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Apollos and the Issue of Defective Ministries
Acts 18:18-19:7

18 And Paul after this tarried there yet a good while, and then took his leave of the brethren,
and sailed thence into Syria, and with him Priscilla and Aquila; having shorn his head in
Cenchrea: for he had a vow.

19 And he came to Ephesus, and left them there: but he himself entered into the synagogue,
and reasoned with the Jews.

20 When they desired him to tarry longer time with them, he consented not;
21 But  bade  them farewell,  saying,  I  must  by  all  means  keep  this  feast  that  cometh  in

Jerusalem: but I will return again unto you, if God will. And he sailed from Ephesus.
22 And when he had landed at Caesarea, and gone up, and saluted the church, he went down

to Antioch.
23 And after he had spent some time there, he departed, and went over all the country of

Galatia and Phrygia in order, strengthening all the disciples.
24 And a certain Jew named Apollos, born at Alexandria, an eloquent man, and mighty in

the scriptures, came to Ephesus.
25 This man was instructed in the way of the Lord; and being fervent in the spirit, he spake

and taught diligently the things of the Lord, knowing only the baptism of John.
26 And he began to speak boldly in the synagogue: whom when Aquila and Priscilla had

heard, they took him unto them, and expounded unto him the way of God more perfectly.
27 And  when  he  was  disposed  to  pass  into  Achaia,  the  brethren  wrote,  exhorting  the

disciples to receive him: who, when he was come, helped them much which had believed
through grace:

28 For he mightily convinced the Jews, and that publickly, shewing by the scriptures that
Jesus was Christ.

Acts 19 
1 And it came to pass, that, while Apollos was at Corinth, Paul having passed through the

upper coasts came to Ephesus: and finding certain disciples,
2 He said unto them, Have ye received the Holy Ghost since ye believed? And they said

unto him, We have not so much as heard whether there be any Holy Ghost.
3 And he said unto them, Unto what then were ye baptized? And they said, Unto John's

baptism.
4 Then said Paul, John verily baptized with the baptism of repentance,  saying unto the

people, that they should believe on him which should come after him, that is, on Christ
Jesus.

5 When they heard this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus.
6 And when Paul had laid his hands upon them, the Holy Ghost came on them; and they

spake with tongues, and prophesied.
7 And all the men were about twelve. KJV

Introduction:



Paul finally departed from Corinth and spent at least a little bit of time in a small town nearby,
Cenchrea, and while there he ended his Nazarite Vow which we spoke of in the last message.
Acquilla  and Priscilla  left  Corinth which him and they made their  way to Ephesus.   As we
previously said, this city was in the region known then as ‘Asia’ and was one of the cities that
Paul had been forbidden by God to enter when he came by this region earlier.  At Ephesus he
found a friendly audience among the Jewish residents and the synagogue but was pressed with
time, intending to keep the next feast at Jerusalem so that he could make the sacrifices required
by the Nazarite vow.  So, his visit at Ephesus was short and he left Aquilla and Priscilla behind
to make his way back home.

While he traveled to the Temple a man came to Ephesus named Apollos who had originally
come from Alexandria, Egypt, one of the most profound learning centers of the ancient world
and the location of one of the most powerful and learned Jewish communities outside of Israel.
It was here that the LXX had been produced.  He was a product of the schools of this city and
was, therefore, very learned in the Jewish scriptures.

Some have suggested that he was a converted Gentile because he had a Greek name but we have
already seen that others, such as Luke, also had Gentile names even though they were Jews.  It is,
however, an indication that he was of that group of Jews in the world who had been influenced to
a greater or lesser degree by Greek culture, the “Hellenized” Jews as they were called.

The  introduction  of  Apollos  to  this  story  is  most  curious  and  introduces  into  the  story  of
Christianity  some  issues  that  are  not  discussed  anywhere  else.   This  man  was  influenced
powerfully  by the  ministry  of  John the  Baptist  and was  traveling  the  world  speaking  in  an
influential manner to the Jews.  He may have been making and baptizing disciples.  But there
was something “off,” something missing and incomplete, about his message which caused it to
not be consistent with the finished message of Jesus Christ.  And, therefore, there was something
wrong and/or incomplete with the information that his disciples were receiving and being taught.

