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Text:  “While Peter thought on the vision, the Spirit said unto him, Behold, 

three men seek thee. Arise therefore, and get thee down, and go with them, 

doubting nothing: for I have sent them.” Acts 10, verses 19 & 20. 

 
We read, in the Book of the Proverbs, that “the preparations of the heart 

in man, and the answer of the tongue, is from the LORD.” Notice the order in 

which Solomon spoke, as the Holy Ghost moved him. The heart came first, 

and then the tongue is moved. We have the same truth in Romans 10: “For 

with the heart man believeth unto righteousness; and with the mouth 

confession is made unto salvation.” Again, the heart comes first and the 

testimony of the lip comes second. If it is otherwise, it is nothing more than 

hypocrisy; nothing more than the profession of the foolish virgins, who had a 

profession, but no oil in that lamp of profession. 

 
This is not only true for the ministration of the gospel for those who are to 

be saved by grace, but it is equally true for everyone who is to preach the 

gospel. For, if we are to preach faithfully, the Lord Jesus Christ said “out of 

the abundance of the heart” our mouth must speak. In other words, there must 

be preparation in the preacher’s heart that he may speak the things that God 

commands him to speak. Had not God spoken to Peter in the way He did, then 

Cornelius could never have said: “Now therefore are we all here present 

before God, to hear all things that are commanded thee of God.” Now, 

friends, I am not an apostle in the sense that Peter was. However, I humbly 

hope I have a little measure (true, a small measure) of the same Spirit with 

which he was wonderfully endued. But, if I am your pastor, and appointed by 

God, then there is a solemn responsibility on my shoulders to speak those 

things that are commanded me of God to tell you, and there is an equally 

solemn responsibility on your shoulders to attend to them. It is not just a light 

matter coming into the House of God. “We all here present before God” – 

pastor and hearer alike. May we each remember that, whether we are the 

preacher or the hearer today. 

 
I want to speak this morning of the way the Lord prepared Peter to preach 

the gospel to Cornelius. He needed preparation for it. There were many 

prejudices in Peter’s heart, and there were many lines he had laid down for 
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God to work in, all of which needed to be moved aside, that he might be as 

clay in the hands of the Potter, and do what God had bidden him. God knew 

how to do it. God knows how to prepare us for any path that He may put us in, 

preacher or hearer alike. He will never put His people in a path without that 

necessary preparation. If Moses is to lead the children of Israel, Moses must 

spend those forty years down in the wilderness. They were not wasted years 

either. So we could go on through the Word of God. 

 
How, then, did the Lord prepare Peter? Peter had a vision. Cornelius did, 

too, but, I want, first of all, to dwell on the vision that Peter had. We must be 

very careful when we speak about dreams and visions. Sometimes our dreams 

are the fruit of an over-taxed mind, and there is no meaning to them. But, 

there are times (and some of us have proved it) when God undoubtedly speaks 

to us in that way. We know it by the outworking of it. It was very similar in 

the case of Jeremiah, when He was bidden by God to buy the field in 

Anathoth. It was a strange thing to do. But when his cousin came into the 

prison, and asked Jeremiah to do that very thing, Jeremiah said: “Then I knew 

that this was the word of the LORD.” It was so with Peter. The Lord gave him 

this remarkable vision (of which we are going to speak), and then, 

immediately, events followed which confirmed it, and proved it to be a word 

from the Lord. So, while we must be cautious in speaking of dreams and 

visions, it is the sanctifying effect of them which proves the worth of them. In 

Peter’s case, and in other people’s cases, there have been those significant 

times when the Lord has so spoken, and so revealed His will, that a permanent 

effect has been left on the heart and in the life. 

 
But, we are to look primarily to the Word of God. There is the testimony 

of Scripture; the testimony of the Holy Ghost. Peter, even in what we are 

going to speak of now, was pointed to what the Word of God has to say about 

the extent of salvation. That was the great point here that had to be dealt with. 

