Text: Acts 19:1-3

Title: More Disciples of John the Baptist

Truth: John’s disciples had to be saved, and then they were.
Date/Location: Wed & Sun 11/20, 24/2013 and 1/1/2025 at FBC

Introduction

Paul ran into about 12 men who were in the same shoes as Apollos. Chapter
18 told us that Apollos knew the baptism of John but was not fully up to
speed on things, which we understood to include Spirit baptism and the
completed work of Christ on the cross. Aquila and Priscilla filled him in on
the key information he was missing. Apollos may have been a bit more
“advanced” than these 12 men, but we cannot say with certainty.

Now it is Paul’s turn to help some Old Testament-era believers. They were
anachronisms because it was a nhew era now, the era of Christ.

I. More Missionary Travels, v. 1

A. Apollos went to Corinth as 18:27 indicated. Paul had started out again on
his third tour as recorded in 18:23 and went through the “upper regions”
which includes Galatia and Phrygia, and perhaps Bithynia and Pontus (1
Peter 1:1).

B. Now Paul traveled west and south to Ephesus.
Il. Behind-the-Times Disciples, v. 2-3

A. Disciple is a word that has a range of uses.

1. In its broadest sense, it means a follower of someone. John the Baptist
had “disciples” (Matt. 9:14; 11:2; Mark 2:18; Luke 5:33; 7:18, 19; 11:1;
John 1:35). Such people existed well into the early church era,
perhaps into the 100s AD.

2. It can mean full-fledged genuine Christians, followers of Jesus, like
Matthew 28:19-20.

3. It can mean non-genuine but apparent followers of the Lord, as in John
6:60, 66.

4. Or it can refer, as in this case, to people who were in a half-way house
situation who were not fully Christians but were not complete
unbelievers either. They could be OT saints or God-fearers. They had
responded to the special revelation they knew. We need to be clear
that they were not Christians yet. They were “John-ites,” but not
“Christ ones.”
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B. Paul’s question about the Holy Spirit assumes that people normally
receive the Holy Spirit when they believe. That is the case today for every
believer (Romans 8:9, 1 Cor. 12:13) from the moment of saving faith
forward, permanently, forever.

C. Paul’s question sounds strange to me. Suppose you find out someone
believes in God. | would think next it would be good to ask, “Do you
believe in Jesus too?” Or “what do you believe about Jesus?” | would not
think to ask if they have received the Holy Spirit. A Christian of the
charismatic persuasion would do so. So how would a believer back then
know? The text tells us that they spoke in foreign languages and
prophesied—that is, spoke the truth of God’s word—not necessarily
predicting the future. This external evidence gave them confidence that
indeed the Spirit of God had come upon them.

D. How do we know that the Spirit of God has come upon us? It is obvious
that people are not suddenly speaking in foreign languages (tongues) and
prophesying when they come to believe in Jesus. The era of “normal
means” set in very quickly after the first century apostolic work when the
New Testament was completed. We learn languages the hard way; we
learn the word of God through study and teaching.

Instead, we know of the Spirit’s presence by what we read in God’s word
about it in terms of how He is working in us. Do we love the Word and
want to understand it more? That is the work of the Spirit of God. Do we
have a basic grasp that we are a child of God and that we really believe in
Jesus? That is the internal testifying work of the Spirit of God inside of
our hearts (Rom. 8:16). Do we have a desire to serve God using whatever
abilities we have? That is the Spirit of God at work. Have none of those
things? | am afraid | cannot give you a good diagnosis.

E. The behind-the-times aspect of these disciples is that they did not know
about the Holy Spirit—receiving Him, His baptism, His gifts, or anything
about Him. They were out of date with respect to Acts 2 and the apostles
teaching on the subject. Acts 19 records events that occurred after 52
AD, 20 years after Christ’s cross.

We need to recognize this kind of situation is characteristic of the book
of Acts lest we think that all the events here are normative—normal
everyday Christian experience. They are not normative, because Acts
covers a transitional period in the early church.

By virtue of the normal way of passing the gospel message from person
to person (through preaching, Romans 10:13-17), there was



necessarily a time lapse between the death of Christ and the news of
it reaching the recipient.

Phenomena like delayed Spirit baptism and speaking in tongues upon
receiving the Spirit are not how God works today, but during the
transitional period these things sometimes happened due to the
nature of the situation. Such events also served as God’s confirmatory
witness to the apostles’ work. Apostles were present at major events
in the progress of the gospel from Jerusalem to the ends of the earth,
and here is an example.

F. The fact that they did not even know that the Holy Spirit exists means
that they needed to also come up to speed on the constitution of God.
They thought apparently that God was a purely monotheistic deity, when
the New Testament clarifies that God is three-in-one, a Triune
monotheistic God. Bottom line: there is a Holy Spirit, and there is a Son
of God, and there is God the Father. These are co-equal and co-worthy of
worship. A concise way we can explain this is that God is three persons
sharing a single divine essence.

