
Abusing the Household of Cornelius

Acts 10:1-2 -- Now there was a certain man at Caesarea named Cornelius, a
centurion of what was called the Italian cohort, a devout man, and one who
feared God with all his household, and gave many alms to the Jewish people,
and prayed to God continually.

Introduction
1. In the tenth and eleventh chapters of Acts we find the conversion of Cornelius and his

household.  This conversion, though, is often misused and abused by those seeking to
prove various false doctrines:
• Does the fact that Cornelius spoke in tongues mean we have to?
• Was he saved before he believed?
• Are children also to be baptized?

2. In this lesson we will give a more thorough and careful study to the context to answer
these questions and to understand what is truly necessary for conversion.

A. Some Background
1. Cornelius was a good man, but he was lost.  He needed to hear “words” whereby he

might be saved (Acts 11:14).
2. Peter was divinely instructed by the Holy Spirit through a vision to preach the gospel

to Cornelius who was a Gentile.  After hearing the message Peter preached Cornelius
was baptized.
•  In this event, God taught that all men stand equal before Him.  God accepts

anyone who fears Him and works righteousness (Acts 10:34-35; compare this
with Romans 1:16-17 also).

• As God is not “a respecter of persons,” neither should we be.  To indulge in
racial hatred is forbidden by God (Romans 2:5-16).

3. The full context of Cornelius’ conversion is found in Acts 10:24-48; and 11:1-18.
B. Various Abuses of Passages with Textual Observations

1. Conversion Requires Speaking in Tongues?
• Because Cornelius and those in his household spoke in tongues (Acts 10:44-46),

some claim that the process of conversion is incomplete unless tongue speaking
accompanies it.  Is this true?

• Speaking in different tongues was one of the several miraculous gifts given by
God to the first century Christians (1 Corinthians 12:4-11).

• The ability to speak “in tongues” was the ability to speak a language that the
speaker had not learned through natural means (Acts 2:1-12).  How did the Jews
know the Gentiles were praising God unless they understood them?

• Cornelius spoke in tongues before he was saved.  He needed to hear the words
whereby he could be saved, but he spoke in tongues before he heard those words
(Acts 11:13-15).  Peter said that the Gentiles heard the “word of the gospel” and
then believed (Acts 15:7-9).

•  The purpose of the tongues was to reveal to the Jews (Acts 11:1-3) that the
Gentiles were candidates for salvation (Acts 10:45; 11:15).  It is not necessary
for this message to be repeated now.

•  Modern “tongue speaking” is not what the Bible reveals about the gift. The
preacher (Peter) did not tell Cornelius to expect, seek or pray for the gift.  The
preacher was not expecting the gift.  The gift was accompanied by visions and
instructions.  Cornelius received the gift before he was taught or believed.

• Cornelius’ speaking in tongues could be understood by the others, both Jews and
Greeks, who were around him (See also 1 Corinthians 14:1-19).

• Spiritual gifts were to confirm the word (Hebrews 2:1-4) and where then to cease
(1 Corinthians 13:8).



2. One Can Be Saved Before Baptism?
• Some use Cornelius as an example of one being saved before baptism, thus the

act itself is unnecessary for salvation.
• New Testament baptism involves “immersion” in water (Mark 1:9-10; Acts 8:36;

10:47).
• Baptism is a command of God (Matt. 28:18-20; Acts 10:48).
•  Peter taught that baptism was for forgiveness of sins (Acts 2:38) and was

necessary for salvation (1 Peter 3:21).
• Paul taught that in baptism one dies to sin (Romans 6:1-7); baptism puts one

into Christ (Galatians 3:26-27); and in baptism God removes our sins (Colossans
2:11-13).

•  If Cornelius was saved before he was baptized, he was saved without the
forgiveness of his sins and without entering a right relationship with God.

3. Is A Baptismal Formula Necessary?
• Some faiths attempt to use the conversion of Cornelius to prove that a spoken

formula must accompany water baptism in order for it to be valid.  They argue
that the name of Jesus must be spoken during baptism for it to be valid.

•  To be baptized “in the name of Jesus” is to be baptized according to His
authority (Colossians 3:17; Ephesians 1:20-23); and into a relationship and new
nature.  

• To argue for a formula is to try to invalidate baptism if not administered by a
particular faith’s representative.  And who baptized the first one?

4. The Gift of the Spirit is Tongue Speaking?
• Cornelius is also used by some to teach that the gift of the Holy Spirit in Acts

2:38 refers to speaking in tongues.
•  However, words mean different things in different contexts. For example, the

word “sleep” (Matthew 26:40; Acts 7:60) can euphemistically mean “death” (as
in 1 Corinthians 11:40) or merely “indifference” (1 Thessalonians 5:6).

• The “gift” of Acts 2:38 cannot be the same as Acts 10:45 because the gift of Acts
2:38 comes after baptism while the gift of Acts 10:45 came before baptism.

• The gift of Acts 2:38 is the aspects of salvation other than the forgiveness of sins
(see Acts 2:21).  It cannot be tongue speaking because it is not for all and the
“gift” of Acts 2 was (See Acts 2:39; 3:19; 1 Corinthians 12:20-31).

5. Infant Baptism?
• Some churches use Cornelius to teach that we should practice infant baptism.

They argue that since all in Cornelius’ household were baptized and that surely
there were infants in the household, then infants were baptized along with the
adults.

• Infant baptism, however, is not found in this passage.
• To assume the presence of infants in the household assumes too much.  Nowhere

in the New Testament do we read of infants being baptized.  Infant baptism, if
true, would make the word of God internally conflicting, since God commands
baptism of those who believe and repent (Mark 16:16; Acts 2:38), and infants
can do neither.  

C. Conclusion
We must understand that the Word of God can be abused and twisted (2 Peter 3:16).
We have noticed in the text about the conversion of Cornelius and his household five
abuses and the twisting of the text in attempts to prove false doctrine.  We must study
God’s Word diligently in order to prepare ourselves and refute pseudo-teachings like
those found here (2 Timothy 2:15).  When we do so we will be ready to give an answer
as to the hope within us (1 Peter 3:15), and Christ will be sanctified in our hearts.


