:19-20 While Peter was reflecting on the vision, the Spirit said to him, "Behold, three men are looking for you. 20 "But get up, go downstairs and accompany them without misgivings, for I have sent them Myself." 

As they were knocking and calling out, God meanwhile spoke to Simon Peter and said, “there are three men outside looking for you, go with them without misgivings for I have sent them!”  Peter did not understand yet the vision of God but He was using the ceremonial law of Moses to reveal to Simon Peter that the Gentiles – long considered beyond the blessings and grace of God – were about to be given the opportunity to receive the same salvation and experience that the Jewish believers of the Apostolic church had received!  Just as the dietary laws of Moses said that some creatures were unclean and unholy simply by virtue of their birth, so were the Gentile unclean and unholy because they had been born into cultures that did not know God.  But God was about to do away with the dietary laws of Moses by making the unclean and unholy, pure and righteous and this symbolized how He was also about to, through the Apostolic message and the Holy Spirit, make the formerly unclean Gentiles part of His holy kingdom!     

Acts 10:21-22 Peter went down to the men and said, "Behold, I am the one you are looking for; what is the reason for which you have come?" 22 They said, "Cornelius, a centurion, a righteous and God-fearing man well spoken of by the entire nation of the Jews, was divinely directed by a holy angel to send for you to come to his house and hear a message from you."

Simon Peter went downstairs and greeted the men and heard of the angel that had visited Cornelius.  

Acts 10:23-24 So he invited them in and gave them lodging.  And on the next day he got up and went away with them, and some of the brethren from Joppa accompanied him. 24 On the following day he entered Caesarea. Now Cornelius was waiting for them and had called together his relatives and close friends. 

Simon Peter invited the men in for the night, and the next morning traveled to Caesarea with them.  Some fellow Jewish believers also accompanied Peter to the house of Cornelius.  Meanwhile, Cornelius had gathered together all of his family and close friends in his house, in eager expectation of the message from the Lord!  

Acts 10:25-27 When Peter entered, Cornelius met him, and fell at his feet and worshiped him. 26 But Peter raised him up, saying, " Stand up; I too am just a man." 27 As he talked with him, he entered and found many people assembled. 

When Simon Peter came in, Cornelius mistakenly thought that he should be worshipped and fell before him but Peter was quick to get him to stand up and forbade such actions.  As he entered into the house, he realized that many people were anxiously awaiting his arrival and message.  

Acts 10:28-29 And he said to them, "You yourselves know how unlawful it is for a man who is a Jew to associate with a foreigner or to visit him; and yet  God has shown me that I should not call any man unholy or unclean. 29 "That is why I came without even raising any objection when I was sent for. So I ask for what reason you have sent for me." 

Peter would have normally never have entered a Gentile’s house because of the strong Jewish prejudice towards non-Jewish people, but he was beginning to realize some of the significance of the vision from God.  And so looking around, Peter asked “for what reason have you sent for me?”  Cornelius again related the story of the angel’s appearance and then ended the narrative by saying:  

Acts 10:33 "So I sent for you immediately, and you have been kind enough to come. Now then, we are all here present before God to hear all that you have been commanded by the Lord." 

We are here “to hear all that you have been commanded by the Lord.”  From this story a powerful lesson emerges:  Cornelius was a devout man, and one who gave much money and was faithful in prayer.  He was what we would consider a “good man” but yet just being good and devout and giving and praying was not enough.  Furthermore, just believing in the true God of Israel was not enough.  And so God directed him to send for Peter to hear what was “commanded by the Lord.”  Even today, just being good and just believing in God and just being faithful in prayer and giving are not enough for salvation.  Just as Cornelius did, so do such devout and good people need to receive further instruction in what they are to do to fully obey God’s Word.  

Acts 10:34-35 Opening his mouth, Peter said: "I most certainly understand now that God is not one to show partiality, 35 but in every nation the man who fears Him and does what is right is welcome to Him. 

Realizing what was happening, Simon Peter began to preach to the household of Cornelius a message very similar to the ones preached before at the Day of Pentecost and in the temple.  His message glorified Jesus and told of His resurrection power
.  But Peter would not get to end his message this time:

Acts 10:44 While Peter was still speaking these words, the Holy Spirit fell upon all those who were listening to the message. 

While Peter was still preaching, God poured out the Holy Spirit on all of the people gathered together in Cornelius’ house!  

Acts 10:45 All the circumcised believers who came with Peter were amazed, because the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out on the Gentiles also. 

The other Jewish men who had come with Simon Peter were just as shocked as Peter was that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been given to uncircumcised and “unclean” Gentiles!  It is interesting to note how that the Jewish believers standing by knew that the others had received this gift of the Holy Spirit:

Acts 10:46 For they were hearing them speaking with tongues and exalting God. Then Peter answered, 

They knew that they were receiving the Holy Spirit because Cornelius and his family and friends were speaking in tongues as the Spirit gave the utterance, just as the 120 had in the upper room on the Day of Pentecost!  Time and time again we find confirmed in scripture that when people receive the Holy Spirit, they may dance around or praise God or prophesy or preach or praise God, but the common element is that they always “speak with tongues as the Spirit gives the utterance.”  The tongues are the specific detail common to every individual conversion story presented in the Apostolic church.  

