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Introduction
Remember the structure of the book of Acts?

1:8 – you will receive power from on high,



and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, 

and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.


We are in part three – as the gospel goes forth to the end of the earth.
Part three of Acts is structured by the missionary journeys of the apostle Paul.

If you think back to Luke’s gospel,



you may remember that the main body of Luke’s gospel 

starts with Jesus ministry in Galilee (chs 4-9)

and then comes the road to Jerusalem (chs 9-19)

and concludes with Jesus’s suffering, death and resurrection.


This last part of the book of Acts contains a number of similar themes.


The missionary journeys of Paul are parallel to Jesus’ ministry in Galilee.




Just as the preaching of the kingdom and the power of the kingdom





are set forth in the ministry of Jesus in Galilee,





so also the preaching and power of the kingdom 






are revealed in the ministry of Paul to the Gentiles.



And, as we’ll see next week,




Paul also will set out for Jerusalem.




Paul has his own “road to Jerusalem” –





although Paul’s road could also be called his “road to Rome.”



But, as we’ll see at the end of the book,




while Paul shares in the sufferings of Christ,




it is not his death, but his preaching, that is at the heart of the church.

(Verse 21 is the key transition, “Now after these events…”)

Our passage today, then, is the last installment that focuses our attention 

on what it means for the church to be a place 

where Jew and Gentile come together in one body.

Our passage today consists of five brief vignettes,

each of which demonstrates how the Word, the Way, and the Name of the Lord 


powerfully go forth through the preaching of the gospel.

And our passage today sets the location in Ephesus.


As we saw last week, Paul had briefly visited Ephesus 

at the end of his second missionary journey.


The Ephesian synagogue had requested Paul to stay,



but he was unable to stay at that time,



so he left Priscilla and Aquila there, and returned to Antioch.
Our narrative picks up back in Ephesus.
1. Apollos Learns the Way of God (18:24-28)
Now a Jew named Apollos, a native of Alexandria, came to Ephesus.

He was an eloquent man, competent in the Scriptures.


He had been instructed in the way of the Lord.


And being fervent in spirit, he spoke and taught accurately the things concerning Jesus,



though he knew only the baptism of John.
Apollos is an interesting character.


We are told that he was eloquent and competent in the Scriptures.

Not only that, but he had been instructed in “the way of the Lord”



and so he “taught accurately the things concerning Jesus,

though he knew only the baptism of John.”

What does this mean?


If you think about the development of Christian teaching,


there would have been several years – especially during the ministry of Jesus –



where the disciples of John the Baptist would have been teaching about Jesus



without the benefit of knowing about the death and resurrection.


And as this teaching spread, the death and resurrection of Jesus would have been added,


but if it was not under the apostolic teaching,



they would not have known about the coming of the Holy Spirit.

We have external attestation of this Jewish movement surrounding the figure of John the Baptist,

as several Jewish groups emerge during the early church
One of these groups has survived to the present day in a mountainous part of Iraq –


the Mandeans – a Gnostic Jewish sect that venerates the prophet John the Baptist.

Apollos was apparently a part of this Jewish movement.


They confessed Jesus as the Messiah,



but they did not know about the gift of the Holy Spirit.

He began to speak boldly in the synagogue,


but when Priscilla and Aquila heard him,


they took him and explained to him the way of God more accurately.
Notice that Priscilla and Aquila are still in the Jewish synagogue in Ephesus.

Jewish Christians took as their goal the reformation of the synagogue.

They wanted to see the whole synagogue embrace Jesus as Messiah.

Therefore, they did not start a separate organization in Ephesus.


They were lay people (contrary to the imagination of some!).


So they remained in the synagogue and sought to work from within.


But when Apollos, a gifted preacher, starts teaching about Jesus – 



they no doubt perked up their ears,



only to discover that Apollos didn’t quite understand the “way of God” fully.


So they took him aside and explained it to him.

It is a good thing to listen to the Word of God with reverence and submission.

But if you ever hear a preacher who is missing something –



if you ever hear a preacher (myself included) who is leaving something out –



then you should take him aside 

and explain the way of God to him more accurately.


