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There are two major things which are taking place in this chapter, and we will only deal with the 
first of them here this morning.  First, there is the salvation of Cornelius, who was perhaps the 
most moral man who ever lived, before he was saved.  And then there is the description of how 
God was opening the door of faith to all the Gentile world through Peter’s instrumentality.  God 
gave Peter a vision of a sheet full of animals of various sorts, being lowered down from heaven.  
This I will explain to you more fully in a later sermon.  But over and over again, as we have 
already seen in the book of Acts, you will find people who were not looking for Christ, people 
who were not looking to have a conversion experience, finding Christ, and being saved because it 
was the Lord Himself who was first seeking them.  I want to assure you, from the Bible itself, 
that this is the way that it always is, in the salvation of any person, whether they realize it or not.  
Salvation is always of the Lord; it is not of themselves.   
       Salvation is of the Lord whether you are the most sinful barbaric person who has ever lived, 
or whether you are the most moral person who has ever lived.  And so, if we would not be 
confused, we must stick with the facts of what we know the word of God tells us; that it is only by 
grace that any person is saved, through faith, and that it is not of ourselves; it is the gift of God 
lest any should boast.  Yes, a person must seek the Lord for themselves, to find and obtain 
salvation, and yet the Bible tells us that “there is none who seeks for God, no not one”. (Romans 
3: 10)  So let us receive the truth to ourselves, that this is so; that it is the Lord who first comes to 
every person who He is ever intending to save, and that He comes to them before they will begin 
to seek Him in a saving way.  The Lord when He comes bringing salvation, He comes in a very 
personal way, and He deals with people according to His own purpose, but this text of Scripture 
shows us also, that He deals with them and saves them in accordance with His own perfect 
vision of who they are, and what they have lived for before they were converted.  It is only God 
who can open a person’s eyes to the greatness of the glory of Christ His Son, and His Son’s 
perfect work, so that they will believe and be saved.   
       This is what makes the conversion of any person to Christ, so very wonderful.  It brings glory 
to God that they come to Christ for salvation; He who is the only Savior of sinners.  If they are a 
moral person, the most moral person who has ever lived, still they must come to Christ in order 
to be saved.  So, having said this to you, let us now proceed to examine the conversion of 
Cornelius to Christ.  I want to set before you, four things that a person may be, or do, or 
experience, and yet not know Christ yet.   1st of all – A person may be extremely devout and even 
fear God and yet not know Christ yet.  2nd – A person may be spoken to by an angel of God and 
yet not know Christ yet.  3rd – A person may give alms generously and pray to God always and 
not know Christ yet.  And 4th – A person may have many friends around them who are moral as 
they are, and yet still not know Christ yet.   I will explain these things to you in terms of what 
common grace is in relation to saving grace, and what a morally good person is to do if they 
would find Christ and be saved.   
1st of all – A person may be extremely devout and yet not know Christ. 
       Verse 1 says – “There was a certain man in Caesarea called Cornelius, a centurion of what 
was called the Italian Regiment, a devout man and one who feared God and all his household.”  
Now, to be devout is to be devoted to what you believe to be true.  To be devout is to engage in 
consistent and sincere religious activities of devotion and worship, to the being that you believe 
to be God.  So we should understand that a person could be a devout Buddhist or a devout 
Muslim, and they would be regularly pursuing devotion to a god of their own devising, or their 
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own conception, or according to their own supposed Scriptures of truth, which is no God at all.  
They may have learned this futile way of life from their parents or other religious people, and 
they are so very devoted to this way of thinking and this way of worship that they have fully 
convinced themselves that it is true when it is not true.  Let us understand that since man was 
created in the image and likeness of God, that even though he has fallen from his original 
righteousness in Adam, there is still a religious impulse in man to worship something.  For this 
was the reason that he was created in the first place.  Man was created to worship and serve the 
one true and living God.  He was created to glorify the true and living God and to worship Him 
forever.  But because of the fall, man by nature no longer worships the true and living God; he 
worships something that he makes up in his own mind, or learns it from the thoughts of people 
around him who he loves and respects.  He may call his own definition of God his god, but 
unless he worships according to the truth of the Bible, the truth of what God has revealed 
concerning Himself, he worships in vain, and his worship is false. 