Notice that Peter had not even gotten to instructions on how to receive the Holy Spirit or even that they could, but Cornelius and his friends were so hungry for the things of God and were rejoicing as they heard the Word of God with such passion, that they received the Spirit of God before the altar call was ever given!  As they began to magnify God and worship Him with all of their heart, God filled them with the baptism of the Holy Ghost without man’s intervention!  

Acts 10:47-48 "Surely no one can refuse the water for these to be baptized who have received the Holy Spirit just as we did, can he?" 48 And he ordered them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they asked him to stay on for a few days.

As Peter began to realize what was happening, he turned to his fellow Jewish believers and asked “can we forbid them water to be baptized who have received the Holy Spirit just as we did?”  And so he commanded them to be baptized “in the name of Jesus Christ!”  Again we see the pattern that the only way that the original church of God baptized in scripture was “in the name of Jesus Christ!”  

Just because these believers had received the Spirit of God first, did not mean that they did not need water baptism.  Simon Peter “ordered them to be baptized” in verse 48 above.  That is forceful language but it underscores the importance of being baptized in water even if a person receives the Spirit of God first.  Even today, sometimes people respond in faith to the preached Word of God and receive the Spirit of God before they are baptized.  There is nothing wrong with that because that is how God did it for Cornelius and his family received it.  But such a person must still be baptized in water in the name of Jesus Christ.  Water baptism is still imperative to do all “that you are commanded!”

After baptizing the newly Spirit-filled believers, Peter stayed with Cornelius and his family and friends for a few days teaching them and indoctrinating them into the truth of God’s Word.      

Acts 11:1-3 Now the apostles and the brethren who were throughout Judea heard that the Gentiles also had received the word of God. 2 And when Peter came up to Jerusalem, those who were circumcised took issue with him, 3 saying, " You went to uncircumcised men and ate with them." 

By the time Simon Peter got back to Jerusalem, word that he had stayed with an uncircumcised Gentile had already reached the other believers there and they anxiously awaited for his return so they could accuse him.  As soon as he arrived, they “took issue with him.” 

Acts 11:4 But Peter began speaking  and proceeded to explain to them in orderly sequence, saying, 

When faced with such Jewish critics with such strong prejudices, Simon Peter did what he did best, and began to speak to them, going in order through the events of the angel appearing to Cornelius and how he went to Caesarea and how everything happened.  Peter finished his story with these words:  

Acts 11:12-14 "The Spirit told me to go with them without misgivings. These six brethren also went with me and we entered the man's house. 13 "And he reported to us how he had seen the angel standing in his house, and saying, 'Send to Joppa and have Simon, who is also called Peter, brought here; 14 and he will speak words to you by which you will be saved, you and all your household.' 

Here we find additional information about what the angel said to Cornelius and it is more detailed than what was written in the previous chapter.  The angel told Cornelius to send for Peter and “he will speak words to you by which you will be saved, you and all your household!”  The preaching and subsequent experience with God by Cornelius and his family was what he needed to do “to be saved.”  Some denominations preach that receiving the Holy Spirit and water baptism are optional signs of believing received and performed after a person has been saved through just believing, but Cornelius believed in God but still needed to do something beyond just mental belief to be saved.  When Peter came, the answer was for Cornelius to receive the Holy Spirit and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ – the same message that Peter preached to the Jews on the Day of Pentecost!
     

Acts 11:15-17 "And as I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell upon them just as He did upon us at the beginning. 16 "And I remembered the word of the Lord, how He used to say, ' John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.' 17 "Therefore if God gave to them the same gift as He gave to us also after believing in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could stand in God's way?" 

Peter said that when he began to speak “the Holy Spirit fell upon them just as He did upon us at the beginning!”  In other words, the Gentiles of Cornelius’ household received the same supernatural experience that the apostles did on the Day of Pentecost in the 2nd chapter of Acts.  Obviously such an experience was not just for the Day of Pentecost and not just for the Jews.  Furthermore, this was the gift given “after believing in the Lord Jesus Christ.”  If a person truly believes in the Lord Jesus Christ, then they too will be baptized in the name of Jesus and receive the gift of the Holy Spirit just as the apostles and Cornelius did!  

To his critics, Peter said “who was I that I could stand in God’s way?”  Because of their Jewish prejudice, they wanted to hammer Simon Peter’s actions and exclude the Gentiles, but as Peter pointed out, only God give the Holy Spirit.  So if they had an issue with the Gentiles receiving such an experience, then their issue was with God, not Peter!  Simon Peter had only done what God had commanded him to do!  

