“Explaining the Way More Accurately”

Acts 18:24-28
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Read Acts 18:24-28

How should people in the church treat one another?

It seems like a simple question to answer – particularly in light of Jesus’ command to “love one another.” Our experience suggests that the command is easier to repeat than obey; in other words, loving one another is much more difficult than we would like to admit. 

From Guardian columnist Emo Phillips:

Once I saw this guy on a bridge about to jump. I said, "Don't do it!" He said, "Nobody loves me." I said, "God loves you. Do you believe in God?"

He said, "Yes." I said, "Are you a Christian or a Jew?" He said, "A Christian." 

I said, "Me, too! Protestant or Catholic?" He said, "Protestant." 

I said, "Me, too! What franchise?" He said, "Baptist."

I said, "Me, too! Northern Baptist or Southern Baptist?" He said, "Northern Baptist." 

I said, "Me, too! Northern Conservative Baptist or Northern Liberal Baptist?" He said, "Northern Conservative Baptist." 

I said, "Me, too! Northern Conservative Baptist Great Lakes Region, or Northern Conservative Baptist Eastern Region?" He said, "Northern Conservative Baptist Great Lakes Region." 

I said, "Me, too!" Northern Conservative Baptist Great Lakes Region Council of 1879, or Northern Conservative Baptist Great Lakes Region Council of 1912?" He said, "Northern Conservative Baptist Great Lakes Region Council of 1912." 

I said, "Die, heretic!" And I pushed him over.

(quoted from Bill Tammeus’ “Faith Matters” blog)

It is easier to quote Jesus’ command than to obey.

Today, we come to the conclusion of Paul’s second missionary journey. We skipped over his lengthy stay in Corinth – because it was a longer version of the experience in other cities. For today’s purposes, however, it is important to know that Paul became acquainted with Priscilla and Aquila while he was in Corinth, and that they traveled together to Ephesus. 

Our text today is an interesting little episode. Paul was out of the picture. He had sailed from Ephesus, went to Jerusalem, and then returned to Antioch. This completed the loop for his second missionary journey.

Then Luke drops in this episode with Apollos. Luke returns our attention to Ephesus with Priscilla and Aquila. Just a note here: it is remarkable how Luke descries this couple: Priscilla and Aquila. It was extraordinarily rare for a woman to be named first in the couple. This is the second time in a few verses Luke has lifted up a significant woman in the narrative.

Apollos was a Jew, a native of Alexandria, and Luke says he was well educated and an eloquent speaker. Apollos came to Ephesus and began speaking in the synagogue. Luke wrote that he spoke boldly the things about Jesus. Listening to him, however, Priscilla and Aquila realized Apollos did not have the whole story. What he said was fine; it simply was not complete.

Thus, we get a potentially volatile situation. Apollos was a missionary working the ground previously planted by Paul and Silas. Paul’s devoted friends, Priscilla and Aquila, were an integral part of the Ephesian community. If you resist the temptation to think that we are more advanced than those people back then and can understand the personal dynamics were the same, it is not difficult to imagine how quickly this could have devolved into a competition for control of the congregation.

I believe Luke includes this episode in the narrative of the early church to illustrate good behavior. It is an example of how the body of Christ is built up. The Holy Spirit was at work – demonstrating that it was God, not Paul, who was responsible for the growth of the church. The specific manifestations of the Holy Spirit were: 

a. the way mature Christians acted in such a way as to edify newer Christians; and, 

b. the way a younger Christian accepts and welcomes the guidance of more mature Christians. 

It took both in order to avoid a potential devastating conflict in a young community.


The Work of the Holy Spirit

In the early years of the spread of the gospel, encounters like this were inevitable. If you have ever played the game, “Whisper Down The Lane,” you know how distorted a message can become. One person hears the message, puts it in his own words, passes it down although it is modified just slightly. By the time the message gets back to the original speaker, it can be a completely different story.