       Cornelius was a man who had somehow learned of God’s wrath against this false and selfish, 
man-made worship.  He did not know the apostle Paul, but he somehow had come to know the 
truth of Romans 1: 18 – “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness 
and unrighteousness of men, who suppress the truth in unrighteousness, because what may be 
known of God is manifest in them, for God has shown it to them.”  “For since the creation of the 
world His invisible attributes are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made, 
even His eternal power and Godhead, so that they are without excuse, because, although they 
knew God, they did not glorify Him as God, nor were thankful, but became futile in their 
thoughts, and their foolish hearts were darkened.”  Cornelius may have been raised by people 
like this, but at some point, he saw his own suppression of the truth, and he repented of it.  He 
turned from idols and began to serve the true and living God, and even though he was not a Jew, 
he came to believe in the God of the Jews, and that salvation from his sins could only be found in 
relation to attempting to please God by keeping his commandments.  
       Cornelius was a man who was full of common grace.  What is common grace?  It is that favor 
and blessing that God sovereignly shows to all of mankind.  He shows this favor in accordance 
with His own eternal purposes.  It is particular both to persons and general to nations.  Some 
nations of people have more common grace than others.  But this common grace is God’s  
kindness and goodness which he shows to particular men and societies which, according to the 
degree that they act upon what is shown them about God, leads them to act morally and 
decently; to be restrained from gross sin and idolatry. Common grace works in accordance with 
God’s purposes in salvation as well, as we see here in this example of Cornelius.  Not all men 
who have common grace come to salvation, but God’s intention in giving common grace is to 
bring men to repentance as Paul says in Romans 2:4 – “Or do you despise the riches of His 
goodness, forbearance, and longsuffering, not knowing that the goodness of God leads you to 
repentance?”  God, in common grace, shines His light of truth in the creation and through His 
moral law, and to the degree that men lay hold of it, not in a self-righteous spirit, but with the 
spirit of inquiry, the spirit of sincerely wanting to know God, they shall be blessed by it.  It is 
certainly possible to “despise the riches of God’s goodness”, but in Cornelius, we see a man who 
acted according to the light that was shown to him, as God providentially led him along to the 
place where he would learn more about  Jesus the only Savior of the World.   
        At this time in which the Lord was intending to save him, he is called here a God-fearing 
man.  Can a man be God-fearing and still not know the Lord?  Yes, I believe that it is entirely 
possible, because the fear of the Lord is only the beginning of wisdom.  To fear God in a holy 
sense is to have regard for God and His word to do it.  And here in Cornelius we find that a 
person may fear the Lord out of common grace as well as saving grace.  If an unsaved person 
fears the Lord, it is often their conscience speaking to them in relation to their duty to obey God, 
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coupled with a sincere desire to know the truth about God and the meaning of life.  This is what 
Cornelius had.  His being devout and God-fearing was something that he learned by common 
grace being shown him.  He was born an Italian, and as he grew up, he came to know that the 
worship of his fathers, his ancestors was vain and idolatrous.  He was given what the Puritans 
used to call – Prevenient grace,(the grace which goes before conversion, and which eventually 
leads to conversion to Christ) to see this.  He was a centurion of what was called the Italian 
Regiment, and during his service and his travels to these places where many Jews lived, and he 
observed them, and their worship, and he concluded from what he had seen and heard, that 
some of these people really knew God.  Why did he conclude this?  It was because in a good 
number of them, he saw common grace at work in them.  He saw that they had Scriptures which 
governed their lives; Scriptures which told them, and all men who the only true and living God 
was.  He was the God who had revealed the truth of Himself in the Scriptures written by Moses 
and the prophets; that He was a God who was holy and just and true; that He was a God who 
was faithful to His word, and He is the just Judge of all mankind.   
       I believe that it was through his coming into contact with Jewish people and culture that he 
learned of the law of God in the Ten Commandments; that fiery law which pricked his own 
conscience, and it was this common grace that made him sit up and take notice of his 
responsibility to keep God’s commandments.  He saw by the illumination of common grace that 
God had revealed a righteous standard in His holy law, and His expectation was, that all men 
would keep it, not just the Jews.  He had come to spiritually see and understand in a measure, 
the truth of God’s kindness and love for all mankind in giving them food and satisfying their 
hearts with gladness.  He saw that there were a group of people who had been taught that they 
should love their neighbor as themselves, and who did not hate all Gentiles, like himself.   He 
thought about all of these things in depth and he wondered how he, a Gentile, could come to 
know God better.  He believed that this better knowledge would come through his becoming 
devoted to God; to be a worshiper of God, and try to please him through good works.  
