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The Other Side of Disciple-making 

Acts 18:23 – 19:10 

 

Over the past century, a sad thing has happened in the church in America, something that has 

actually had a crippling effect.  

The revivalism of the 1800s and early 1900s created an intense zeal for evangelism, for 

“winning people to Christ.” The primary focus of evangelism was placed on making heaven and 

missing hell by accepting Jesus as one’s personal Savior.  

That emphasis carried over throughout the twentieth century and for many into the twenty-

first. In our zeal to rescue people from hell—a very noble goal—we focused most of our efforts 

on the initial profession of faith. Once a person “accepted Christ,” made that public profession of 

faith, and was baptized and received into the church, we moved on to the next person who 

needed to be saved. In many congregations, everything, even the primary focus of worship, was 

geared toward this purpose. 

This tendency became particularly pronounced among Baptists. Since we Baptists practice 

believers’ baptism by immersion, critics of this approach began to refer to it as “dipping and 

dropping”—winning people but neglecting to help them grow as disciples of Jesus.  

There were bright spots and times when we did maintain a better balance—Baptist Young 

People’s Union, then Baptist Training Union, then Training Union, then Church Training, then 

Discipleship Training—this succession of efforts helped give those who participated well-

rounded instruction in Baptist doctrine, history, polity, ethics, and leadership development. 

Emphasis on daily devotions and  Bible memorization was also helpful.  

But things were still lacking in the area of spiritual formation and development. And much of 

what was good and helpful has fallen by the wayside.  

Today we’re reaping the harvest of that neglect and of an unbalanced approach to disciple-

making. Think about it—if a church’s Sunday morning attendance runs half of its resident 

membership, it’s doing pretty well. For most, it’s usually more like a quarter of resident 

membership. Where are all those who once declared their allegiance to Jesus as Lord and set out 

to follow Him as His disciples? 

I submit to you this morning that our focus on Jesus’ commission to us to make disciples has 

been largely, though not completely nor intentionally, one-sided. 

 

Stories about disciple-making 

This text from Acts 18 and 19 that we’re looking at this morning is about the other side of 

disciple-making. Luke shares several stories here about disciples who needed nurturing. 

We pick up in 18:23 on Luke’s summary of Paul’s activity at that point—he was traveling 
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from place to place throughout the region of Galatia and Phrygia, strengthening all the disciples.1 

Meanwhile as Paul was making his rounds to the churches in that region, a learned, eloquent 

Alexandrian Jew named Apollos came to Ephesus, preaching and teaching what he knew about 

Jesus. He had a thorough knowledge of the Scriptures and had received instruction in the way of the 

Lord. He was teaching fervently and accurately about Jesus in the synagogue, but his knowledge 

was limited, since as Luke puts it, he knew only the baptism of John (18:24-25). 

He wasn’t exactly like my older cousin Eugene who served as a pastor in Bladen County for 

more than 35 years and preached revivals throughout several states. My grandfather, Eugene’s 

uncle, was also a pastor. Shortly after Eugene announced his call to the ministry, Granddaddy 

asked him to preach revival services in his church. This was back when services ran at least a full 

week, maybe two, with morning and evening services every day. Toward the end of the revival, 

Eugene said, “I’ve preached everything I know this week and a few things I’m not quite sure 

about!” 

Well, Apollos was sure of what he knew, but when Priscilla and Aquila (a Jewish Christian 

wife and husband who were leaders among the Christians) heard him in the synagogue, they 

knew he needed more instruction. So they invited him to their home and explained the way of God to 

him more adequately. He then went to Achaia to the city of Corinth with the Ephesian church’s 

blessing and recommendation. No doubt, Priscilla and Aquila’s influence carried some weight, 

since they had spent several years in Corinth after Emperor Claudius banned all the Jews from 

Rome for a time. Paul had stayed with Aquila and Priscilla in Corinth for a year and a half as he 

ministered there. Apollos was a great help to the believers there in Corinth, particularly in their 

public debates with the Jews about Jesus (18:26-28). 

So here was an able teacher with a thorough knowledge of the Old Testament Scriptures, 

who still needed to be more effectively discipled. Priscilla and Aquila helped him, and he 

became a great help to the Christians in Corinth! 

Now while Apollos was in Corinth, Paul came to Ephesus. When he arrived, he encountered 

some disciples who had been baptized into John’s baptism, and had not received the Holy Spirit. 

In other words, they were followers of John the Baptist, who had believed in Jesus, but their 

spiritual experience was deficient.2 Paul briefly explained the nature of John’s baptism as 

repentance in anticipation of Christ; they were baptized into the name of Jesus. Paul laid hands 

on them after they were baptized and they received the Holy Spirit (19:1-7). Believing in Jesus 

as the Messiah was only the start. They needed the Spirit’s presence in their lives to live as His 

disciples. 

Luke goes on to tell us about Paul’s ministry in Ephesus. For about three months he spoke 

boldly in the synagogue. But after resistance arose, he took the disciples and moved to the lecture 

hall of Tyrannus, teaching the disciples there daily for two years. The result was that all the Jews 

and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of the Lord (19:8-10). 