Here, Apollos was not preaching a different message. The fact that Apollos was not preaching a different message is testimony to the work and movement of the Holy Spirit – the Spirit of Truth who was (and is) at work teaching and reminding believers of all Jesus said to the glory of God the Father. The community is not built on the strength of character of the members, it is entirely dependent upon God; Psalm 127:1 reminds us, “Unless the Lord builds the house, those who build it labor in vain.”

Luke was specific in describing Apollos, “He had been instructed in the Way of the Lord; and he spoke with burning enthusiasm and taught accurately the things concerning Jesus.” It is unclear exactly how his education regarding Christ had missed Pentecost and the Great Commission; Luke just tells us that his message knew only the baptism of John. One possible explanation – purely hypothetical, but entirely consistent – is that Apollos was fruit of Jesus’ outreach mission in Luke 10.  In Luke 10, Jesus sent out seventy disciples in pairs to proclaim the coming of the kingdom of God. The disciples would have shared detail about Jesus, upon whose authority they were making the declaration, and they would have talked about his baptism by John as part of that testimony. Almost twenty years later, word about Jesus’ death and resurrection would have been widely known. Even so, not all of the information would have gotten everywhere. Apollos must have begun his travels and ministry to share the message of the coming of the kingdom of God without knowing all the details.

The Maturity of Priscilla and Aquila

On the other hand, Priscilla and Aquila had ministered with Paul in Corinth for an extended period. They were well versed in Paul’s theology. They were respected in the community, having already suffered for their faith. The refining of character that comes with experiencing the joys and trials of lives of faith made them spiritually discerning. Thus, when this young hotshot came to the congregation, they were not threatened. They listened, were gracious, and took him aside for his benefit.

Let me say that again. They listened, were gracious, and took him aside for his benefit. Their maturity is a great example. They did not show up Apollos. They did not assert their superior knowledge, education (with Paul), or experience in order to lift themselves up at Apollos’ expense. They did not puff out their chests and demand respect. They treated Apollos with patience and kindness. They were not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. They did not insist on their own way; they were not irritable or resentful. Instead, they met with Apollos in private and rejoiced in the truth. They taught him the Way of God more accurately. In other words they acted in love towards Apollos.

Priscilla and Aquila were a tremendous blessing to Apollos. The maturity of believers is a gift to younger believers – if the mature believers are willing to share.

A few years ago, a young woman named Linda was traveling alone up the rutted and rugged highway from Alberta to the Yukon. Linda didn't know you don't travel to the town of Whitehorse alone in a rundown Honda Civic, so she set off where only four-wheel drives normally venture. The first evening she found a room in the mountains near a summit and asked for a 5 A.M. wakeup call so she could get an early start. She couldn't understand why the clerk looked surprised at that request, but as she awoke to early- morning fog shrouding the mountain tops, she understood. 

Not wanting to look foolish, she got up and went to breakfast. Two truckers invited Linda to join them, and since the place was so small, she felt obliged. "Where are you headed?" one of the truckers asked. 

“Whitehorse.”

"In that little Civic? No way! This pass is dangerous in weather like this." "Well, I'm determined to try," was Linda's gutsy, if not very informed, response. "Then I guess we're just going to have to hug you," the trucker suggested. 

Linda drew back. "There's no way I'm going to let you touch me!"

"Not like THAT!" the truckers chuckled. "We'll put one truck in front of you and one in the rear. In that way, we'll get you through the mountains." All that foggy morning Linda followed the two red dots in front of her and had the reassurance of a big escort behind as they made their way safely through the mountains. 

Fellow Christians who know the way and can lead safely ahead of us, and with others behind, gently encouraging us along, we, too, can pass safely. 

The maturity of believers is a gift to younger believers – an expression of love – if mature believers are willing to share.

The Humility of Apollos

Even though Priscilla and Aquila were admirable in their conduct by talking to Apollos directly, quietly and privately, Apollos also is to be commended for receiving their counsel with humility. We do not have a transcript of their conversation. He was willing to learn. As much as he already knew, as competent as he already was, he still was willing to learn. That is humility.

