
THE ENLIGHTENMENT OF CORNELIUS 
by 

Thaddeaus 
 

Acts 10: 44-49 
 
44While Peter was still speaking these things, the Holy Spirit fell upon all those who were listening to the 
word.  45The circumcised believers who had accompanied Peter were stounded that the gift of the Holy 
Spirit should have poured out on the gentiles also, 46for they could hear them speaking in tongues and 
glorifying God.  Then Peter responded, 47“Can anyone withhold water for baptizing these people, who 
have received the Holy Spirit even as we have?  48He ordered them to be baptized in the name of Jesus 
Christ.  49Afterwards, they begged him to stay on for some days.   
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

The Book of Ecclesiastes says that a cord of three strands in not easily broken.  If a rope has but one strand, 
it snaps as soon as stress is applied, but a rope with three strands is very strong.  I’m not a scholar, a 
theologian, an apologetic, or an exegete on the Bible.  I try to be an apostle of Christ: a disciple, a student, 
one who seeks the fulness of truth wherever that might lead.  The three strands that serve us well are the 
Old Testament, the New Testament, and the early Church Fathers, many who are martyred for defending 
the traditions of the faith taught by reliable witnesses of the Apostolic period.  The Church Fathers hand 
down the faith through Sacred Oral Tradition for the first four centuries.  Before then there is no Bible. 
 
Catholics believe that we are saved by Hope because Rm 8:24 plainly says so.  Hope comes solely from 
the grace of God.  Unmerited grace.  Grace is the free and undeserved help God gives to respond to his 
call to become children of God, adoptive sons, partakers of the divine nature and of eternal life.  The Hope 
is merited to us by the Passion of Christ.  Infants instinctively respond to God’s call because infants are 
free from actual sin.  Augustine writes, “while free from actual sin infants are yet not righteous” that it is 
the “guilt of original sin which is healed in them by the grace of Him who saves them by the laver of 
regeneration.” Infant Baptism is the most powerful testimony to the unmerited gift of salvation.     
 

– I – 
ORIGINAL SIN 

 
The Baptism of Cornelius leads to some questions and problems, not the least of which is this dilemma:  
If the gifts of the Holy Spirit are conferred upon believers through the sacrament of Baptism, how is it that 
the gifts are poured out on Cornelius and his entire household before Baptism?  This question results in 
various presuppositions: that Baptism is not salvific, or that we are saved by faith, alone, or that the gifts 
of the Holy Spirit are but an outward display of an inward change.  On the contrary, according to Mk 16:16, 
“He who believes and is baptized will be saved; he who does not believe will be condemned” because 
consistent with Jn 9:41, “his sin remains.”  The hope of salvation depends on both belief and Baptism. 
 
Embodied in the gift of the sacrament of Baptism is that our God passionately loves us and desires to be 
fully united to us in this world and to be happy with Him forever.  “Adam and Eve were innocent and holy 
when they came from the hand of God.  On account of their sin, they lost innocence and holiness, and 
were doomed to misery and death.  Through the disobedience of our first parents, we all inherit their sin 
and punishment, as we should have shared in their happiness if they had remained faithful.  The sin we 



inherit from our first parents is called original sin” (The Baltimore Catechism, April 6, 1885).  The purpose 
of God’s plan of redemption (Lat., “ransom-price”) is lost apart from the concept of original sin.  

 
 – II – 

THE GIFT OF FAITH 
 
The good news of the Gospel is that God does not abandon man after the fall, but promises him a 
Redeemer, who is to satisfy for man’s sin and reopen to him the gates of heaven that he might have 
eternal life.  According to Jn 3:16, “God so loved the whole that He gave His only Son, so that anyone who 
believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.”  The Lord affirms Himself, in Jn 3:5, that Baptism 
is necessary for salvation.   Consequently, to be fully united to God in this world and to be happy with Him 
forever requires two things: belief and Baptism.  Baptism is salvific because it purifies us spiritually from 
the guilt of and the punishment due original sin in a way that belief alone cannot.   
 
