The end of Pentecost: Postcript and Purpose
Acts 18:18-19:7

There is a beautiful picture in our text this morning: Apollos, the intellectual theologian, learning theology from a tent-maker and his wife, and perhaps more from Priscilla than Aquila. Two of the three times the couple is mentioned in the chapter
 Priscilla is mentioned first, which is rather unusual. And if we have read that rightly, it somewhat damages what many people in the church today who are pushing for women ministers do with history to back their argument; such as, for example, that women in Jewish culture in those times were not taught the Bible very much; or that women were suppressed in social discourse; or that a woman could never teach a man. 
It is a beautiful picture from both sides of the equation. 
#
Priscilla and Aquila would probably have been well aware of Paul’s views on women taking the lead in public or in the official business of the church. For it is to precisely these two churches, Corinth and Ephesus, in which Paul and Priscilla and Aquila spent a lot of time together, that Paul addressed his concerns on that subject. 
Priscilla and Aquila hear Apollos preaching in the Ephesus synagogue and he is good. He is well “instructed in the way of the Lord.” He has been “taught accurately the things concerning Jesus. He was fervent in spirit.” He was an engaging orator in terms both of what he said and how he said it. And yet, as they listened, Priscilla and Aquila noticed that there was something lacking in Apollos’ presentation of the gospel. What that was we shall see in a minute. So they invite him home to lunch and we read that they “explained to him the way of God more accurately.” They were not fazed by his eloquence; they were not fazed that he was mighty in the Scriptures. They understood the essential equality of all believers. That Apollos was an intellectual and they were tent-makers was neither here nor there to them. They had no inferiority complex. They knew the gospel and they knew that it was the gospel that ultimately we are all to be subject to; not men, not education; not even church officers per sé. 
#
On the other hand, Apollos probably had no idea at all of Paul’s teaching about who was to speak and lead in the church, but he certainly did not have those terrible attitudes toward women that we are so often told were prevalent in New Testament Judaism at the time; and about which we ought to be very sceptical. Apollos was from Alexandria in Egypt, a great centre of Judaism and Jewish learning. The great philosopher Philo lived in Alexandria. He lived around the same time as Jesus. Maybe Philo was even one of Apollos’ teachers. Apollos had learned his rhetoric well. He had learned the Bible very well. He had been instructed in the way of the Lord. It is very unlikely that Apollos knew John the Baptist in person. More likely he had learned from one of John’s disciples who were probably scattered after Herod had had John the Baptist beheaded in prison. Apollos knew very well and very clearly how the Old Testament Scriptures pointed to the coming Messiah. He would have known that Jesus had come and that John had baptised him. But the cross, the resurrection, Jesus’ ascension into heaven, Pentecost, all of those things it seems he did not know. 
Yet this man with all his learning and all his eloquence, and don’t forget that his pride would have been tickled as the Jews in the Ephesus Synagogue had eaten out of his hand, this man sat down at Priscilla and Aquila’s probably quite humble table and learned from them, as they, and I suggest that maybe Priscilla took the lead in this, “taught him the way more perfectly.” 
Those must be just about the perfect qualities for a minister of the Word of God; eloquence, an excellent brain, an excellent education; but humility so that he could still learn from anybody who could teach him anything. That is the sort of man, brothers and sisters, that we need to be praying that the Lord would raise up for his church today; the best brains, good ability with words, excellent education and humility; men who realize that whatever abilities God has given them and whatever success he might give them in their ministry, any help they are to anybody else is “through the grace of the Holy Spirit”.
 
To go back to the beginning of the story, Paul leaves Corinth and goes to Ephesus. He only calls in to Ephesus on his way to Jerusalem, for he wants to take part in a feast there. He had taken a temporary Nazarite vow.
 We probably ought to see that in the same light as we understood he circumcised Timothy back in chapter 16. He did it to make himself “a Jew to the Jews,”
 to remove offence for the sake of the Jews, because circumcision and taking a Nazarite vow is neither here nor there so far as salvation or our observance of the Law of God in this age is concerned. On this occasion, when he couldn’t stay, he was invited by the Jews in the synagogue to stay. That is probably the first time that happened in Paul’s ministry and maybe the only time. He promised he would return if the Lord willed, got back on the ship, and disembarked at Caesarea, about ninety kilometres from Jerusalem. From there he went up to the church in Jerusalem and then down to Antioch.
 