Now 2nd - A person may be spoken to by an angel of God and yet not know Christ 
yet. 
       Verse 3 says: “About the ninth hour of the day he saw clearly in a vision an angel of God 
coming in and saying to him, ‘Cornelius!”  “And when he observed him he was afraid, and said, 
‘What is it lord?”  Now, I will not spend much time on this point, but I think that it is good for us 
to understand the mission of angels.  It is the mission of angels, according to Hebrews chapter 1, 
verse 14, to be “ministering spirits sent forth to minister for those who will inherit salvation.”  
This angel was sent to Cornelius, not to preach the gospel to him, but to tell him that he was to 
send to Joppa for Simon Peter, who would preach to him the gospel so that he could be saved.    
People who are not devout, like Cornelius was, all down through the generations of time, have 
thought that they were very spiritual people if they had had some conversation with an angel.  
But there have been people who have talked with angels who have perished in their sins; people 
who have even been given great spiritual gifts from God, who have talked with an angel.  The 
false prophet Balaam in the Old Testament was one of those people.   
       You remember that he was a man who vacillated between serving God and serving his own 
interests in relation to sinful men.  King Balak, the king of Moab, one of Israel’s enemies, wanted 
Balaam to curse Israel for him, but Balaam would not do it.  But even though Balaam ended up 
blessing Israel with the prophetic blessings of the Lord, yet he was still trying to serve his own 
interests and he studied to find some way that he could play both sides of the fence; to serve the 
interests of wicked king of Moab, at yet at the same time declare that he was serving God.  But as 
Jesus said, “You cannot serve God and mammon.  You cannot serve both God and the interests 
of the enemies of the Lord.  At one point when he was asked to come meet with Balak to talk 
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over these things, God had specifically made it clear to him in Numbers 22: 12 that he was not to 
go, and yet he went anyway.   
       Let me relate a little of what happened.  In Numbers chapter 22: 24 it says – “And as he 
went, “the Angel of the Lord stood in a narrow path between the vineyards, with a wall on this 
side and a wall on that side.”  “And when the donkey saw the Angel of the Lord, she pushed 
herself against the wall and crushed Balaam’s foot against the wall; so he struck her again.”  
“Then the Angel of the Lord went further and stood in a narrow place where there was no way to 
turn either to the right hand or to the left.”  “And when the donkey saw the Angel of the Lord, 
she lay down under Balaam; so Balaam’s anger was aroused, and he struck the donkey with his 
staff.”  Now I ask you: Who was wiser here; Balaam or his donkey?  I think that it was the 
donkey.  For it goes on to say in verse 28 – “Then the Lord opened the mouth of the donkey, and 
she said to Balaam, ‘What have I done to you, that you have struck me these three times?”  “And 
Balaam said to the donkey, ‘Because you have abused me I wish there were a sword in my hand, 
for now I would kill you!”  (Not much common grace, even, in Balaam, was there?  He is 
supposedly a prophet of the Lord, and yet he cannot exercise the grace self-control in relation to 
his own faithful donkey!  This is because he really did not know the Lord!)  “So the donkey said 
to Balaam, ‘Am I not your donkey on which you have ridden, ever since I became yours, to this 
day?”  “Was I ever disposed to do this to you?”  “And he said ‘No.” (You see, there was quite a 
large amount of common grace given to this donkey, so that she could give Balaam a reasonable 
answer like this, and yet donkey’s do not even need either common grace or saving grace!)   
       “Then,” it says in verse 31 – “Then Lord opened Balaam’s eyes, and he saw the Angel of the 
Lord standing in the way with His drawn sword in His hand; and he bowed his head and fell flat 
on his face.”  “And the Angel of the Lord said to him, ‘Why have you struck your donkey these 
three times?”  “Behold, I have come out to stand against you, because your way is perverse 
before Me.”  “The donkey saw Me and turned aside from Me these three times.”  “If she had not 
turned aside from Me, surely I would also have killed you by now, and let her live.”  “And 
Balaam said to the Angel of the Lord, ‘I have sinned, for I did not know You stood in the way 
against me.”  “Now therefore, if it displeases You, I will turn back.”  “Then the Angel of the Lord 
said to Balaam, ‘Go with the men, but only the word that I speak to you, that you shall speak.”  