Peter was a Jew. He had been brought up a Jew, and probably hadn’t gone 

much beyond the borders of Israel. He had been brought up in the belief that 

the Jews were a special nation, and they are a special nation. God has done 

great things for them, and used them in many different ways as a pattern of 

His dealings with men. They were preserved as a nation for the bringing forth 

of the humanity of the dear Son of God; as I have so often told you, but Peter, 

and the rest of the apostles, had a very narrow view of what the gospel would 

do. They thought it was restricted only to the Jews. They could not bring 

themselves to believe that the Gentiles had as much right to it, under God’s 
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grace, as the Jews had, under the same grace. How was the Lord to teach this 

godly, God-fearing man that Peter was? 

 
Well, we find him in Cæsarea, in the house of Simon the tanner, by the 

sea side. It is very instructive to notice that the occupation of being a tanner 

was considered an unclean occupation by the Jew. They had to deal with the 

bodies of dead animals. They had to get the skin off and deal with them. So a 

tanner was looked on with some disdain by many Jews, particularly the 

Pharisees. That was the reason you find Simon the tanner not actually living 

in Cæsarea, but on the outskirts by the sea shore. But, friends, God intended 

that should be the place where Peter would learn this lesson, and I will tell 

you this: if God has decreed a place for you to be blessed, you will come to it, 

however undesirable that place may seem to your flesh. However unlikely the 

place may be at which to be blessed, friends, if God has determined to bless 

you there, there will you come, and there you will be blessed. “Be still, and 

know that I am God.” 

 
So, we find Peter at the house of Simon the tanner. He had not eaten for 

some while, and so he was very hungry. He was on the housetop and then we 

read this: “he fell into a trance”. In that trance he saw this mighty vision. 

What did he see? He “saw heaven opened.” That is a nice thought, isn’t it? 

Heaven not shut up. We read in the Book of the Revelation that John said: 

“After this I looked, and, behold, a door was opened in heaven.” What a 

wonderful thing there is a door open in heaven, especially when you think of 

what you read in the Hebrews: a way made into the holiest of all “by the 

blood of Jesus.” Dear friends, bless God for that door! 

 
“The door of Thy mercy stands open all day, 

    To the poor and the needy, who knock by the way. 

     No sinner shall ever be empty sent back, 

        Who comes seeking mercy for Jesus’s sake.”    

J.Stocker 

 
Heaven was opened. God opened it, and only God could. When He shut 

our first parents, Adam and Eve, out of the Garden of Eden, they could not 

force their way back in, but God knew a way back: to a better place than 

Eden, as well! He has prepared something far better than the Garden of Eden 

for His dear people; mansions we cannot begin to speak of with our poor 

tongues or our finite minds comprehend. “I go to prepare a place for you. And 
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if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again, and receive you unto 

Myself;” that is the beauty of the mansion; that is the expectation of each 

believer - “unto Myself; that where I am, there ye may be also.” 

 
Peter sees heaven opened and he sees “a certain vessel.” He describes it as 

one vessel. It is, as it were, “a great sheet”. This sheet was “knit at the four 

corners.” Not just tied together: “knit at the four corners.” Within it “were all 

manner of fourfooted beasts.” Some were wild. There were creeping things, 

crawling things and fowls of the air – “all manner.” Some, perhaps, were 

clean, according to the Jewish dispensation. Others were unclean. The great 

point in the Jewish dispensation was that, if a man touched an unclean thing, 

he himself was unclean. So, within that great sheet, as Peter looked on it, in 

the mingling up, as it were, of all those beasts; he knew that not one of them 

could be called, ceremonially, clean. No, they were unclean, and when he 

spoke about this vision in the next chapter, he used that wonderful expression: 

“it came even to me.” There is something very personal about that: “to me.” 

Sometimes there is more than one ‘me’ in the congregation, but when you are 

blessed like Peter was, it will be as if the word is just for you. You will feel so 

taken up in the spirit of the word; it is as if you are the only one in the 

congregation to whom the blessed Spirit is speaking. There may be more than 

one ‘me’ scattered around Old Baptist Chapel this morning. I hope there will 

be, but it would be a great mercy if it comes to you, personally, particularly 

and specially as it did to Peter. “It came even to me,” he said, in relating this 

vision later on.  

