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“IF GOD WILLS” (Acts 18:18-28) 

The Apostle Paul will leave mainland Greece and head back to Asia Minor (Modern Turkey) to 
revisit the city of Ephesus. There he will see God do an amazing work in establishing one of the 
greatest NT churches in that strategic city.  
 

 
 
And Paul after this tarried there yet a good while, and then took his leave of the brethren, and sailed thence into 

Syria, and with him Priscilla and Aquila; having shorn his head in Cenchrea: for he had a vow. (v18) 
 
Since the Lord promised him protection from physical harm at Corinth, Paul took time to pastor 
this new church in Corinth, “And Paul after this tarried there yet a good while.” We don’t know exactly 
how long Paul stayed in Corinth but we know it was more than 18 months. Doubtless, he 
recognised that these new converts needed much patience and teaching to help them to 
spiritually grow and prosper in such a wicked city. 
 Paul was determined to make it back to Jerusalem. This was about a 1,500-mile boat trip 
so this clearly was important to him. For this was a long, arduous and dangerous journey. He 
stopped for a time in a place called Cenchrea. This was the home of Phoebe and the location of 
another church. (Rom. 16:1) There he had his hair shaved off as part of a vow he had taken. This 
vow was likely made for a certain length of time (hair doesn’t grow back quickly!), although Jews 
made some vows for a lifetime. The shaved hair was then taken and offered to the Lord at a 
special ceremony at the temple in Jerusalem. We don’t know why he took that particular vow. It 
may have been linked to God’s protection on his ministry in Corinth or his fears about being 
contaminated by the worldliness of such a place. It could also be that he wanted to emphasise to 
the Jewish believers in Jerusalem that he hadn’t given up his Jewish identity.  
 Likely this was a Nazarite vow such as those we read of in Numbers 6:1-21. The word, 
“Nazirite” come from a Hebrew root nazir, which means to vow or to consecrate. A vow is a 
solemn promise to God and an oath before God, recognising Him as witness and judge to that 
vow’s obligations. Vows should never be broken or entered into frivolously. By cutting off the 
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hair in a Nazirite vow, a person was demonstrating publicly that he or she was consecrating 
themselves wholly to the Lord. Stott explains, 
 

“involved abstinence from drinking wine and from cutting one’s hair for a period, at the 
end of which the hair was first cut and then burned, along with other sacrifices, as a 
symbol of self- offering to God. If the vow was completed away from Jerusalem, the hair 
could still be brought there to be burned. Such vows were made either in thankfulness 
for past blessings (such as Paul’s safekeeping in Corinth) or as part of a petition for 
future blessings (such as safekeeping on Paul’s impending journey). Once Paul had been 
liberated from the attempt to be justified by the law, his conscience was free to take part 
in practices which, being ceremonial or cultural, belonged to the matters indifferent, 
perhaps on this occasion in order to conciliate the Jewish Christian leaders he was going 
to see in Jerusalem (cf. 21:23 ff.).”  

 

 
 
This raise the issue of how this applies to us today in the 21st century. Should we ever consider 
taking similar vows of consecration? If so, how would that apply to us? Zeisler makes a helpful 
suggestion,  
 

“It struck me that one thing that might be similar to a Nazirite vow in my own case is to 
keep the car radio off. I don’t like silence. But that would probably be a good choice for 
me, because I am in the car enough that I would be reminded often, “It’s quiet in here—
that means that I have chosen a restriction that will give me the chance to be grateful, to 
sing a hymn, to offer a prayer.” Saying no offers an opportunity to say yes to the Lord. 
Similar choices might be turning off cell phones, or restricting how much news you have 
at your fingertips. There are many ways to enter into a discipline that gives you a chance 
to recognize and appreciate the daily presence of the Lord…..Paul’s journey home to 
Jerusalem and Antioch was in both cases a recognition that he couldn’t go on forever 
without replenishing his spiritual life, without drinking deeply from the well of the truest 
things. He set an example for us, both in committing himself to a daily series of 
reminders that God was present and he could give thanks to him, and in returning to 
deep roots. And we will do well to sometimes go back home to the place where God has 
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met us, where the people of God will support us, listen, and be part of the good renewal 
of our hearts.”  