Even today, everyone of us are born with certain spiritual prejudices as to what is possible and what is not.  We tend to believe what we have been taught from a child.  But sometimes, God does things that are beyond what we learned earlier and when our spiritual prejudices contradict what God is doing, then we must allow God and scripture to change our beliefs to match His actions and truth!  Maybe you have believed the lie that God does not fill people with the Holy Spirit today just as He did in the book of Acts, but Peter’s words in his first message still ring true:

Acts 2:39 "For the promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off, as many as the Lord our God will call to Himself." 

Just as God is still dealing with men’s hearts and calling them to Him, so is God still filling people today with the Holy Spirit with the evidence of speaking in other tongues as the Spirit gives the utterance.  It is a gift for you that God wants you to have, but be careful that you do not let your spiritual prejudices taught by men keep you from claiming what is rightfully yours!  God is no respecter of persons and if He filled the Gentiles back then, He can still fill Gentiles today with His Spirit! 

Acts 11:18 When they heard this, they quieted down and glorified God, saying, "Well then, God has granted to the Gentiles also the repentance that leads to life." 

When the Jewish believers at Jerusalem heard Simon Peter’s answer, they praised God and admitted that God had granted eternal life to the Gentiles.  The controversy was temporarily dispersed but the issue of whether or not circumcision was necessary for salvation under Grace was far from over.  And we will see how that Simon Peter’s Jewish prejudices still needed to be worked on by God to accept everything that God was wanting to do with the Gentiles, but for now the seed had been planted and the realization that the Gentiles could receive the same experience was slowly starting to wake up a strongly Jewish apostolic church to their responsibility to evangelize the world.  God had used Cornelius a good and devout man to show that the Gentiles were hungry for apostolic truth!       

The story of Cornelius’ conversion and Peter’s subsequent relating of that conversion to the Jewish believers at Jerusalem is very important because it opened a door of salvation to the heathen Gentiles.  In doing so, it reveals and teaches us the following important scriptural principles about salvation:

1. Just being good, devout, generous, believing in God, or prayerful does not make a person automatically saved.  Like Cornelius, such people need to receive “further instructions.”  

2. The outpouring of the Holy Spirit with the evidence of speaking in other tongues was not just for the people on the Day of Pentecost and not just for the Jewish believers or leaders of the early church.

3. The outpouring of the Holy Spirit is for Jewish and non-Jewish believers – people who are both circumcised and uncircumcised.  

4. The outpouring of the Holy Spirit was always accompanied in scripture by the recipient speaking in other tongues as the Spirit gives the utterance.  This was true for the Jewish believers on the Day of Pentecost, the Jewish believers after the Day of Pentecost, and the Gentile believers years later.  

5. The only way the apostles and ministers of the early church ever baptized was in the formula of “in the name of Jesus Christ” thus obeying Matthew 28:19 and not just repeating it.  

6. God is no respecter of persons, which means that anybody today can receive this same experience!

7. A person can receive the baptism of the Holy Spirit before they are baptized in water, but that does not make water baptism unnecessary.  They must still be baptized in water in the name of Jesus Christ.  

8. Obviously the Holy Spirit does not come in automatically just at the act of water baptism as many denominations teach because Cornelius’ family received the Spirit first and then were baptized.

9. Prejudice and holding to traditional views over scriptural teachings can keep us from receiving all that God has for us.  

10. Prejudice and holding to traditional views over scriptural teachings can keep us from reaching our world with this apostolic message.

11. We can now physically eat any animal that we desire under the Era of Grace as long as we give thanks.  The dietary laws of Moses are done away with and we can eat anything that we choose on any day that we choose to do so.   

� The “chief commander” mentioned in Acts 21:31 was the tribuni in charge at that time and was the equivalent of a low ranking general or admiral today


� The Jewish reckoned their time by counting hours after sunrise, and a rough estimate in modern terms can always be found by counting from a 6am sunrise.  Thus the “ninth hour” would be close to our 3 o’clock pm.  


� By sending the soldier, Cornelius was making sure that Simon Peter came as instructed, because under Roman law, a Jewish man had to obey the instructions of a Roman soldier.  


� Peter’s message is found in Acts 10:34-43.  


� See Acts 2:37-40.  





Endnotes





� The Legions were named by their number, and we find in Roman history that at this time the Fifth, Tenth, and Fifteenth Legions were stationed in Judea, and that the Tenth Legion contained a Cohort consisting of all Roman soldiers from the mother land of Italy and this cohort was nicknamed the “Italian Band” because of their bravery in the earlier battle of Bedriacum.  As is always the case in the writings of Luke, history itself backs up the evidence presented in even the smallest of details in the book of Acts!  





� It is interesting to note that there was already an Apostolic preacher in Caesarea at this time, the Grecian evangelist Philip, yet God directed Cornelius to the city of Joppa, some 25 miles north to send for Simon Peter.   This is not a slight against Philip, but rather reveals to us that God was still working on some of Simon Peter’s prejudices toward the Gentiles.  Remember how the Samaritans did not receive the Holy Spirit until Peter and John came down from Jerusalem?  In the same way, God wanted Simon Peter to witness the first non-circumcised Gentiles getting the Holy Spirit!  
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