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Text 
Paul stayed on in Corinth for some time. Then he left the brothers and sailed for Syria, accompanied by 

Priscilla and Aquila. Before he sailed, he had his hair cut off at Cenchrea because of a vow he had taken. 
19 

They arrived at Ephesus, where Paul left Priscilla and Aquila. He himself went into the synagogue and 

reasoned with the Jews. 
20 

When they asked him to spend more time with them, he declined. 
21 

But as he left, 

he promised, "I will come back if it is God's will." Then he set sail from Ephesus. 
22 

When he landed at 

Caesarea, he went up and greeted the church and then went down to Antioch. 
23 

After spending some time 

in Antioch, Paul set out from there and traveled from place to place throughout the region of Galatia and 

Phrygia, strengthening all the disciples. 
24 

Meanwhile a Jew named Apollos, a native of Alexandria, came 

to Ephesus. He was a learned man, with a thorough knowledge of the Scriptures. 
25 

He had been instructed 

in the way of the Lord, and he spoke with great fervor and taught about Jesus accurately, though he knew 

only the baptism of John. 
26 

He began to speak boldly in the synagogue. When Priscilla and Aquila heard 

him, they invited him to their home and explained to him the way of God more adequately. 
27 

When Apollos 

wanted to go to Achaia, the brothers encouraged him and wrote to the disciples there to welcome him. On 

arriving, he was a great help to those who by grace had believed. 
28 

For he vigorously refuted the Jews in 

public debate, proving from the Scriptures that Jesus was the Christ. 

19:1 While Apollos was at Corinth, Paul took the road through the interior and arrived at Ephesus. There 

he found some disciples 
2 
and asked them, "Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?" They 

answered, "No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit." 
3 
So Paul asked, "Then what baptism 

did you receive?" "John's baptism," they replied. 
4 
Paul said, "John's baptism was a baptism of repentance. 

He told the people to believe in the one coming after him, that is, in Jesus." 
5 
On hearing this, they were 

baptized into the name of the Lord Jesus. 
6 
When Paul placed his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came on 

them, and they spoke in tongues and prophesied. 
7 
There were about twelve men in all. 

 

Introduction 
 John Wesley was born in Epworth, England, in 1703.  His father, Samuel, was a 

minister and his mother, Susanna, was very pious and devoted to the Lord.  John grew up 

in a Christian home as one of 19 kids!  After boarding school in London he attended 

Oxford University.  It was in 1725 while a student at Oxford that John Wesley became 

determined to make religion the “business of his life.”  He was ordained as a deacon in 

the Church of England, and shortly thereafter became his father’s assistant in the church.  

After a couple years he returned to Oxford to assume the role of double professor of 

Greek and logic at Lincoln College.  It was there at Oxford, over the course of the next 

six years, that John led a small group dubbed the “Holy Club” because they gave serious 

attention to their spiritual lives – earnestly studying Scripture, doing works of charity, 

and practicing self-denial.  He stood out as a man well educated in the faith and intent 



2 

upon living it out radically.  In 1735, John accepted a call to go to Georgia with the 

Society for the Propagation of the Gospel as a missionary to the American Indians.  The 

son of a minister, trained at Oxford, ordained in the church, leader of the “Holy Club,”… 

a missionary! 

In 1738, however, he returned from the mission field to England, discouraged at 

the lack of “success” among the Native Americans.  He wrote, “I went to America to 

convert the Indians; but, oh, who shall convert me?”  Something was missing.  During his 

stint as a missionary he had encountered a group called the Moravians and was impressed 

by their piety.  Once back in London he came under the influence of a Moravian leader 

named Peter Böhler who took him under his wing and instructed him and on May 24, 

1738, at a meeting of the Moravians something happened.  Here’s how John describes 

that night in his journal: 

 

In the evening I went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street 

where one was reading Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the Romans.  

About a quarter before nine, while he was describing the change which 

God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely 

warmed.  I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone, for salvation; and an 

assurance was given me, that he had taken away my sins, even mine, and 

saved me from the law of sin and death. 

