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Ministry Partnership in Corinth

T E A M MI N IST RY
How many ministers does your congregation have? How you answer 
depends on what you understand by the word “minister.” If we define the 
word narrowly to denote the clergy, the number would be small. Many 
Lutheran churches have but a single pastor. Larger congregations may 
be able to afford the help of a “vicar” (as student interns are sometimes 
called), or an associate pastor or two.

If one expands the definition to include other kinds of “called” or 
“contracted” workers, the number is larger. Lutheran congregations 
these days often employ Directors of Christian Education or Outreach, 
Deaconesses, teachers, youth ministers, and more. We say such churches 
have a “multiple staff” ministry, and those involved can attest to the 
blessings of sharing the work among people with varied gifts.

The widest definition of “ministry” is “service.” Using this definition, one 
could properly say that ALL the people in a congregation serve somehow 
and are a part of the team ministry there, just as all the organs in a body 
have some useful purpose (1 Cor. 12:12–31). Happy is that congregation 
whose people know they have some “ministry” to perform, whether in 
prayer, in child care, in song, in visitation, in paying bills, or even keeping 
the facilities clean and the grass cut!

Ministry in the Christian church has always been a team effort, not a 
solo performance by a few charismatic personalities. The Book of Acts 
depicts the ministries of the apostles, to be sure. But we also meet the 
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missionary team that accompanied Paul — Barnabas, John Mark, Silas, Timothy, Luke, 
and others. There were “deacons,” some of whom doubled as evangelists, and “elders” 
too. There were scattered others without any title who went out “preaching” (Acts 8:4) 
in some fashion. Some like Lydia and Jason played a key role by serving as hosts, 
offering their homes for the mission team and congregation gatherings.

In Chapter 18 we meet still more. Enter Priscilla and Aquila, a husband and wife who 
made tents for a living, but who also served as encouraging partners to Paul and 
theological tutors for a gifted teacher named Apollos. Their story, as shared by Luke, 
may inspire us to find our niche and “minister” with energy and joy.

T H R EE T EN T M A K ER S I N COR I N T H 
acts 18:1–8
Greece is almost cut in two by the sea. Corinth sits on a narrow neck of land less than 
five miles across. North and south land traffic had to pass through Corinth, often called 
“The Bridge of Greece.” Ship traffic between Rome and the east also came through 
Corinth. Few wanted to hazard the dangerous voyage around the southern tip of Greece 
called Cape Malea. William Barclay writes that the Greeks had a proverb: “Let him who 
thinks of sailing around Malea make his will!” Ships going west or east could offload 
their cargo, or even be transported on rollers across the isthmus. All this made Corinth 
“The marketplace of Greece.”

In Paul’s day, Corinth was a large city with a population of about 200,000, ten times 
the size of Athens! It was also a wicked city, famous for drunkenness and sexual 
immorality. On top of the city’s hill stood the Temple of Aphrodite at which 1,000 
prostitutes were employed. In the evenings they came down the city streets to ply 
their trade. In his first letter to the church in Corinth, Paul listed the varieties of evil he 
witnessed there: “Neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor men 
who practice homosexuality, nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, 
nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom,” and then comes the telling phrase, “and such 
were some of you” (1 Cor. 6:9–11). Paul had a challenging mission field in Corinth, and 

In our day, “tentmaker” still has meaning. It describes a pastor who 
supplies his financial needs through a secular job and not through a church 

salary. In some places, this becomes the only realistic option for a small 
congregation with minimal resources to have regular pastoral care.
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Luke records that he stayed for 18 months, an 
uncommonly long time (18:11).

A long stay required financial resources. As 
a rabbi, Paul had been required to practice 
a regular trade to support himself. He was 
a tentmaker (v. 3), work that he probably 
learned in his native Tarsus, where herds of 
goats were kept for their fleece, which was 
called cilicium and used widely for tent-
making. In our day, “tentmaker” still has 
meaning. It describes a pastor who supplies 
his financial needs through a secular job and 
not through a church salary. In some places, 
this becomes the only realistic option for a 
small congregation with minimal resources to 
have regular pastoral care.

