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COMPELLED 
Acts 18:23-28 

 
SERMON NOTES FOR LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 

Even though the fall semester began for students a week or two ago, today is our first 
Sunday back in the book of Acts at the beginning of this new semester.  
 
Every year we actually celebrate two “new beginnings to the year.” We do so on January 
1 and we do so at the beginning of the new fall semester. 
 
During my school days I was never drawn to study math. I took only what was required 
to get my degree but no more than that. In junior high I had a math teacher who would 
say, “It’s okay if you don’t want to get on the bus (translated = learn 7th grade math). If 
you don’t get on it this year, don’t worry, the bus will come by here at this same place at 
this time next year.” Another common saying I heard was this, “Show me your work. It’s 
not enough to get the right answer; I want you to show me how you arrived at the right 
answer.” 
 
Today I am going to give you up front the “right answers” to this sermon. I do this in the 
spirit of not only showing you the application answers that I’ve come up with for this 
passage but also to show you my work, how I came up with those answers. 
 
The takeaway for today is this: pursue and practice the truth with humility. 
 
The answers to the application questions are these: 

 
1.  Commit yourself to the lifetime pursuit of truth. 
 
2.  Practice discipleship according to a proven template. 
 
3.  Demonstrate humility in both the pursuit and practice of truth.  

 
1.  COMPELLED TO PLANT - 18:23 
 

Paul began his 3rd journey from Antioch. Some would say that verse 23 is the end of Paul’s 
2nd journey rather than the beginning of his 3rd journey. I think the best reading is that he 
closed the loop on the 2nd journey by reporting to his sending church at Antioch about 
the Lord’s activity, but was immediately restless. And thus he began his 3rd journey.  

 
Antioch was a great missionary-sending church. It had been birthed as a result of Jews 
leaving Jerusalem following the stoning of Stephen. From the very beginning both Jews 
and Gentiles mixed together in its church body. It avoided many of the struggles the 
Jerusalem church faced over whether or not a Gentile must become a Jew in order to be 
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a Christian. (Acts 11:19-21) It was set in the midst of a cosmopolitan setting, bringing 
Christians into contact with unbelievers from a wide variety of settings.  It responded 
in obedience to God’s call to send out Barnabas and Paul when the church was regularly 
engaged in prayer and fasting. (Acts 13:1-3). Thus Antioch was a great base for Paul’s 
missionary activity. 

 
Paul began his 3rd journey by revisiting the churches he had already planted. We do not 
know how long Paul remained in Antioch at the conclusion of his 2nd journey. But he 
begins his new journey like he had begun his previous journey; by visiting churches he 
had already planted.  And these were the churches he had planted at the end of his 1st 
journey (Acts 13-14).  

 
Paul’s ministry to the churches in Galatia and Phrygia was one of “strengthening all the 
disciples.” He had a specific goal in mind. He wanted to assist these young believers so 
they had the ability to remain firm in their commitment to Christ in the context of the 
difficulties they would face. 

 
Paul was not only an evangelist and church planter, but he was also a nurturer and 
discipler of the churches he had planted. These churches were not just the confirmation 
of God’s call on his life; they were now his brothers and sisters in Christ. He wanted them 
to grow in their relationship with Jesus. 

 
The majority of Paul’s time, on his 3rd journey, will be spent in one location: Ephesus. He 
will travel over 1,500 miles from Antioch to Ephesus. When he arrives, he will spend two 
to three years. He will never tell us all that he encounters in Ephesus, but he will allude 
at the end of 1 Corinthians that he faced significant challenges there. (1 Corinthians 
15:32). But Paul will not arrive in Ephesus until next week. This week it is Apollos who 
arrives on the scene. 

 
2.  COMPELLED TO PREACH – 18:24-25 
 

Apollos was a Jew from Alexandria. Luke does not tell us how or when he came to faith 
in Christ. When he arrives in Ephesus, by all accounts, he is already a follower of Christ. 
How would his relationship with Christ have been shaped by his upbringing in 
Alexandria? 

 
Alexandria was founded in 332 BC and was named after Alexander the Great. It was the 
second largest city of the Roman Empire, behind Rome.  

 
It was the leading intellectual and cultural center of the Greek-speaking world. It was 
built around a massive 400,000 volume library. (One of the great losses of antiquity 
occurred when the city was razed and the library burned.)  