 
As it came to him, he heard a voice: it was the voice of almighty God, a 

voice that Peter knew. He was one of the Lord’s sheep. “My sheep hear My 

voice, and I know them, and they follow Me.” “And a stranger will they not 

follow, but will flee from him: for they know not the voice of strangers.” Here 

was a voice Peter recognized immediately. It was not the voice of a man; this 

was the voice of almighty God, no doubt through His dear Son, verily God 

and verily Man, but it was the authority of it which made him recognize that 

here was a divine command. Here was a divine precept set before him. “Rise, 

Peter; kill, and eat.” Immediately Peter’s Jewish mind, and all the prejudices 

of his natural man, said: “Not so, Lord.” This was not the first time Peter had 

said that. When our Lord spoke, in His earthly ministry, of being taken by 

wicked hands to be crucified, Peter took Him aside and said: “Lord: this shall 

not be unto Thee.” The Lord solemnly rebuked him. In the Garden of 

Gethsemane, when Judas came with that murderous band to take Him, it was 
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Peter who took the sword to try and hinder what was taking place. The Lord 

said: “Put up again thy sword into his place: for all they that take the sword 

shall perish with the sword.” Peter had to learn more than once that his ‘not 

so’s’ were not God’s ‘not so’s’, and nor are yours, and nor are mine. For, 

when God crosses our providences, sometimes things don’t turn out as we 

have planned, and it all goes awry, as we might say. We are apt to say: ‘Not 

so, Lord.’ But the Lord says: “Be still, and know that I am God.” That may be 

a word for one of you this morning. Things have not gone as you would have 

expected; not as you had planned. You need that grace to “Be still,” says the 

Lord, “Be still, and know that I am God.” 

 
“Peter said, Not so, Lord; for I have never eaten any thing that is common 

or unclean. And the voice spake unto him again the second time, What God 

hath cleansed, that call not thou common.” Three times this was repeated. 

“The vessel was received up again into heaven.” The door of heaven closed 

behind it, and Peter began to wonder what this meant. We know what it 

meant; as far as Peter was concerned. He was to go and preach the gospel to 

Cornelius and to those Gentiles gathered with him. 

 

Let us now return to Peter’s vision; because that is what I want to speak 

of this morning. There are many wonderful lessons about it. It would be a 

wonderful mercy if you and I were found in this “great sheet knit at the four 

corners.” The first thing I want you to notice is that it came down from 

heaven. It sets before us this truth – that the plan of salvation is God-ordained. 

It is not an invention of man. It was not some creed that Paul, Peter and the 

apostles drew up. It was not Calvin who invented it. Friends, the covenant of 

grace was ordained by almighty God between the three Persons of the Trinity, 

’ere time began. It came down from heaven, and when all that it had purposed 

to do is done: it will, at the last, be caught back up into heaven: to the honour 

and glory of almighty God. Friends, we say this: your religion, if it is to be 

real, must come from the same source. It must come down from heaven. It 

must come “down from the Father of lights, with whom is no variableness, 

neither shadow of turning.” 

 
The second thing we notice is this “certain vessel.” It is spoken of here as 

“a great sheet.” Poor Peter’s narrow mind would have had a much smaller 

sheet, and yes, perhaps we are apt to think that, as well. While in no sense 

would we become ecumenical in the wrong sense - God forbid we should do 

that - you cannot mingle truth with error; God has never intended we should 
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do so, but, I believe if we were shown where the dear people of God are on 

this earth this Sabbath morning, and in what circumstances they are found, we 

would be greatly surprised. We would be greatly surprised where some of 

God’s sheep are to be found, and where some of His lambs are being born. 

