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One author calls it the Great Divide.  Many times theological conservatives say that the Lord is only interested in our souls, and not in social issues.  Many times theological liberals speak about social issues, to the neglect of our souls.  The bible does not divide things this way.


The old King James Bible spoke of the importance of “rightly dividing the word of truth.”  By that they meant, rightly understanding and interpreting the bible.


We find in the Old Testament that God is as concerned that we love our neighbors as that we say we love him.  Jesus both healed the sick and saved souls.  The one concern can not be divided in such a way that we speak of salvation without justice or justice without salvation.  We can not show compassion on the needy without speaking the words of Gospel, nor should we share the gospel without showing concern for the needy.


I want to show you today in three accounts of Peter’s ministry, that we are called to both body and soul, both compassion and salvation. Or to put it another way:


Compassion and Salvation are both found in the gospel.

I.  Aeneas - 9:31-35


Chapter 9 of Acts begins the persecution that was lead by Saul.  Then it tells of his Conversion from being a persecutor of the church to a pastor within the church.  Saul then became an object of persecution.  The brothers finally removed him from danger and sent him off to Tarsus.  There Saul was save from danger.  And at the same time, the church entered into a time of peace.  The persecution subsided.


Then in this atmosphere, Peter was able to conduct a ministry where he moved from city to city to preach and to teach the disciples.


It is worth noting that there are times and seasons.   Sometimes the ministry is hard and unproductive.  At other times it is profitable.  These seasons are not in our control.  We can not create them.  However, we do need to read the signs and act accordingly. 


Just as you look at the weather reports before you have a work day outside, so we need to see what the opportunities for ministry are.


In this part of Madison, it would seem we may be moving from a time of opposition to the Gospel to a time of openness.  If nothing else, the Lord is moving several church planters to work in the downtown area.  Perhaps the season will change and we will see seeds that have been sown start to grow.

So Peter went off to the town of Lydda – this city was on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea, West of Jerusalem and South of Tyre.


This is what he found:  “there he found a man named Aeneas, a paralytic who had been bedridden for eight years.”

We are told nothing more about Aeneas.  We assume he was an adult, and that for some part of his life he was able to walk and take care of himself.  Then something happened.  Was it an accident?  Did he have a stroke?  Perhaps some other disease that took his strength.


For eight years he had been in bed.  We can assume that the community took care of him.  Maybe he was able to do some sort of work while in bed.  Maybe he could do nothing but stay alive.


Peter looks at him and said, “Jesus Christ heals you, get up and take care of your mat.”  


Now if a 21st century evangelical came upon Aeneas, he might say, “Aeneas, do you know the plan of Salvation.”  If a 21st Century liberal came upon Aeneas, he might say, “Let’s see if we can find you some benefits.”


The 1st Century apostle looked at this man - he remembered all the sick and the lame that Jesus had healed.  He remembered being sent by Jesus to go from town to town preaching and healing in his name.  So Peter simply continued the ministry of Jesus and commanded Aeneas to rise and be healed.


It is interesting to see the effect of this miracle.  This was so unexpected that the people in Lydda and in the next town as well noticed.  By this act of healing, they were turned to the Lord.


So Peter commanded healing in Jesus name, and the result was a regional revival.  There was no division in his ministry between care for the body and care for the soul.

II.  Dorcas – Acts 8:36-43


The next story is longer.  Let’s read it together.


Joppa is modern day Joffa; it was the largest sea coast city.  And there was a woman who is called a disciple.  She is a very interesting person.  Her parents named her Tabitha, which means Gazelle in Aramaic.  Luke translates the name as Dorcas, which means gazelle in Greek.


We will call her Dorcas because it is easier.


What do we know about her?  Dorcas was the very first White Cross Lady.  We have White Cross, which is a mission group that rolls bandages and makes clothing for people who are in need in Africa.  It would appear that Dorcas did the same thing for needy people around her.


Luke says, “She was always dong good and helping the poor.”


Now if Dorcas were a 21st Century evangelical, she might be busy preparing for a mission trip to go and help the far off poor.  Or she might be holding a bible study group.   She might drive her Escalade with an American flag on the bumper to a food pantry to deliver canned goods. If she were a 21st Century liberal, she might be writing letters to congress and signing petitions to get more money for the poor.  Her Prius might have the bumper sticker that says that the pentagon should have to have bake sales and the schools should get the money.


But the 1st Century Dorcas gave her own time and used her own money to make clothing for others.   

Then she became sick and died.  They prepared her body for burial and laid her in an upper room.  When the other disciples heard that Peter was nearby they gained hope. Peter had been with Jesus when Jesus had raised the dead.  Peter was an apostle.  God was with Peter, so maybe he could raise Dorcas.  I suppose more sophisticated believers would not have held this hope, but these disciples were moved more by love than anything else, so they appealed for Peter to come.