 
It had a very large Jewish and Gentile population. Jews made up two-fifths of the 
population and had their own constitution, independent of the civic government. 
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It was home to Bible scholars. It was in Alexandria that the OT had been translated into 
Greek. This translation is commonly called The Septuagint, because of the seventy 
scholars who labored on the translation. 

(Bruce, Peterson) 
 

Apollos was an eloquent man.  The world used here can mean either “eloquent” or 
“learned” or “cultured.” BDAG thinks the proper usage here is that of “learned” or 
“cultured.” We would characterize this as saying that Apollos was cultured and well-
suited for ministry in a cosmopolitan setting because of his background and training in 
Alexandria.  

 
He was competent in the Scriptures. Another way of saying this is that Apollos was “well 
versed.” Not everyone who spends a lot of time in Scripture becomes competent. But it is 
impossible to become competent in Scripture without spending much time in all of 
Scripture.  

 
He was not a self-made man; he had been instructed in the way of the Lord. Specifically, 
Apollos had been instructed in theological matters. He gained this reputation even 
though, as we will see, he was lacking in some theological knowledge. 

 
He was fervent in spirit. From the very beginning of his ministry in Ephesus, there was a 
sense that his effectiveness went beyond just the presence of his human gifts and skills 
to a mark of the Spirit that gave evidence of God’s anointing resting on him. (Bruce)  

 
He spoke and taught accurately the things concerning Jesus. Apollos was a careful teacher 
and expositor of the Word. He strictly adhered to orthodoxy and correct doctrine as he 
ministered the Word. 

 
Which is why it is so jarring for us to see where it was that he was lacking in his 
understanding. He correctly preached Jesus but he incorrectly preached the baptism of 
John. He had an incomplete understanding of theology because he only knew the baptism 
of John. 

 
Apollos gave every indication of being a Christian before he arrived in Ephesus. The 
believers there did not have any doubts about his authenticity and orthodoxy in most 
matters.  So how could he have missed such an important part of his doctrine?  

 
Keep in mind that the church is less than 40 years old at this time. Even though the gospel 
has been spreading around the world, major components of theology were still being 
formulated and communicated. That is part of what is happening in Paul’s church 
planting work. (Bruce) 

 
It is possible that Apollos had been influenced by adherents of John the Baptist in 
Alexandria.  The witness, though is that Apollos had “accepted John’s testimony and 
recognized Jesus as the promised Messiah.” (Peterson) 
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It may have been that Apollos was causing confusion because he was only offering 
converts John’s mode of baptism. John’s baptism was intended to look toward the 
messianic era, whereas the birth, life, death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus meant 
the messianic era had already arrived. (Peterson) 

 
Apollos was a converted man but he was not yet fully formed in his theology. In spite of 
that imperfection, we never see Priscilla and Aquila back away from Apollos as if he were 
an unbeliever. They fully embraced him, to the point that they were willing to help him 
complete his theology, not to refute his theology. 

 
3.  COMPELLED TO COMPLETE – 18:26 

 
Now we see two more characteristics of Apollos. 
 
He was fervent. He preached and taught as if he was saying something of the greatest 
importance that had life and death consequences. He was emotional; he was on fire. 

 
He was bold. This is evidenced by the fact that he was willing to preach the message of 
Jesus in a place where he knew his message would not be appreciated.  

 

It was at this point that it was necessary for Priscilla and Aquila to step in and help him 
complete his understanding of the gospel. Many would have suffered if they had 
remained silent.  

 
Boldness coupled with an inadequate grasp of the way of the Lord is dangerous. A gifted 
speaker can convince people to follow his own interpretation of things. Christian leaders 
who fall into this trap need to be challenged and guided, for the sake of the gospel and 
for the sake of those who may be misled. (Peterson) 
 

What gave Priscilla and Aquila the right and the boldness to take Apollos aside? They 
were originally from Rome but now had a home in Corinth.  They had been left in 
Ephesus by Paul at the end of the 2nd journey. But most importantly, they had spent time 
with Paul in Corinth. So they were training Apollos according to the template with which 
they had been trained by Paul. – Acts 18:1-4, 18-19 

 
As we see this it helps us to understand the reason why Priscilla and Aquila had been 
uprooted from their home(s) and were now in Ephesus. God put them there so they could 
help Apollos complete his theology. 
 