 

Has your heart been “strangely warmed?”  In short, the message of today’s text is just 

this: You can know the right stuff, say the right things, do the right deeds, but not 

have truly experienced God. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Persistent Paul Keeping On Keeping On 

 Let’s get our chronology straight.  Paul’s first missionary journey began in 

Antioch – that big, multi-ethnic church in Syria.  He and Barnabas went to the island of 

Cyprus, then Perga, Psidian Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, Derbe, then Lystra, Iconium, 

Psidian Antioch, Perga and back home to Antioch.  After the Jerusalem Council Paul split 

from Barnabas, left Antioch again, and embarked on his second missionary journey, this 

time with Silas.  He hit some of the places he went to on his first missionary journey – 

like Lystra and Derbe – and then went further west even being called over to Macedonia 

by a man in a vision.  He planted churches in Macedonian cities like Philippi, 

Thessalonica, and Berea.  Then he went down to the famous city of Athens in the region 

of Achaia – Acts chapter 17.  Last week we saw him make his way to Corinth, exhausted 

and running out of gas, but we also saw that God encouraged him to keep on going 

through a new friendship with Aquila and Priscilla, through some divine breaks, through 

some observable fruit in Corinth, and most importantly through a personal word of 

encouragement directly from God to not give up.  Paul didn’t.  He stayed in Corinth 

another year and a half. 

 After some time he sensed God calling him to head back home to Antioch.  

Fueled by God’s encouragement to keep going, we see Paul in today’s text taking 

Priscilla and Aquila and leaving Corinth to head back home.  He stops in Cenchrea to get 
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a hair cut.  Then they make their way over sea to Ephesus.  Paul finds a receptive 

audience at the synagogue there, but he can’t stay long.  He leaves the husband and wife 

pair behind there and promises to come back, Lord willing.  He hops in a boat, sets sail 

for Caesarea, goes up to Jerusalem to see the church there and possibly to offer his hair as 

part of an offering at the temple.  You see he had made a vow to not cut his hair while he 

was in Corinth, most likely what’s called a Nazirite vow – an OT practice where you set 

yourself apart for the Lord in a special way for a time as signified by fasting from grape 

products and hair cuts.  Maybe it was in response to his vision where God told him to 

keep going and that he wouldn’t be harmed in Corinth.  Practices like this can be helpful 

disciplines. 

 Anyway, Luke is telling this all to us very fast to highlight the tireless energy of 

Paul to go, go, go.  Paul leaves Jerusalem and goes back to his home church in Antioch.  

“After spending some time in Antioch, Paul set out from there and traveled from place to 

place throughout the region of Galatia and Phrygia, strengthening all the disciples” (v. 

23).  This is now Paul’s third missionary journey.  He never really slowed down.  

Hopefully the truths God showed us last week will help keep us going without slowing 

down for the rest of our lives. 

 

Deficient Faith 

 Meanwhile, Priscilla and Aquila are back in Ephesus where Paul left them and a 

Jew named Apollos came to town and began speaking in the synagogue there… about 

Jesus!  Apollos was from Alexandria – a major city on the northern shore of the African 

continent that rivaled Athens in the ancient world as an intellectual center.  The library at 

Alexandria was unrivaled.  This man named Apollos, the text says, was “a learned man, 

with a thorough knowledge of the [OT] Scriptures” (v. 24).  Somehow while in 

Alexandria he had heard about Jesus – the Galilean prophet who had done mighty 

miracles and taught about the kingdom of God.  Apollos, from what he knew, agreed with 

Jesus’ interpretations of the OT and was fascinated by them and passionately began to 

articulate them in his Jewish circles.  And everything he said about Jesus was technically 

right. 

 The problem was, however, what he didn’t say or rather what he didn’t know 

experientially himself.  Verse 25 says, “He knew only the baptism of John.”  What does 

that mean?  John the Baptist was a widely recognized prophet from the same time as 

Jesus who called the people of Israel to repentance and to prepare their hearts for the 

Messiah.  John confronted the cold hearts of the people, all the while proclaiming, “I 

baptize you with water for repentance.  But after me will come one who is more powerful 

than I, whose sandals I am not fit to carry.  He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and 

with fire” (Mt. 3:11).  John had his own disciples and at one point when John was in 

prison toward the end of his life he sent his disciples to Jesus to ask, “‘Are you the one 

who was to come, or should we expect someone else?’  Jesus replied, ‘Go back and 

report to John what you hear and see: The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who 

have leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is preached 

to the poor’” (Mt. 11:3-5). 

