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My wife has a cousin. And while she was in college, she began to feel burdened for 

unreached people groups; for people who’ve never heard the name of Jesus. And she 
ultimately decided to become a missionary. However, she also really wanted to get married, 
and start a family. Now, when you’re dead-set on preaching the gospel in very remote and 
dangerous places, your dating pool begins to shrink a little. It’s not easy to find a “kindred 
spirit.” And she attended a fairly large, Christian college. But she never met anyone who shared 
her calling. And yet, she didn’t waiver in her commitment. She graduated as a single woman. 
And after college, she moved home, to prepare for a life overseas. Now, this woman grew up in 
Podunk, middle-of-nowhere California. But it just so happened that there was this guy in her 
town. He was interning at a nearby church. And he also felt a burden for unreached peoples. A 
mutual friend introduced them to one another. And they began forming a relationship. And 
they soon discovered that they’d applied to work for the same missions agency. And this 
agency had placed them on the same team; for the same short-term assignment. And you can 
guess how this story ends. The two quickly started dating.   

And last year, Kashelle and I got to witness their marriage. We were talking with them 
after the ceremony. And I asked them about their future plans. And they said, “well, our agency 
wants us to stay in the country for one year. And then we’ll go overseas.” That response just 
floored me. Even on their wedding day, this couple was thinking about the unreached. Believe 
me; on my wedding day, I was not thinking about unreached people groups.  

In Matthew 28, Jesus tells his followers to, “go and make disciples.” Jesus commands us 
to go, and tell others about him. But where are we supposed to go? According to 
Jesus…everywhere. We’re supposed to make disciples “of all the nations.” And Jesus isn’t 
talking about “nations” in the modern sense. He isn’t talking about countries. He’s talking about 
people-groups; people who share a common language, and ethnicity.1

As I think about this couple, I feel both convicted, and conflicted. I’m convicted by their  

 There are roughly 24,000 
people-groups in the world. And Jesus commands us to reach all of them. So the great 
commission is a global commission. And this couple gets that. In fact, they’re ready to lay down 
their lives to fulfill Jesus’ mandate. 

                                                           
1 For a rationale for this interpretation, see http://www.desiringgod.org/ResourceLibrary/Articles /ByTopic/4/  

2462 _Unreached_Peoples/.  
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passion. They’re so burdened for unreached peoples; far more burdened than I am.  And yet, 
I’m conflicted. And here’s why. I have a mission field. It’s right here. Now, Jesus calls some of 
his followers to leave; to travel to faraway places. But he calls others to stay. And yet, he gives 
all of us a global mandate. So how do I advance God’s global agenda, while serving him locally? 
And how do we do that? That’s the question I want to address today. 

If you have a Bible, you can turn to Acts 10. We’re currently in a series on the book of 
Acts. And we’ve entitled it, Primal Church, because Acts takes us back to what Jesus originally 
created the church to be.  

Throughout Acts, Luke highlights the expansion of the gospel message. In Acts 1 Jesus 
commands his followers to preach, “even to the remotest part of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Thus far, 
we’ve seen the gospel advance from Jerusalem, to Judea, to Samaria, and beyond.  And this 
morning, we see the gospel advance to even more remote places.  

Acts 10 is about the conversion of Cornelius, and his household. And in one sense, this is 
the most significant conversion in the entire book. In fact, it’s so important that Luke devotes 
two chapters to it. Cornelius is the first clear Gentile convert. In other words, he’s clearly not a 
Jew. And his conversion demonstrates that God is working beyond the confines of Judaism. And 
it marks a transition in the narrative. Luke’s focus will now shift from Israel, to the surrounding 
nations.   

But Cornelius isn’t the only convert in this passage. The apostle Peter also has a 
“conversion” experience. He has his own paradigm shift. And his view of God changes 
dramatically. Next week, we’ll talk more about Peter’s conversion. But this week, I want to 
focus on Cornelius.  

This story reveals God’s global agenda; his plan to bless people from every nation on  
earth. And this morning, I want to highlight three aspects of this global plan. First, I want to talk 
about what God is doing. Second, how he’s doing it. And third, who he’s doing it for. And then, 
I’ll suggest some ways that we can align with God’s agenda. What God’s doing. How he’s doing 
it. Who he’s doing it for.  

A. What God’s Doing: Let’s start with what God is doing. The church’s mission is  
unbelievably daunting, isn’t it? And apart from God, it’s absolutely impossible. And that’s why 
it’s crucial that we remember God’s role in the great commission. He isn’t a bystander. He’s 
actively seeking lost people. And he’s preparing them to hear the gospel message. Let’s look at 
the passage. 