But the great point with us is, are we among them? I take this “great sheet” to 

be significant of the covenant of grace; that covenant made between the three 

Persons of the Trinity, of which we may speak again in a moment. Let us be 

very clear: there was only one sheet and only one vessel.  There is only one 

way of salvation. God has never intended to, nor ever will intend to save 

sinners in any other way than by salvation by grace. Men can invent all sorts 

of ways - the Buddhist, the Moslem, and the Hindu - so you could go on. 

Even some who call themselves ‘Christian’ have gone into different ways 

where they think they may somehow please God, but God has only ever 

intended, and will only ever save men, in one way and that is by grace. “The 

grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the communion of the 

Holy Ghost,” is the only way God has ever intended to save sinners. Any 

other way is dishonouring to God. Any other way is that of which we read in 

John 10: it is as the thief and the robber, climbing up some other way, 

bringing no good to the sheep and no peace in the fold. No. We need to be 

preserved from error. This is the way God saves: by grace. If you and I are to 

be saved, and God grant that it be your chief concern this morning friends; 

this is the way God saves. This is why there was only one sheet. 
 
Then, we find it was “knit at the four corners.” As I said just now, it was 

not tied together, as it were, by string. No. It was “knit together.” Something 

that is “knit together” cannot be torn apart. That is something which is 

significant about knitted material. This was “knit together.” God had knit 

these four corners together not to be rent apart. No schism, no tear, no rent to 

be there. “Knit together.” Paul, writing to the Colossians, speaks about being 

“knit together in love.” God’s dear people are to be knit together in that way, 

and so they are. God joins them together in love. While they are here below, 

they are like this “great sheet knit at the four corners.” Within are all these 

unclean, creeping things that we will speak of in a moment. But, dear friends, 

that is what we are by nature. But, oh! When grace reigns, God brings a union 

between them. Those who could never be united in any other way are found to 

be one in the things of God. The lamb, the wolf, the sheep and the bear all lie 

down together. Grace has done it. We read in 1 John 3: “We know that we 

have passed from death unto life, because we love the brethren.” It is one of 
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the marks of grace: to be knit together with God’s dear people. Knit to God 

first, and then knit to His people. 

 

“Twixt Jesus and the chosen race, 

      Subsists a bond of sovereign grace, 

      That hell, with its infernal train, 

      Shall ne’er dissolve nor rend in twain! 

 

      This sacred bond shall never break, 

      Though earth should to her centre shake; 

      Rest, doubting saint, assured of this, 

  For God has pledged His holiness.”                    

 J. Kent 

 

So, we have this “great sheet knit at the four corners.” If you go into 

Psalm 107, you read these words: “O give thanks unto the LORD, for He is 

good: for His mercy endureth for ever. Let the redeemed of the LORD say so, 

whom He hath redeemed from the hand of the enemy; And gathered them out 

of the lands, from the east, and from the west, from the north, and from the 

south.” They are gathered together from four corners. God’s people are 

gathered together from all four quarters of the earth, literally “out of every 

kindred, and tongue.” But they are also gathered spiritually. Some are brought 

one way, some another. It is by the same Spirit, and they learn the same 

truths, but some come through one experience, and some another. We are not 

to lay down a line of experience for one that must be walked in by another. 

The vital things are: quickening, conviction of sin, being brought to one’s 

knees in repentance, being brought to the cross for forgiveness, being brought 

under the shadow of the blood. Those things are, and will be, essential to 

every believer, but the way God brings them to pass is so different. Like every 

blade of grass in the field that you can see; there is something common to 

them all, but when you look at them closely, they are all different. So it is 

with God’s dear people. Some come from the north. They have been 

wanderers and have been wayward. They have been northbound creatures. 

Some come from the south; perhaps in a different, gentler way. The east wind 

is often spoken of as a devastating wind: some were so much in Satan’s 

clutches it seemed impossible. So we could go on around the four corners of 

the earth. Friend, whatever quarter God may have called you from, the great 

point is this: ‘Am I called? Am I quickened?’ You must not look on others 

experiences and say: ‘I wish I had that one’s experience, or that one’s.’ No, 
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you are not to compare like that. You are to look at it like this: Am I 

quickened by His Spirit? Do I: 

 
“Live a life of faith and prayer? 