 
And he came to Ephesus, and left them there: but he himself entered into the synagogue, and reasoned with the 

Jews. When they desired him to tarry longer time with them, he consented not; (v19-20) 
 
Ephesus was an important city. It was famous for the Temple of Diana which was reckoned as 
one of the seven wonders of the ancient world. Being a coastal port, it had a cosmopolitan mix. 
Many Jews worked and lived there, hence the presence of the synagogue. Paul had wanted to 
preach in Ephesus some two years earlier, but was stopped by the Holy Spirit. (Acts 16:6) Maybe 
that was another reason why he wasn’t keen to stay there for he sensed no divine leading yet to 
lift that prohibition. However, when he arrived he did go to the synagogue to preach Christ, “but 
he himself entered into the synagogue, and reasoned with the Jews.” The city of Ephesus was one of the few 
places that the Jews welcomed him. However, Paul was determined to get to Jerusalem for the 
Feast of Passover to bring his report to the church there.  
 

 
 

But bade them farewell, saying, I must by all means keep this feast that cometh in Jerusalem: but I will return 
again unto you, if God will. And he sailed from Ephesus. (v21) 

 
It must have been very hard for Paul to leave these truth seekers of the Jews in Ephesus. But 
clearly, he felt the leading of the Lord to go straight to Jerusalem for the Passover. We can only 
guess why he decided that was more important. However, Paul promised them “but I will return 
again unto you, if God will.” To prevent any misunderstanding, he made clear that his desire to 
revisit them was not something he controlled. Paul knew that his whole life was under the 
control of a sovereign God. 

All of our plans should be based upon the Will of God, “For that ye ought to say, If the Lord 
will, we shall live, and do this, or that” (James 4:15). We will not walk a step further than God wills. 
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We will not live a second longer on earth than God wills.  The old Presbyterians used to sign off 
their Church notices “DV” an abbreviation of the Latin Deo Volente meaning “The Lord 
Willing.” Spurgeon once noted, “There are two great certainties about things that shall come to 
pass – one is that God knows, and the other is that we do not know.”  

Live long enough and you’ll discover that God’s plan and yours often are not the same. Our whole 
lives can be characterized by this motto -  It turned out totally different from what I expected! 
We use words like “surprise” “unexpected” and “shock” a lot to describe our lives. God isn’t 
limited to what we think he ought to do - We continually make the mistake of thinking that our 
plans and God’s plans are the same plans. They aren’t. Some wise person said it this way: “Write 
your plans in pencil and give God the eraser.” The phrase “If the Lord wills…” should be more 
than a catch word with believers.  It should be a way of life! 
 
And when he had landed at Caesarea, and gone up, and saluted the church, he went down to Antioch. And after 

he had spent some time there, he departed, and went over all the country of Galatia and Phrygia in order, 
strengthening all the disciples. (v22-23) 

 
Caesarea was one of the major seaports in Palestine from which Paul could transit by land to 
Jerusalem. This landing at Caesarea brings Paul to the end of the second missionary journey. 
This journey occurred about 50-52 A.D. with 1½ years based in Corinth. Paul gave greetings to 
the leaders of the church at Jerusalem and would have given a report on his missionary journey. 
For Paul was a man who always respected church authority and made himself accountable to it.  
 We don’t know how long Paul stayed in Jerusalem but eventually he made his way back 
to his “home church” in Antioch. This is the church that had sent him out with their blessing on 
his first two missionary journeys. He had likely been away 2-3 years. After abiding in Antioch 
this man’s heart still burns with love for the Church. He now went back to revisit some of the 
churches he had planted previously. This would begin the third missionary journey. Paul knew it 
wasn’t enough for these people to be saved and learn the basics of Christianity. They had to be 
continually discipled to grow in the things of God. For mature saints are the backbone of an 
effective ministry. It is never enough to have a good beginning for the Lord, but we must be 
always be growing in strength.  

