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LOST RELIGIOUS PEOPLE
(Deuteronomy 21:18-23; Acts 10:23b-43)
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A.  What we must bear in mind in all of this is that Cornelius was very religious—but he was still lost.  Religious people, even highly religious people, need to come to Christ, or they will never inherit eternal life.  Let’s go back and look at a description of Cornelius’ religion.  “1 At Caesarea there was a man named Cornelius, a centurion of what was known as the Italian Cohort, 2 a devout man who feared God with all his household, gave alms generously to the people, and prayed continually to God.”

Unlike most of us, Cornelius was not born into his religion.  Rather, he studied it out and consciously, intentionally chose the Jewish faith.  As a consequence, he took his faith very seriously.  He was not merely socialized into it.  He was devout, which means that he scrupulously followed the teachings of his faith, even though he never took the full plunge and converted to Judaism.  But he put many Jews to shame because he “feared God with all his household.”  He led his family into obedience and faithfulness.  He kept his faith outwardly and “gave alms generously to the people,” and he kept his faith in inwardly when he “prayed continually to God.”  In his practice of his religion, you see, he was probably more faithful and committed than most of us here.  He was religious…and lost.  Does that perhaps describe you? 

B.  God employs two miracles to get this lost religious man within the hearing of the Gospel.  An angel appears to Cornelius and instructs him to send for Peter.  In the meantime, Peter has a vision, teaching him that he must go and preach the gospel to Cornelius.  And God brings these two together with the message that this lost, religious man needed in order to be saved. 

C.  I believe in the providence of God.  Nothing is by accident.  You are here today because God determined you would be, and God has instructed me to teach you the way that you must be saved.  Like Cornelius, you may be religious, very religious, devout, in practicing your religion.  And you may be lost, just like Cornelius.  God has a message for you today, and I urge you to give ear.


In his message, God first says that… 
I. HE ACCEPTS PEOPLE ONLY THROUGH JESUS.

A.  God does not disqualify Cornelius simply because he was born to the wrong parents.  And that’s pretty good news, because some of us were not born to the right parents either.  So after Peter has come to Cornelius’ house and heard the story of God’s angelic messenger visiting this Gentile, he comes to understand the true meaning of the vision God revealed of the clean and unclean animals, and the Lord’s cryptic command, “What God has made clean, do not call common.” (10:15)   “34 So Peter opened his mouth and said: “Truly I understand that God shows no partiality, 35 but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him.”  Peter is clearly NOT saying that God accepts people on the basis of their good works, otherwise Cornelius would not have needed to hear the Gospel of salvation in Christ.  Rather, Peter is exclaiming his wonder that there is no longer any distinction between Jews and Gentiles in salvation, that all may be reconciled to him through Jesus.  God shows no partiality.

And that’s very good news.  The door is wide open to salvation to people from every nation, every race, tribe, and language.  It doesn’t matter what you’ve done in the past.  God calls only sinners to salvation in Christ.  If you are a sinner you are qualified, so you come to Christ today.


B.  The other implication of this fact that God shows no partiality or favoritism is that nobody is born with a special status with God.  God plays no favorites.  Nobody is automatically in, and nobody is automatically out.  God only saves through Jesus, whatever your background, wherever you may come from.  

This can be an enormous danger for those who grew up in church.  There has always been this temptation to think that if your children grow up in church, they are automatically Christians.  This is a constant danger when it comes to the baptism of our children. We may think that if we only get them baptized, then they will certainly go to heaven.  But the baptism is only an outward sign that God has graciously allowed this child a great advantage of growing up in a faithful family and church.  That child must also embrace the faith for himself or herself, or they are lost.  And the danger that was played out continually in the Old Testament is one of presumption.  The people presumed that because they were circumcised, they were in right standing with God.  And yet the vast majority of Israel had no true faith in the living God.  


C.  Have you perhaps presumed upon God? Here is an indication, if you will honestly search your heart.  Have you ever considered that perhaps you are not born again? If you have never permitted that thought, then it’s pretty clear that you have assumed you are in the faith because of your upbringing.  You have been socialized into the church, but you’ve never been born again.  And if that’s true, then if you would have been born in another country and into another religion, then you would belong to that religion and not Christianity.  Have you ever intentionally chosen for Christ?  And are you continually, intentionally chosing for Christ?  If not, then you are just like Cornelius—religious, perhaps even very religious…and lost.


Another question you might ask yourself:  If you were charged with being a Christian in a court of law, would there be enough evidence to convict you?  What is it about your life that demonstrates clearly that you have not just been brought up in church and socialized into Christianity, but that you have altered your life in significant ways in order to consciously, deliberately follow Jesus?  If it’s just a habit, if you are simply conforming to the community standard, then it’s clear that you are only socially, nominally Christian, but that you have never been born again.  You are religious…and lost.

D.  Let’s take it one step deeper:  a clear indication that you have not been born again, that you have no true, living faith in Jesus Christ, but have only  been socialized into the community standard is that when the community standard changes, you change with it.  When you were growing up, for example, the community standard for church attendance was very high.  Most people went to church every Sunday morning, stayed for Sunday School, and then came back in the evening to hear what God had to say to them.  But now the community standard has declined.  Those who have no true, living faith in the Lord Jesus but have simply been socialized into the community standard will change with that relaxed expectation.  Have you declined as the community benchmark has been lowered, or have you resisted the decline with urgency, and determined to stay close to Christ no matter what others may do, to worship and serve him with more faithfulness?  Fish can swim against the current because they are alive; driftwood is dead and only goes with the flow.  

