Text: Acts 19:8-20

Title: God’s Work in Ephesus

Truth: The gospel can progress even in the most pagan of environments.
Date/Location: Sunday evening 12/1/2013 and Wed 1/8/2025 at FBC

Introduction

Paul made a promise in 18:21 to return to Ephesus when the people there
asked him to stay but he could not. He left for a time of ministry in
Antioch and Jerusalem, and then started his third missionary tour, going
through Galatia and Phrygia to strengthen the disciples. He finally
returned to Ephesus, keeping his earlier promise. The first people he
encountered were the disciples of John the Baptist who had not heard
about the finished work of Christ, nor of the ministry of the Holy Spirit.
He helped them, and then started another stint of ministry in the local
synagogue.

I. Opposition from Unbelievers, v. 8-9a

A. Three months is a long time for Paul in one synagogue. Paul sometimes
was kicked out after only three weeks! And he had been there before
(Acts 18:19-21).

B. Again, Paul was reasoning and persuading, but this time Luke specifies
the content concerned the things of the kingdom of God. This is not a
completely distinct message from what he was preaching before, as if
Paul preached one subject in most synagogues and then another very
different one in other synagogues. Paul spoke of the kingdom regularly
and so did Luke in Acts: 1:3, 1:6, 8:12, 14:22, 19:8, 20:25, 28:23, 28:31.

The anticipated future entrance into the kingdom requires a new birth.
Luke shows us that Paul’s message was based on salvation in Christ
which makes a person fit to enter the kingdom, just as Jesus said in John
3:3. Christian salvation also amounts to your visa or citizenship in the
kingdom of God, thus permitting entry.

With more time to teach, Paul could get into further depth and specifics
than just “Jesus is the Christ.” He could unpack the larger context of
Christ dying and rising again, and importantly, Christ returning to reign
and the implications of that.

C. Some hardened and did not believe, and they went to the next step and
spoke evil about Christianity in front of the synagogue. This opposition is
understandable but very unfortunate. What evil would they have
spoken? They could have charged Paul with antinomianism, that a
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person did not have to keep the Law to be saved. They could have said
the gospel has no “brakes” in it in the sense that a person could say, “Let
us sin that grace may abound.” Paul dealt with those errors elsewhere
(Romans 9:31, 6:1).

D. Focus for a moment on the fact that they were “hardened” and “did not
believe.” This is the phenomenon of rejection of God; of rebellion against
God; of closing the heart to the hearing of God’s word. Hardening is
easier to see from the outside than it is to see from one’s own
perspective. God introduces the concept of hardening in the Bible in
Exodus 4:21, followed by references throughout chapters 7 to 14
regarding the Egyptian Pharaoh who hardened his heart against God. |
beseech you, and God on your behalf, if you are in this state, please
leave it behind. Soften your heart; unstiffen your neck; embrace God in
your mind.

Il. Teaching the Word of the Lord, 9b-10

A. Paul separated himself from the synagogue to get away from the
hardened unbelief. The text indicates that the disciples withdrew with
him. This was effectively a split in the synagogue over the Messiah. Paul
went to the school belonging to Tyrannus, to continue his teaching,
reasoning, and persuading ministry.

B. Two years this teaching ministry continued so that many heard of Christ
in the surrounding region. Paul could get into thorough depth about
Christian theology and reach a lot of people who would then reach into
more distant regions. Paul alludes to some of this gospel extension in
Colossians 4:13 when he mentions Laodicea and Hierapolis.

Ill. Healings and Exorcisms Result in Glory to Christ, v. 11-17

A. Luke mentions some instances of “absentee” healing which are highly
unusual. Miracles are already unusual (by definition), so we do not
expect to see them today. In fact, there are only a few seasons in the
history of the world where there were any number of miracles: the
creation, Moses, Elijah and Elisha, Jesus and the apostles, and then the
eschaton around the Tribulation and inauguration of the kingdom. But
some of Paul’s miracles were unusual even among the unusual. God did
this healing, removing illness and demons from people. It was not magic.
See Acts 5:12-16 for other unusual miracles.

B. Probably because Paul’s healing ministry drew a crowd, this induced
others to “copycat.” But they were fakes without divine power. Several



Jewish people tried to do similar things to Paul, and even “drop names”
like Jesus and Paul when they were making the attempt.

In verse 15, the demon was not impressed, and he tore into them. This
was a consequence of their folly in thinking that they could play with
spiritual beings like they did. These men are evaluated negatively despite
their use of the name of Jesus. “In Jesus name” only was effective for
those who really trusted in Christ, just as prayers today will not magically
work just because you append those words. You must really believe in
Him!

By the way, what would a real Jewish priest think of his sons being
involved in magic work of this sort? Given the prohibition against magic
and the like in the Old Testament, he would not be pleased at all.

Jesus removed a legion of demons (Luke 8:26-39). These seven men were
overpowered by a single demon!

C. Luke uses the contrast between God’s work of miracles through Paul and
the fake stuff by the Jewish exorcists to highlight the difference between
magic and God. The apostle Paul (and Peter earlier) did not go around
and tout their “magic” working ability, but rather publicized the name of
the one in whose name and by whose power the work was done.

D. The result of real miracles and the manifest consequences of fake
miracles were such that many people became fearful of the power that
was behind what Paul was doing. See Acts 5:11 for another instance of
this.

E. Jesus’s name was magnified. Fear of the Lord and worship of the name of
Jesus needs to be the center piece of our churches. In too many
churches, social action reigns supreme and Jesus and His word are
eclipsed.

IV. Public Confession of Sins — Proof of True Repentance, v. 18-20

A. Luke explains that many who had believed, perhaps because of the fear
(see above) or otherwise recently came to Christ, needed to clean out
their closets.

B. They came doing two things: confessing and telling their deeds.
Confession is admitting wrong, and this was done publicly to show that it
was real. Public confession has a way of bringing a level of accountability
to the situation. They also admitted what they were doing with their
pagan worship.



C. In this case their worship had to do with magic books. These probably had
“instructions” or “spells” on how to do the magic. They were known as
the Ephesian Grammata — magical writings. The value of these books was
astounding—50,000 silver pieces. If they were an ounce each, that would
be 50,000 * $20 per oz = $1,000,000 (one million dollars). This amount
highlights the superstitiousness of the Ephesians, as well as the dirty
money-making side of the magic art there.

D. This kind of “no going back” approach to sin is what we need. If your right
hand offends you, cut it off. If books, magazines, or websites are
tempting you, cut them off.

E. You may have heard testimonies like what happened in Ephesus. For
example, what to do with music from your past unsaved life? Sell it? Give
it away? You could not give it in good conscience because it would be
negatively affecting someone else. So, burn it or otherwise throw it in
the trash. Such a decision indicates a complete willingness to give up sin,
despite the monetary loss and cost to your pride.

Conclusion

In the end, the word of the Lord grew mightily and prevailed, as it always
tends to do when sins are exposed and confessed. See 6:7 and 12:24 for
similar commentary on the progress of the gospel.

Oh, for such growth in our day. Where is it, Lord?

This all was “round 1” because in the second half of the chapter the
idolaters assert themselves against the Christians with a riot. What a
contrast in method — on the one hand, rioting; on the other preaching a
message of salvation that results in the abandonment of pagan practices
and the making righteous of a large swath of a city.
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