Rightly Dividing Acts 10: The Truth About Cornelius
In this study, you will see how to understand Cornelius and put Acts 10 in its proper context.
Introduction!

When we carefully read the account of Cornelius in Acts chapter 10, several fascinating, if not puzzling, questions

arise.

Did Cornelius become a Christian in the same sense as believers are saved today?

Was Cornelius baptized into the church, the body of Christ?

Since Cornelius is a Gentile, is Acts 10 the beginning of the church, the body of Christ?
Or, did Cornelius become a Jewish proselyte?

Did Cornelius hear the gospel of grace, or something else?

I will answer these questions as we progress through this study.

At first glance, the events that took place in Cornelius” home look very similar to Pentecost in Acts chapter 2. Peter
preaches about Jesus Christ, and the Holy Spirit falls upon the listeners, who begin speaking in tongues. But when we
carefully compare Acts 10 with the later writings of the Apostle Paul, an important question arises.

Paul says this about his own salvation:

“Howbeit for this cause I obtained mercy, that in me first Jesus Christ might shew forth all longsuffering, for a pattern
to them which should hereafter believe on him to life everlasting.” 1 Timothy 1:16.

Paul became the pattern for those who would afterward believe. So, how should we understand Cornelius's experience
in Acts 10?

Context—the Setting

We must analyze Cornelius’ story within the context of the early chapters of Acts. The setting is entirely Jewish. Peter
was preaching a kingdom-related gospel, which we will examine shortly. The ministry of the apostle Paul had not yet
started. The setting in Acts 10 was very similar to that of Acts 2, Pentecost.

Context is extremely important. In Matthew 4, Jesus was tempted by Satan, who quoted scripture out of context. Jesus
countered by quoting scripture as well, but within its proper context.

What is meant by context? The context refers to the surrounding scriptures and historical setting. Removing a verse
from its surrounding scriptures, thereby losing the historical and textual meaning, and assigning a meaning the author
never intended, results in error and the misapplication of scripture.



This is a favorite ploy of Satan, and sadly, many believers fall prey to the cleverly disguised deception. Those who twist
scriptures out of their original context to support their personal beliefs or bogus religious traditions are doing Satan’s
bidding. Those who believe such deceivers are Satan’s captives.

Always strive to know the setting by asking these questions:

*  Who is speaking?

*  Who is being addressed?

*  What is the subject?

*  Where does this fit in God’s program as revealed in Scripture?

Section 1 — Who Was Cornelius?
Cornelius is introduced at the beginning of Acts 10.

“There was a certain man in Caesarea called Cornelius, a centurion of the band called the Italian band,
A devout man, and one that feared God with all his house, which gave much alms to the people, and prayed to God
always.” Acts 10:1-2

Several important details appear in this description. Cornelius was:
* a Roman centurion

* adevout man

* one who feared the God of Israel

* generous in giving to the poor

* faithful in prayer
However, Cornelius was neither a Jew nor a Jewish proselyte. He was what the Jews called a God-fearer—a Gentile
who respected the God of Israel but had not converted to Judaism. Despite his devotion, Cornelius still needed to hear

the message of salvation. An angel appears to him and gives a very specific instruction.

Acts 10:5-6 “Send men to Joppa, and call for one Simon, whose surname is Peter: He lodgeth with one Simon a
tanner... he shall tell thee what thou oughtest to do.”

Peter later explains this more clearly when recounting the story in Acts 11.
“Who shall tell thee words, whereby thou and all thy house shall be saved.” Acts 11:14

This shows us something very important. A person may be sincere, religious, generous, and devoted to prayer—and yet
still need to hear the saving message about Jesus Christ. They are religious, but lost!

Section 2 — Peter’s Vision

Peter receives a vision while praying on a rooftop in Joppa as Luke records.



“And saw heaven opened, and a certain vessel descending unto him, as it had been a great sheet knit at the four
corners... Wherein were all manner of fourfooted beasts of the earth... And there came a voice to him, Rise, Peter; kill,
and eat.” Acts 10:11-13

Peter immediately refuses: “Not so, Lord; for I have never eaten any thing that is common or unclean.” Acts 10:14

God answers: “What God hath cleansed, that call not thou common.” Acts 10:15

This happens three times. Many readers assume this vision simply abolishes Jewish dietary restrictions. But Peter
himself explains the meaning when he arrives at Cornelius’ house.

"Ye know how that it is an unlawful thing for a man that is a Jew to keep company, or come unto one of another
nation; but God hath shewed me that I should not call any man common or unclean.” Acts 10:28

The vision was not about animals. It was about people, especially non-Jews.
God was preparing Peter to enter a Gentile's home and preach the gospel. This was revolutionary to the Jewish
mindset of the time.

