
Evangelism 102: Lessons in Acts #15

“Partners in Life and Ministry”

Acts 18:1-3, 18-22, 24-28

These days it is not unusual for an actor or athlete receiving an individual award to acknowledge their “supporting cast”—those who helped them to achieve the honor bestowed upon them. Such acknowledgments have sometimes gotten so long that the producers of the awards show now limit the time allowed, even starting music to cut off the ramblings of the recipient!

Many consider Paul as the greatest New Testament character outside of Jesus Himself. If the great apostle were to be awarded as such, I’m certain he would thank his supporting cast of men and women who assisted him in various ways and times during his career. (He actually does this at the conclusion of several of his letters.) Paul saw ministry as a partnership, not a one-man show.

Among those Paul would list would be Barnabas, Silas, Timothy, and Luke. He would also list a husband and wife team introduced in Acts 18: Aquila and Priscilla. The name Aquila is Latin for “eagle.”
 Born in Pontus on the southern shore of the Black Sea, Aquila was a Jew who had migrated to Italy.
 The name Priscilla is the diminutive form of Prisca, her formal name, which Paul used when he referred to her. It is similar to the difference between Frank and Frankie.
 Prisca was the name of an ancient and illustrious Roman family, the gens Prisca. It is conceivable that Priscilla belonged in some way to that family, and if so, she would have come from a much higher social level than her husband.
 This may explain why Priscilla’s name appears first in four of the six times the couple is named in the New Testament. Or it may be that she was the stronger of the two, a devoted leader and witness.

Their names appear only a few times on the pages of Scripture. Compared to the powerful prophets and dynamic leaders who stride through the Bible calling down fire from Heaven or evangelizing throngs in the thousands, we would consider these two “ordinary people.” Yet Priscilla and Aquila had a lasting impact on the lives of untold numbers. They were partners in life and in ministry. Let’s look at how two ordinary people became extraordinary by serving the Lord right where they were.

They Were an Encouraging Couple 

First we see that they were an encouraging couple. From our previous studies we know that Paul had been through some rough times recently. He needed encouragement.

Upon arriving in the city of Corinth, he found just that in Acts 18:1-3,

After this, Paul left Athens and went to Corinth. There he met a Jew named Aquila, a native of Pontus, who had recently come from Italy with his wife Priscilla, because Claudius had ordered all the Jews to leave Rome. Paul went to see them, and because he was a tentmaker as they were, he stayed and worked with them.
Luke explains that Aquila and Priscilla had recently come to Corinth from Rome, because the Emperor Claudius had expelled the Jews from Rome. The Roman historian Suetonius referred to this in his Life of Claudius (25:4): “as the Jews were making constant disturbances at the instigation of Chrestus, he banished them from Rome.” The people expelled he called ‘Jews’, but ‘Chrestus’ seems to mean Christ (the pronunciation of ‘Christus’ and ‘Chrestus’ will have been very similar), in which case the Jews were Christians and the disturbances in the Jewish community had been caused by the gospel.
 F. F. Bruce points out that Priscilla may not have come personally within the scope of Claudius’ edict—she may not have been Jewish by birth—but she went into exile with her husband.

Encouragement came to Paul from this unexpected source. He found a way to increase his financial income by teaming up with a pair of new friends. Like all other well-bred Jewish men of his day, he had learned a trade in his youth. Aquila and Pricilla, workers in canvass and leather, as was Paul, became his friends and coworkers.
 

Most English Bibles translate skēnopoios as “tentmaker,” since skēnē or skēnos is a tent. Some commentators prefer “leatherworker” or “saddler,” however, since ancient tents were usually made of leather.
 Some reject the notion of “tentmaker” altogether, citing that, “A throbbing metropolis such as Corinth would have little use for tents. Conversely, there would be a great demand for canvas sails in this double seaport.”
 Another possibility is ‘cloth worker’, and it is at least plausible that Paul wove a coarse fabric from the thick goats’ hair of his native Cilicia. Called in Latin cilicium, it was used for curtains, rugs and clothing as well as tents.
 What is certain is that Paul—along with Aquila and Priscilla—worked with his hands.
 Before long they were working together not merely as business partners but as co-laborers for their Lord.

Priscilla and Aquila are nowhere claimed by Paul as converts of his. They were probably Christians before they left Rome.
 In 1 Corinthians 16:15, Paul described Stephanas and his household as the first converts in Corinth.
 Yet Aquila and Priscilla were close friends of Paul—towers of strength.
 They were an encouraging couple.