 Perhaps some of these disciples of John made their way to the large Jewish 

community in Alexandria after John was beheaded but before Jesus’ crucifixion and 

resurrection and Pentecost and all of that stuff exploded on the scene in Jerusalem.  I 
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don’t know how helpful it is to speculate, but the bottom line is that Apollos was 

“instructed in the way of the Lord” (v. 25) while he was in Alexandria, but he didn’t 

know the full story of Jesus.  He was eloquent, he was pious, he was even telling Jews 

about Jesus, but something was missing.  When Priscilla and Aquila heard him [in 

Ephesus they could detect that his understanding and experience was deficient and so] 

they invited him to their home and explained to him the way of God more adequately” (v. 

26). 

 I should be fair and let you know that there’s a huge debate over whether Apollos 

was a true Christian.  Many think he was.  How could Luke describe him as being 

“instructed in the way” and “teaching about Jesus accurately” and not mean to imply that 

he was a believer that just needed a little more training?  Also, the word for fervor here is 

used elsewhere to connote the invigorating presence of the Holy Spirit.
1
  But I think 

there’s a huge clue here to how we should understand Apollos’ state that’s given in the 

fact that the very next account is of Paul encountering a group of 12 men, give or take a 

few, who also only knew John’s baptism.  There we get a fuller picture of what that 

entails.  That story is meant to interpret the Apollos story.  So let’s look there. 

 After Apollos is shown “the way of God more adequately” by Priscilla and 

Aquila, he leaves Ephesus and goes to Corinth.  And then not too long after that, Paul 

shows up in Ephesus.  Ephesus, as you might expect to hear by now, was a large, 

influential city.  In big cities you find all sorts of religious diversity and heterodoxy.  

We’re told that Paul “found some disciples and asked them, ‘Did you receive the Holy 

Spirit when you believed?’  They answered, ‘No, we have not even heard that there is a 

Holy Spirit.’  [F.F. Bruce paraphrases this – “We never even heard that the Holy Spirit is 

available.”
2
]  So Paul asked, ‘Then what baptism did you receive?’  ‘John’s baptism,’ 

they replied” (vv. 1-3).  Luke identifies these people as disciples, similar to how he 

identifies Apollos as someone who knew and spoke about Jesus, but as Richard 

Longenecker points out, Luke also “speaks of Simon of Samaria as having ‘believed’ (cf. 

8:13), of the Judaizers as ‘believers’ (cf. 15:5), [and] of the seven sons of Sceva as 

exorcising demons ‘in the name of Jesus’”
3
 but the context makes clear that they were not 

really Christians.  They thought they were; they claimed to be, but Luke’s clear that they 

aren’t. 

These dozen so-called disciples had not experienced the Holy Spirit.  That’s what 

it means to have only received the baptism of John.  John’s baptism was a baptism 

symbolizing repentance; Jesus’ baptism was a baptism symbolizing Spirit-wrought new 

life.  If you’ve only experienced John’s baptism, you haven’t truly been born again “of 

water and the Spirit” (cf. Jn. 3:5); you haven’t really seen the things that are “spiritually 

discerned” (cf. 1Cor. 2:14); you haven’t fully been convicted of your sin and made to 

appreciate Jesus as your sin-bearing substitute whose death frees you from your guilt and 

bondage to sin and whose resurrection gives you new life, eternal life.  That’s what Luke 

says about these men from Ephesus and in only knowing the baptism of John, Apollos 

was in the same boat.  There may have been head knowledge, there may have been 

morality, there may have been religious zeal, but it wasn’t based upon a complete 

understanding of who Jesus was and what he did and having that understanding transform 

your affections and being filled with a passion and vitality and subjective personal 

appropriation of his grace.  They hadn’t had their hearts “strangely warmed.” 
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Paul had to tell them the rest of the story about how John’s baptism was merely 

preparatory, about how Jesus died for sins, was resurrected, ascended, and then the Holy 

Spirit came down on Pentecost to dwell in believers constantly and to empower them.  

