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Apollos 

Apollos was one of the most popular and noted orators and scholars of the early church, and is mentioned in the New Testament on ten occasions in three books or epistles.  Although there is not a great deal of information concerning Apollos, the information that is given helps us to get a basic understanding of his education, his conversion and the scope and extent of his ministry in the early church.  He was a popular leader and gifted speaker who became an integral part of the foundation of the church in its early formative years.
The first mention of Apollos is found in Acts 18:24, “And a certain Jew named Apollos, born at Alexandria, an eloquent man, and mighty in the scriptures, came to Ephesus” (KJV).  The Holy Spirit inspired Luke, the author of Acts, to include three important words that point to the background of this “eloquent” and “powerful” man of the Scriptures, “…born in Alexandria.”  Apollos was born in this vast capitol city of Egypt which was located at the mouth of the Nile River. World’s Bible Dictionary informs us that this great city was known for its architectural magnificence and was a busy centre of commercial and manufacturing activity (Fleming, Don. World Bible Publishers. 1990. 12). It goes on to speak of Alexandria as being a Mediterranean sea port for Egypt in which the grand grain ships delivered Egypt’s corn to Greece and Rome (Fleming. 12).  Luke refers to the ships of Alexandria in Acts 27:6 and 28:11. 

Apollos was reared in this significant city and as a result it had a great influence on his life. Alexandria had one of the most extensive libraries in the world at that time and was revered as having one of the top educational systems and was known to be the home of many of the great Greek philosophers and noted Jewish scholars (Fleming, Don. World’s Bible Dictionary.  World’s Bible Publishing. 1990. 12).  As a consequence of the many dispersions in Israel’s history, there was a great population of Jews in Alexandria. Author Alexander Whyte states that there were tens of thousands of Jews that lived in this city during the time of Apollos (Bible Characters from the Old and New Testament. Kregal Publications. 1990. 722.).  The Preacher’s Outline and Sermon Bible states “There were about one million Jews in Alexandria, which means Apollos was steeped in Jewish religion, tradition, and Scripture (POSB Acts 18:24, Deeper Study #2 Vol. Page).” The Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament, was completed in this city by seventy renowned Jewish scholars. Apollos had the opportunity to be around the brightest minds in the world concerning the Old Testament Scriptures, he heard the great orators in which Alexandria boasted of having the most eloquent, and was also exposed to the intellect and culture that this great city offered. This would explain why he was described as an eloquent man, and mighty in the Scriptures.  Barnes Notes on New Testament refers to Acts 18:24, stating “Alexandria was famous for its schools; and it is probable that Apollos, in addition to his natural endowments, had enjoyed the benefit of these schools.” 
          Apollos was named after the Greek sun god, Apollo, according to the New Unger’s Bible Dictionary.   In Adam Clark’s Commentary, as he writes regarding Acts 18:24, he makes this statement about Apollos’ name, “It is strange that we should find a Jew, not only with a Roman name, as Aquila, an eagle; but with the name of one of the false gods, as Apollos or Apollo in the text. Query: Whether the parents of this man were not originally Gentiles, but converted to Judaism after their son Apollo (for so we should write the word) had been born and named.”  Hitchcock’s Dictionary of Bible Names gives the meaning of his name as “destroyer.”  Although throughout Jewish history many individuals lived up to the definition of their name, Apollos was quite the opposite.  Instead of being a destructive force in God’s Kingdom he was a great instructor, instead of being a destroyer he was a builder and an edifying influence on the body of Christ. 


Apollos was a dynamic speaker and had a vast knowledge of the Old Testament, especially concerning the Scriptures that pertained to the Messiah.  At some point of his life he had either crossed the path of John the Baptist during his ministry or he had been taught of the baptism of John, by John’s avid disciples.  Luke writes of the ministry of Apollos in Acts 18:25, stating, “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.”  Apollos knew of John’s declaration that Jesus was the Lamb of God, but he knew nothing of Jesus’ death and resurrection, nothing of Jesus as the Savior and nothing of the Holy Spirit coming to live within believers. His message was one of repentance only, coming short of salvation in Christ Jesus. 


From the text quoted above in the book of Acts we see that Apollos had a tremendous education in the Scriptures, “instructed in the way of the Lord,” and he was a gifted speaker who spoke with great passion and meticulously, “being fervent in the spirit, he spake and taught diligently.” Apollos had sincerity, commitment and fervor for what he knew. He was totally committed to what he knew, and God always honors those who diligently seek Him (Hebrews 11:6). 