      Trusting wholly to His merit; 

      Casting on Him all my care? 

      Daily panting, 

      In His likeness to appear?”     

W. Gadsby 

 
That is the way to look at it, and not quarrel with the way God may have used 

you and your experience to bring you to that point. Some are, as it were, 

shaken over hell. Others are more gently led. But the ‘Lydias’ and the ‘jailors’ 

are in the same church. They came from different quarters: but “knit 

together.” 

 
Then we look at what was within this “great sheet.” “All manner of 

fourfooted beasts of the earth, and wild beasts, and creeping things, and fowls 

of the air.” To Peter, they were abhorrent. They were things that the law had 

rendered unclean: to be despised, to be forbidden, not to be taken notice of, 

not even to have any communion with at all. Peter was to be separate from 

them. What does this tell us, dear friends? It tells us three things about those 

within this sheet. The first thing is this, that, by nature, that is just what we 

are: “fourfooted beasts of the earth, and wild beasts, and creeping things, and 

fowls of the air.” It tells us that, by nature, we are not complicit with God’s 

holy law. The law justly declares us unclean. It declares us some common 

thing, and says: “Depart from Me.” That is what it says, but the ones in our 

text have been brought, under the law, to know themselves unclean, common, 

base and vile. The “great sheet” has gathered them up – like the prodigal was 

gathered, like the mad Gadarene was gathered, like Simon Peter himself was 

gathered and like Saul of Tarsus was gathered. There they were; the law could 

give them no mercy, it could only render them unclean, and pronounce them 

to be unclean and worthy of eternal death, but, the “great sheet” gathers them 

up. That point that you sang of just now:  

 

“The appointed time rolls on apace, 

         Not to propose but call by grace; 

         To change the heart, renew the will, 

         And turn the feet to Zion’s hill.”    J. Kent 
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that was accomplished: this “great sheet.” Is there one here this morning who 

feels so unworthy, so unlike God’s people? Like Ruth, gleaning among the 

sheaves. “Though I be not like unto one of thine handmaidens.” ‘Lord, I have 

not had the same experience as them. They have been brought up in these 

things, but here am I, a poor, unworthy one.’  Yet she became Boaz’s wife, 

did she not? 

 
“The meanest gleaner in His field, 

      At length shall walk at large.”     

W. Gadsby 

 
The good hymn writer had it right. Oh, friends, may this be an encouragement 

to  

 
“The vilest sinner out of hell, 

      Who lives to feel his need, 

 [He] Is welcome to a Throne of Grace, 

      The Saviour’s blood to plead.”     

W. Gadsby 

 
You will notice that our text tells us (in the context) that it was repeated 

three times. It is not stretching the vision to point to this: the three Persons of 

the glorious Trinity. God the Father could say: ‘That which I have cleansed, 

call not thou common or unclean.’ God the Son could say: ‘That which I have 

cleansed, call not thou common or unclean.’ God the Holy Ghost could say: 

‘That which I have cleansed, call not thou common or unclean.’ These three 

glorious Persons of the Trinity are all engaged in salvation by grace, “knit 

together”. “What God hath cleansed, that call not thou common.” No, ‘you are 

not to dispute with God’s pronouncement Peter, about these within this great 

sheet.’ What do we find? How does God the Father call these not to be 

“common or unclean”? Is it that He somehow overlooks sin, and says ‘It is no 

longer sin.’? It is not that at all. God the Father has ordained a most blessed 

means of salvation. It was He who set these apart in the covenant of grace ’ere 

time began. The work of election: divine choice, sovereign choice in the work 

of salvation is the work of God the Father, in particular. It is spoken of as such 

and, in setting apart this vast number that we cannot number, He viewed them 

in His dear Son from eternity past. His dear Son is not common or unclean in 

any sense. He is “holy, harmless, undefiled,” and, viewing His dear people 
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through His dear Son, God the Father views them accepted and acceptable. 