Paul did not work alone. Luke tells us that 
he partnered there with a Jewish Christian 
couple named Priscilla and Aquila. Aquila was 
a native of Pontus who, until recently, had 
been living in Rome (v. 2). But he and Priscilla, 
along with other Jews, were expelled from 
Rome by Emperor Claudius. The emperor’s 
edict brought Priscilla and Aquila to Corinth 
and into Paul’s life. Scholars guess that Aquila 
was a Jewish slave who became a freedman 
in Rome and married a Jewess connected 
with a Roman family. The frequent mention 
of her name before his may indicate that she 
had the money and contacts that enabled 
them to own a tent-making business, possibly 
with branches at Rome (Rom. 16:3), Corinth, 
and Ephesus (see 18:19).

At first, Paul worked through the week and 
then spent “every Sabbath” at the synagogue 
where he made the case for Jesus as Messiah 
(vv. 4–5). The arrival of Timothy and Silas from 

Macedonia with financial gifts from Philippi 
(2 Cor. 11:9; Phil. 4:14–15), made a switch to 
full-time ministry possible. The ESV rendering 
of v. 5 as “Paul was occupied with the word” 
is not as clear as the NIV version: “Paul 
devoted himself exclusively to preaching.” In 
response to Timothy’s heartening news about 
the mission in Thessalonica (1 Thess. 3:6), 
Paul wrote them to commend their zeal and 
offer encouragement in their Christian walk.

His increased activity, meanwhile, was 
bringing a response, including some 
mounting opposition. As had happened at 
Pisidian Antioch, the initial proclamation at 
the synagogue produced a rejection by the 
majority of the Jews, followed by a direct 
outreach to the Gentiles. “When they opposed 
and reviled him, he shook out his garments 
and said to them, ‘Your blood be on your own 
heads! I am innocent. From now on I will go 
to the Gentiles’” (v. 6). The shaking out of 
dust from one’s clothes or sandals (Neh. 5:13; 
Matt. 10:14) was a symbolic act of rejection 
and exemption from further responsibility (cf. 
13:51).

From this point on, Paul discontinued meeting 
at the synagogue, though it did not signal 
a change in his mission strategy generally 
(see 18:19 and 19:8). He made his base of 
operation “the house of a man named Titius 
Justus,” a Gentile God-fearer who happened 
to live next door to the synagogue (v. 7)! One 
of the first Jews to accept Paul’s message 
was Crispus, the synagogue leader who, 
together with his whole household, “believed 
in the Lord” (v. 8) and was baptized by Paul 
(1 Cor. 1:14). His conversion likely had quite 
an impact.
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“D ON ’T B E A FR A I D ; 
K EEP ON SPE A K I NG !” 
acts 18:9–17
The memory of the problems in Thessalonica 
and his dismissal by the Areopagus in 
Athens, along with the opposition of the Jews 
who worshiped right next door must have 
burdened Paul’s heart. Maybe he wondered 
if previous experiences of a good start, 
followed by opposition strong enough to force 
him out of town, would be repeated here in 
Corinth. Luke tells us that that God granted 
him an encouraging vision one night. “Do not 
be afraid,” the Lord told him. “Go on speaking 
and do not be silent, for I am with you, and 
no one will attack you to harm you, for I have 
many in this city who are my people” (v. 10). 
It was the same strengthening presence God 
had once promised the prophet Jeremiah 
(Jer. 1:8).

Twice before (9:3–6 and 16:9) the Lord had 
given Paul direction by a vision. It would not be 
the last time. Emboldened by this direct word, 
Paul came to his work with new determination. 
His stay in Corinth lasted 18 months.

God had not said there would be no 
opposition. Just no “harm”! The truth of 
the vision became evident some time later 
when “the Jews made a united attack on 
Paul and brought him before the tribunal” 
of the Roman proconsul Gallio. This mention 
of Gallio as proconsul of Achaia (v. 12) 
provides a peg date upon which scholars 
construct a chronology of Paul’s ministry. 
Gallio’s term as governor can be dated, due 
to the archeologists’ discovery of four stone 
fragments at Delphi, 50 miles northwest of 
Corinth. According to historian Paul Maier, 
the fragments can be dated to AD 51–52. 

On them are the words: “[Concerning] the 
present stories, and those quarrels of the 
citizens of which [a report has been made 
by Lucius] Junius Gallio, my friend, and [pro]
consul of Achaia…” This inscription has 
become an anchor for Pauline chronology 
because proconsuls held office, generally, for 
only one year.