All sacraments effect what they signify.   Water signifies purification and rebirth in the Holy Spirit.  Paul 
instructs Titus, in Titus 3: 8, “this is doctrine he can rely on.” Augustine says “the effect of Baptismal  grace 
is that the baptized are incorporated in Christ.”  Aquinas replies, “Adults who already believe in Christ are 
incorporated in Him mentally.  But, afterwards, when they are Baptized, they are incorporated in Him 
bodily.” Thus, our mental belief in Jesus is just one aspect of faith, it is not the fullness of it.  The fullness 
of faith is when believers are fully incorporated in Christ through Baptism, as such Baptismal grace is 
properly called the “Gift of Faith.”  Our mental belief in Christ introduces another dilemma: Infant Baptism. 
 

– III – 
INFANT BAPTISM 

 
The hope of salvation depends on both belief and Baptism.  Inasmuch as belief is an act of will, and children 
do not have the use of free-will, it would seem to exclude infants as candidates for Baptism. Yet, the 
practice of infant Baptism is an immemorial Apostolic Tradition.  There is explicit testimony from the 
beginning of Apostolic preaching, where “households” receive Baptism.  Citations include the household 
of Aquila and Prisca in Acts 18:2, Rm 16:5, the household of Stephanas in 1 Cor 16:15, the household of 
Onesiphorus in 2 Tim 1:16, and significantly the household of Cornelius in Acts 10: 36-43.  There is no 
Scriptural evidence that infants are excluded; and nothing suggests that Baptism is for adults only.    
 
The Bible mentions the word “household” 117 times.  It describes a broad array of family relationships, 
but it always refers to those living under one’s roof: immediate family, extended family, adults, children, 
and infants.  In ancient Israel and in Greco-Roman times, the household is the basic unit of national life 
organized around the “householder.”  The Apostles understand the idea that religion is a family matter 
where the faith of the householder is the faith of the entire household.  When the householder converts 
and is Baptized, the remainder of the household follows in solidarity with the householder.  Thus, we are 
led to the obvious conclusion that baptizing infants and children is the practice of Apostolic evangelization.  
 

 – IV – 
BIBLICAL TYPOLOGY  

 
The key to understanding what the Bible teaches about Infant Baptism can also be found in what is called 
“typology”: the study of Old Testament pre-figurations (or “types”) and their New Testament fulfilments 
(“antitypes”).  The antitype is always more glorious than the type it foreshadows.  Paul teaches that 
Baptism is the fulfilment of circumcision, which means Baptism does something circumcision could never 



do, in line with 1 Pet 3:21, “Baptism now saves.”  Also, Paul teaches in Col 2: 11-12, that “Baptism is the 
circumcision of Christ,” which means the new circumcision is spiritual.  It is inward; not physical.  Baptism 
imprints on the soul an indelible spiritual sign; not an outward symbol.  Baptism effects regeneration.   
 
God declares to Abraham in Gen 17:17, that “all your males must be circumcised” on the eighth day.  
Jewish tradition makes Abraham an example of justice by works. However, Paul says in Rm 4:9, that justice 
and works have their source in Abraham’s faith, “God considers Abraham just through faith before 
circumcision justifies him.”  In contrast, while David is circumcised on the eighth day, God only later 
considers David to be just through faith.  Typology reveals that justification happens in either order.  Many 
Christians assume that faith must precede Baptism.  Truly, these are parts of the same thing.  God is true.  
God justifies the faithful on the basis of Baptism, and He justifies the Baptized on their works of faith.   
  

– V –  
BIBLICAL GEMATRIA 

 
Another tool of Catholic biblical interpretation is called Biblical Gematria.  Gematria is the study of 
individual numbers in Scripture.  Repeating numbers have symbolic importance.  One reason they do is 
because Greek and Hebrew have only one set of characters used for both words and numbers.   When a 
word is written out it has a mathematical value.  Many early Church Fathers taught the mystical 
significance of numbers in the Old and New Testaments.   They also cautioned against taking the 
phenomena too far, like the Kabbalists.  There are some amazing numeric values found in the Bible, that 
cannot possibly be coincidental, which serve as guideposts in our search for deeper mystical meaning. 
 