He finds no fault in them as they are viewed in Christ. “Thou art all fair, My 

love; there is no spot in thee.” ‘I am viewing thee in Christ.’ The mystery of it 

is (and we cannot explain it) that from all eternity He viewed them in Christ. 

So, although He knew they would fall – and fall they did; although He knew 

they would become common and unclean in their relationship to Adam, yet, 

not for one moment did He cease to love them in Christ Jesus. Not for one 

moment did He alter His purposes concerning this vast number. No, we bless 

God for it. So, God the Father has set these people apart. 

 
Secondly, we may speak of the work of God the Son in this. In three 

glorious ways does God the Son deal with the commonness and the 

uncleanness of this great number. First of all, and we bless His holy name for 

it: He assumed a nature like our own. Not uncommon and base. No, He was 

“holy, harmless, undefiled.” Yet, in so doing, He wonderfully allied and 

united Himself, in that precious way, to His Church; bone of their bone and 

flesh of their flesh. The point I want to make, dear friends, is this. In so doing, 

there was a holy determination to rescue them from the Fall, to redeem them 

from the terrible loss that came about through Adam, and to deliver them from 

the just curse of the law against their commonness, their baseness and their 

uncleanness. So, the second great thing He did was in that holy Tabernacle; 

that holy Temple of His body. He - verily God, verily Man - worked out the 

righteousness which He alone knew that His Father could approve of. None 

other but He could produce it. He produced it, blessed be His holy name, so 

that His Church might be called “THE LORD OUR RIGHTEOUSNESS.”  

That is His name. He gives that name to His bride; just as in a wedding 

service the bride takes the name of her husband; so the bride of Christ takes 

the name of her Husband in this: ““THE LORD OUR RIGHTEOUSNESS.” 

That is what ‘Jehovah Tsidkenu.’ means. Thus she is clothed with a garment 

that is spotless and pure. It is not common and it is not unclean: it is undefiled. 

 

      “The robe of Christ is ever new.”                 

Count Zinzendorf 

 

We thank God for it. 

 
Thirdly, what did He do? He knew His people’s sins were offensive to 

His dear Father. They were to Him as well, and to the blessed Spirit. He knew 

that justice had a just claim against the sins of His Church, so He bore them 
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away to Calvary. There He suffered: “the Just for the unjust, that He might 

bring us to God.” On His holy shoulders, and on His holy soul, He bore the 

solemn weight and responsibility of all the filth, all the uncleanness and all the 

commonness of His Church. Though He was innocent in Himself, yet the guilt 

of it was imputed to Him to bear. He bore it away: that holy Sacrifice, that 

holy Sufferer, those holy agonies. Yes, He bore that sin away, never to be 

recalled again. Thus, as in the Day of Atonement that we read of in the Old 

Testament; something had to happen when all had been completed. The 

scapegoat had to be taken. There were two goats: one was slain, blood was 

shed. The other goat (the living one), upon which the sins of the children of 

Israel were confessed by Aaron, who leant with his full weight on it while he 

did so; intimating the full weight of the sins of the Church (a type of it), was 

then taken away by a fit man “unto a land not inhabited,” where it could not 

be found. ‘Lost for ever!’ we might say. Then the fit man would come back. 

The congregation watched for the man returning without the goat. This was a 

sign from God to them, that in that ceremonial way, their sins had been 

forgotten. How much more so, spiritually, when the dear Lamb of God came 

forth from the grave! They had seen Him go down to the grave in humiliation; 

burying His people’s sins and the curse, although He Himself was sinless. But 

now He comes forth: “delivered for our offences, and was raised again for our 

justification.” Precious Jesus! He did not bring the sins of His people back to 

remind them of them again. Even in that glorious ordinance of the Lord’s 

Table, He does not say ‘This do in remembrance of your sins.’ But He says: 

“In remembrance of Me.” “Their iniquities will I remember no more.” “I have 

blotted out, as a thick cloud, thy transgressions, and, as a cloud, thy sins: 

return unto Me.” Oh, what Jesus has done for these “fourfooted beasts of the 

earth, and wild beasts, and creeping things, and fowls of the air”!  