“So Balaam went with the princes of Balak.”  
       Now, the reason that I have related these things to you is that I want you to see that it is 
possible to speak with an angel, to think that you know the Lord, and yet not know the Lord at 
all.  This is what happened to Balaam.  It is possible even to experience the common grace of 
having a conversation with the Angel of the Lord, and yet not to improve upon the opportunity 
of the blessing that is given to you.  Although Balaam did go on to prophetically bless Israel, and 
His words in that regard were altogether true, nevertheless, he later went on to completely 
forsake the right way, because he loved the wages of unrighteousness it says in 2nd Peter 2: 15. 
And in Jude it says that this was the error of many false prophets; the error of trying to run 
greedily into helping the enemies of the Lord.  But in regard to Cornelius, we find just the 
opposite taking place.  He was providentially given many opportunities by God to improve upon 
the common grace given to him, and he improved upon them all.  Common grace, duly 
improved, will lead to God’s presenting you with the gospel of Christ.  It is common grace that 
you are having the opportunity to hear the preaching of God’s word, in the house of God here 
today, if you have never been converted to Christ.  And if you will listen and receive the word of 
the Lord, and believe in Jesus Christ today, you will be saved.  
3rd – A person may give alms generously and pray to God always and not know 
Christ yet.   
       Verse 4 says – “And when Cornelius observed the angel, he was afraid, and said, ‘What is it, 
lord?”  “So he said to him, ‘Your prayers and your alms have come up for a memorial before 
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God.”  “Now send men to Joppa, and send for Simon whose surname is Peter.”  “He is lodging 
with Simon, a tanner, whose house is by the sea.”  “He will tell you what you must do.”  This 
statement, “Your prayers and your alms have come up for memorial before the Lord”, is a very 
precious one.  Although salvation cannot be merited by the best of our good works before 
conversion, the Lord does take notice of them, even before conversion; and they are not 
considered dead works by Him, if a person is not trying to justify themselves by them.  It says 
here that our great God stores them up as a memorial before Him.  They are remembered by 
Him with pleasure, as a tribute to Cornelius’ response to all of the common grace that he had 
been given.  Cornelius did well in his prayers and deeds before he was saved.  His devotion to 
God and his considerate regard to do righteous deeds, and to give to the poor, were approved of 
by God. His prayers that God would be honored and other people would be helped were not 
selfish, but thoughtful, and they were all taken notice of by God to reward them.  God would 
reward them, not with conferring  salvation upon Cornelius, because he had done these 
righteous things, but rather by bringing Peter to preach to him the words by which he most 
certainly would be saved.   
       Listen to Alexander Maclaren, the great Scottish preacher, on this subject: “But the all-
important truth in the words is that the prayers and alms (coming from a devout heart) of a man 
who had never heard of Jesus Christ were acceptable to God.” “None the less Cornelius needed 
Jesus, and the recompense made to him was the knowledge of the Saviour.” “The belief that in 
many a heathen heart, such yearning after a dimly known God, has stretched itself towards light, 
and been accepted of God, does not in the least conflict with the truth that ‘there is none other 
Name given among men, whereby we must be saved,’ but it sheds a bright and most welcome 
light of hope into that awful darkness.” “Christ is the only Saviour, but it is not for us to say how 
far off from the channel in which it flows, the water of life may percolate, and feed the roots of 
distant trees. Cornelius’s religion was not a substitute for Christ, but it was the occasion of his 
being led to Christ, and finding full, conscious salvation there.” “God leads seeking souls by His 
own wonderful ways; and we may leave all such in His hand, assured that no heart ever 
hungered after righteousness and was not filled.” (end of quote) 
       I think that it is a very interesting thing that even though my own dear father was not 
converted until he was 58 years old, that he nevertheless thought about what it meant to know 
God and honor God, many times and many occasions in the years before that.  Like many in his 
generation, he was taught to live a moral life, and yet there was not much preaching for 
conversion in the Methodist and Presbyterian church in the 1920s, and his parents were rather 
quiet on the subject of conversion as well, although I think that they knew the Lord.   My Dad 
was converted to Christ by reading Spurgeon sermons in May of 1970.  And yet, there were times 
before he was converted, when he would pray to God and ask that his wife and children might 
come to know God.  And he did this, as I say, for many years before he himself was converted.  