Section 3 — The Gentile Pentecost

When Peter arrives at Cornelius’ house, he begins preaching about Jesus Christ. Peter declares that forgiveness of sins
comes through faith in Christ.

“To him give all the prophets witness, that through his name whosoever believeth in him shall receive remission of
sins.” Acts 10:43.

Then something extraordinary happens.
“While Peter yet spake these words, the Holy Ghost fell on all them which heard the word.” Acts 10:44.
The Jews who accompanied Peter are astonished.

“And they of the circumcision which believed were astonished... because that on the Gentiles also was poured out the
gift of the Holy Ghost. For they heard them speak with tongues, and magnify God.” Acts 10:45-46.

Why were they astonished? Because Gentiles were now receiving the same sign that had appeared at Pentecost, the
sign of tongues. Peter later explains the significance of the event.

“The Holy Ghost fell on them, as on us at the beginning.” Acts 11:15.

In other words, what happened at Cornelius’ house resembled Pentecost. This is why many teachers refer to Acts 10 as
the Gentile Pentecost.



Precisely what did Peter preach to Cornelius?
This part is crucial to your proper understanding of Acts 10!

Did Peter preach the same gospel as Paul later preached, the gospel of grace? Most Christians would answer, “Yes, of
course.”

But what does the biblical text say? Here is what Peter said about Jesus:

Acts 10:43 "To him give all the prophets witness, that through his name whosoever believeth in him shall receive
remission of sins.”

Salvation was based upon “his name.”

The word “name” does not refer only to one’s proper name. But to “everything which the name covers, everything the
thought or feeling of which is aroused in the mind by mentioning, hearing, remembering, the name, i.e. for one's rank,
authority, interests, pleasure, command, excellences, deeds, etc.” (Strong’s Definition)

What did “the name of Jesus” mean to Peter?

Peter tells us in Matthew 16:16.
Matthew 16:16 - "And Simon Peter answered and said, Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God."

Peter understood Jesus as both the Christ, Israel’s Messiah, and the Son of God!
Peter again speaks in Acts 2.

"Therefore let all the house of Israel know assuredly, that God hath made that same Jesus, whom ye have crucified,
both Lord and Christ.” Acts 2:36

So, the “name” of Jesus incorporates His divine identity. Jesus is the Christ (Israel's Messiah), the Son of God, and
Lord. That is what Peter preached to Cornelius that day. To be frank, that is all Peter knew at the time. Peter knew
nothing about the church, the body of Christ, as that was revealed later, beginning with the apostle Paul.

But Cornelius was not unfamiliar with Jesus. As a Roman centurion, he would have been aware of Jesus ministry. Jesus
and the disciples preached in Cesarea as recorded in Matthew 16. Cornelius was obviously aware of their preaching as
Peter spoke:

"The word which God sent unto the children of Israel, preaching peace by Jesus Christ: (he is Lord of all:) That word,
I say, ye know, which was published throughout all Judaea, and began from Galilee, after the baptism which John
preached;" Acts 10:36-37

So, Cornelius was very familiar with Jesus. Therefore, Peter did not feel the need to elaborate on Jesus’ identity and
ministry. Peter also stated that after His resurrection, Jesus commanded the disciples to preach unto the people.

Acts 10:41-42 "... unto witnesses chosen before of God, even to us, who did eat and drink with him after he rose from
the dead. And he commanded us to preach unto the people..."

That command was documented in Matthew 28 and Mark 16.



Matthew 28:19-20 KJV - "Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the
Son, and of the Holy Ghost: Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded you: and, lo, I am with
you alway, even unto the end of the world. Amen."

Mark 16:15-18 KJV - "And he said unto them, Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature. He
that believeth and is baptized shall be saved; but he that believeth not shall be damned. And these signs shall follow
them that believe; In my name shall they cast out devils; they shall speak with new tongues; They shall take up
serpents; and if they drink any deadly thing, it shall not hurt them; they shall lay hands on the sick, and they shall

recover.”

I’m sure you recognize those two passages as the so-called “Great Commission.” That title arose with William Carey,
an 18th-century English missionary, and Hudson Taylor, a 19™-century missionary to China. The term “Great
Commission” added much authority and grandeur to their fundraising efforts. I am not trying to disparage their
missionary work, only the misuse and misapplication of scripture. Sadly, most pastors, teachers, and believers think
that those verses apply to us today. But notice that each passage makes water baptism a requirement for salvation.

Water baptism is not part of the present gospel of grace, as Paul stated:

"For Christ sent me not to baptize, but to preach the gospel: not with wisdom of words, lest the cross of Christ should
be made of none effect.” 1 Corinthians 1:17.

Jesus sent Peter and His disciples to baptize!
Jesus sent Paul NOT to baptize!
What could be more clear???