The Jews made their accusation: “This 
man is persuading people to worship God 
contrary to the law” (v. 13). They were 
claiming that the religion he advocated was 
not recognized by Roman law as Judaism 
was. But Gallio refused to be drawn into 
what he considered an intramural squabble, 
explaining that “it is a matter of questions 
about words and names and your own law” 
(v. 15). With those words he dismissed the 
case and forcibly drove the accusers from 
the tribunal. Gallio’s decision was important, 
says Longenecker, for it was tantamount to 
recognizing Christianity as a religio licita 
(approved religion). For the next decade or 
so, Christianity could be proclaimed without 
fear from the Romans, at least.

The gathered crowd reacted by seizing 
Sosthenes, another synagogue “ruler” (like 
Crispus), and beating him “in front of the 
tribunal” (v. 17). Were they Gentiles attacking 
a Jew in an anti-Semitic fit, or were they 
Jews angered by Sosthenes because they 
thought him too friendly toward Paul? 
Some scholars think it was the latter, that 
Sosthenes had come to defend Paul and later, 
like Crispus, became a Christian himself. 
They say that he is the same man mentioned 
in 1 Cor. 1:1. If that is true, he would be the 
second synagogue ruler to convert!
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J O U R N EY HOME TO A N T IO CH 
acts 18:18–22
The ministry at Corinth proceeded with 
considerable success for months after 
Gallio’s decision. In the spring of AD 52, 
however, Paul left Corinth to return to 
Antioch, with a prior stop at Jerusalem. At 
least a part of the reason was that “he was 
under a vow” (v. 18). What sort of vow was 
this? The mention by Luke that Paul “cut his 
hair” at Cenchreae seems to indicate that it 
was a form of the Nazirite vow (see Numbers 
6), possibly undertaken early in his time at 
Corinth when he was still anxious about his 
future. The vow required that the hair be 
allowed to grow and that no strong drink be 
consumed. Now, having seen God’s hand 
protecting him and blessing the work, he was 
determined to fulfill his vow by presenting his 
hair as a burnt offering with accompanying 
sacrifice at the temple (Num. 6:18–20) after 
a 30-day period of purification.

Paul was accompanied by Priscilla and 
Aquila, who may have been on their way 
to Ephesus to transfer their tent-making 
business or open a new branch there. Silas 
and Timothy are not mentioned. It is possible 
that they stayed on for a time in Corinth, or 
else that Luke simply did not mention their 
presence on the voyage.

For a brief time Paul took the opportunity 
and “reasoned with the Jews” in the 
synagogue at Ephesus (v. 19) as he had 
hoped to do two years earlier at the start of 
this journey. Priscilla and Aquila set up shop 
in Ephesus and asked Paul to stay on with 
them there (v. 20), but he declined in order 
to fulfill the vow.

The final leg of his voyage took him to 
Caesarea, the port city for Jerusalem. From 
Caesarea he “went up” to the holy city (travel 
to Jerusalem from any direction was “up”) 
65 miles to the southeast. There he greeted 
the mother church, fulfilled his vow, and then 
“went down” (travel away from Jerusalem in 
any direction was “down”) to Antioch, three 
hundred miles to the north, ministering within 
the church that had originally commissioned 
him to reach out to the Gentiles. He remained 
in Antioch for “some time,” probably until 
the following spring (of AD 53), when he set 
out once more to strengthen the churches 
“through the region of Galatia and Phrygia” 
(v.23, cf.16:6) founded on his earlier 
journeys. Thus, in a very low-key fashion, 
Luke announces the beginning of what we 
call the Third Missionary Journey.

A P OLLOS T H E B OLD 
acts 18:23–28
Sometime after Paul departed Ephesus, a 
man destined to be a “rising star” in the 
church appeared in the city. He was a Jew 
from Alexandria, described here as an 
“eloquent man” (v. 24). The Greek word 
can also mean “educated” (contrast him 
with Peter and John, described in 4:13 as 
“uneducated”), which is not surprising since 
Alexandra, with its great library, was the 
literary capital of the Hellenistic world. His 
religious genealogy is obscure. Someone 
somewhere had instructed him “in the way 
of the Lord” (v. 25). It may have been some 
disciples of John the Baptist who taught him 
about Jesus since Luke observes that Apollos 
“knew only the baptism of John.” John’s 
baptism (Luke 7:29), which indicated one’s 
repentance and God’s washing of forgiveness 
(Luke 3:3), was a precursor to Christian 
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baptism, though it did not impart the Holy Spirit (see 19:2). But what he knew 
of Jesus, even though incomplete, he taught “accurately” and with admirable 
boldness (v. 26).