When they heard this they truly believed and were baptized in the name of Jesus Christ 

and Paul placed his hands on them and they received the Holy Spirit in a real and 

unmistakable way – “the Holy Spirit came on them, and they spoke in tongues and 

prophesied” (v. 7).  An Ephesian Pentecost, of sorts!  The main point is that to only know 

the baptism of John is not to know the baptism of Jesus which is a baptism signifying a 

mystical connection to Christ and participation in his death and a spiritual rebirth and 

sharing in his resurrection life.  This bakers dozen (Apollos and the Ephesian twelve) 

may have been living as disciples of Jesus, but they didn’t have his Spirit living inside 

them, transforming them, empowering them, and guiding them. 

This is a stunning and scary reality.  This story, if you understand it correctly, 

ranks right up there with that verse where Jesus says, “Many will say to me on [the final] 

day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons 

and perform many miracles?’  Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you.  Away 

from me, you evildoers’” (Mt. 7:22-23)!  You may be educated at Wheaton College or 

Trinity Evangelical Divinity School or Moody, but not know the Lord.  You may be able 

to recite obscure Bible verses from memory and know biblical content well, but not 

recognize the voice of God. You may have been discipled and trained in the faith, but not 

be walking with the Lord in an intimate, personal relationship.  You may have strong 

convictions and a lot of interest in the things of God, but have a “zeal without 

knowledge” (cf. Prov. 19:2, Rom. 10:2).  You may even be able to teach accurately about 

God and the Bible and Jesus, but not have had your spiritual eyes opened to really 

understand the mystery of Christ (cf. Eph. 3:4ff).  There is such a thing as dead 

orthodoxy, and that, my friends is the scariest position to be in of all. 

It’s possible to be a profound exegete of Scripture, but not be saved.  Right now in 

the Immanuel Institute Academic Track I’m teaching a class on NT Interpretation and 

one of the books we’re reading says, “Unbelievers can grasp much of [the Bible’s] 

meaning.  They may discover what it asserts or claims [even if it doesn’t resonate with 

the core of their being].  Thus, a competent, unbelieving scholar may produce a superior 

technical commentary on a biblical book – perhaps even better written than many 

believing Christian scholars could write – but that unbelieving scholar cannot understand 

and portray the true significance of the Bible’s message.”
4
  It’s possible. 

It’s possible to lead worship and do it “well,” but miss the point and not really be 

worshipping God.  You can have technical skill – pitch, tone, rhythm, etc….  You can 

have theological acumen to pick or write or appreciated good worship songs.  You can 

even have an emotional response to the music, but not have an emotional/spiritual 

response to God.  You can fool yourself and others into believing that you’re 

experiencing God, but you’re not.  It’s possible. 

It’s possible to serve God, to live an upright life, to do great and mighty deeds like 

donate money, help the poor, fight for social justice, mentor kids, etc… but not have the 

Holy Spirit.  Authentic Christianity cannot merely be an objective reality; it must also be 

a subjective reality – the truths have to be real to you and they are only made real by the 

Spirit.  Christianity’s not something merely cerebral for the head; it’s gotta be something 

emotional in the heart.  You can’t just get excited about it the way a mathematician gets 
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excited about data and proofs.  There has to be an ontological change in you as you stake 

your life on the truths of the gospel and have “the Spirit himself [testify] with [your] 

spirit that [you] are God’s children” (Rom. 8:16).  Have you received the Holy Spirit? 

 

Those Who Have Received the Holy Spirit 
Okay, now maybe you’re thinking, “What if I am truly regenerate and have the 

Holy Spirit?  What if there is power and vitality in my faith.  What do I do?  What does 

this text say to me?”  Well, if we have the Spirit we are to be showing other people how 

to receive and live in him.  Priscilla and Aquila took Apollos aside and told him what it 

really meant to trust Christ, what Christ really accomplished and what that could mean 

personally for Apollos.  Who’s the last person you’ve taken under your wing and 

explained the way of God to more adequately?  Can you explain and demonstrate the 

Spirit-filled life to someone? 