It  is obvious from the story that Apollos was not intentionally teaching wrongly but that he
lacked certain  critical  information.   It  also shows that  he was willing to be taught,  showing
humility, and that he embraced the theology of Paul quite quickly as it was explained to him by
Aquilla and Priscilla.  Having had his doctrine and preaching adjusted to agree with that which
Paul proclaimed, that which had been approved by the Council at Jerusalem, he moved on to
Corinth, being endorsed by letter from some of the brethren at Ephesus.  We are not told that he
was re-baptized, but the rest of the story leaves us to wonder.

But we need to stop and realize that we are being told something very important here.  There was
an eloquent and influential man speaking to the same people to whom Paul was introducing the
gospel and his ministry was somewhat and maybe greatly defective.  This was true even though
he seems to have been an honest man.
What would an honestly defective ministry look like?

By saying ‘honestly defective ministry’ I mean the impact of a man who has either partially or
defectively received the gospel message yet who is a genuinely repentant and believing soul.  In
spite of his only partial information, however, he is preaching and making converts or disciples.



This must be the case of Apollos.  He was having impact at least on the Jewish world during the
time of Paul’s Missionary Journeys.  To some degree it was positive and to some degree it was
seriously defective.

We know that his information had gaps in it because of what Luke said.

Acts 18:24-26
24 And a certain Jew named Apollos, born at Alexandria, an eloquent man, and mighty in

the scriptures, came to Ephesus.
25 This man was instructed in the way of the Lord; and being fervent in the spirit, he spake

and taught diligently the things of the Lord, knowing only the baptism of John.
26 And he began to speak boldly in the synagogue: whom when Aquila and Priscilla had

heard,  they  took  him unto  them,  and  expounded  unto  him the  way  of  God more
perfectly. KJV

He knew something and yet did not know it as completely as was necessary to preach a full
message of the gospel.  Can we decipher what he did and did not know?  Luke says that he knew
“only the baptism of John.”  Does this mean that he was baptized by John?  Probably not.  He
was probably baptized by someone who had connection to John.

How would that be?  Well, we are told that he was from Alexandria, Egypt where there was an
enormous community of Jewish people and probably the most important Synagogue as well as
some of the greatest Jewish scholars outside of Israel itself.  This would also have meant that
there was a continual stream of people coming and going to and from Jerusalem to worship at the
Temple who made their home in Alexandria.  These people would have had family in Judea and
it seems that there was a pretty good network of information sharing that was going on.

Someone  that  Apollos  had  encountered  had  some  connection  with  John  either  directly  or
intermediately.   It is entirely possible, maybe even likely,  that someone from Alexandria had
heard John preach, had received his message on some level, had submitted to John’s baptism,
and then had begun to preach without fully comprehending the message John was preaching.
This person had then begun repeating what he had misunderstood and convincing others to be
baptized in the same manner he had, but it is obvious that he did not have all of the information
that John had been proclaiming.

Paul encountered some disciples of someone at Ephesus a short time after Aquilla and Priscilla
had encountered Apollos.  They were described by Luke as “knowing only the baptism of John.”
This is essentially the same as had been said of Apollos and may indicate that both these and
Apollos had received their information and the baptism from the same source.  The words of
Paul to them I think demonstrate that he was making the case that their baptism was not what
they thought it was.  It was not “the baptism of John” and this is how he explained himself to
them.

Acts 19:2-5
2 He said unto them, Have ye received the Holy Ghost since ye believed? And they said



unto him, We have not so much as heard whether there be any Holy Ghost.
3 And he said unto them, Unto what then were ye baptized? And they said, Unto John's

baptism.
4 Then said Paul, John verily baptized with the baptism of repentance, saying unto the

people, that they should believe on him which should come after him, that is, on
Christ Jesus.

5 When they heard this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. KJV

Notice what Paul did not say.  “Well John’s baptism was well and good but something better has
replaced it.  Jesus’ baptism is better than John’s and you need for me to baptize you again.”
What  he said  was,  “let  me  explain  to  you  what  John’s  message  and baptism were.   John’s
baptism was a  baptism of  repentance  from sin and his  message  was that  the  people should
believe in the coming Savior of Whom he, John, was the forerunner.”  Then Luke said, “When
they heard this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus.”