Peter baptizes Cornelius’ entire “household” (Gem., “117”).  The number 117 also transliterates as family, 
Isaiah, purification, thanksgiving, and Sabbath.  Biblical authors use the word household 117 times.  
Remarkably, the number 117 appears only once, in reference to Ps 117, the Great Hallel.  The Great 
Promise.  The promise that salvation is for all the nations: Gentiles and Jews.  The cornerstone of Christ’s 
mission: to unite ALL nations to Him through Baptism.  Mysteriously, Psalm 117 is the EXACT center text 
among the 73 books the Council of Laodicea compiles in c. 360.  There is no Bible in the early Church.  The 
centerpiece of early Christianity is the Mass. The Great Command: “Do this in remembrance of me.” 
 

– VI – 
THE BAPTISM OF JESUS 

 
According to Matthew 3:21-22, while Jesus is at prayer after His own baptism, a voice comes from heaven 
proclaiming Yahweh’s decree: “You are my Son, today I have become your Father.  Ask and I shall give the 
nations for your heritage, the ends of the earth for your domain.” This decree fulfills Ps 2:7 and expresses 
the universal hope of the Messianic mission that salvation is for all nations both Jews and Gentiles.  The 
fulness of this hope is incorporated in the words of the Great Commission in Mk 16:16, “Go out to the 
whole world; proclaim the good news to all creation.”  The greater Messianic mission is to show us another 
way to live and send us the power of the Holy Spirit through Baptism to love to live in this new way. 
   
The Baptism of Jesus is the occasion in which Jesus is anointed by the Holy Spirit for his Messianic mission 
and proclaimed the Son of God, or the Chosen [Anointed] One of God, as proclaimed in Jn 1:34.  Baptism 
equips Jesus to overcome the devil for next He is led out into the wilderness to be tested.  The effects of 
the Jesus’ Baptism foreshadow our own Baptism.  In the words of Is 11:2, “on him the spirit of Yahweh 
rests, a spirit of wisdom and insight, a spirit of counsel and power, a spirit of knowledge, piety, and fear 



of Yahweh.”  The list of these graces are so-called the Christian Seven Gifts of the Holy Spirit.  The gifts of 
the Holy Spirit confer on Jesus the offices of priest, prophet, and king and all the powers they signify. 
 

– VII – 
GOD’S AUTHORITY                                                   

 
In the Old Testament, there is a practice of anointing priests, prophets, and kings.  Anointing symbolizes 
a more profound spiritual reality that the chosen ones have been given God’s authority.  Priests are 
anointed with the authority to stand before God as a mediator and offer sacrifice for the sins of man.  
Prophets are anointed with authority to receive revelations and speak on God’s behalf.  Kings are anointed 
with authority to rule and reign.  When we are fully incorporated in Christ through Baptism, we are 
conferred a share of His dignity as priest, prophet and king and the powers and authority they signify as 
vested by the Church, which is guided by the Holy Spirit. 
 
Guided by the same Spirit, Jesus decides to leave Nazareth and launch His ministry in Capernaum where 
he calls the first four disciples:  Andrew, Simon, James, and John.  According to Lk 4:31-32, “He went down 
to Capernaum, a town in Galilee, and taught them [in their synagogue] on the Sabbath.  And His teaching 
made a great impression on them because he spoke with authority” thus fulfilling the words of Is 61:1-2, 
“The spirit of the Lord has been given to me, because He has anointed me.”  This synagogue, the very 
place where Jesus speaks these prophetic words, is built and given to the Jewish community in Capernaum 
by Cornelius.  Capernaum is where the incredible story of Cornelius, the Centurion of Capernaum, begins.        
 

– VIII – 
THE CENTURION OF CAPERNAUM 

 
In Capernaum, the Holy Spirit working through the Father, draws certain local individuals to Jesus who 
will play prominent roles in Jesus’ ministry and reshape human history.  Their selection is not by chance 
because Jn 6:44 tells us, “No one can come to Jesus unless drawn to him by the Father.”  Among the local 
worthies is a Gentile called the Centurion of Capernaum.  His name is Cornelius.  The rank of centurion is 
achieved by loyalty, bravery, and prowess in battle.  Centurions are well-paid by the Romans and Cornelius 
is held in high esteem by the Jewish community because of his character.  This combination of wealth, 
power and prestige makes Cornelius one of the most influential members of the local society.   
 