They Were an Entertaining Couple

Second, they were an entertaining couple—not in the sense of being humorous, but in the sense of being hospitable. Theirs was an open house.
 Not only did they welcome Paul into their business and (most likely) their home but they later opened their home to the church. Move down to Acts 18:18-22,

Paul stayed on in Corinth for some time. Then he left the brothers and sailed for Syria, accompanied by Priscilla and Aquila. Before he sailed, he had his hair cut off at Cenchrea because of a vow he had taken. They arrived at Ephesus, where Paul left Priscilla and Aquila. He himself went into the synagogue and reasoned with the Jews. When they asked him to spend more time with them, he declined. But as he left, he promised, “I will come back if it is God’s will.” Then he set sail from Ephesus. When he landed at Caesarea, he went up and greeted the church and then went down to Antioch.

Priscilla and Aquila became such a valuable asset to Paul that he asked them to accompany him when he left Corinth for his next missionary journey. They sailed across the Aegean Sea to Asia and arrived in the strategic city of Ephesus. After spending a very short time there, Paul left Ephesus to report to the churches at Antioch and Jerusalem what the Lord had been doing. But this faithful couple remained behind.

In Paul’s absence, Priscilla and Aquila helped to oversee the ministry in Ephesus and establish it as a beachhead for the gospel in Asia. In this capacity they contributed to founding one of the most important churches in the New Testament. Their willingness to take on responsibility for much of the work there freed Paul to expand his ministry as he extended the gospel to new regions in his third missionary journey. The support of these two ordinary people enabled Paul to do what he did best.

Later, when writing to the Christians in Corinth from Ephesus, he sent greetings from Priscilla and Aquila, he sent greetings also from “the church in their house” (1 Corinthans 16:19). It appears, then, that they made their house in Ephesus available as a meeting place for one group in the rapidly growing church of that city.

In the New Testament, churches often met in some individual’s home, such as those who assembled in the house of Aquila and Priscilla. This gives us a clue as to their social and economic status. It is probable that they were somewhat prosperous in their business, which enabled them to have a rather large house, and they gave the use of that house as a place of worship for the early Christian community.
 They were people given to hospitality.

By the time Paul wrote to the Romans, Priscilla and Aquila had returned to Rome. In Rome, as in Ephesus, Priscilla and Aquila had a “church in their house,” to which also Paul’s greetings are sent.
 They were an entertaining couple.

How can we follow their lead? Our homes can provide a natural setting for encouragement and ministry. The Scriptures remind us, “Practice hospitality” (Romans 12:13), and “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers” (Hebrews 13:2). It doesn’t need to be fancy or impressive. The love of Christ and warmth of Christian fellowship can be felt while using paper plates in a family room!

Think of a pastor, ministry director, or Christian worker who could become more effective in his or her ministry with your help. You could pick up some practical insights by asking questions such as, “What can I do to help you this week?” “What things tend to keep you from doing what you do best?” or “In what ways could I help you be more effective?”

It is encouraging to a pastor or ministry leader to receive such offers for help. It is equally encouraging when others take the initiative by recognizing a need and beginning to work on it on their own. “Pastor, we’ll take care of this. You do what you do best.” “This thing needs fixing. I’ll take care of it.” “Someone may be needed to fill in there—I’m available.” “There were some new people last Sunday. We’re going to have them over Thursday night.”

Priscilla and Aquila willingly assumed responsibility when their help was requested. They also took initiative in ministering to Paul and others. What a delight they must have been to the apostle—as their kind are to any who are fortunate enough to have them in a group or flock!

They Were an Equipping Couple

Finally, they were an equipping couple. This is evidenced in Acts 18:24-28,

Meanwhile a Jew named Apollos, a native of Alexandria, came to Ephesus. He was a learned man, with a thorough knowledge of the Scriptures. He had been instructed in the way of the Lord, and he spoke with great fervor and taught about Jesus accurately, though he knew only the baptism of John. He began to speak boldly in the synagogue. When Priscilla and Aquila heard him, they invited him to their home and explained to him the way of God more adequately. 

When Apollos wanted to go to Achaia, the brothers encouraged him and wrote to the disciples there to welcome him. On arriving, he was a great help to those who by grace had believed. For he vigorously refuted the Jews in public debate, proving from the Scriptures that Jesus was the Christ.

In Ephesus, Priscilla and Aquila made the acquaintance of a Jewish traveler named Apollos, from Alexandria in Egypt. Priscilla and Aquila were impressed by the eloquence with which he expounded the Old Testament scriptures in the synagogue, arguing that their prophecies regarding the Messiah had found their fulfilment in Jesus. Such exposition was a sheer delight to the couple, but they spotted certain deficiencies in his understanding of the faith, and so they invited him to their home and made good those deficiencies, no doubt from their learning through their association with Paul.