“Now there was a certain man at Caesarea named Cornelius, a centurion of what was 
called the Italian cohort, 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. 3 About the ninth hour of 
the day he clearly saw in a vision an angel of God who had just come in to him, and said to him, 
"Cornelius!" 4 And fixing his gaze upon 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. 5 "And 



now dispatch some men to Joppa, and send for a man named Simon, who is also called Peter; 6 
he is staying with a certain tanner named Simon, whose house is by the sea."  7 And when the 
angel who was speaking to him had departed, he summoned two of his servants and a devout 
soldier of those who were in constant attendance upon him,  8 and after he had explained 
everything to them, he sent them to Joppa.   

Last week, we read about Peter, and his ministry in northwest Israel. After ministering in 
this region, Peter decides to stay in the coastal city Joppa. And now, Luke draws our attention 
30 miles up the coast, to the city of Caesarea. 

And here we meet Cornelius. He’s an officer in the Roman military. And he’s also a 
Gentile; a non-Jew. However, he reveres the God of Israel. He prays to this God continuously. 
And he shows generosity to the Jewish people. And Cornelius’ household follows his example. 
So Cornelius worships Israel’s God. And in light of his social status, this is very significant. 
Remember, Rome is ruling over Israel. And Cornelius is a member of the occupying force; of this 
oppressive Roman regime. So it wouldn’t have been easy for him to publicly sympathize with 
the oppressed; with Israel, and Israel’s God. But Cornelius does. And he’s greatly respected for 
it. According to verse 22, he’s admired by the whole Jewish nation.  

This is an impressive guy. But we shouldn’t get too enamored with Cornelius per se. 
Rather, we need to understand what he represents. Cornelius is a God-fearer. The God-fearers 
were a distinct group in the First Century. They were Gentiles who worshipped Israel’s God. 
However, they weren’t ready to become converts. To become Jewish, a man had to be 
circumcised. And the God-fearers weren’t willing to take this step. And to be honest, I can 
respect that. That’s a pretty high barrier to conversion, isn’t it? So Cornelius isn’t a Jew. And 
yet, he’s seeking the one, true God. And that’s what we need to keep in mind.  

As Cornelius prays, an angel appears to him. The angel says, “Cornelius’ your prayers and 
financial gifts have ascended to God as a memorial.” In the Old Testament, that word, 
“memorial,” is used of sacrifices. So Cornelius’ deeds have ascended like the incense from a 
sacrifice. And God has taken note of him. The angel commands Cornelius to send for Peter. So 
Cornelius quickly dispatches a few of his men to Joppa. 

God begins by getting Cornelius’ attention. And then, he gets Peter’s: “And 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 And he became hungry, and was desiring to eat; but while they were 
making preparations, he fell into a trance; 11 and he beheld the sky opened up, and a certain 
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 
And a voice came to him, "Arise, Peter, kill and eat!" 14 But Peter said, "By no means, Lord, for I 
have never eaten anything unholy and unclean." 15 And again a voice came to him a second 
time, "What God has cleansed, no longer consider unholy." 16 And this happened three times; 
and immediately the object was taken up into the sky.   



As Cornelius’ men approach Joppa, Peter is praying. It’s almost lunchtime. And Peter is 
getting hungry. As Peter prays, he has a vision. And he sees the greatest buffet in human 
history. And God says to him, “Eat.” But Peter says, “no.”   

Peter is a faithful Jew. And he adheres to Jewish dietary laws. In Leviticus 11, God makes 
a distinction between clean and unclean foods. There were certain foods the Jews could eat; 
and, certain foods they couldn’t. So, when Peter sees this smorgasbord of unclean food, he 
says, “God, I can’t eat this.” But God says, “what I have cleansed, no longer consider unholy.” 
God declares that all food is “clean.” And to drive his point home, God sends Peter this vision 
two more times.  

Now Peter is deeply perplexed. He has no idea what this means. And at this point in the 
narrative, neither do we. As Peter contemplates the vision, Cornelius’ servants arrive at his 
doorstep. And the Holy Spirit tells Peter, “arise, accompany these men; for I have sent them.” 
(v. 20). So Peter comes down to meet them. The men share about Cornelius’s vision. And they 
say “Peter, God has told Cornelius that you have a message for him.” So Peter agrees to speak 
with Cornelius. And they embark to Caesarea. 