Ill. Paul Explained John’s Message and Gave Updated Information, v. 4

A. Paul summarized John’s message as a baptism of repentance. His
emphasis was on repenting from one’s sins.

B. Accompanying John’s message was a forward pointer to Christ, the
mightier one that was coming who would have a different baptism. Paul
reiterated by saying that John told the people “They should believe on
Him who would come after him, that is, on Christ Jesus.” It was to Him
that John’s ministry ultimately pointed. If you missed that, you missed
John’s big point!

After believing in Jesus, then it is proper to be baptized in the name of
Christ. Paul did not hesitate to baptize them “again,” but it was not a re-
baptism in the Christian sense. It was a second, new, different type of
baptism than John’s baptism.

C. Note carefully that John’s message had two main elements: repentance
from sin and belief in Christ Jesus. His audience could know that much,
but they were only able to experience the first half of his message
because Christ had not come yet. They turned from sin, but there was no
ultimate “solution” for the sin problem nor a way of justification. That is,
not until Christ came after John the Baptist and provided cleansing from
sin and perfect righteousness.



Christ is of sin the double cure—to save from wrath and make us pure.
See Ephesians 1:7, 1 John 1:9, 2:12 for the forgiveness side, and
Romans 3:22, 2 Cor. 5:21 for the righteousness side of the equation.
Romans 4:6-8 puts both together.

Repentance is still an integral, essential element of the Christian
message today. You cannot skip past it. It is “built in” to the gospel.
Instead of or in addition to Paul’s question, “Did you receive the Holy
Spirit?,” we could ask this question: “Have you repented of your sin?”
And then follow up with, “Have you believed in Jesus?”

D. Notice that Paul did not focus on reception of the Holy Spirit, because
that is an automatic thing after belief in Christ. It is like a side-effect,
consequence, or evidence of believing in Christ. As such, it is secondary
in importance. He focused John’s disciples on the salvation issues of
repentance and believing in Christ Jesus. Once they did that, receiving
the Spirit and being baptized by the Spirit would follow.

E. One significance of this is that we need not in this era “ask” for the Holy
Spirit. Luke 11:13 does not say we must ask for the Spirit to be indwelt by
Him. It is illustrative of how God gives good things to His children. We
can ask for the Spirit to work in our lives at any time. | suspect Jesus
could be referring to the good gift of wisdom or guidance from the Spirit
instead of indwelling. The way we “ask” for the Spirit today is that we
repent and believe the gospel, and the Spirit immediately begins to
indwell each person who does so.

How we put this all together is that we do not make the Holy Spirit —His
coming or presence or ministry—the primary issue as the charismatics
and Pentecostals do. The primary issue is salvation.

IV. John’s Disciples Believed and Were Baptized, v. 5-7

A. These out-of-date disciples heard Paul’s explanation and believed it, and
him. He was a credible witness to the things of which he spoke. The Spirit
of God opened their heart to understand the things of God (Acts 16:14).

What a blessing that people who are already inclined toward the things
of God become obedient to the complete message once they hear it.

B. They received water baptism by immersion by the apostle Paul. (Note
that who does the baptism is not important—1 Cor. 1:13-17). They
received baptism in the name of Jesus, to “upgrade” their baptism in the
name of John. Now they had Christian belief and Christian baptism.



Every Christian is expected to be water baptized, although being water

baptized does not save. Churches of Christ and their variants teach
that baptism is saving; the Catholic church teaches similarly.

C. Afterward, Paul laid hands on them, and they received the Spirit,
indicating a true connection with the gospel, the apostolic ministry, and
the body of Christ. They were now part of the church. This was a
necessary unifying step in the early history of the church to show that
John the Baptist’s ministry was exactly on target, just “short” of the full
gospel of Jesus Christ. Disciples of John and of even earlier “editions” of
Judaism had to believe in Christ.

D. The dozen-or-so men spoke in tongues and prophesied. These were signs
of their genuine reception of the Holy Spirit. There was no question now
that they were up-to-date true Christian disciples. This evidence would
convince the new disciples themselves as well as external observers that
they were genuine believers.

E. Because the evidence of tongues and prophecy is not granted by God in
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ur era, what kinds of things signal true belief in a believer?

. Desire to be with God’s people, doing so regularly. That is, we love the
brothers.

. Desire to read God’s word and doing so regularly? Do we desire to do
so? This comes from a real love for God.

. Change sinful patterns in life and replace them with holy patterns. In
short, repentance and its fruit.

. Desire to pray and do so regularly.
. Be baptized and make a public confession of faith.

. Experience the internal testifying work of the Spirit of God inside of
our hearts (Rom. 8:16) that we are children of God.

. Express a desire to serve God using whatever abilities we have, i.e.,
spiritual gifts.

Be zealous for good works.

Conclusion

If there was someone today who followed John the Baptist’s teaching up to
Matthew 3:12, he would be in the same situation as these 12 men. | do
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ot know how prevalent that could be in the modern era because the
ntirety of Scripture is available but say a Jewish person who hears a
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message on John the Baptist might be left with an incomplete picture of
salvation. Preaching such a message would be great, but it would be well
to add an appendix on the end to explain the fuller picture.
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