
Apollo and the disciples of John with the rest of the story: 
 Acts 18:24-19:6 

Paul’s ministry in Corinth spanned a year and a half. Read Acts 18:18-23.  
  
We want to look at one of two incidents that are recorded before Paul began his next major 
period of ministry in Ephesus. The first is recorded in Acts 18:24-28 and tells about a man named 
Apollos who was a disciple of John the Baptist and was telling people in Ephesus about the 
Messiah but had an incomplete message. Priscilla and Aquila took him aside and shared the rest 
of the story.  The second is recorded in Acts 19:1-6. It involved Paul and a group of 12 disciples 
of John the Baptist, all of whom again had an incomplete knowledge of Jesus. Paul shared with 
them the rest of the story. Both incidents involved disciples of John and an inadequate 
knowledge of Jesus. The fact that they both lacked a transforming knowledge of who Jesus is, is 
significant. That pictures too many people in our society, and too many who attend church week 
after week, who know at least a reasonable amount about Jesus but have never had a real, 
personal experience with Jesus that transformed them. Too many individuals who call themselves 
“Christian” are living defeated lives because of an inadequate relationship with Jesus and an 
inadequate awareness of the Holy Spirit within.  

What we are told about Apollos is, in many ways, a description of modern American Christians. 
Read Acts 18:24-25.  “He was also a learned man.” Apollos was from Alexandria which was 
one of leading academic centers in the Roman world with an incredible library. It was a center of 
both Greek culture and Hebrew or Jewish studies. Like many American Christians today, he had 
been blessed with the best possible education. He was learned in everything except knowledge 
about Jesus. 

He had “a thorough knowledge of the Scriptures.” He was an Old Testament scholar. He knew 
who God was and what God demanded of people. He knew well the Old Testament promises 
about a Messiah so when John the Baptist told the crowd to get ready for the Messiah’s coming 
he responded, as any good Jew of his day would. He was ready for the promised one.  

The next description is difficult to understand. Luke said Apollos “Had been instructed in the 
way of the Lord.” It is quite possible that Apollos had been instructed in some of the activities 
and teachings of Jesus but it seems more likely, since the term “Lord” was used of Jehovah in 
the Old Testament, that Luke was simply noting that Apollos knew well all that the Old 
Testament said about God and the promises He made of a Messiah. If he knew anything about 
Jesus he was in a situation, like too many today, where he knew there was a God, he also knew a 
little about Jesus, but he knew nothing about the Holy Spirit. 

Luke added that he “taught about Jesus accurately.” This could mean that he had limited 
teaching about the activities and lessons of Jesus. It seems more likely, in light of all that follows, 
that Luke was saying that Apollos was correctly presenting the promises of the Messiah and 
correctly challenging people to prepare for the coming kingdom via repentance as he had done.  



Not only did he teach about Jesus, he taught it “with great fervor” or literally with enthusiasm. I 
think the church would go a lot further today in proclaiming Jesus if those who do so did it with 
enthusiasm and a real sense of urgency. 

Like many today, Apollos knew a lot about the Bible and perhaps even knew a little about who 
Jesus was, but that in and of itself is inadequate for salvation. It takes more than a scholarly 
approach to the Bible and to Jesus. It takes a personal knowledge of what Jesus did for us as 
Messiah and our personal response to it. 

Luke said that Apollos “Knew only the baptism of John.” We have no idea how he became a 
disciple of John. The assumption is that he had traveled to Jerusalem, as all good Jews did, for 
one of the major festivals, perhaps Passover. While there he heard John preach and responded 
accordingly. If he was in Jerusalem for a short visit, returning home after the festival was over, it 
is very understandable that he would not have known the rest of the story.   

John’s message was simple yet profound. At the heart of his message was the announcement that 
the promised kingdom that God had said would come when the Messiah arrived was at hand. 
The uniqueness of John’s message was, that to prepare for His coming, one needed to repent and, 
as a symbol of that repentance, be baptized. Unknown is whether or not Apollos heard John 
declare, as is recorded in John 1:29, that Jesus was the Lamb of God. If so, then his teachings 
may very well have included references to Jesus. 

The bottom line is that Apollos lived a good life and called on others to do the same in 
preparation for the coming kingdom that Jesus was going to bring about. Apollos’ problem was 
that, even if he had heard about Jesus, he had never heard the rest of the story. He had not heard 
of the death, burial and resurrection of Jesus. He knew the Messiah or Jesus would be a redeemer 
but he would have seen that in terms of a national redemption and not a personal Savior. Today 
many in our society, as well as in churches, know the story of Good Friday and Easter but, like 
him, they have never made it their own. One of the powerful teachings of Jesus is found in 
Matthew 7:22-23 where Jesus, in answer to some questions by His disciples about the coming 
kingdom, noted not everyone who claims to follow Him really does. Read those verses. 

Fortunately, Priscilla and Aquila were there and realized he was missing an important dimension 
of the truth. We are told they took him aside and shared the full message of Jesus. Apollos’ life 
and message was changed and in Acts 18:27-28 we are told that he went to Achaia, or more 
specifically according to Acts 19:1 he went to Corinth. Luke wrote that he was a great 
encouragement there. Read I Corinthians 3:6.  

Read Acts 19:1-7. When Paul arrived in Ephesus he found some disciples of John there. Paul 
sensed a missing element in these disciples who were disciples of John the Baptist.   



As disciples of John they were seeking to live good lives. John had called for repentance and for 
a lifestyle that reflected their preparation for the coming Messiah. Living right, that is trying to 
keep the 10 commandments, loving their neighbors, setting aside time to worship, and giving to 
God, are characteristics of many who are followers of the church but not of Jesus. They are 
living good lives but are missing the rest of the story. 

Here’s the problem. Without a personal relationship via faith with Jesus one is not truly a 
Christian, or in New Testament language, one is not truly saved or truly born again. We know 
these 12 were not truly Christians even though they had obviously repented of sins because they 
did not have the Holy Spirit living within.  

A non-Christian, irrespective of how much they want to live like a Christian, can never have the 
presence of the Holy Spirit within. God has promised His Spirit only to those who have 
personally placed their trust in Jesus. Paul wrote to the Romans and said that the moment one 
becomes a believer he receives the Holy Spirit as God’s gift to him or her. The Holy Spirit is 
God’s provision so we know we are believers and belong to Him. The Holy Spirit is also God’s 
power within that enables us to live the life He wants us to live.  

Those 12 disciples of John had it all right except they failed to understand that while Jesus was 
the promised Messiah and would demand right living, there was far more to it. Because we can 
never fully keep the requirements of God we need a way to care for our sins. Jesus did that on 
the Cross when He paid the penalty of them Himself.  
So according to Acts 19:4 Paul shared the rest of the story and they believed and were baptized.   

Luke also says they received the Holy Spirit. That was one of 4 Mini-Pentecosts in Acts and the 
result of that experience was praise and worship.  

It is too easy to have enough understanding to inoculate against the real experience of saving 
faith. We need to not only be sure we have made Jesus our personal Savior but in talking to 
others about salvation be sure they have the rest of the story. 