Though they thought they had “the baptism of John” they did not.  This may also have been true
of Apollos.  They had received something which was at least partly true but also lacking in
critical information.  We do not know what information they had but we do see some of what
they lacked.  Some have argued that they were disciples of Apollos and they may have been.
They may have also been a part of a movement that had begun among some Jews who had been
exposed to someone who had been powerfully impressed by John.

We know that Jesus also had defective disciples, some who at first received Him but then the
more they heard Him speak the less they liked him.  We know of at least one occasion when one
of His disciples had begun to preach without having been commissioned or commanded to do so
by Jesus.

Luke 9:49-50
49 And John answered and said, Master, we saw one casting out devils in thy name;

and we forbad him, because he followeth not with us.
50 And Jesus said unto him, Forbid him not: for he that is not against us is for us.

KJV

On this occasion the person was apparently doing a good job of representing Christ and dealing
with demons.  But we can imagine that there were others who did not.  And, we can imagine that
if the “baptism of John” had gone through three or four levels of interpretation before it came to
Apollos or to the Ephesian brethren, it may have ceased to be recognizable as John’s message.
Remember that we are 20 years or more away from the ministry of John the Baptist and someone
traveling through Judea and grasping a portion but not all of his teaching may have wrongly
interpreted  his  words  to  a  number  of  people.   Then,  others  may  have  repeated  what  they
understood of his partial story and further corrupted it.

This,  then,  could  have come to Jewish people  who honestly  embraced a  defective  ministry.
What impact would that have?  Well, think about it.  It is obvious that they seemingly had no
direct knowledge of Jesus, which means that all of the information concerning the Cross and the
Atonement would be missing from their theology.  They had no understanding of the Church, of



the Day of Pentecost, and obviously were lacking some serious understanding of the Person and
Work of the Holy Spirit.  For sure they did not have the ruling of the Jerusalem Council (Acts
15) and the decision they made as to how to include Gentiles in the work of the Gospel.

At  the  same time,  they  were  not  enemies  of  those  truths  when they heard  them but  rather
energetically and happily embraced them.  I imagine that there are today many such groups of
people around the world in places where missionaries who may have carried a solid message
were wrongly heard or those who believed were not diligent in passing the message down.  You
remember that Paul and John had that problem themselves in the First Century.  Some of those
who heard them and professed belief  in their  theology soon corrupted it  into false teaching.
Likewise there may be places in our world where someone came with a defective message and
earnest people embraced it who were truly seeking God.

And, in our own country, shall we think that every person who does not agree with us on every
item of theology is unregenerate?  It is not OK for anyone to believe false doctrine and please do
not hear me say that.  But were you as accomplished in your understanding of God’s Word as
you are today when you first believed?  I think we all must say “NO” to that question.

Now, does that mean that defective theology is harmless?  Did Aquilla believe that?  Did Paul?
Or did they take those partially informed disciples and re-train them concerning the gospel that
Paul  was  preaching?   Was  it  not  important  to  them that  these  people  be  set  right  in  their
thinking?  Otherwise Paul would never have been able to say later, “I have planted, Apollos
watered; but God gave the increase.”  (1 Cor 3:6) Apollos would have been unusable in the
Christian church without his re-education.

To bring the issue to application in our day we must also ask concerning modern Evangelical
Christianity, “is defective theology harmless?”  And I hope your answer is a resounding “NO.”
We see Historic Christianity under attack on every front.  To try to list all of the ways would be
almost endless but here are a few matters.

The Inspiration of Scripture
Salvation by Grace
Blood Atonement
Particular Redemption
Sovereignty of the Local Church
Biblical Church Order
Historic Patterns of Worship
Expository Preaching
Sovereignty of God
Total Depravity
Literal Resurrection
Deity of Christ
Literal Return of Christ
Literal Hell
etc., etc., etc.

Defective ministry produces defective disciples and there are doctrines that are “make or break”



issues when it come to the gospel.  Everyone should be absolutely clear in his/her mind as to
what those issues are.  If you are not, the devil himself will give all of his assistance to liars to
confuse and confound you.  The result will be in many cases that you will be found to have been
such a defective disciple that you embraced falsehood rather than truth on critical matters and
will hear the Son of God Himself, from the Great Judgment Throne, say to you, “depart from me,
you practitioner of iniquity, I never knew you.”

Matt 7:22-27
22 Many will say to me in that day, Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in thy name?

and in thy name have cast out devils? and in thy name done many wonderful
works?