We also notice some things from Apollos’ life after he experienced the reality of 

Christ and the presence of the Holy Spirit.  He grew in the church at Ephesus and after 

awhile desired to begin speaking and teaching again, this time with a complete 

understanding of Jesus and with the power of the Holy Spirit upon him.  He wanted to go 

to Achaia (where Corinth was) and minister in the church there.  The church in Ephesus 

endorsed him as a gifted teacher and encouraged him in his pursuits and sent him off.  

And we read that there in Corinth “he was a great help to those who by grace had 

believed.  [We’ve got to keep in mind in all this that there’s no other way one can 

believe, except by God’s grace.]  For he vigorously refuted the Jews in public debate, 

proving from the Scriptures that Jesus was the Christ” (vv. 27-28). 

Having the Spirit – having the subjective experience of knowing God – doesn’t 

negate the objective, doctrinal aspect of faith.  Apollos was a “learned man.”  His 

learning alone wasn’t sufficient, but he didn’t have to give up that knowledge after 

getting the Spirit.  He employed it in service to the gospel.  He taught and debated and 

refuted with his keen Alexandrian intellect, but now he also had a spiritual understanding 

and the power of the Holy Spirit – that’s a deadly combination: truth on fire.  Some have 

speculated that Apollos wrote the book of Hebrews, we can’t know for sure.  But from 

Paul’s letter to the Corinthians it’s obvious that Apollos was an influential personality on 

par with the apostle Paul.  Some unfortunately were prone to pseudo-idolize him, just as 

we can do today with powerful, gifted preachers – “One says, ‘I follow Paul,’ and 

another, ‘I follow Apollos…” (1Cor. 3:4).  But notwithstanding the fact that some 

unhealthily put Apollos on a pedestal, Apollos was used mightily of God to water the 

seed of faith.  John Wesley, after he was converted from dead orthodoxy and had his 

heart strangely warmed, was used mightily of the Holy Spirit to spread the message of the 

gospel around the world and impact millions for the kingdom.  Those who have the Spirit 

of God: are you using your understanding and experience and training to help and teach 

others? 

 Finally, to those of you who have the Spirit, Paul’s words in Colossians 2:6 are 

important, “So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live in him.”  

Continue to live in the power of the Spirit.  Are you sowing to please the Spirit (cf. Gal. 

6:8)?  Are you taking steps to ensure that it stays fresh and that what was once real 

doesn’t grow cold.  Immanuel Baptist Church, listen to what the Spirit said to the church 

in Ephesus where Apollos learned about the Spirit and there was that Ephesian Pentecost: 
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To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: These are the words of him 

who holds the seven stars in his right hand and walks among the seven 

golden lampstands: I know your deeds, your hard work and your 

perseverance.  I know that you cannot tolerate wicked men, that you have 

tested those who claim to be apostles but are not, and have found them 

false.  You have persevered and have endured hardships for my name, and 

have not grown weary.  Yet I hold this against you: You have forsaken 

your first love.  Remember the height from which you have fallen!  Repent 

and do the things you did at first.  If you do not repent, I will come to you 

and remove your lampstand from its place.  But you have this in your 

favor: You hate the practices of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate.  He 

who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.  To him 

who overcomes, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in 

the paradise of God. (Rev. 2:1-7) 

 

Conclusion 
My prayer today is that the Spirit would be at work to insure that there is no one 

here who knows the right stuff, says the right things, does the right deeds, but hasn’t 

truly experienced God.  My objective is not to cause doubt in those who are 

unnecessarily prone to question their salvation.  To you I just want to say that dead 

people don’t kick.  You can’t wrestle and struggle with God is the Spirit hasn’t made 

your soul alive.  And for those who have truly experienced God my hope is that this text 

challenges you to not forsake your first love, but to “live by the Spirit” and “keep in step 

with the Spirit” (cf. Gal. 5:25); to not let your Christianity ever become something 

lifeless and cold.  Resist slipping into dead orthodoxy.  Keep on keeping on by the power 

of the Spirit.  Keep seeking him.  Keep on sharing the reality of the Spirit with others and 

teaching accurately about Jesus and the promise of new life in him.  Jesus says in Luke 

11:13, “If you then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, 

how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!”  

Let’s ask him for more of the Holy Spirit 

 

Benediction 
“May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the 

Holy Spirit be with you all.” (2Cor. 13:14). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 

Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, June 25, 2006.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 

personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 

find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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