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In this morning’s appointed lectionary reading from the Book of Acts, we find the 
apostle Peter in the seaport of Caesarea, a largely Gentile city located north of Jerusalem 
on the Mediterranean coast. Caesarea was the capital of Roman government in 
Palestine. Roman governors of the province of Judea were headquartered there as were 
the Roman army legions stationed in the province. 
 
Peter had been summoned to Caesarea by Cornelius, who was a Roman centurion, an 
officer in the Roman army who had one hundred men at his command. Cornelius was a 
Gentile (meaning he was not a Jew), but he nevertheless had a good reputation among 
the Jews. Everyone in the Jewish community spoke well of him. He was known to be a 
devout man who prayed constantly to God and gave generously to people in need. 
 
Cornelius had had a vision in which an angel of God appeared to him and told him to 
send men to Joppa, a coastal city about 35 miles to the south, to find Peter and invite 
him to come back with them to Cornelius' home so that he could hear what Peter had to 
say. Cornelius did as the angel instructed, and Peter came to Caesarea accompanied by 
some of his fellow believers.  
 
When they all arrived at Cornelius' home, they found many people assembled there. 
Cornelius had gathered together his relatives and close friends -- all Gentiles -- to hear 
God's message from Peter. At Cornelius' request, Peter began to tell them about the 
good news of Jesus Christ.  
 
We don’t know if what is recorded in the book of Acts was Peter’s entire sermon that 
day, or just the Cliff Notes version. The passage is so telegraphic. It’s possible that the 
original version, which had been passed along for decades by word of mouth, may have 
been much longer. But when it finally came to putting it in writing, the author of Acts 
may have edited it down to just its bare essentials. 
 
What we are left with are the highlights of the early church’s core teachings about Jesus 
– what biblical scholars refer to as the kerygma. Kerygma is a Greek word found in the 
New Testament that means “proclamation” or “preaching.” In biblical and theological 
discussions, the term kerygma has come to refer to the essence of the preaching of the 
apostles. Merriam-Webster defines it as "the apostolic proclamation of salvation 
through Jesus Christ." 
 
I want to break down Peter’s message into its component parts in order to tease out the 
content of the kerygma. 
 
1. First, Peter proclaims that Jesus is the one about whom the Hebrew prophets 

testified. He is the Christ, the Messiah, the one sent by God to the nation of Israel 



(and to every nation) to preach a message of peace and reconciliation between God 
and humanity. Jesus is the Deliverer and Savior whom prophecy foretold and in 
whom all the promises of God would be fulfilled.     

 
2. Peter goes on to say that Jesus was anointed by God at his baptism “with the Holy 

Spirit and with power.” This is the moment we read about in the passage from 
Matthew’s gospel: “And when Jesus had been baptized, just as he came up from the 
water, suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God 
descending like a dove and alighting on him. And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is 
my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.’”  

 
3. Following his baptism, Jesus began his ministry in Galilee. He “went about doing 

good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil,” for the power of God was 
with him. Word “spread throughout Judea” about Jesus and his ministry. And the 
apostles with whom he surrounded himself were “witnesses to all that he did both 
in Judea and in Jerusalem.” 

 
4. Jesus’ public ministry ended with crucifixion. Though it is curious that Peter says: 

“They put Jesus to death by hanging him on a tree.” Peter’s wording makes it sound 
more like Jesus was lynched -- hung from a tree -- rather than nailed to a cross. 
(There are parallels between 1st-century crucifixion and 20th-century lynching. 
African-American theologian James Cone explored them in his 2011 book, The Cross 
and the Lynching Tree.) 

 
5. In Jesus’ case, God would not let death have the last word. God raised Jesus from 

the dead on the third day and allowed Jesus to appear to his disciples, those “who 
were chosen by God as witnesses, and who ate and drank with Jesus after the 
resurrection from the dead.” 

 
6. Jesus was exalted by God and given the name "Lord.” Jesus is “the one who is Lord 

of all.” To say that Jesus is Lord is to say that Jesus is divine, that Jesus is himself 
God, the one to whom we owe our ultimate allegiance. 

 
7. “Jesus is the one ordained by God as judge of the living and the dead.” Ultimately, it 

is Jesus, the Christ, who holds us accountable for how we live our lives.  
 
8. And “everyone who believes in Jesus Christ receives forgiveness of sins through 

Jesus’ name.” 
 
This is the kerygma, the early church’s core teachings about Jesus, all packed together in 
Peter’s brief message to Cornelius and his household. 
 
The account in Acts continues, saying that "while Peter was still speaking, the Holy 
Spirit fell on all who heard the word." Such an event had happened once before in 
Jerusalem at Pentecost. We read about it in the second chapter of Acts. But in that case, 
only Jews had been filled with the Holy Spirit. This was different! These were Gentiles! 
They were outsiders! "The circumcised believers (the Jewish Christians) who had come 
with Peter were astounded that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on 
the Gentiles." 
 



"Then Peter said, 'Can anyone withhold the water for baptizing these people who have 
received the Holy Spirit just as we have?' So he ordered them to be baptized."   
 
The early church community had begun as a reform movement within Judaism. Jesus 
and his disciples were Jews. The early Christians were Jews who were followers of 
Jesus. Jesus was their rabbi, their teacher. Up until this event, it was thought that only 
law-abiding, practicing Jews could become Christians. Gentiles were "other." They were 
unclean, profane! They were not eligible to become Christians. They were not welcome 
to join the church community unless they first became Jews.   
 
But God changed all that. God led Cornelius to seek out Peter and invite him to his 
home to share God's message. God led Peter to accept Cornelius' invitation and gave 
him a vision of a more open and inclusive way of being in which boundaries between 
clean and unclean, between Jew and Gentile, were broken down. And finally, God's 
Holy Spirit fell upon all the Gentiles who heard the word. 
 
With the baptism of Cornelius and his family and friends, what began as a reform 
movement within Judaism was now a movement open to all -- both Jews and Gentiles. 
From then on the church's doors would be open to the whole world – to all people! 
 
This further good news provides the bookends of Peter’s sermon. He begins with the 
affirmation that “God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears God 
and does what is right is acceptable to God.” We are accepted! That’s good news! And 
Peter concludes with the affirmation that “everyone who believes in Jesus Christ 
receives forgiveness of sins through Jesus’ name.” We are forgiven! That, too, is good 
news! 
 
If you remember nothing else this morning, I hope you’ll remember that! We are 
accepted. And we are forgiven. That is the good news of the grace of God that we 
receive through Jesus Christ. 
 
Peter and the other apostles were commanded “to preach to the people and to testify” 
to this. And they followed that command. They risked their very lives to tell Jesus’ 
story, not just preaching to themselves, to their own close-knit community, but to 
people out in the world, outside their community! 
 
The good news of Jesus Christ is an inclusive message, directed not only to the nation of 
Israel but to every nation, to anyone and everyone, for Jesus Christ “is Lord of all.” It is 
a message of peace, a message of healing, a message of life over death, a message of 
acceptance and forgiveness. 
 
We are accepted! We are forgiven! Thanks be to God! Amen. 
 