Also note that the believers at Cornelius’s house spoke with other tongues (Acts 10:46). That is precisely what Mark
wrote in the previous verse (Mark 16 verse 17). Tongues were the auditory evidence that the event was God-ordained
and empowered.

So, Peter preached the gospel of “believe and be baptized,” not Paul’s “gospel of grace!”
Instead of that being a “Great Commission,” a term found nowhere in scripture, it was relatively short-lived. That

“believe and be baptized " gospel appears only in the early chapters of Acts: Acts 2, and here in Acts 10.

I have created this simple table to contrast the two gospels.

GOSPEL PREACH BAPTISM SIGNS AND ORIGIN ENDING
REQUIRED | WONDERS
“Believe and be | Jesus as Messiah, Yes Yes Jesus’ disciples With the stoning of
Baptized” Lord, and Son of Stephen as Israel
God. Kingdom program

diminished

“Gospel of Jesus’ death for No Initially-Yes Paul Ongoing!

Grace” sin, burial, and Later-No
resurrection



As we previously red, Peter preached salvation and forgiveness through the “name” of Jesus in that He is the Christ,
Lord, and the Son of God. But is that what Paul preached? Let me be perfectly clear! We absolutely believe that Jesus
is the Christ, the Lord, and the Son of God. But those divine attributes are not the core foundation of Paul’s gospel.

Paul preached the blood!
For the church, the body of Christ, it’s the blood!

*  Romans 3:25 KJV - "Whom God hath set forth to be a propitiation through faith in his blood, to declare his
righteousness for the remission of sins that are past, through the forbearance of God;"

* Romans 5:9 K]V - "Much more then, being now justified by his blood, we shall be saved from wrath through him."

* Ephesians 1:7 KJV - "In whom we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, according to the
riches of his grace;"

* Ephesians 2:13 KJV - "But now in Christ Jesus ye who sometimes were far oft are made nigh by the blood of
Christ."

¢ Colossians 1:14, 20 KJV - "In whom we have redemption through his blood, even the forgiveness of sins: ... And,
having made peace through the blood of his cross, by him to reconcile all things unto himself; by him, I say,
whether they be things in earth, or things in heaven.”

The blood of Christ is not mentioned in the early chapters of Acts!

Section 4 — Why Tongues Appeared

Throughout the book of Acts, tongues appear at key moments when new groups are brought into God’s program.
Acts chapter 2 — Jews receive the Spirit.

Acts chapter 8 — Samaritans receive the Spirit(signs and wonders 8:6).

Acts chapter 10 — Gentiles receive the Spirit.

These events confirm the expansion Jesus predicted.

Acts 1:8 “Ye shall receive power, after that the Holy Ghost is come upon you: and ye shall be witnesses unto me both
in Jerusalem, and in all Judaea, and in Samaria, and unto the uttermost part of the earth.”

The tongues in Acts 10 served as a sign to the Jewish believers that God had accepted the Gentiles. Without that
unmistakable sign, the Jewish apostles might never have accepted Gentile inclusion.

Section 5 — The Water Baptism Question

After witnessing the Spirit fall upon the Gentiles, Peter makes an important statement.
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Acts 10:47-48 “Can any man forbid water, that these should not be baptized, which have received the Holy Ghost as
well as we? And he commanded them to be baptized in the name of the Lord.”

Water baptism was still part of the apostolic practice during this period in Acts.

Why It Looks Like Acts 2

Luke deliberately parallels the events. As you can see in this table, the events of Acts 10 are identical to those of Acts 2.
The only difference is the audience. Jews in Jerusalem and Gentiles in Cesarea.

EVENT ACTS 2 ACTS 10
Audience Jews in Jerusalem Gentiles in Caesarea
Preaching Peter Peter
Holy Spirit given Yes Yes
Speaking in tongues Yes Yes
Water baptism follows Yes Yes

Peter himself later explains this connection.
“The Holy Ghost fell on them, as on us at the beginning.” Acts 11:15

So, Peter explicitly says:
Acts 10 repeated the Pentecost experience of Acts 2. But later, we find the Apostle Paul making a striking statement.

1 Corinthians 1:17 - “Christ sent me not to baptize, but to preach the gospel.”
This suggests that a transition in God’s program was unfolding in Acts — the transition from Israel’s kingdom
program to the Grace program to save Gentiles.
Section 6 — Paul’s Later Revelation

When we come to the ministry of the Apostle Paul, new truths are revealed. Paul speaks about a mystery that had been
hidden in previous ages.

Ephesians 3:3+5 “How that by revelation he made known unto me the mystery...
Which in other ages was not made known unto the sons of men.”