Humility is not easy for leaders. Apollos was charismatic, engaging, intelligent, and driven. It takes some confidence to stand up in front of a crowd to speak; particularly in the name of the Lord. People who get used to speaking in public get used to compliments and affirmation. Humility is the ability to receive correction.

Let me give you two examples:

1. On Friday, word came that Walter Cronkite had died. At one point Cronkite was considered the “most trusted man in America.” He was used to receiving praise and adulation as a celebrity. He told this story on himself: 

Sailing back down the Mystic River in Connecticut and following the channel’s tricky turns, a boatload of young people sped past, its occupants shouting and waving their arms. He waved back a cheery greeting and his wife said, “Do you know what they were shouting?” “Why, it was ‘Hello, Walter,’” Cronkite replied. “No,” she said. “They were shouting, “Low water, Low water.’” Cronkite concluded, “Such are the pitfalls of fame’s egotism.” (sermon illustrations)

The ability to recognize both our strengths and foibles are important. Great leaders have confidence in their decisions, but also have the willingness to receive correction.

During the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln once got caught up in a situation where he wanted to please a politician, so he issued a command to transfer certain regiments. When the secretary of war, Edwin Stanton, received the order, he refused to carry it out. He said that the President was a fool. Lincoln was told what Stanton had said, and he replied, "If Stanton said I'm a fool, then I must be, for he is nearly always right. I'll see for myself." As the two men talked, the President quickly realized that his decision was a serious mistake, and without hesitation he withdrew it. (sermon illustrations)

Lincoln’s ability to set aside his need to be right is amazing. I struggle with it. At home, my family will tell you that there are magic words: “You are right.” I like being right. It makes me feel good. I like winning. On the flip side, I do not like being wrong, being incomplete, being “less than.” My first reaction is defensive, to prove that I am right. Yet I need to be reminded of the wisdom found in Proverbs 3:

My child, do not despise the Lord’s discipline or be weary of his reproof, for the Lord reproves the one he loves, as a father the son in whom he delights.   

Happy are those who find wisdom, and those who get understanding, for her income is better than silver, and her revenue better than gold. 

She is more precious than jewels, and nothing you desire can compare with her.

There is always more to learn – particularly from mature believers. Apollos received Priscilla and Aquila’s counsel well. We know that he did because they sent him along to Corinth with the blessing of resources and a letter of recommendation. Later, when the immaturity of Corinth manifest, Paul would express thanksgiving for Apollos’ ministry, not jealousy. 

Friends, let me give you two practical applications for all of this: 

1. We need to love one another within this congregation. Mature believers need to be grooming younger believers in the works of righteousness. Within our congregation, there are some younger believers who would be blessed by the loving outreach of more mature believers – when that outreach is for the benefit of the younger believers. It is different than simply perpetuating programs; it is working together to discern and walk together where God is leading. Grooming younger believers does not just happen; it takes mature believers setting an example by serving and building up younger believers.

To younger believers, receive the counsel of more mature believers. Do not despise the Lord’s discipline or be weary of his reproof. Apollos received Priscilla and Aquila’s counsel as a gift for the glory of God. He was more concerned with having integrity before God than he was in maintaining his authority before men.  

2. We need to love our brothers and sisters in Trinity Life. We are sharing our space with this new thing that God is doing. Many of those whom Marc Pena is leading are new in the faith. They are hungry to learn, excited about what they see God doing in their lives, and are trying things out for the first time. It is not a different message, but a different maturity of community that we are seeing. We need to be a congregation of Priscilla’s and Aquila’s – people who are gracious, and counsel with them for their benefit. 

The point is this: the Holy Spirit is working in the midst of Chula Vista Presbyterian Church. We need to be discerning of where the Holy Spirit is leading. We must build up one another in the Way of the Lord. By our witness, by our teaching, by our action, we must show one another and the community the conviction of our faith: the proclamation that the Messiah is Jesus. 

In the end, that is all we have anyway. The gospel is all we have to offer. Building up one another in the Way of the Lord by the power of the Holy Spirit is what it means to obey Jesus’ command to love one another. That is how people in the church should treat each other.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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