Before he and my mother married in June of 1950, he bought my mother a Bible, and in the 
pages at the front of it he wrote down about 20 good Bible verses, ones that a saved person 
would give to an unsaved person, with a personal note to my mother saying that it was his hope 
that she would come to know God through reading the Bible.   
       I further remember my father, asking me many times, when I was a young lad, to kneel down 
next to the bed with him and pray after him.  He would pray verses out loud; verses like 
Deuteronomy 6, verse 4 that we should love the Lord our God with all of our heart, and he would  
ask God to help us to love Him with all of our heart.  He would pray using parts of the Ten 
Commandments or the 23rd Psalm, and ask God to help us to do what was right, because he 
wanted to be a God-fearing person, and he wanted me to be a God-fearing person.  His 
roommate in college Dick Strickler worked in the National Observatory in Washington D.C. in 
the late 1940s, and he came to know the Lord, and this had a great effect on my Dad.  He once 
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came home to their apartment and found Dick on his knees praying to God.  This made a great 
impression on my father.  Dad didn’t know the Lord yet, but he was impressed when Dick made 
the decision to go into New Tribes Mission and went to Bolivia in the Mid-1950s.  My dad was 
one of the people who supported Dick in his mission to the Indians, and he was no doubt 
praying for Dick in those years before he was converted to Christ.  I am saying that I believe that 
all of this was common and prevenient grace.  And it is a memorial to God; a tribute to His 
goodness and mercy, and a memorial laid up before God; something that He will forever 
remember, because there was a godly response that was given by that person to all of the 
common grace that was bestowed.  And even though it was not meritorious to bring about 
salvation, yet God was pleased with it.  Let us thank God for common grace when it leads to the 
serious consideration by moral men and women, of their need of special and saving grace 
according to the power and purposes of God.   
And 4th – A person may have many friends around them who are moral as they are, 
and yet still not know Christ yet. 
       Verse 7 says – “And when the angel who spoke to him had departed, Cornelius called two of 
his household servants and a devout soldier from among those who waited on him continually.”  
“So when he had explained these things to them, he sent them to Joppa.”  I want you to notice 
the common grace of wisdom that was given to Cornelius to gather around himself people who 
also were devout.  Cornelius was so devout that he had family devotions with his household 
servants.  Cornelius was so devout that he had other soldiers who he evidently prayed with and 
talked spiritual things over with, and yet these people did not know the Lord either, yet.  This 
shows us that good morality, as valuable a thing as it is to our families, our communities and our 
nation, will not of itself save any person from their sins.  Let us thank God for His sovereign free 
grace which is not based upon our works but upon all that Jesus has done for us.  God is no 
respecter of persons; He does reward each man according to his works.  It is a good thing for 
moral people to be friends and talk over spiritual subjects.  It may lead to their conversion if 
their morality does not degenerate into self-righteousness.   
       But in Cornelius’ case, it not only did not degenerate into self-righteousness, but he was able 
to employ these servants, and this friend of his, to send them to Joppa and, according to the 
instructions of the angel, to summon Peter to his house, and to hear the words of eternal life that 
Peter would speak to him, and to all of his household.  Peter would be sought out and actually be 
brought back by them, from Joppa, to stand before them all, there in Caesarea, and Peter would 
preach to that small gathering of moral people, the words of the gospel of Jesus Christ, so that 
even they, might all be saved.  In closing this message, I want you all to take notice of the fact  
that even though Cornelius was such a devout man, such a God-fearing man, such a helper of the 
poor, and such a man of prayer, still he would not come to know God until he had heard the 
words concerning Jesus Christ; those words which came with power to his heart, and the hearts 
of all those with him.  Common grace had helped him very much, but it could not save Him.  
Only Jesus could save him and all his household.  Dear listeners, let us not think that there is no 
such thing as common grace.  The world is full of it today, and much good is done in the world 
today by people who do not know God as of yet.  Let us praise God for His goodness and mercy 
to the sons of men.  But let us also pray for God to stretch forth His mighty hand in saving 
power; that the words of truth would come with power to everyone who comes to church, here in 
these days.  For we know that it is not by works of righteousness which we have done that we 
have been saved, but it is according to His mercy that He saves us; by the washing of water with 
the word.  Let us pray together.    
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