Priscilla and Aquila recognized some deficiencies in Apollos’ understanding, but they did not correct him in public. There was no scorn, criticism, or rejection. They did not embarrass him.
 Certainly, Priscilla and Aquila gave their witness that day with love and tact, or the evangelist Apollos never would have received it.
 Some Christians would have branded Apollos a heretic, and would have had nothing to do with him, but not Priscilla and her husband. Some great preachers would resent it if a lay couple were to attempt to straighten them out doctrinally. Not Apollos.
 

Paul told Timothy in 2 Timothy 2:2 that “What you have heard from me in the presence of many witnesses, commit to faithful men who will be able to teach others also.” This is exactly what Priscilla and Aquila did with Apollos. 

But they did not stop there. Apollos was soon eager to cross the Aegean and proclaim the Lord Jesus Christ in the province of Achaia and its capital city Corinth. The “brothers encouraged him and wrote to the disciples there to welcome him.” They didn’t hold on to their trainee, Apollos, when he aims to use his gifts. There’s no clinging or jealousy between Aquila and Priscilla and Apollos. Rather, Aquila and Priscilla find enormous delight in developing a younger one in the faith, seeing him go even beyond their sphere of influence. Mentors do that. They are encouragers, and they endorse the gifts and lives of those being trained by them. The benefit of this method? It makes the trainees want to do their very best.

Priscilla and Aquila were undoubtedly involved in preparing the way for Apollos. Since they had spent so much time in Corinth with Paul, they knew the needs of that church firsthand. By providing letters of introduction, personal contacts, and encouragement, they continued to equip Apollos with whatever he needed for a successful ministry there. In describing Apollos’ ministry in Corinth, Luke indicates the effectiveness of their efforts: “On arriving, he was a great help to those who by grace had believed. For he vigorously refuted the Jews in public debate, proving from the Scriptures that Jesus was the Christ.” 

This glimpse of Priscilla and Aquila is a beautiful example of what Paul writes in Ephesians 4:12, “equipping the saints for their works of service.” These two were not prophets or apostles, but they were an important part of a ministry team. They reached out to those around them, including partners such as Paul and Apollos, to help them become more effective in helping the Church grow. Later Paul would write of this team in 1 Corinthians 3:6, “I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow.” Certainly one of the reasons there was such a fruitful harvest in Corinth was the faithful, behind-the-scenes ministry of this couple.

Many a leader feels overwhelmed by the task of preparing God’s people for ministry. How can all of the needs for discipling be met in this church or group? What a delight to have others who share the vision by investing their gifts as co-laborers. What a joy to serve as part of a ministering team!

Priscilla and Aquila found ways to help equip the Lord’s servants for more effective ministry. We all have opportunities to benefit others by spending extra time with them, by encouraging them, by praying with them, by “explaining the way of God more adequately.” There are many practical ways to do this: join a small group study… meet one-on-one for breakfast or lunch…invite them to our home…ask them to come along and observe us on ministry outings…help them take advantage of special training opportunities such as conferences or courses…provide encouragement and skills for ministry…make resource materials accessible to them.

You may never be a public speaker or pioneer a new ministry. But by helping train others for Christian service, you can make an eternal difference wherever God has placed you.

Wherever Priscilla and Aquila went—whether Corinth or Ephesus or Rome—they were involved in ministering to people for the Lord. A change in zip codes did not change their commitment. They served the Lord wherever they were needed.

Today it’s common to shop around for a church that will meet our needs. The example of Priscilla and Aquila encourages us to look for a place where we can serve. Wherever we find their names in the New Testament, we see extraordinary people with a desire to serve and a great commitment to their Lord. We see them opening their homes to others, accepting responsibility, equipping others for greater effectiveness in ministry, and serving behind the scenes whenever and wherever they’re needed.

The Lord needs people today who are willing to invest their lives in His service—not just on the stage, but behind the scenes; not only in exceptional ways, but in ordinary ways. Like Priscilla and Aquila, by His grace we can become everyday people who have a lasting influence for Christ’s Kingdom.

Aquila and Priscilla were an important part of Paul’s “team” and he thanked God for them. They are a good example of how “lay ministers” can help to further the work of the Lord. Every pastor and missionary thanks God for people like Aquila and Priscilla, people with hands, hearts, and homes dedicated to the work of the Lord.
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