After he had spent quite some time at Antioch he travelled back through Asia visiting all the churches that he had planted on previous journeys and ended up back in Ephesus, probably about a year later. In the meantime, in that year that the Apostle Paul was away, Apollos had come to Ephesus. He had preached. He had learned from Priscilla and Aquila. And then he had gone on to the province of Achaia and Greece ending up in Corinth. 
It’s rather a bits and pieces sort of a passage. But as you look at it as a whole there is a theme that ties it together. In all four paragraphs there is one thing that is a concern under everything else that goes on; and that is the unity of the church. Let’s have a look at it. I’m going to work backwards through the text. 
1.
The end of Pentecost: a postscript
In the first seven verses of chapter 19, Paul comes to Ephesus and he finds some disciples. It appears that he notices there is something odd about them, something missing in their understanding of the gospel, as Priscilla and Aquila had noticed about Apollos, for he asks, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?” “No,” they said, “we haven’t even heard that there is a Holy Spirit,” which is rather an odd expression because we find in a moment that they were disciples of John the Baptist and John the Baptist often preached about the Holy Spirit. They must have meant something like, “We haven’t heard that the Holy Spirit has come.” So Paul then says, “Well, into what were you baptized?” And they say, “Into John’s baptism.” 
Then everything becomes clear in Paul’s mind. And it should in ours as well. For Apollos, who also “was acquainted only with the baptism of John” (v.25), had only recently spent time in Ephesus and had had an effective, although also defective, ministry there. If we have filled in the gaps rightly here, if Apollos heard John’s message from his disciples who were scattered after his death, then the message that he heard that John preached was “Prepare the way of the Lord.”
 He would have known that the Messiah had come and that John had baptized him. But if these disciples were disciples of John who were scattered after his death and fled to Egypt, or if they were converts of Apollos, they would have known nothing about the cross, nothing about the resurrection or the ascension or Pentecost, neither the coming of the age of the Holy Spirit. 
So Paul teaches them the way more accurately as Priscilla and Aquila had had to do Apollos and they were then baptized into the name of the Lord Jesus. “And when Paul had laid his hands on them,” verse six, “the Holy Spirit came on them and they began speaking with tongues and prophesying.” 
Now why does that not happen today when people believe in the Lord Jesus Christ? Or are the Pentecostals and the Charismatics right when they say that it does, or at least, that it should? Well, here is an interesting thing: this is only the fourth time we read that the Holy Spirit came upon new converts in this way and they then began to speak in tongues, unlearned languages, and prophesy as a proof that the Holy Spirit had come upon them. And it only ever happens on those four occasions in the New Testament. It never even happened to the three thousand new converts on the very day of Pentecost. It happened to the one hundred and twenty disciples who were already Christians when Pentecost happened; but it never happened to the three thousand who were saved as a result of Peter’s sermon on the same day. And surely, if that were to be the norm, it would have happened then. So there must have been something special about it on this occasion in Ephesus.
Perhaps you remember something I said when we looked at Acts chapter two quite some time ago. I said then that there were three Pentecosts and a post-script. 
#
The first Pentecost, really the real Pentecost, was when the Holy Spirit came upon the first Christian believers in Jerusalem and transformed them into the New Testament church “with power to be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and in Samaria and to the uttermost parts of the earth” (1:8). A lot is being taught to us in the Pentecost event but one of the main things was the idea that the people of God as the Jewish nation was finished. That was an out-dated concept. The church of God was now going to be an international church and the gift of tongues was, in part, to give the church a kick-start in taking the gospel to the other nations. 
Another thing we are being taught is that all the people of all races of the world who become members of the church are members of the church equally with everybody else, on the same basis as everybody else, with the same rights and privileges as everybody else. There is no most-favoured nation status in the church of God anymore. And therefore there was a second and third instalment of Pentecost to make this very clear to the Jewish people. 
#
The second instalment of Pentecost happened at Samaria. The Samaritans were half-breeds in Jewish eyes and Jews and Samaritans never had anything to do with each other, we are told in the Gospels. But then the gospel goes to the Samaritans! But they also do not receive the Holy Spirit straight away as ought to have happened, as happened to the three thousand at Pentecost and most others since. So the church in Jerusalem sent Peter and John to Samaria to lay hands on the Samaritan converts and the same thing happened there as happened in our story today. Because the Jews’ natural inclination would be to look on the Samaritan Christians with suspicion at the very least, they were certified as Christians, co-equal with the Jewish Christians, by two of the (Jewish) apostles themselves laying hands on them and, while it is not stated explicitly, it appears they also spoke in tongues.
  