This mystery includes the truth that Jews and Gentiles are united in one body in Christ. Paul also says his own
conversion became the pattern for future believers.



1 Timothy 1:16 “That in me first Jesus Christ might shew forth all longsuffering, for a pattern to them which should
hereafter believe.”

Paul describes himself as the apostle to the Gentiles: Romans 11:13 “I am the apostle of the Gentiles.”

Through Paul’s ministry, the full doctrine of the Body of Christ and the gospel of grace is revealed.

Section 7 - What Is the “Baptism Into the Body of Christ”?
Paul explains the spiritual baptism of the Body of Christ in:

1 Corinthians 12:13 “For by one Spirit are we all baptized into one body... whether we be Jews or Gentiles...”
This baptism:

* is performed by the Holy Spirit

places the believer into the Body of Christ
e occurs without water

is the defining mark of the dispensation of grace

Paul also says: Ephesians 4:5 — “One Lord, one faith, one baptism.’

In Pauline doctrine, the one baptism is spiritual, not water.

Section 8 - The Key Transitional Nature of Acts

Acts contains three major Spirit outpourings.

EVENT GROUP PURPOSE

Acts 2 Jews Pentecost

Acts 8 Samaritans Half-Jew inclusion
Acts 10 Gentiles Nations included

Each event mirrors Pentecost, so the Jewish apostles would recognize God’s work. This would prove to be of great
importance when Paul and Barnabas visit Jesus’ disciples in Jerusalem as recorded in Acts 15 and Galatians 2. They
accepted Paul’s ministry because of what happened in Acts 10, being witnesses to God saving Gentiles and giving them
the Holy Spirit.



Section 9 - So, Was Cornelius part of the Body of Christ?

If the Body of Christ began with Paul’s revelation, then Acts 10 is still part of the Kingdom transition, and Cornelius
joined the kingdom believers rather than the church, the Body of Christ.

Peter himself later connects Cornelius to John’s baptism, not Paul’s grace doctrine:

“John indeed baptized with water; but ye shall be baptized with the Holy Ghost.”
— Acts 11:16

This shows Peter was still thinking in the Pentecost framework, not the later Pauline revelation.

10 - Conclusion
Cornelius represents a pivotal moment in the book of Acts.
His conversion demonstrates that God had opened the door of faith to the Gentiles.

But the events surrounding his experience still occur within the transitional period recorded in Acts, when signs,
miracles, and water baptism were still present.

God gave the Law to Moses for Israel after the exodus from Egypt. Whenever God deals with Israel, the Law will be in
operation. God did not give the Law to Gentiles—that’s why God deals with us through Grace.

The historical kingdom events unfold in Acts.

The doctrinal explanation of salvation by grace—and the unity of Jew and Gentile in the Body of Christ—is revealed
later through the Apostle Paul.

When we understand this progression, the Bible becomes clearer, more consistent, and more powerful.

PASSAGE GROUP RECEIVING THE SIGN
SPIRIT
Acts 2 Jews Tongues
Acts 8 Samaritans Hearing and seeing signs
Acts 10 Gentiles Tongues
Acts 19 Disciples of John Tongues
The Timing of Acts

To answer this, we need to remember something very important:
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Acts records the transition period.

The early chapters are still operating under the Kingdom message to Israel.

EARLY ACTS LATER REVELATION
Apostles preach to Israel Paul sent to the Gentiles
Water baptism required One spiritual baptism, no water
Signs and wonders Faith without signs and wonders
Kingdom hope(earthly) Body of Christ Church(heavenly)

Acts does not immediately switch dispensations.

It unfolds gradually.

Why Acts 10 Was Still Necessary
God used Cornelius to prove something to Peter and the Jewish believers:

“God also to the Gentiles granted repentance unto life.”
— Acts of the Apostles 11:18

Without Acts 10, the Jewish apostles might never have accepted Gentile inclusion.

Saved by Grace

There is a statement made by many believers that goes like this: “ Since we are all saved by God’s grace, the gospel has
always been the same.” Most of those ignorant of the word of God believe that wholeheartedly.

However, Grace and the gospel are two different things.
1. Graceis God’s part. He alone offers saving grace!
2. Believing the gospel, faith, is our part. But you must believe the gospel currently in operation.

As you have clearly seen in this presentation, there were two gospels in the book of Acts,
1. In the early chapters, the gospel of “believe and be baptized” was preached by Jesus ' disciples following His
command.

2. In the later chapters, the “gospel of grace” was preached by Paul and his associates following Jesus’ revelation.

Grace is God’s part. Believing the proper gospel is yours!
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If you enjoy studies that carefully examine Scripture and rightly divide the Word of Truth, be sure to subscribe and
join us for more in-depth Bible teaching.

And as always... search the Scriptures.
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