As we can see from these stories in our text, Paul and other Christian leaders understood the 

importance of nurturing those who had become believers. 

 

Helping disciples grow 

Paul sometimes used the image of being infants in Christ for believers, and especially 

immature believers (1 Corinthians 3:1-2; Ephesians 4:12). The implications are obvious, aren’t 

they? Whether we’re talking about new believers or believers who have not yet grown, they must 

be nurtured from infancy toward maturity in Christ as disciples of Jesus. 

That’s a critically important task we learn from this text: the other side of disciple-making! It 
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teaches us that we must not only call people to believe in Christ; we must help them grow as His 

disciples. Three things stand out here. 

 

First, disciple-making is a multi-facted task. It not only involves calling people to believe; it 

also involves helping them to grow in Christ and developing leaders for the church.  

The call to faith in Christ is a call to follow Him as Lord! People have to be taught how to do 

that.  

At times we’ve made it sound like a call to obtain a fire insurance policy, with very little 

emphasis on the obligation and commitment to live life as a follower of Jesus, learning and 

living in His ways. Yes, hell is real. It’s the consequence of rejecting Christ, as the separation 

from God in this life continues after death, and we need to warn people of this reality. But 

following Christ is about so much more than missing hell! It’s about an eternal relationship with 

God! 

Those who come to Christ when we proclaim the gospel and call people to trust in Him have 

to grow toward maturity in their understanding and their lifestyle. Witnessing is only a part of 

the Great Commission. Without nurture the call to faith is not the kind of disciple-making Jesus 

calls us to do! 

After all, when you look at the Great Commission in Matthew 28:16-20, Jesus begins by 

declaring that all authority in heaven and on earth has been given to Him. On that basis, we’re to 

make disciples of all nations. That involves calling them to Jesus, placing His mark on them in 

baptism, and teaching them to obey all His commands—in other words, how we are to live as His 

disciples! 

Without this kind of nurture, we are not fulfilling our commission to make disciples for 

Jesus! 

 

The second thing that stands out here is that this spiritual nurture should be well-rounded. 

It should involve teaching disciples the content of our faith—Christian doctrine. That’s what 

Priscilla and Aquila did with Apollos. We must help believers develop in their understanding of 

the Scriptures and the doctrines of our faith. Sound doctrine arises out of a clear and accurate 

understanding of the Bible, and provides the foundation for right thinking and practical 

application of Scripture to our lives. A good disciple needs a good theological foundation.  

That’s why since ancient times, many churches have use a catechism, a set body of teachings 

about the faith to help believers develop that solid foundation.  

It’s why I’m so committed to worship that is saturated with God’s word in Scripture, and to 

biblical preaching that helps followers gain a deeper understanding of the Bible and how to 

interpret and apply it to our lives.  

And it’s why we follow the Christian Year in worship—focusing on God’s promise of a 

Messiah in Advent, celebrating Christ’s coming at Christmas, tracing His life, death, 

resurrection, and ascension through Epiphany, Lent, Holy Week, and Eastertide, then thinking 

from Pentecost until Advent comes around again about our life together as His church, brought 

together and empowered by His Holy Spirit. 

But this nurture must also guide disciples in their spiritual experience, as Paul did with 

John’s disciples in Ephesus. We must help believers understand life in the Spirit and encourage 

them in their walk with the Lord in the power of the Spirit. Correct doctrine without experience 

is hollow; but experience without doctrine can be dangerous! 

So our disciple-making is a lot like eating a well-balanced diet, learning about Jesus and our 
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faith, and experiencing our life together in the Spirit. 

 

And here’s the third thing. Spiritual nurture requires the giving of ourselves and of our time, 

whether we’re giving or receiving the nurture. Paul and Priscilla and Aquila have given us the 

example. We must invest ourselves in growing as disciples, and invest our lives in helping other 

disciples grow!  

Now people will invest themselves, their time, and their resources in business, recreation, 

and their family, in hopes of reaping certain benefits. But many believers are very reluctant to 

invest in spiritual nurture, either their own or that of someone else. The reality is that there will 

be incredible benefits both now and in eternity! Every great Christian was the recipient of 

someone else’s investment. And amazingly, when we invest ourselves to nurture others, we grow 

ourselves! 

 

Paul and other Christian leaders understood it. The early church understood it. And so must 

we!  

We must not only call people to believe in Christ; we must help them grow as His disciples. 

We must help them learn what it means to live as a believer, to walk in the Spirit as Jesus’ 

disciple, to live as a member of the body of Christ. We must help them understand the great 

truths of our faith, and what the Bible teaches about God and what He has done and will do in 

Christ. We must help disciples grow toward maturity in their relationship with God through 

Christ and their relationship with other believers in the church. We must not drop them after 

we’ve dipped them! We must practice the other side of disciple-making—not only helping 

people come to Christ, but helping them follow Him.  

The question is, will we?  

   

 

MEG 
                                                 

1 Scripture quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version® (2011 edition). 
2 Charles H. Talbert, Reading Acts: A Literary and Theological Commentary on the Acts of the Apostles (New 

York: Crossway, 1997), 174. 


