Sermon preached by the Padre, the Revd Stephan van Os in St Mary’s Church,  Market Drayton on Sunday 26th June 2011

APOLLOS AS ROLE MODEL

Bible Readings:

READINGS: Joshua 1:1-9,  Acts 18:18-24,  Matthew 5:17-20

This morning I want to begin by thinking about role models. Most of us have individuals who we look up to as guides and inspirations. It might be a talented teacher or sports coach. For others it might be an older brother or sister who is looked up to for some special reason, a Sunday School teacher, a Scout leader, someone who took time to mentor us and enabled us to change so that we were able to achieve things that we never expected would be possible for us.
Military people are not exempt from this tendency to draw inspiration from particular figures of the past and present. Some Commanders have been known to have pictures of inspirational leaders on their walls eg. Montgomery, Slim etc. Seeing as we are having a moment thinking about inspirational role models my own wall of fame has on it Stonewall Jackson who commanded the Army of Virginia during the American Civil War. One of the greatest Commanders in an illustrious collection he was a man known for his robust Christian faith who was ably supported by his chaplain Robert Lewis Dabney who was arguably one of the most talented Southern Presbyterian theologians of his generation whose books are still in print and whose insights are still worth thinking about today.
When I think about people who have shaped my Christian life and approach to preaching and ministry and continue to influence how I think about the faith I suspect that John Stott and J I Packer are up there with the best of them. Early on in my Christian faith I encountered their books and was strongly influenced by their faithfulness to Scripture as the authoritative Word of God. When it came to preaching much of what I learned about the subject can be put down to Stott’s I Believe in Preaching while Packer’s great classic Knowing God helped to stabalise my Christian life at a very challenging period in my life.
Throughout the Bible we encounter men and women who in their day made a significant impact on the lives of their communities and churches. What people say about them and their qualities can give us pause for thought and reflect on how we can orientate our lives so that the positive aspects of what they are known to have done may likewise impact on our own day and age.
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Today I want us to think about one of the Bible’s lesser known heroes, a man who we don’t hear very much about but who clearly made a significant impact for good on the church of his day. At times he was an occasion for controversy, though not of his own making; there are some arguments alleging that he could well have been the human author of the letter to the Hebrews but everything we discover about him leads us to suggest that he was and indeed remains worthy of emulation in our own day. There are FOUR features of Apollos’ life that I want to focus on for you…
1. APOLLOS HAD AN EXTENSVE AND WIDE KNOWLEDGE OF THE SCRIPTURES 18:24
When I reflect on all the people who have been most useful to the Church and their fellow Christians over the centuries the one thing that they all have in common is that they were people like Apollos who very clearly had been schooled in the Scriptures over a considerable period of time, to the point where it has become clear that the Scriptures have shaped and clarified their beliefs and convictions. Now just in case any of you are tempted to think that this is a word of advice to people like Martin and Christine and the team of lay-preachers we have here, I want to put it to you that the things which the Bible says ought to be a mark of Christian leadership are also qualities that are commended to Christian people in general. For example, when setting out the responsibilities for a minister in 1 Timothy 3 Paul insists that a primary quality of such a man is that he should have a teaching ability. You can see why that is because one of the primary roles of Christian ministry is the ability to communicate God’s truth both in depth and in breadth for the people of God. Yet it is also clear that ordinary Christian people have a responsibility to so engage with the Scriptures in their daily lives so that we might be able to teach and encourage one another as well. See for example Colossians 3:16 which comes as an exhortation to all believers regardless of their position: “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom…” Where is that word of Christ recorded for us? In the Scriptures of the OT and NT. We cannot begin to fulfill that ministry to and for one another if we fail to connect with the Scriptures and make our growth in their knowledge an absolute daily priority for our walk with God.
This is not the achievement of a moment. It is the work of a lifetime. When I first became a Christian back in the early 1970s my understanding of Scripture was quite rudimentary. I never owned a Bible until the Gideons did a “Bible drop” in our high school and was never encouraged to read it. But once the Lord got a hold of me I was convinced that if I was to amount to anything in the Christian life this would have to be part of the way ahead. And so I began to read, energetically. Memorising Scripture and reading reliable books that would give me clearer understanding about the faith as part of a daily discipline. Then one day I was caught short by one of the leaders in our university CU who remarked about an observation I had made in our study group “wow you really know the 
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Scriptures well! How do you do that?” To which my only remark was, well I guess I read them and note things down to remember and yet that is the way it works, both then and now.
2. APOLLOS WAS FAITHFUL TO WHAT HE KNEW OF THE FAITH 18:25
Not only was Apollos mighty in the Scriptures he was faithful and accurate about the things that he knew. Luke says: “he spoke with great fervour and taught about Jesus accurately, though he knew only the baptism of John.”
The book of Acts describes a period of transition in the life of the Church. Apollos had been instructed in the way of Christ as it had come through the ministry of John the Baptist. This means he had repented of his sins, his heart was right with God, he was acquainted with the historical facts of Israel’s Messiah Jesus of Nazareth, his earthly ministry, death and resurrection. At this present time he had not yet heard of the descent of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost and the developments that resulted from that event. However, despite this obvious gap in his knowledge we find that he was nonetheless fervently faithful to the information about Jesus which he did possess and was especially gifted in demonstrating from the OT Scriptures that Jesus was the Messiah.