#
The third instalment of Pentecost was at Caesarea when Cornelius, a Roman centurion and his family and servants and soldiers were converted, Gentiles; actually official members of the ruling Gentile empire. The question in the Jewish Christians’ minds would be, “You mean we have to accept these guys as brothers, co-equal with us in the church?!” So when Peter preached to Cornelius’ Gentile household we read that “The Holy Spirit came upon them as upon us (Jews) at the beginning and they spoke in tongues and prophesied.”
 
Those three Pentecosts covered all the divisions of mankind in the Jewish mind, and all the miraculous events surrounding those Pentecosts were for the sake of the first Jewish Christians, to drum into their exclusivistic minds that there is no exclusivism anymore. Contrary to the old saying, it appears that God is not an Englishman after all. “If you ain’t Dutch, you ain’t much” isn’t true either. Contrary to the deepest longings of many hearts among us here this morning perhaps, we are not going to sing the Psalms in Afrikaans in heaven. And for all our Korean brothers and sisters, well, perhaps the gospel hasn’t been in Korea long enough for you to develop some little conceit like that yet! 
Well, we can have our jokes.

But now Paul meets these followers of the very last Old Testament prophet, than whom there was none greater born of women, the Messiah himself said. What was to be done about them? John’s mission was only to prepare the way of the Lord. John could have no permanent disciples. But try telling that to the disciples of a very great man, and a martyr to boot; quite apart from the fact that they simply could not be left in the Old Testament anymore than anybody else.