 
And a certain Jew named Apollos, born at Alexandria, an eloquent man, and mighty in the scriptures, came to 
Ephesus. This man was instructed in the way of the Lord; and being fervent in the spirit, he spake and taught 

diligently the things of the Lord, knowing only the baptism of John. And he began to speak boldly in the 
synagogue: whom when Aquila and Priscilla had heard, they took him unto them, and expounded unto him the 

way of God more perfectly. (v24-26) 
 
This section gives us an insight into what happened in one of the places Paul had visited and left 
before. Paul only spent a short time at Ephesus and evidently Priscilla and Aquila were then 
appointed to take over this fledgling work. In fulfilling this mandate, this godly couple spotted a 
man called Apollos from Alexandria. The city of Alexandria was the centre of Roman power in 
Egypt. It was founded by Alexander the Great to spread the Greek culture in the North African 
part of his empire. Alexandria had a university with a library of almost 700,000 volumes. There 
were said to be over 1 million Jews there. Many great Christian theologians emerged from this 
citadel of learning such as Athanasius, Tertullian and Augustine came. Apollos was one of the 
first in a long line of significant church leaders. He likely enjoyed one of the finest educations.  
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Apollos had tremendous natural and spiritual gifts from the Lord but he had an 
incomplete doctrinal understanding. He was “fervent in the spirit” which means literally “boiling” 
or “overflowing.” Apollos just needed to harness these gifts in the right doctrinal direction with 
the natural zeal and energy he had to serve the Lord. This was a man full of zeal to serve the 
Lord. Apollos was a kind of “mini Apostle Paul.” Priscilla and Aquila discerned the potential in 
him. They did not look down on him for his deficiencies but with a good motive sought only to 
build him up in the Lord to be more effective. Bruce comments, “how much better it is to give 
such private help to a preacher whose ministry is defective than to correct or denounce him 
publicly!” 

Although Apollos was from the prestigious city of Alexandria and extremely eloquent 
and learned, he still had a humble and teachable heart. Even though we are told that he was 
“mighty in the Scriptures” and was regarded highly by the public for his eloquence and command of 
the Old Testament, Priscilla and Aquila knew some important truths that he did not yet 
know. He was willing to be taught by a couple of tentmakers, one of whom was a woman! 
Priscilla became a Mother in the Faith to this young man. This humility and meekness enabled 
him to become a mighty instrument in God’s Hand. The way up in God’s work always begins by 
going down. Spurgeon urged his students to always be teachable, “The man who never reads will 
never be read; he who never quotes will never be quoted. He who will not use the thoughts of 
other men’s brains, proves that he has no brains of his own.” 
 

 
 

And when he was disposed to pass into Achaia, the brethren wrote, exhorting the disciples to receive him: who, 
when he was come, helped them much which had believed through grace: For he mightily convinced the Jews, and 

that publicly, shewing by the scriptures that Jesus was Christ. (v27-28) 
 
Many people once they have learned more doctrine become proud and boast in their 
intellectualism, but not Apollos. He was full of the Holy Ghost. Once he grasped the balance of 
truth, there was no holding him back! Aquila and Priscilla were happy to let him go to serve the 
Lord more effectively. We must see the relationship – Paul taught Aquila and Priscilla; they then 
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passed it on to Apollos; and, finally, he passed on to others in Corinth and Achaia. That’s the 
order of true discipleship.  

We see the fruits of the humility of Apollos and the love of Priscilla and Aquila. For we 
read that Apollos served in other places like Achaia, “who, when he was come, helped them much which 
had believed through grace: For he mightily convinced the Jews, and that publicly, shewing by the scriptures that 
Jesus was Christ.” He also had a great impact on the church of Corinth, for Paul testified, “I have 
planted, Apollos watered; but God gave the increase.” (1 Cor. 3:6) This wonderful relationship of these 
three saint illustrates the whole body of Christ working together in harmony and for the right 
purpose. It resulted in wonderful blessings that overflowed to others. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
  
 
 