Priscilla and Aquila took Apollos aside and completed his understanding of Jesus’ work. 
Both demanded corresponding acts of humility. Priscilla and Aquila demonstrated 
humility by acting with confidence upon that which they had learned from Paul. They 
demonstrated great courage when they took Apollos aside to instruct him. And they did 
it without it being a direct challenge to his authority to speak in the synagogue. 
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Apollos demonstrated humility by accepting the help Pricilla and Aquila wanted to give 
him. They were not learned as he was learned. They were not public speakers and 
preachers as he was. Yet they had something he needed and he was willing to accept it 
from them.  This all happened in a private and discreet manner. 

 
Priscilla and Aquila taught Apollos the way of God more accurately. This makes use of the 
same root word that was used for “accurate” in 18:25. Apollos did not know everything 
he needed to know. What he knew was correct but there was more he needed to learn. 

 
4.  COMPELLED TO ENGAGE – 18:27-28 
 

Luke does not tell us what it was that prompted Apollos to feel he needed to leave 
Ephesus for Achaia. But in his leaving we have another indication of the type of man and 
brother in Christ Apollos was. The brothers in Ephesus were more than willing to give 
him a good recommendation to the church in Achaia. 

 
There is some speculation that the church in Ephesus had heard how the Jews in Achaia 
were actively opposing the gospel, and they had seen how effective Apollos was in 
engaging in this kind of encounter. (Peterson) 

 
Apollos immediately began sharing the gospel when he arrived. And now all of the gifts 
and tendencies and anointing he had shown in Ephesus were completed by the fact that 
he had a full gospel to preach. He preached faith in Christ and baptism, not only for 
repentance of sin but also for newness of life.  

 
Apollos was able to nurture the believers in Corinth through his ability to refute the Jews 
who argued against Jesus as the Messiah. He was able to counter their lack of 
understanding and the unbelief that kept them from seeing how Jesus was the fulfillment 
of Scripture. (Marshall) 

 
Apollos was both a great apologist and an encouraging teacher. The church had an 
opportunity to see how Paul dealt with the Jews. Thus they grew in their ability to present 
the gospel in the same way that Apollos and Paul did. 

 
The church had the opportunity to learn all of Scripture from Apollos. Not only was he 
doing apologetics but he was teaching them from the breadth of Scripture what it mean 
for Jesus to be the Messiah. Not only for their salvation but for their daily Christian living 
as well.  

 
There were never any seeds of dissent between Apollos and Paul. If some of the 
Corinthian Christians tried to stir up trouble between the two of them, they weren’t 
having it.  
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5. COMPELLED 
 

GIVE YOURSELF TO THE LIFETIME PURSUIT OF TRUTH 
 

Apollos was a converted man and he had the best of intentions. He was unaware of the 
holes in his theology. He acted on what he knew to be true. But he was willing to accept 
the help of others when they were pointing out some of his lack. 

 
We are all called to a lifetime pursuit of a fuller and more complete understanding of God. 
In this, we are all called to be theologians. Theology is simply the study of God. It is 
“logos”, which means study, and it is “theos”, which means God. In the same way that a 
husband and wife are to commit themselves to studying each other for life, so we are to 
do the same in our understanding and relationship with God.  

 
As we grow in our understanding we will also grow in our ability to express what we 
have come to know and understand about God through different theological concepts. 
These concepts will be called doctrines. 

 
There will never come a time when we quit studying God. We could say the end of our 
earthly days signals the end of our semester, but even in heaven we will always be coming 
to a newer and clearer understanding of who God is and what he is like. 

 
How will we grow in our understanding of theology and the pursuit of truth? Let me 
suggest two ways. 

 
1.  We learn theology by knowing the Word.  

 
We need to be reading widely in Scripture. Don’t just camp out in one part but get to know 
all of Scripture. Commit yourself to reading through all of Scripture on a regular basis.  

 
But we also need to camp out in one part of Scripture. There is a difference between 
reading and study. Read widely to see the big picture, to get the whole. Study particularly 
so that you are applying yourself to a particular part of Scripture. And do the both of these 
at the same time on a regular and ongoing basis. 

 
2.  We learn theology by doing the Word. 

 
Memorize Scripture. Pray Scripture. Sing Scripture. Think about Scripture. Meditate on 
Scripture. Let Scripture become the prism through which you look at all of life rather than 
the other way around. 
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DISCIPLE ACCORDING TO A PROVEN TEMPLATE 
 
Priscilla and Aquila were equipped to help Apollos because they had been trained by Paul. 
They had lived with him, worked with him, and studied with him in Corinth. When the 
time came in Ephesus they were faithful to put into practice what they had been taught. 
Their time with Paul had given them a template that they drew upon when they 
encountered Apollos.  