 
“What more, ye saints, could Jesus do?”       

B. Beddome 

 
What better robe could He provide? What better blood could He shed? What 

better provision could He make, in casting forever into the depths of the sea of 

His suffering, the sins of His Church? Oh, bless Jesus for it! “What God hath 

cleansed, that call not thou common.” 

 
Fourthly, God the Holy Ghost: He cleanses. This is so vital. Friends, I 

have told you many, many times, that you must have a religion of experience. 

What do I mean by that? I mean that you must not just embrace the doctrines 
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of grace intellectually in your head – true though they are. It is good, in one 

sense, to do that, but you need them to be sanctified to your heart. This is the 

work of the Holy Ghost, who comes sent by the same Father who sent His 

Son. He now sends the Holy Ghost. He sends the dear, blessed Spirit into the 

hearts of these unclean “creeping things.” What does He do? He does two 

most glorious things; so vital. First of all, dear friends, He gives them a nature 

they did not have before: one they could never inherit from the first Adam; 

one they could never inherit from their parents, grandparents or forbears, 

however gracious they may have been. No, you and I came forth from the 

womb unclean: the Word of God says so: “The heart is deceitful above all 

things, and desperately wicked: who can know it?” You cannot reverse God’s 
Word. So, what needs to be done? “A new heart also will I give you, and a 

new spirit will I put within you.” That is what is needed, and that is what 

these, in this great sheet, have got. A new nature; born again by the Holy 

Ghost; quickened by the dear Spirit; the very Spirit of Christ within them; that 

which cannot sin, is put within them: a holy work with holy principles. It 

separates that sinner from what he was by nature. It separates him from the 

curse of the law and from the covenant of works. It separates him from this 

dying world. Oh, the wonderful work of salvation by grace! What it does as it 

puts the sinner, experimentally, into this sheet! 

 

The great point, secondly, is this. As the Holy Ghost works in the heart, 

we are made to feel our uncleanness, our baseness and our unworthiness. That 

is who the gospel is for; these base, unclean and unworthy ones. Peter had to 

learn that lesson: 

 
     “Not the righteous, 

       Sinners Jesus came to call.”         

J. Hart 

 
The first step of salvation is to learn what it is to be a sinner in God’s 

sight. You cannot bypass that step. Some of you are trying to climb up some 

other way, but you cannot. That is the first step of it all. “The preparations of 

the heart in man” – that is the preparation. Cornelius had to know himself as a 

sinner; a hell-deserving sinner, needing a Saviour, but, in this blessed chapter, 

he is shown who the Saviour was, and wonderfully applied to Him. So then, 

the dear Spirit gives the new nature. 
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But the great point I also want to show you, is that He brings to the place 

of cleansing. We read of the cleansing: “The washing of water by the Word,” 

which is a wonderful way in which the gospel is spoken of. But, especially, 

dear friends, we come to Calvary: there the dear Spirit brings the sinner to that 

place where good John Bunyan came. Remember, Christian had that burden 

on his back. It was tied on in such a way that no power on earth could loose it. 

False teachers may try and loose that burden before God loosens it, but they 

never will. If the Holy Ghost has laid sin to your conscience and sin to your 

heart, only He can remove it. It may be through the preaching of the gospel. I 

hope it may be so, within these very walls. But, the point is, God must do it. 

Good John Bunyan’s Christian knew it. No power on earth could remove that 

burden till God removed it. It made his steps weary; it made the way hard to 

walk, till we find he came to a cross. He beheld One there and, as he beheld 
that One there, the burden fell off his back, rolled down a steep slope into a 

sepulchre, never to be seen again. He gave three leaps for joy. He said, 

“Blessed cross! Blessed sepulchre! Blessed rather be the Man that there was 

put to shame for me!” He was cleansed in his conscience, and cleansed in his 

soul: 

 
“The mark of that celestial seal 

       Can never be erased.”     