God’s providence arranged for Priscilla and Aquila to hear Apollos one day at 
the synagogue. While it was obvious to them that his knowledge of the Christian 
way was not fully formed, they did not treat him as a false teacher. Instead “they 
took him aside and explained to him the way of God more accurately” (v. 26), 
becoming thereby a model of how to deal with doctrinal differences. Their patient 
instruction had good effect, for when Apollos “wished to cross to Achaia” (v. 27) 
the believers not only encouraged him but even wrote a letter of introduction 
urging the believers in Corinth “to welcome him.”

So it happened that Apollos made a fine beginning of his work in Corinth and 
“greatly helped” the believers there. A bold witness like Paul, he “powerfully 
refuted the Jews in public, showing by the Scriptures that the Christ was Jesus” 
(v. 28). His popularity in Corinth is reflected in the fact that a party arose claiming 
him as its leader (1 Cor. 1:12). Paul would later acknowledge that what he had 
planted, Apollos had watered (1 Cor. 3:6). Apollos later accompanied Paul for a 
time in Crete (Titus 3:13). It may even be, as Luther first suggested, that Apollos 
authored Hebrews, a brilliantly constructed argument for Jesus as Messiah, which 
employed Old Testament history and imagery (says Robert Smith).

Priscilla, Aquila, and Apollos worked with Paul in a way that still models “team 
ministry” to the church in our time.

Priscilla, Aquila, and Apollos worked with Paul in a way 
that still models “team ministry” to the church in our time.
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PER SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
acts 19:1–41

Lord God, as I open Your Word today, grant me Your Holy Spirit and 
nourish what You have begun in me. Help me to live a life that matches 

the message I believe and speak, for Jesus’ sake. Amen.

Review
1. Have you been taking up the “memory challenge”? If so, review with those in your small group what you 

remember and what benefit it’s given you.

2. What was Paul’s secular job? How do you think it proved useful on his mission journey?

3. How did the archeological discovery of the “Gallio Inscription” assist scholars seeking to understand the 
New Testament?

Acts 19:1–12
4. Paul now comes for a lengthy stay in Ephesus (more than 2 years). He had been there only briefly on 

his 2nd journey (18:20). What can you discover from Bible footnotes or the internet about Ephesus? Any 
information about the size of the Temple of Diana?

5. What doctrinal deficiency does Paul discover at Ephesus? What does Paul’s question in verse 3 reveal about 
his baptismal theology?

6. In your small group, review what happened in Acts 2:4; 8:14–17; 10:44–46 and now here in verse 6. How 
are these connected? What stands out?

Acts 19:13–20
7. Who are the sons of Sceva, and what are they doing? What’s wrong with their approach?

8. How do you think people try to use Jesus for their own purposes today?

9. In verse 19, some people burn their scrolls. What do you need to “burn” in order to live more devotedly to 
God? What will it cost you?
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Acts 19:21–41
10. What small note in v. 21 points to the greater geographic narrative at work in this book (see 1:8)?

11. The temple of Artemis (Diana) was one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. Tourists flocked to the 
site. What role did the silversmiths have there?

12. What is Demetrius’ summary of Paul’s message (v. 26)? Why did he and the others fear Paul?

13. Read Isaiah 44:9–20 to hear God’s take on idols and their creators. What would you say are some common 
“idols” in our time?

14. Are there instances when becoming a committed Christian could be “bad for business” today?

15. Why does the crowd react when they “recognized that (Alexander) was a Jew” (v. 34)?

16. How do the concerns of Demetrius and the city clerk (vv. 35–41) compare?

17. In reading the account of the missionary journeys thus far, what would you say that the church today could 
learn from the missionaries and their experiences?

Memory Challenge
Review what you have learned thus far.
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