Meanwhile, Cornelius is anxiously awaiting Peter’s arrival. He throws a massive house 
party. He wants everyone to meet this guy. And when Peter arrives, Cornelius bows down, and 
worships him. He assumes Peter is some kind of superhuman figure. But Peter says, “get up, I’m 
just a man” (v. 26).  And then, Peter speaks. Listen to what he says, “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.” (v. 28)  

Peter enters this house, filled with Gentiles. And at this point, something clicks in his 
mind. And now, he understands the vision. God wasn’t just telling Peter that he could eat 
bacon, and shellfish. Now God was saying that. (And believe me, I rejoice in that truth). But he 
was saying much more.  

In the Old Testament, God makes a distinction between clean and unclean things. God is 
holy. But God’s people are sinful. And in order to live in God’s presence, the Jews had to 
separate themselves from unclean things. Thus, the Jews didn’t eat what the surrounding 
nations ate. But this dietary distinction signified a moral distinction. The Jews didn’t eat what 
the other nations ate, because they didn’t live as the others nations lived. And because the 
Jews were distinct, they were reluctant to associate with Gentiles. After all, Gentiles ate 
unclean foods. And they worshipped false gods. And if you ate with a Gentile, you could be 
corrupted; either by their food, or by their lifestyle. Peter says it’s “unlawful” for Jews to 
associate with Gentiles. That word, “unlawful,” could also be translated, “taboo.” Strictly 
speaking, it wasn’t “illegal” for Jews to eat with Gentiles.2

                                                           
2 Eckhard J. Schnabel, Acts (ZECNT: Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012); 496-97. 

 But – culturally speaking – it was 
frowned upon.  



But now, Peter is beginning to see the implications of the gospel. God gave Israel the 
law. But this was a temporary arrangement. The law showed Israel her need for a Savior. But 
now, that Savior has come. God has sent Jesus to die for sinners. And through his death, God 
forgives both Jews and Gentiles. And now, people can come to God as they are; not through 
Judaism, but through Jesus. And this means the old categories no longer apply. There’s no 
unclean food. And there are no “unclean” people. God welcomes all who seek him.  

And as Peter associates with Cornelius, he begins to grasp this. And he sees why God 
brought him to Caesarea. God wants him to share the gospel with Gentiles. So Peter begins 
preaching. But before he can finish, people start trusting in Jesus. And then, they receive the 
Holy Spirit. And they begin speaking in new languages, and praising God. And that’s exactly 
what happened in Acts 2, isn’t it? When the first Christians received the Spirit, they spoke in 
new languages, and praised God. Now, some Jewish believers had accompanied Peter to 
Caesrea. And they immediately grasp the significance of what’s happening. They realize that the 
Gentiles have also received God’s Spirit. Thus, they too are God’s people. Peter reaches the 
same conclusion. Thus, he commands these new believers to be baptized.  

God is actively pursuing unreached people. And by his Spirit, he’s still seeking, and still 
saving the lost. That’s what God is doing. That’s his agenda. Cornelius isn’t the hero of this 
story. And neither is Peter. Who’s the hero? It’s God, isn’t it? God prepares Cornelius to hear 
Peter. God prepares Peter to speak with Cornelius. He orchestrates the meeting. He breaks 
down the cultural barriers. And He saves the Gentiles. He is the great missionary.  

And that’s so important for us to remember. God wants to use us. But God isn’t 
constricted. His hands aren’t tied. He isn’t anxiously pacing around heaven, thinking, “Oh, I wish 
someone down there would just share the gospel.” No. God isn’t lagging behind us. He’s out in 
front of us. He’s preparing people to hear his message. And he’s preparing us to speak it. He’s 
leading us towards the unreached.  

God is the hero in evangelism. And that’s great news; because it means I’m not the 
hero. I don’t have to be heroic to share the gospel with other people. I want to live a righteous 
life; a life that pleases God. And I also want to understand the Christian faith, and be able to 
defend it. But listen, I will never be good enough, or smart enough to save someone. Only God 
can do that. And that’s so liberating. 