At the time of Jesus, Capernaum is a small town of about 1,500 by the Sea of Galilee, or Lake of 
Gennesaret.  The official residence for the Centurion of Capernaum stands on a height in the northern 
part of town.  Nearby, Cornelius builds a synagogue for the Jewish community led by one of his close 
friends, Jairus, the Elder and Chief of the synagogue.  According to Acts 10:1-2, “He [Cornelius] and the 
whole of his household were devout and God-fearing, and he gives generously to Jewish causes and prays 
constantly to God.”  The expression “God-fearing” is a technical term for followers who accept Jewish 
monotheism and ethics and attend synagogue but stop short of circumcision and other Mosaic Laws. 
 

– IX – 
ZOROBABEL AND JAIRUS 

 
An officer living in Cornelius’ household is the retired Centurion of Capernaum named Zorobabel.  He has 
no children of his own.  Consequently, he adopts the chronically ill son of his chief royal official.  The 
physicians and medicines afford the boy nothing.  The boy believes that Jesus, alone can help him.  
According to Jn 4: 46-54, the boy is about at the point of death.  Hearing that Jesus is in the area, the royal 



official goes to Jesus and begs Him to come down before his son dies.  Jesus tells him to go home that his 
son will live.  The man believes by the power of Jesus’ mere words and returns home.  While he is on his 
journey back to Capernaum, his servants meet him with the news that his son is alive. 
 
Another time as Jesus is returning from the other side of the Lake, He is met by Jairus, the Elder and Chief 
official of the Jewish synagogue built and financed by Cornelius.  Jairus pleads earnestly with Jesus to 
come lay hands on his daughter who is at the point of death.  While they are on their way, people from 
the synagogue official’s house arrive to say that she has died.  According to Mk 5;16, Jesus says to the 
Jairus, “Do not be afraid; just have faith.”  Then, Jesus raises Jairus’ daughter from the dead.  These two 
miracles together with Jesus’ authoritative preaching in the synagogue in Capernaum have a profound 
effect on Cornelius, but none more so than the healing of Cornelius’ own sick servant.  
 

– X – 
HEALING OF CORNELIUS’ SERVANT 

 
The healing of the Cornelius’ sick servant is memorialized in Mt 8: 5-13, and Lk 7: 1-10.  Out of respect for 
Jesus, Cornelius initially sends some elders from the Jewish community who plead earnestly for Jesus to 
come and heal his favorite servant lying at home paralyzed.  Sacred Tradition holds that Jesus goes with 
them since he is already on His way on account of Mary, the mother of Jesus, who intercedes with Jesus 
on Cornelius’ behalf because he is a very good man.  Also, it is said that Mary is the one who intercedes 
with Jesus on behalf of Jairus’ daughter.  Mary and many other women work quietly behind the scenes.  
Luke 8:3 says, several Galilean women provide for the mission of the Twelve “out of their own resources.”  
 
Jesus directs the elders to dispatch a messenger to Cornelius to announce His coming.  Upon receiving the 
message, Cornelius hurries off a messenger with these words according to Lk 7:6-7, “Lord, I am not worthy 
that you should enter under my roof, and for this reason I do not presume to come to you myself but give 
the word and let my servant be cured.”  Jesus marvels at Cornelius’ act of humility, and of faith and trust 
in God.  While the motive of some of Jesus’ miracles is compassion, they are principally directed at 
bolstering faith.  Cornelius emanates faith in God like nowhere in all Israel.  Millions of Catholics recite 
Cornelius’ words as a responsorial prayer every day after the consecration of bread and wine at Mass. 
 

– XI – 
MISTAKEN INDENTITY 

 
Some scholars believe as the movie Jesus of Nazareth depicts that Cornelius is the unnamed centurion in 
Mk 16:39, standing in front of Jesus who when Jesus gives up His spirit says, “In truth, this man is the Son 
of God.”  Other scholars speculate that both the identity of the Roman centurion who pierces the side of 
Jesus while he is hanging on the cross and the unnamed centurion who utters these words of faith is 
Cornelius.  This is where sacred tradition helps fill in the gaps.  The unnamed centurion is Abendar.  The 
junior officer who pierces Christ’s side is Longinus.  Both men are Roman legionaries.  There are two types 
of cohorts: Legionaries and Auxiliaries. The executioners of Jesus are the brutal Roman Legionaries. 
 