When he arrived, they took him to the upper room.  There were widows all around her weeping.  They kept showing Peter their own clothes.  “See this?  Dorcas made it.”  Another would say, “Mine too; she made this – look at the handwork.”  And another and another.  They loved her for her love for them.


Peter sends them out. He kneels down in prayer.  Then he turned toward the dead woman.


Let me note what it says.  “He spoke to the dead woman.”  We should not assume that Dorcas had fainted or fallen into a coma.  She was quite definitely dead.  The people in the ancient world dealt with life and birth.  Family and Neighbors would be on hand to deliver the babies and to bury the dead.  They knew the difference between death and a nap.

He said, “Tabitha, get up.”  And she opened her eyes. He took her by the hand and helped her stand up.  Then he called in the other believers.   He presented her to them – as if she were a stranger needing an introduction.


Now Peter preaches no sermon.  He prays for Dorcas and God answers his prayer.


But the miracle preached its own message:  “This became know all over Joppa, and many people believed in the Lord.”


Peter came when called by the disciples.  They called on Peter because Dorcas was so loved for her acts of compassion.  Peter prayers and then calls Dorcas back to life.  And the result?  Many came to believe in Jesus.  In Peter’s ministry there is no division between ministry to the body and ministry to the soul.

III. Cornelius – Acts 10:1-8


The story of Cornelius takes all of chapter 10.  It is so long because it is a breakthrough story.  Cornelius is the story of how the Gentiles first received the Gospel on equal footing with Jews.  God plays no favorites:  Peter tells Cornelius in v. 34.35:
     So Peter opened his mouth and said: "Truly I understand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him. 


This is a monumental change.  The message of Jesus broke out of one sub group and one regional religion to all the people of the World. The Expansion that began with Cornelius is continuing to this day.   God does not care a whit about your ethnic identity, your wealth or your religion – he wants all people to come to Know Jesus and to receive the life he gives.


Before this monumental change, we want to see something else.  There is something important in the Description of Cornelius.


“At Caesarea, there was a man named Cornelius, a centurion in what was known as the Italian Regiment.  He and all his family were devout and God-fearing; he gave generously to those in need and prayed to God regularly.”

Here is a man with a lot of baggage.  Or maybe it is truer that the first Apostles had a lot of baggage that they had to confront when Cornelius was saved.


He lived in a city built by the Romans, which they named for their King, who was worshiped as a God – Caesarea.  He was an officer in the Roman occupying force.  He was not a mere soldier who might have been compelled to serve, but he was a career military man.  He was a Centurion, which means that he commanded about 100 men.  His command was part of the “Italian regiment.” So his men were all far from home – they were from Italy.


So what would this Roman soldier in a Roman strong hold have to do with Jesus?


Well there was an opening.  Cornelius and his family were god-fearers.  This probably means that at some time before, Cornelius had abandoned the Gods of Rome and had come to believe in the God of the Bible.  There was a group of gentiles who could not join Israel, but who were welcome to stand at the outer edge of the Synagogue and learn from the teachings of the bible.


The sincerity of his interest was that his spiritual interest was matched by his life.  He gave generously to those who were in need.  He was known to be a man of prayer.

So God gave a dream to both Cornelius and to Peter.  Cornelius was told to send for Peter to hear his message.  Peter was send a vision showing him that God was not prejudiced against gentiles. So God called Cornelius and his family to a meeting with Peter and some of the Disciples so that they could hear the Gospel and believe it to receive life.


What do you see here that fits our theme today?  Cornelius saw no distinction between how he feared God, and how he handled his money.  There is no call in this story for Cornelius to leave the army just as John the Baptist did not tell the soldiers to leave their army.  John told them to be honest solders.


What we do read is this:


“He and all his family were devout and God-fearing; he gave generously to those in need and prayed to God regularly.”


The Lord saw the heart of this outsider.  His heart was revealed in his life.  As Jesus taught, a good tree bears good fruit and a bad tree bears bad fruit.  God saw the fruit of a man who was seeking truth.


A 21st century evangelical might honor Cornelius for his military service, and noted his acts of charity.    A 21st Century liberal might have said, “This man is a soldier and an oppressor.  We will boycott his house.”


Peter came and told the story of Jesus to Cornelius, and the Holy Spirit was poured out on him and his family.  Peter said, “Since God has accepted them and given the Holy Spirit to them, they could not be denied to come to Baptism.  


For Peter there was no division between the Gospel and racial reconciliation.  For Cornelius there was not division between faith and acts of kindness.


If we have eyes that can read and ears that can hear the word of God, we should see here in the book of Acts that we need to keep from dividing between Gospel and social action – we need to see that Evangelism and Reconciliation are friends not strangers.