W. Hammond 

 
It did not mean he was a perfect believer from that moment on. No: he got 

into By-path Meadow; he got into Giant Despair’s Castle. He needed the rod 

more than once, but:  

 
“The mark of that celestial seal 

       Can never [ever] be erased.”   

W. Hammond 

 
Nor will it, but the wonderful thing is, and we bless God for it, the 

fountain is still open; the blood is still as powerful as ever. Oh! Come guilty! 

Come filthy! Come vile! Come base! Come, just as you are, poor, guilty 

sinner. You cannot come too vile. No, it is for the vile, it is for the unclean, it 

is for the black. It is for the backslider returning from his ways. It is for that 

one who has no good thing in his heart to bring: that is who it is for! It covers 

all the sins of your poor, sin-forfeited life. You look back over it; you are so 

ashamed of your falls! Those things you have said and done; the way you 
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have been led astray! You are a mass of sin! All the more reason for Calvary. 

All the more reason for the blood of Christ. All the more reason for you to be 

hasting to that “fountain opened…for sin and for uncleanness,” and this is 

what the dear Spirit does: 

 
 “The fountain open stands, 

        Yet on its brink I dwell; 

            O put me in with Thy own hands, 

        And that will make me well.”     

J. Berridge 

 
This is, then, the “great sheet knit at the four corners.” Cleansed by the Father, 

cleansed by the Son and cleansed by the Holy Ghost. We may say that that 

knitting together is that “threefold cord” which cannot be broken. It cannot be 

broken.  

 
Three last things and you take it home and pray about it. The first thing is 

(and I like this) the sheet bore up this vast number. It was not like Peter’s net 

that broke; of which we read in Luke 5. You will know, that when they 

gathered the one hundred and fifty three fish in John 21, the net did not break 

then, did it? That is a type of this great sheet. This sheet will never break: the 

“bonds are firm and sure.” They will never break. The point I want to make is: 

it bears up God’s people through all the trials, troubles and tribulations of this 

time state, and there are many. What with indwelling sin and the devil being 

busy in our heart and in our lives, sometimes turning things upside down and 

inside out! We are surrounded by perplexities and troubles and trials! Good 

Isaac Watts said: 

 
“He that has loved us bears us through, 

      And makes us more than conquerors, too.”         

I. Watts 

 
It is the great sheet that bore up. They were all dependent. The stalwarts 

in the New Testament Church, and those babes in grace, were all dependent 

on being borne up and being borne along by this “great sheet knit at the four 

corners.”  

 

The second thing is the “great sheet” was finally received up into heaven, 

showing us that, in the great final outcome of it, not one of these sinners will 
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be lost. They will be received up into heaven. ‘But,’ you say, ‘are they worthy 

to be there?’ Did I say that? No. “And to her was granted that she should be 

arrayed in fine linen, clean and white: for the fine linen is the righteousness of 

saints.” “Clean and white,” the Word of God says. Yes: 

 
“Raise thy downcast eyes and see, 

       Numbers do His throne surround; 

       These were sinners once, like thee; 

       But have full salvation found.”     

J. Newton 

 
Bless God for it. 

 

The last thing I will say is this: we read in Acts 1 that “a cloud received 

Him,” that is, Jesus, up into heaven. This great sheet is received “for Jesus’ 

sake.” That is the point. I cannot tell you often enough, friends, the worth of 

those three words: “for Jesus’ sake.” Those of you who are the dear, living 

people of God here this morning hour: you need to meditate on them much 

more than you do as to what that really means: “for Jesus’ sake.” It is the 

anchor of the Church, it is the plea of the Church, it is the foundation of the 

Church, it is the joy of the Church and it is the plea the Father loves to hear. 

For that great reason, this “great sheet knit at the four corners” was received 

up into heaven. No wonder, when Peter saw all this, he had to go, “doubting 

nothing.” This overcame all his doubts. All his perplexities and all his pre-

conceived ideas had to be swept aside. He had to be swallowed up in the will 

of God. “Not my will, but Thine, be done.” 

Amen. 