Maybe you don’t want to talk about Jesus, because you’re ashamed. You think, “I’m not 
great at this whole Christianity thing. And I don’t want to give Jesus a bad name. So I’ll just keep 
my mouth shut.” Now, I think we need to be honest about sin. And, we need to strive for 
holiness. But listen, God can use weird, messed up people. I mean, look at Peter! He didn’t even 
want to eat with Cornelius. And yet, God reaches Cornelius through Peter. The gospel message 
isn’t ultimately about my goodness. It’s about Christ’s. It’s the good news about Jesus, not the 
good news about Jeff. I don’t go up to people and say, “hey, I’ve noticed you’ve got some issues. 
But you’ve probably noticed that I don’t. And perhaps you’re wondering, ‘how can I be awesome 



as that guy?’ Well let me tell you.” God’s the hero. And he can use very un-heroic people. And 
here’s what I’ve found; when I’m honest about shortcomings; when I display weakness; that’s 
when Christ is strong. That’s when he becomes attractive to people, because that’s when it’s 
about his grace, and his goodness.  

God is the hero. He uses messed up people. And he also uses people who are still 
learning; who still have questions. Maybe you think, “I don’t know enough to talk about Jesus.” 
Now, should you seek to learn more? Of course you should! But God is more than capable of 
using what you already know.  

Again, look at Peter! He’s the leader of the church. But he doesn’t understand what God 
is doing. He doesn’t grasp the implications of the gospel. And to get his attention, God has to 
send him the same vision three times. And that’s just like Peter, isn’t it? He doesn’t understand 
anything unless it’s repeated three times. God gives Peter the knowledge he needs.  

And God can use the knowledge we have. I love to explain and defend the Christian 
faith. But I can’t argue anyone into the kingdom God. And if we’re not careful, knowledge can 
actually become a stumbling block. When I was in college, my good and friend and I went to a 
Scottish games festival. And we took a couple female friends with us. And as we were walking 
past the various booths, we met this vendor. He was selling kilts. And he was very friendly, and 
outgoing. But he was also loud, and a little abrasive. Somehow, we started talking about 
Christianity. And all of a sudden, we found ourselves in a full-blown debate. And everyone 
around us started to take notice. Now, this guy was attacking the Christian faith. But I was 
prepared. My intellectual guns were loaded. I thought this guy was arrogant. I thought his 
arguments were self-defeating. And I wanted to put him in his place; to make him feel dumb. 
And…I sorta wanted to impress one of the girls who came with us. So I said to him, “you know, 
you just took an epistemological broad jump into a pile of swords.” Now, that wasn’t the best 
thing to say. For starters, it was pretty confusing. I mean, who says stuff like that, right? 
Additionally, I said it in a very condescending way. And after I said it, I smirked. And at that 
point, this man’s complexion changed. And he said, “you know, if you’re going to act this way, I 
don’t want to talk.” Ugh. See, I wanted to be the intellectual hero. But I was trusting in my own 
intellect, not in Jesus. We don’t know everything. But God does. And if someone asks a difficult 
question, it’s ok to say, “That’s a good question. I don’t know the answer. Can I get back to you 
on that one?” God is able to work with our limitations.   

B. How God’s Doing It: He’s the missionary. And he’s actively seeking and saving the  
unreached. That’s what God is doing. But how is he doing it? How does God save people? 
According to Acts 10, he does this through our preaching.  

Here’s what amazes me about this story. God does all of the heavy lifting, doesn’t he? 
He sends the visions. He coordinates the events. He speaks audibly. And he does all of this so 
that Cornelius might be saved. And yet, Cornelius isn’t saved until he hears Peter preach. Now, 
it’s evident that God wants to save Cornelius, and his household. So why wouldn’t God just 



preach the gospel to these people? And why would he send Peter? I mean, of all people, right? 
“Let’s see, who do I want to send on this cross-cultural mission trip? Hmmm… How about that 
guy who’s prejudiced against Gentiles? Perfect!”   

Why does God send Peter? Because God has decided to save people through our 
preaching. Jesus doesn’t give the Great Commission to himself. He gives it to us. He doesn’t say, 
“I will be my witness.” He says, “you will be my witnesses.” God doesn’t just determine the 
ends. He also determines the means. We know that God wants to save people. But we also 
know how we wants to save them; through us.  

Sometimes, people say, “God can do anything he wants.” And that’s true. But God tells 
us what he wants to do! And according to Jesus, he wants to use us. Our King has already 
revealed his will. So we can’t absolve ourselves of responsibility by punting to God’s 
sovereignty. God wants us to speak. We are God’s ambassadors to those around us. And, we 
need to support those who will share Jesus elsewhere.   