 
Let me make the following suggestions for you as you consider how you should be both 
a disciple and one who disciples. 
 
1.  Allow others to follow you as you follow Jesus. (1 Cor 11:1) Make room in your life for 

others and let them observe how you take direction from Jesus.  
 

2.  Be deliberate in the example you set for others. (2 Thess 3:7-9) Be willing to give up 
certain of your “rights” in order to demonstrate how God is able to provide for us.  

 
3.  Choose your discipleship examples carefully; not just their words but their lives. (Heb 

13:7) As you follow someone else’s example, look carefully at their life and not just 
their words. Do you want the same fruit in your life that they have in theirs? Are you 
willing to do what they have done or do you need to do something different? 

 
4.  Make use of the time you have. (Eph 5:15-17) Paul did not know how much time he 

would have with Priscilla and Aquila but he took advantage of the time that he did 
have. We do not know how long we will be around one another, therefore we want 
to encourage each other during the time that we have.  

 
5.  Always remember that your goal is to create disciples of Christ, not disciples of you. 

(1 Cor 3:4-7) Jesus is the only perfect example of what it means to live in perfect 
obedience to the Father. When people have finished spending time with us, we want 
them to look and act more like Jesus than they do us. 
 

DEMONSTRATE HUMILITY IN BOTH THE PURSUIT AND PRACTICE OF TRUTH 
 

Apollos demonstrated humility when he was willing to accept the instruction that 
Priscilla and Aquila wanted to give him. Priscilla and Aquila demonstrated humility by 
not trying to correct Apollos in public. They took him aside and dealt with him gently in 
private.  

 
Sometimes we will be the teacher and sometimes we will be the student. And sometimes, 
in the same relationship, we will play both roles. Therefore we want to act with humility 
at all times. 

 
Did you notice that this discipling relationship took place between people who were not 
like each other? Sure, they all were Jews. But Apollos was an accomplished user of words 
and thoughts and arguments, while Priscilla and Aquila were displaced business people. 
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In all of their faithfulness as recorded in the NT, we never have evidence of them 
preaching the gospel in a public role. Yet it was according to God’s decree that they were 
the ones who took Apollos aside and fully instructed him.  

 
We will have the opportunity to demonstrate humility when God puts us in community 
with people who are not like us. In our moments of fear and frustration we look at our 
circumstances and think God has made a mistake. It’s not a mistake, it’s sanctification.  

 
The way this takes place at SCF is through our Life Groups. Are you willing to humbly 
open up your life to others in your Life Group? If you will take steps of obedience, not 
only to attend Life Group but to enter into the life of your Life Group, you will have many 
opportunities to grow in humility. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 

I trust that I have given you something to think about today at the beginning of this new 
semester. I trust that you understand and believe that it is more important that you cling 
to the text we have considered more than you cling to the sermon I have preached. I also 
trust that each one of you knows that the greatest question you will ever be asked by God 
is this, “What did you do with my son Jesus?” And I trust that your answer will be, “I loved 
him. I believed him. I accepted him. I gave him total control of my life.”  

 
All of us are sinners and have fallen short of the glory of God – Romans 3:23 

 
If nothing changes in our lives, one day we will receive the consequences of our rebellion 
against God, for the wages of sin are death – Romans 6:23 

 
But even while we were sinners and rebels against God, Jesus, motivated by love, died in 
our place to pay the price for our sins – Romans 5:8 

 
We make this our own confession of faith when we do two things: 

 
1.  We confess with our mouth that Jesus is Lord, and  

 
2.  We believe in our heart that God raised him from the dead – Romans 10:9-10 

 
The assurance we have in this is that “everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be 
saved.” – Romans 10:13 

 
Have you done this today? If not, will you do it now? 
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
 Apollos was a powerful minister of the Word in Ephesus, but there were some basic 

truths he did not understand. What are some areas of Christian doctrine or Christian 
living that you wish you were stronger in? How do you think you could grow in your 
understanding in those areas? 
 
 

 Priscilla and Aquila were able to disciple Apollos because of what they had learned from 
Paul. It’s likely that more than one person has served as a model in your walk with Christ. 
Who are some of those who have impacted you and influenced the way you disciple 
others? What did you learn from them and how have you tried to transmit those lessons 
are characteristics to someone else? 

 
 

 Walking in humility is easy to do when we are surrounded by people who are just like us. 
But it’s harder to do when God puts us together in community who people who are 
different from us. How is God using your struggle with humility to cause you to look more 
like Jesus? 