 

As a result of his desires, God’s providence leads Apollos to believers who are able to teach him.  “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 (Acts 18:26).”  In Ephesus, Apollos’ path intersects with the path of a Christian couple named Priscilla and Aquila.  It appears that they hosted him in their home and taught him of the life of Jesus and the coming of the Holy Spirit.  Another quality that is scene in Apollos’ character is that he had a humble and teachable spirit.  It appears that Apollos’ occupation was that of a traveling speaker who had been very successful.  In spite of his success and his vast knowledge, he entered the home of a couple who were “tentmakers,” or leather workers, and learned from them the ways of God more clearly. 


Apollos’ new found faith led him to go to minister at the church which was at Cornith and to the surrounding areas.  Before leaving Ephesus, the church gave him a letter of commendation asking the church at Corinth to receive him. Luke writes of this in Acts 18:27-28, ”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: For he mightily convinced the Jews, and that publickly, shewing by the scriptures that Jesus was Christ.”  


It is interesting that Luke introduces Apollos to us at the end of Acts 18 and then begins Acts 19 by telling us that Paul and Apollos did not get to meet one another, for Apollos was gone when Paul arrived, surely Paul was disappointed.  Then immediately Luke shares with us that Paul crosses the path of a group of those who only believed in the baptism of John, like Apollos. 


Apollos was such a powerful preacher that a clique began to form in his name, causing problems within the immature Corinthian church. Paul writes to the Corinthian believers and gives us some clues to the problems that were developing in the church. In 1 Cor. 1:12 Paul writes, “Now this I say, that every one of you saith, I am of Paul; and I of Apollos; and I of Cephas; and I of Christ.”  The culture of the day was creeping into the church as each believer began to align themselves under their favorite minister.  The message of these three men was the same; the difference was there style of preaching, their individual personality, and gifts and abilities that God had given them. Paul mentions Apollos again in reference to these unhealthy cliques, saying, “For while one saith, I am of Paul; and another, I am of Apollos; are ye not carnal? Who then is Paul, and who is Apollos, but ministers by whom ye believed, even as the Lord gave to every man? I have planted, Apollos watered; but God gave the increase (1 Cor. 3:4-6).”  Paul states that he is not in competition with Apollos but they are fellow-ministers working in cooperation one with another for the same cause. Paul addresses this subject again in 1 Cor. 4:6, “And these things, brethren, I have in a figure transferred to myself and to Apollos for your sakes; that ye might learn in us not to think of men above that which is written, that no one of you be puffed up for one against another.”  They were judging the gifts of believers and preachers; therefore, they became guilty of the same offense as worldly men. They were usurping the authority of God alone to gift and judge men… Cliques make a person a man-follower. This is tragic, for a genuine believer is always baptized in the name of the Lord, not in the name of some minister or church leader. (Preacher’s Outline and Sermon Bible)


Paul mentions Apollos one last time in his letter to the Corinthians in chapter 16, stating that Paul wanted Apollos to come to Corinth but Apollos did not feel it was a convenient time to return and that he would come at a future date.  I think we see another glimpse into the personality of Apollos in these circumstances.  He was wise in that in the midst of the factions that were in the church he should give time for Paul’s words to take affect.  We also see a spirit of humility and cooperation in Apollos by not being prideful through desiring the recognition of the people and by not taking advantage of the situation which could have led to a greater and more devastating crisis of division.

The last mention of Apollos is in the Epistle to Titus, where he is recommended along with Zenas to Titus (Titus 3:13). He was then on a journey through Crete (Titus 3:15), and was probably the bearer of the epistle (International Standard Bible Encyclopedia. C. M. Kerr).


Reformer Martin Luther, and a number of scholars since, have speculated that Apollos may have been the author of Hebrews (http://www.keyway.ca/htm2000/20000202.htm   Daily Bible Study).  Although this is speculation it is a great honor for Apollos to be considered to be the author of such a great detailed work that was written under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.  

I do not believe that anyone could improve upon Luke’s summary and estimation of Apollos, “And a certain Jew named Apollos, born at Alexandria, an eloquent man, and mighty in the scriptures....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…” Acts 18:24-25 (KJV).  
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