So Paul teaches them the way more perfectly. He teaches them how John’s preaching was fulfilled in the life and death of Jesus, and in his resurrection and ascension into heaven, and Pentecost. And he calls upon them to go where John went in his mind: “I must decrease but Jesus must increase.” I must be seen to be the mere servant that I am, that Jesus Christ be the Lord of all that he is. 
#
And now this morning we have read this little postscript Pentecost. Because the potential was there for this little group of John’s disciples to become an exclusive sect, the Holy Spirit leads Paul to unite them with the one holy catholic church in a clear and demonstrated way. John had preached that his baptism would be fulfilled by the baptism of the Holy Spirit that Jesus would bring. And so the possibility of a cult of John the Baptist was cut off at the knees. These ones who were so near but actually outside the church and kingdom were saved and brought in and the unity of the church is preserved and enhanced. 
The problem of the unity of the church remains with us. But what the Old Testament prophets and John and Jesus said Pentecost was going to do has been done. We don’t see Pentecost anymore in the New Testament and we shouldn’t expect it anymore today. The point has been made. The church is the temple of the Holy Spirit, the place where the Holy Spirit is and lives and speaks in the world today. If anybody is converted they are converted by the Holy Spirit causing them to be born again through the preaching of the church. If they are converted, automatically therefore they have the Holy Spirit. 
We have seen, then, the end of Pentecost; a post-script.
2.
The end of Pentecost: Paul’s submission to the one holy, catholic and apostolic church
Our story today is wrapped up in Paul’s journey from Ephesus to Jerusalem and back to Ephesus again. His first visit to Ephesus was only a drop-in visit on his way to Jerusalem and Antioch. He wanted to visit Jerusalem because he wanted to be present at one of the Jewish feasts. 
Paul knew that because he was not one of the original disciples his apostleship was always a little suspect in the minds of some. Added to that was the fact that he, more clearly than any other apostle, understood the idea of grace and the equality of all believers whatever race or social status. Later, of course, there was a problem with people in Corinth denigrating Paul because he was not a spectacular preacher like Apollos, for example. He didn’t often seem to have visions and therefore in their minds he was a second-rate apostle. So there were times when Paul had to defend his apostolic credentials quite vigorously. On at least one occasion he asserted that he had received the gospel directly from Jesus Christ, and he even stated it in a way that appeared to be derogatory of the Jerusalem apostles. 
Yet Paul acknowledged the Jerusalem church as the Mother Church. He upheld the unity of the whole church with Jerusalem. He undertook a fairly large charitable collection for the Jerusalem church, for he knew that if the Gentiles had received spiritual riches from the Jews, the Jewish Christians in their hour of need ought to receive temporal riches from the Gentiles; even as he always went and preached to Jews first in any new area he went to. Paul knew that the controversy over circumcision and the continuing validity of the ceremonial law had to be decided by the Mother Church, or at least in communion with the Mother Church, so he took the matter to that Jerusalem council in Acts 15. And he fully honoured that decision and passed it on authoritatively to all the Gentile churches he established. 
In other words, the apostle Paul was not an individualistic, anti-authority loose cannon. He respected the authority of the church. So he always visited Jerusalem when he was nearby, even though, if he thought they were deviating from an important doctrine, he fought them tooth and nail. 
The same applies with regard to his visit to Antioch. Apostle though he was, and when challenged about that he would defend it, nevertheless, he was sent out by the Antioch church and to Antioch he reported after every missionary journey. 
People of God, if that’s good enough for the apostle Paul, surely its good enough for us! It’s too easy for us to act like the Corinthians as if wisdom or perhaps even the gospel begins and ends with us and we have the exclusive understanding of it. Paul didn’t do that and neither should we. 
#
Sometimes maybe some of us have disagreements with the way the church does things. Fine. But recognize the authority God has established. Accept the church’s authority and then work through those channels to change the church by arguing the truth of your concern from the Scriptures, as Paul did at the Jerusalem Council. And only having done that, being convinced that you’re another Martin Luther, then break the unity of the church. But let me remind you that there have been very few Martin Luthers in history. Most would-be Martin Luthers have been nutters. Even so, challenge the church if you believe you have to, through the right channels. Our understanding of the Scriptures ought always to be growing. 

#
Sometimes young people want to go and do some missionary service somewhere overseas and I think that’s wonderful. But again, take Paul’s example. Even he, the apostle, went only when he was sent by the church. And so you too, you have that desire, come and speak to us that you may be sent by the church, in fellowship with the church, and to somewhere where the church has confidence to send you. I have plenty of suggestions and they’re not all in Africa! There will still be room for individual initiative. 
Paul recognized the oneness and the authority of the church that was given to her by the Holy Spirit and he worked within that to preserve her unity.

3.
The end of Pentecost: its purpose
The purpose of Pentecost was to establish the church on the person and work of Jesus Christ by the Holy Spirit. It was the apostles Jesus sent into the world to establish the church in the world in the power of the Holy Spirit. It was the apostles particularly whom Jesus promised that when he ascended into heaven, the Holy Spirit “will guide you into all truth; … he shall take of mine and disclose it to you.”
 So, included in the ideal picture of the new church given to us in Acts chapter 2, verse 42, is that “the disciples continued in the apostles’ doctrine.” And the apostles’ doctrine we find fully recorded for us in the Scriptures, all of which were written by the apostles or men personally associated with the apostles.