23 And then will I profess unto them, I never knew you: depart from me, ye that
work iniquity.

24 Therefore whosoever heareth these sayings of mine, and doeth them, I will liken
him unto a wise man, which built his house upon a rock:

25 And the rain descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and beat upon
that house; and it fell not: for it was founded upon a rock.

26 And every one that heareth these sayings of mine, and doeth them not, shall be
likened unto a foolish man, which built his house upon the sand:

27 And the rain descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and beat upon
that house; and it fell: and great was the fall of it. KJV

There  are  things  which Jesus  taught  that  are  absolutely critical  to  the  salvation  of  the  soul.
Please  notice  that  these  are  people  who ‘believed’  in  some  fashion  on Jesus  Christ.   They
prophesied in His name.  They cast out demons and did many wonderful works in His name.
Their sin was that they ignored critical issues of what Jesus called, “these sayings of mine,” and
that was their undoing.

We do not know how these people came to be such defective disciples of Jesus Christ.  Were
they taught wrong or did they simply decide to ignore and disobey critical things?  

Consider this question.  If these who knew “only the baptism of John” had refused the teachings
of Aquilla, Priscilla, and Paul, what do you think would have become of them?  I certainly hope
that you do not think they would have been considered as regenerated people.  I would have no
hope for them at all in such a situation.
The Defective Christianity of our day is destructive and dangerous to the souls of those who
supposedly believe on Jesus Christ.

And, how does a man’s ministry become defective?

There are a number of ways beginning with how this thing that Apollos was traveling around
proclaiming became a distorted version of what John the Baptist was preaching.

It was a thing of ignorance.  Apollos had simply gotten hold of some information which was
only partially complete and the incompleteness of it made it defective.  He was not preaching the
“gospel of Christ” as Paul was because he simply did not know it.



Rom 1:16
16 For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power of God unto

salvation to every one that believeth; to the Jew first, and also to the Greek. KJV

It was not the power of God unto salvation because it was incomplete.  Neither was whatever the
12 disciples at Ephesus believed.

A  person  can  be  honestly  ignorant as  these  seemed  to  be.   But  ignorance,  even  honest
ignorance, can be deadly,  especially if it is not remedied.  God does not grade on the curve.
There  is  information  which must  be received,  understood,  and believed if  a  person is  to  be
converted and receive eternal life.

Thankfully, God is often kind and merciful to the honestly ignorant as He was to Apollos and to
those who only knew what he had received.

Heb 5:1-2
1 For  every  high  priest  taken  from among  men  is  ordained  for  men  in  things

pertaining to God, that he may offer both gifts and sacrifices for sins:
2 Who can have compassion on the ignorant, and on them that are out of the way;

for that he himself also is compassed with infirmity. KJV

But in contrast to Apollos, many today are willfully ignorant.

This particularly applies to one of the central issues of the entire body of Revelation from God,
the very reason that one must take seriously the issues of Sin, Repentance, and Redemption.

2 Peter 3:1-7
1 This second epistle, beloved, I now write unto you; in both which I stir up your

pure minds by way of remembrance:
2 That  ye  may be mindful  of the words which were spoken before by the holy

prophets, and of the commandment of us the apostles of the Lord and Saviour:
3 Knowing this first, that there shall come in the last days scoffers, walking after

their own lusts,
4 And saying, Where is the promise of his coming? for since the fathers fell asleep,

all things continue as they were from the beginning of the creation.
5 For  this they willingly are ignorant of, that by the word of God the heavens

were of old, and the earth standing out of the water and in the water:
6 Whereby the world that then was, being overflowed with water, perished:
7 But the heavens and the earth, which are now, by the same word are kept in store,

reserved unto fire against the day of judgment and perdition of ungodly men. KJV

The Great Judgment is a central issue of the gospel as Paul affirmed to the Athenians.

Acts 17:24-31
24 God that made the world and all things therein, seeing that he is Lord of heaven



and earth, dwelleth not in temples made with hands;
25 Neither is worshipped with men's hands, as though he needed any thing, seeing he

giveth to all life, and breath, and all things;
26 And hath made of one blood all nations of men for to dwell on all the face of the

earth, and hath determined the times before appointed, and the bounds of their
habitation;

27 That they should seek the Lord, if haply they might feel after him, and find him,
though he be not far from every one of us:

28 For in him we live, and move, and have our being; as certain also of your own
poets have said, For we are also his offspring.