God has no grandchildren.  He plays no favorites.  Nobody is automatically out; nobody is automatically in.  If your spiritual life has declined along with the majority, then it is very possible that there only ever was the appearance of life, but no true life at all.  So you have never been born again; you are religious…and lost.  And you must come to Christ today.  And this may be that glad day which God has appointed for you.  

Because the good news is that 

II. GOD SAVES SINNERS THROUGH JESUS.


A.  Jesus Christ is central to Peter’s message.  That’s because the Gospel, the good news that God has to offer to a dying world, enslaved to sin, is all about what his Son has done to rescue and save sinners.  Peter shares with Cornelius the news that he must hear (and we must hear) in order to be saved.  “36  As for the word that he sent to Israel, preaching good news of peace through Jesus Christ (he is Lord of all), 37  you yourselves know what happened throughout all Judea, beginning from Galilee after the baptism that John proclaimed: 38  how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power. He went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was with him. 39 And we are witnesses of all that he did both in the country of the Jews and in Jerusalem.”  


B.  Jesus Christ was the man God has appointed to be the Savior of sinners.  Through his life he has fully demonstrated God’s intention to rescue those who are oppressed by the devil.  Through his PERFECT life of doing all things good and righteous, he is able to pay the penalty of the curse of sin.  “They put him to death by hanging him on a tree….”  Why does Peter say that Jesus was hanged on a tree, when he was actually crucified on a cross?  That’s because it is a play on words.  The Greek word “xulon” can mean tree, and it can also mean cross.  In Deuteronomy 21:23, the Jewish Law declares that “a hanged man is cursed by God.”  You would think that Jesus’ disciples would want to hide the fact that Jesus was hanged on a tree and so clearly died under God’s curse.  But Peter has already declared that Jesus was God’s anointed one who went about doing good in the power of the Holy Spirit.  The point is that Jesus died on the tree, cursed by God, for the sins of others, for he had no sins of his own.  Jesus, the Son of God, rescues sinners by taking the dreadful curse we deserve for our many sins and offenses against God’s holy majesty.  Jesus endured the punishment for sinners.  

C.  And the clear proof that Jesus himself was innocent, dying under the curse for others, is that God overruled the verdict and raised him from the dead.  Jesus himself did not deserve death, so death could not hold him.  “They put him to death by hanging him on a tree, 40  but God raised him on the third day and made him to appear, 41  not to all the people but to us who had been chosen by God as witnesses, who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead. 42  And he commanded us to preach to the people and to testify that he is the one appointed by God to be judge of the living and the dead.”


So on the day of judgment which is surely coming for all people, religious and non-religious alike, it will be Jesus who is seated on that judgment throne.  It will be Jesus the Son of God who alone determines who enters the glory of eternal life and who is consigned to the place of everlasting torment.  He has won eternal life through is death and resurrection, and all who then come to him, repenting from sin and trusting in his work alone to save him, all who come to him in faith will be acquitted by him and declared righteous and reconciled to God.  


Which means that 
III. GOD REQUIRES FAITH IN JESUS.


A.  You must put your faith in Jesus Christ personally.  Your parents can show you the way, but they cannot do it for you.  If you do not come to Christ and admit your sin to him, turning from it, and then turning to him and acknowledge that he alone can save you, then you are still in your sins, and you will pay for your sins.  Peter tells Cornelius and the other Gentiles gathered with him:  “43  To [Jesus] all the prophets bear witness that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.”

Almighty God is here through his Holy Spirit.  In his infallible Word, he has authorized me to offer you salvation, the forgiveness of sins, coming in out of the dark and cold, and to be reconciled to him.  
B.  And let me just say that it is worth it.  When the Son of God walked the earth, all he could do was good to those in need, those who were under the oppression of the devil, as you are, enslaved by your wicked desires.  And don’t you think it’s time that you left your sins, that you fled from them, and came at last to trust Christ?  You may have been thinking for decades that you were alright with God because you had been baptized as a child, or you had been brought up going to church.  But now all that’s been revealed as a terrible, terrible mistake and error and presumption on your part.  And you need Christ.  You need to come to him yourself, to turn from the slavery of sin and surrender to the Son of God, the only Lord and Savior of sinners like you.  


Or maybe you have thought that you were disqualified because of your background.  You did not grow up in church.  You had very little spiritual upbringing. Or maybe you think that this cannot apply to your because of the terrible things that you have done in the past.  My friend, this must apply to you, for Jesus declared again and again that he has only come to save sinners, and when the Son of God walked the earth, he regularly hung out with the most notorious.  Only he didn’t leave them that way, but had a habit of making them new people who walked away from their life of sin.  


C.  The foot of the cross of Jesus is level ground.  God plays no favorites, and he has no grandchildren.  The only thing standing in the way of your coming to Christ today is you.  Perhaps you love your sin and love your pride too much.  But now you must put that all away and come to Jesus who alone can save you.  “43  To him all the prophets bear witness that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.”

And that’s what almighty God offers to you today, if you will only break with sin and close with Christ.  
(
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