I believe that for everyone here today this is an issue of great encouragement. I want you to understand clearly that to be of use in the Kingdom of God does not mean that you have to be able to dot every “I” and cross every “t” in your understanding of the Scriptures and the message of Jesus in order to be useful and communicate with others about Jesus. The real issue is are we being faithful and accurate with the knowledge of our Lord that we do have possession of? You may not know everything and there may be gaps in your understanding but when sharing your faith with others are you “rightly dividing the word of truth” from those portions of Scripture of which you do have knowledge? Think about that for a while, but don’t let that encouragement lull you into complacency because in the Christian life every day is a school day and there is always going to be something new for us to learn and take on board as long as we live.
3. APOLLOS WAS TEACHABLE

This leads directly into our third feature of Apollos’ life and that is his teachability. I remain convinced that this is one of the most important characteristics for anyone aspiring to leadership. When it became apparently to Priscilla and Aquila that there was a gap in what Apollos was teaching they made it their business to help him out.
Now what is happening here is truly remarkable. What you need to realize is that Priscilla and Aquila were what you might call ordinary trades people and didn’t have half the gifts of a man like Apollos who had been educated 
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at one of the most prestigious universities of the ancient world. Yet in a total and complete display of graciousness we see Apollos learning from these fellow Christians so that his effectiveness as a preacher and teacher of the faith may be enhanced. I’m so glad I learned that lesson very early on in my Christian life, that is never to underestimate the amount of grace and wisdom that exists out there in the pews. Some of the wisest Christians I have known have been ordinary farming people with a lot of love and wisdom who in the early days of my ministry not only kept me right but provided guidance that would help me become a better minister and Christian and for that I am eternally grateful.
Teachability is a thing that I prize most of all in the work of ministry. (cf. Proverbs 9:9) We are never so young in our faith that we are not in a position at some time to help someone who is on the road of faith a lot longer than ourselves and none of us are so long on the journey that we are not in a position to learn something new that will be of help and encouragement to us. The thing I cannot abide is the spirit that says that I am content with what I know and I don’t need any preacher or fellow pew-sitter to do anything for me. That’s not how things are supposed to work. The call to Christian discipleship is a call to lifelong learning in the school of Christ and it should be our daily concern to grow in that faith step by step. None of us should be so proud of our progress and achievements in the Christian life that we cannot or will not change our minds on a particular subject when we are presented with evidence based on a fuller understanding of what the Scriptures teach.
4. APOLLOS WAS WILLING TO USE HIS GIFTS TO HELP OTHERS
The key thing we learn about Apollos was that in spite of his great intellect and knowledge he was no ivory-tower individual with little connection to the real world. As we encounter his ministry round the churches in the Eastern Mediterranean it is possible to see his ministry going from strength to strength. Many of the Christians to whom he ministered were ordinary unsophisticated people like ourselves who were often up against strong opposition from traditionalist Jews and highly intellectual Greeks to whom the gospel was sheer foolishness. His ability to take people on in public debate did a great deal to establish the believers with whom he had contact and ground them securely in their understanding of the Scriptures.
The Church greatly needs the services of men like Apollos today who will use their talents to communicate the faith at every level of society. Today we face the challenge of an aggressive spirit of atheism in our culture where men like Richard Dawkins taunt believers like Goliath of old and I regularly thank God for the ministries of men like Bishop Tom Wright and Alister McGrath who are prepared to take their stand in the market place of ideas and show how fatuous the ideas of the new atheism really are so that the rest of us can be encouraged.
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The larger framework of this point that all of us need to use our gifts, whether they are large or small for the benefit of others because in this business of the Christian life all of us are in this together and if we know to use our gifts to help one another then we will be blessed if we actually do them.
And because every day is a school day in the Christian life let us all aspire to learn and so use our gifts at whatever level so that we might be ultimately approved of God. 2 Timothy 2:15
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