C. Who God’s Doing It For: So what’s God doing? He’s actively seeking and saving the  
unreached. How’s he doing it? Through our preaching. Finally, who is God doing this for? Who 
is God saving? Everyone who calls on his name; people from every nation on earth.   
 Peter sees the significance of Cornelius. God is now working beyond the confines of 
Judaism. Thus, God isn’t only the God of the Jews. Peter now declares that Jesus is, “Lord of all” 
(v. 36). He says that, “everyone who believes in Him receives forgiveness of sins” (v. 43).     

And in verse 34, he says, "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.” As the King James says, God isn’t a respecter of persons. And in this way, he 
is totally unlike us.  

A few weeks ago, my brother-in-law came out to visit us. Kyler is a very generous 
person. Before coming out, he called us. And he said, “hey, I’m going to bring a few gifts for 
your kids.” And I made a key tactical parenting error…I told Addie. I said, “Addie, Uncle Kyler is 
coming soon. And he might have a few things for you.” Now when Kyler arrived, Addie was 
happy to see him. But she was thrilled to see his gifts. And when Kyler opened his suitcase, she 
said, “Uncle Kyler, you’re the best uncle in the world, because you give us presents!” 

Now, 4 year-olds say things like that. But any of us can think like that. We can judge 
people by their politics, or culture, or income-bracket, or whatever. And we can rank them 
according to our preferences. But God isn’t like this. We can’t impress him with our 
righteousness. Nor can we repel him with our sinfulness.    

Peter says that anyone who fears God and does what is right is welcome to him. But 
what does this mean? Is Peter saying that God accepts some people on the basis of their 
works? Some have taken it this way. They believe that God accepts people who live righteous 
lives, even if they don’t trust in Jesus. Now, I don’t think that’s what Peter is saying. Remember 
the context. Peter is speaking with reference to Cornelius. Does God save Cornelius on the basis 



of works? No! Cornelius is saved the same way everyone in Acts is saved; by trusting in Jesus. 
So Peter isn’t saying that God accepts people on their own merit. Rather, I think he’s saying 
this; that God welcomes seekers from every nation. He seeks them first. And when they seek 
him, he welcomes them to trust in Jesus. So God’s agenda is global.  

And that brings us back to where we began. What is God doing? He’s actively seeking 
and saving the unreached. How is he doing it? Through our preaching. Who is he doing it for? 
People from every nation, and every people-group. That’s God’s agenda. The questions is, are 
we aligned with it? And listen, if you’re a follower of Jesus, the question isn’t, “is God’s agenda 
relevant to my life?” The question is, “am I relevant to God’s agenda?” This is what God’s doing. 
So how do we align ourselves with it? Let me offer a few suggestions.  

First, pray. Pray for the gospel to advance across cultures. We support a number of 
missionaries. Their pictures are right out there, in the foyer. Start by reaching out to one of 
them. We can provide you with contact information. Start small. Send an email. “Hey, we see 
you picture in foyer. How can we pray for you?” 

Second, partner with others. Creekside partners with a number of missionaries. And 
we’re seeking to improve these partnerships. We want to increase our giving to global missions. 
We’re also creating a Missions Team. This team will suggest new ways we can support our 
missionaries. They’ll also help clarify our funding criteria. We want to ensure your money is 
being stewarded well. We’re also considering a partnership with a global church planting 
network. So how can you partner? There are several ways. You can support one of our 
missionaries financially. We also partner with sister churches in Mexico, Germany, and 
Cambodia. You could financially support one of these churches. Or, you could go on a short-
term trip, and support them in this way.  
 Pray, partner. Third, ponder. That was the best, p-word I could come up with ok? Ponder 
whether God is calling you to the ends of the earth. If you feel a burden for the unreached, 
don’t ignore it. Talk to God about it. And I’d be happy to talk with you more.   
 

We go to the ends of the earth, because Jesus has come to us. He is the ultimate cross-
cultural missionary. He comes to our foreign planet. And he lives the life that we’ve failed to 
live, so that God can credit us with his perfect record of righteousness. And he dies the death 
we deserve to die. He bears God’s judgment, so that we don’t have to. And he rises from the 
dead, to conquer death, and restore us to God forever. Jesus travels from heaven to earth to 
save us. And he invites us to take his message everywhere; even to the most remote places on 
this planet. Perhaps you are seeking God. Or, maybe you feel like God is seeking you. I’m here 
to tell you that God is no respecter of persons. Come just as you are. Tell God that you’ve 
sinned. Trust that Jesus died to forgive you. And ask Christ to come into your life, and make you 
the person he wants you to be. And if you’re ready to do that, don’t wait. Come up here  
afterwards. I’d love to talk. Let’s pray. 
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