So we can look again at Priscilla and Aquila teaching Apollos the way more accurately. What he knew already he knew accurately. It was all good biblical stuff. But he had only heard from the disciples of John what they knew when John had been snatched from them by martyrdom. Apparently they did not see Jesus fulfil all that John spoke of. Some, indeed, was not fulfilled until Jesus went to heaven. So Priscilla and Aquila taught Apollos the fullness of the apostles’ doctrine so that when he went to Achaia a little later, and thence to Corinth, “by grace he greatly helped those who had believed for he powerfully refuted the Jews in public, demonstrating from the Scriptures that Jesus was the Christ,” the one they’d been looking for (v.28). 
And if we look again for a moment at Paul reporting to Antioch in Jerusalem, again it was the teaching of Scripture that was more important than authority structures. Authority is never right in and of itself. That is mere authoritarianism and it can be tyranny. Paul respected them and yet the decisive factor, and that which validates any authority, is that they teach and proclaim and preserve the truth. 
There’s a practical lesson in that for us who are parents. Sometimes you may have to say to your children, “Because I say so.” But if “because I say so” is the only reason you ever give for whatever you teach or require of them, that is not good enough, by a long shot. Parents, we teach our children what God says! Our authority over them comes from God and most of the time we ought to be able to give our children some sort of biblical explanation or reasoning, especially as they grow older. 
It was the truth of the Scriptures that persuaded the Jerusalem Council to proclaim against the ceremonial law and that the Gentiles were to be accepted into the church as Gentiles and not have to become virtual Jews. And that decision being according to Scripture, Paul took it and authoritatively passed it on wherever he went, and so preserved the unity of the early church. 
So let us look again just for a moment at Paul bringing these disciples of John the Baptist in Ephesus into the New Testament church. He didn’t do so by his mere authority. He didn’t do so by some almost magical view and use of baptism. He taught them what they lacked, which was quite a bit actually – the cross, the resurrection, the ascension, Pentecost; maybe also therefore, the deity of the Holy Spirit and the doctrine of the Trinity. Paul brings them into the church by teaching them the truth and that is the real basis of the unity of the church; a conviction of the truth of the gospel and a united commitment to that truth. 
And if Paul had not done that he would have polluted the doctrine of the truth at its source, the truth about Jesus Christ. Every heresy is always faulty in its view of Jesus Christ. Or, if they hadn’t entered the church, they might have had their own rival ‘church’ alongside the true church, with teaching similar in some ways to what is now being propounded by those who have come to think that the gospel of Thomas or other such books ought to be preferred above the Gospels in our Bibles; what the likes of Barbara Thiering and Dan Brown are teaching. 
I want to say just two things briefly in conclusion about this unity in the truth. 
First of all, it was necessary for Apollos and the disciples of John to be humble and receive the truth and be willing to be corrected. That is not a natural thing to do; not for Apollos, the eloquent intellectual from Alexandria, a university perhaps second only to Athens; not for the disciples of John either – after all, they were the followers of the greatest born of women, a martyr. And it’s not natural for us either, is it, because we all want to think we are right. And for this reason Augustine called humility the first Christian virtue.
The other thing I want to say briefly, people of God, is that it can never be merely belief in the truth. I want to say more about this this evening, but it is truth about Jesus Christ, for it involves a personal commitment to him, faith in his saving work on our behalf on the cross for our sins. And so again we come to humility, don’t we, because a Christian is by definition a person who acknowledges that he is a sinner, utterly unworthy of the presence or the favour of God, and utterly unable to do anything about that sin or about that inability. 
The truth of Christianity is described in verse 25 as “the way of the Lord,” or in verse 26 as “the way of God.” It is belief in the truth about Jesus Christ that results in an alternative lifestyle: a life lived in communion with and in the service of God and for his glory. 
Amen
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 13th January, 2008
� Verses 2, 18, 26.


� V.27; I prefer the NAS marginal reading. It is interesting to compare Luke’s description of Apollos with Paul’s description of himself in 1 Corinthians 2:1-5.


� See Numbers 6.


� 1 Corinthians 9:20.


� V.22. The text doesn’t explicitly say Paul went to Jerusalem but there would have been no particular reason for Paul to go to the church in Caesarea and it was Jerusalem that was his intended destination; furthermore, going up and going down always refers to going to and from Jerusalem.


� Because of the deficiencies in their understanding, neither these disciples nor Apollos could have been converted by visitors to Pentecost who heard Peter preach, for they would certainly then have known about the Holy Spirit.


� See sermon in Acts 8:1ff.


� See Acts 10 & 11.


� John 16:13-14.
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