According to Acts 10:1, Cornelius is then-stationed in Caesarea with a battalion called Italica.  First-century 
historian Josephus notes that Italica is an auxiliary unit of archers from Italy.  Prefect Pontius Pilate resides 
in Caesarea.  He is a lower-rank official of the equestrian class, who can only command auxiliaries. 
Cornelius escorts Pilate to Jerusalem for the Passover.  It is probable that Cornelius witnesses the Passion, 
but he and his cohort are Auxiliaries.  In 31 A.D., in response to an insurrection against Rome that Barabbas 



is imprisoned for taking part in, Emperor Tiberius assigns a single cohort of Legionaries to Jerusalem under 
Pilates command.  Pilate orders this brutal cohort of Roman Legionaries to carry out the execution. 
 

– XII – 
SACRED ORAL TRADITION 

 
The original texts of the Bible are written by over 40 authors from every walk of life over a period of more 
than 1,500 years.  Written in Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek or Latin, the Bible is handed down first by Oral 
Tradition.  There is no codified Bible until c. 360.  The bishops of the early Church discern 73 inspired 
books.  They discern only four of twenty-seven known Gospels at the time to be divinely inspired.  These 
are the four in continuous use at Mass that align with Sacred Oral Tradition as handed down through 
Apostolic succession of bishops, the early Church Fathers and other faithful witnesses who have the ability 
to teach.  The identity of Longinus comes from the writings of Nicodemus, who laid Jesus in the tomb.  
 
Sacred Oral Tradition includes first-century historians, and the early Church Fathers who write apologetics 
during the first eight centuries.  According to Cardinal John Henry Newman, a convert from the Anglican 
Church, “Some of their writings were composed to instruct or encourage the faithful.  Other writings were 
composed to explain or defend the faith when it was attacked or questioned.  We see a Church that 
baptized infants and believed in the Real Presence of the Eucharist.  We see a Church that believed in the 
primacy of Rome, the intercession of saints in heaven and the Immaculate Conception.  Thus, we are led 
to the inescapable conclusion that the early church was the Catholic Church.” 
 

EPILOGUE 
 

The Bible does not say what becomes of Cornelius after his Baptism.  We know, according to Acts 15, that 
his reception sparks a debate in the Jewish-Christian community about the necessity of circumcision and 
Mosaic Law.  The Council of Jerusalem c. 50, decides that circumcision and certain other Mosaic laws do 
not apply to Gentile converts.   Tradition teaches that Cornelius retires from the army and accompanies 
Peter and Timothy as they preach the Gospel.  Later, Peter appoints Cornelius as the first Bishop of 
Caesarea, Palestine, where he dies of old age and is buried.  The Church invokes St. Cornelius the 
Centurion universally as the patron saint of soldiers, benefactors, philanthropists, and Jewish converts.  
 
Finally, how is it that the Holy Spirit dispenses grace on Cornelius’ household before Baptism?  Mark 16:17 
answers that, “These signs will accompany those who believe, …they will have the gift of tongues.”  This 
is short of the fulness of the gifts one receives through Baptism.  Conversely, Peter has the greater gift of 
interpreting tongues for according to Acts 10:46, he hears Cornelius’ household “proclaiming the 
greatness of God.”  Then, Peter orders them to be baptized; so, they too will receive the full effect of grace 
and virtues that stem from being incorporated with Christ.  According to Apostolic Tradition c. 215, 
children are baptized first.  Parents or other relatives speak for children, who cannot speak for themselves.  
 
 

“Through Baptism we are ransomed from sin and death, 
 purified, regenerated, enlightened, and incorporated in Christ  

as His members so that nourished by His charity we may grow in faith 
 and attain the hope of eternal salvation by which we are saved.” 

                                                                                                                                      --Thaddeaus                                                                  