29 Forasmuch then as we are the offspring of God, we ought not to think that the
Godhead is like unto gold, or silver, or stone, graven by art and man's device.

30 And the times of this ignorance God winked at; but now commandeth all men
every where to repent:

31 Because  he  hath  appointed  a  day,  in  the  which  he  will  judge the  world  in
righteousness  by  that  man  whom  he  hath  ordained;  whereof  he  hath  given
assurance unto all men, in that he hath raised him from the dead. KJV

We should  repent  because  God  has  appointed  a  day  in  which  He  will  judge  the  world  in
righteousness, true justice.  Ignorance of this is no longer an excuse, Paul said.  The gospel has
gone into all the world.  It has been brought before each of our minds.  We will give an account
to God for what we have done with that information and receive that which is determined by
God to be just and right.  

“And, what is that?” you say, “in Adam all die and all in Christ are made alive.”  It is a thing of
life or death.  All who have rejected His Son, OR, the things taught by His Son (as Jesus said in
Matthew 7) will be found to be in spiritual death and that will be sealed to them for all eternity.
Only those found to be in His Son, as manifested by a life of Repentance and Obedience (see 1
John), will be found to be the possessors of spiritual life and that will also be sealed to them for
all eternity.

Willful ignorance will be revealed to be deliberate rebellion.

Some are willfully ignorant simply because they are lazy.  There is not enough interest in
spiritual things for them to re-check what they have presumed to believe and see if it is really so.
People were commended in scripture for doing so, some that we have just studied.

Acts 17:10-11
10 And the brethren immediately sent away Paul and Silas by night unto Berea: who

coming thither went into the synagogue of the Jews.
11 These were more noble than those in Thessalonica, in that they received the word

with all readiness of mind, and searched the scriptures daily, whether those things
were so. KJV

Want to be commended by God?  Search the scriptures and don’t be ignorant.



Some are willfully ignorant because they are intimidated by others.  They care too much
concerning what others think.  There are preachers who will not preach what they know to be
true because they are afraid to do so.

You  should  understand  that  you  place  yourself  and  your  family  in  peril  when  you  submit
yourself to such as your spiritual leaders.

Then there are those who profit from the ignorance of others.

2 Peter 2:1-3
1 But there were false prophets also among the people, even as there shall be false

teachers among you, who privily shall bring in damnable heresies, even denying
the Lord that bought them, and bring upon themselves swift destruction.

2 And many shall follow their pernicious ways; by reason of whom the way of truth
shall be evil spoken of.

3 And through covetousness shall they with feigned words make merchandise of
you:  whose  judgment  now of  a  long  time  lingereth  not,  and  their  damnation
slumbereth not. 

2 Peter 2:12-15
12 But these, as natural brute beasts, made to be taken and destroyed, speak evil of

the  things  that  they  understand  not;  and  shall  utterly  perish  in  their  own
corruption;

13 And shall receive the reward of unrighteousness, as they that count it pleasure to
riot in the day time. Spots they are and blemishes, sporting themselves with their
own deceivings while they feast with you;

14 Having eyes full of adultery, and that cannot cease from sin; beguiling unstable
souls: an heart they have exercised with covetous practices; cursed children:

15 Which have forsaken the right way, and are gone astray,  following the way of
Balaam the son of Bosor, who loved the wages of unrighteousness; KJV

These are the very worst of the worst who associate themselves with Christianity.  Their’s is a
mocking ignorance, the ignorance of pretense, of the con artist.  They full well know better than
what they proclaim but do not care since their wallets are filled with that which they gather by
fraud from those who should know better but don’t.

We are encouraged to follow the example of Apollos.
Seek to understand the gospel as fully as possible.
Then, live in light of what we have discovered.
Trust God to help us with our remaining ignorance.
Never assume that we know it all.
Be humble but test everything by the Scriptures.

Don’t be afraid to seek help from the known solid writers of history.
Be continually wary of anything new or anything inconsistent with the historical record

of the Church.

Some Practical Applications:



Sincerity and Good Intentions are not sufficient for a sound ministry.

Some day some of you will choose a new pastor for your soul.

Nothing said here is intended to say that I think my ministry is without flaws.