And Luke even puts the name of Priscilla first in this case,


perhaps suggesting that she took the lead in this.


Some people try to turn Priscilla into a pastor based on these verses.



But there is no basis for that.


She and her husband were devout believers, 


but you never see either of them involved in the public ministry of the word.


Rather, what you see is Priscilla and Aquila laboring faithfully as believers in Jesus.


When Apollos begins teaching about Jesus,



they recognize that he is missing some important information,




so they take him aside and explain the Way of God more accurately.

Throughout the history of the church there have always been such wise and faithful lay people.

Women, as well as men, who have been knowledgeable in the scriptures,



and able to correct young whippersnappers who think they know it all.


Luke is encouraging you to know the Word of God so well


that you will be able to correct preachers who are out of balance.

And Luke is no doubt also praising Apollos for his willingness to heed this instruction,


(and perhaps to encourage other preachers to be willing to listen to their congregations!),


because he goes on to say that when Apollos



wished to cross to Achaia, the brothers encouraged him 

and wrote to the disciples to welcome him.

“The brothers” no doubt refers to the “house church” in Ephesus 

that had grown up around Priscilla and Aquila.

When he arrived (in Corinth) Apollos greatly helped those who through grace had believed,


for he powerfully refuted the Jews in public,


showing by the Scriptures that the Christ was Jesus.
I cannot help but point out once again Luke’s emphasis on salvation as a divine work:

“those who through grace had believed.”

It is the grace of God that saves us – it is by his grace that we come to faith.

Apparently the new believers in Corinth were struggling against the attacks of the Jews,

and so Apollos comes as a defender of the faith,


publicly refuting the Jews by demonstrating that the OT Scriptures 



teach that the Messiah was Jesus.

And the word of the Lord continued to increase and prevail mightily.
2. John’s Disciples Receive the Holy Spirit (19:1-7)
But we are not quite finished with John the Baptist.

Like I said earlier, John the Baptist had quite a following.

For several centuries the followers of John the Baptist existed as a separate Jewish sect.

Some people have wondered what this passage is doing here.


After all, the first three outpourings of the Holy Spirit are closely bound up



with the threefold pattern of the book:



1) the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the Jews in chapter 2 in Jerusalem



2) the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the Samaritans in chapter 8 in Samaria



3) the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the Gentile Cornelius in chapter 10.


What is this “fourth” outpouring of the Holy Spirit for?

I would suggest that this shows how significant the movement around John the Baptist was.


The problem in the first century church was what to do with these disciples of John.


Are they Christians or not?

Luke includes this story about Paul’s visit to Ephesus


in order to demonstrate that the disciples of John the Baptist 

must receive Christian baptism.

Luke wants us to understand that it is not enough to follow John the Baptist.


To follow John the Baptist after Jesus has come,


would be like following Moses through the Red Sea into the wilderness,



but then, after Moses died, refusing to follow Joshua into the promised land.


The whole point of leaving Egypt was to enter the promised land!


If you followed Moses, you should follow Joshua.

You passed through the Red Sea with Moses –



therefore you should pass through the Jordan River with Joshua.

Likewise, if you followed John the Baptist,


you should follow Jesus.

If you were baptized with John’s baptism for repentance,

then you should be baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus for the forgiveness of sins



and the gift of the Holy Spirit.

Have you ever noticed that there is a difference between John’s baptism and Jesus’ baptism?

John’s baptism was a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins (Luke 3:3).


But Jesus’ baptism is a baptism of forgiveness of sins 




and the gift of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38).


In John’s baptism you testified to your repentance,


but God was silent.


It was a testimony that you desired cleansing,



but the action was entirely earth-bound.


The gift of the Holy Spirit demonstrates that God is active in Christian baptism.
And you see this in Acts 19.

Because when Paul comes to Ephesus, he found some disciples.

These are apparently the converts of Apollos 

from the time before he was instructed by Priscilla and Aquila.
And he said to them,

Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?

And they said,


No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit. (v2)
We have seen the work of the Holy Spirit many times throughout the book of Acts,

but this is the first time that the Spirit has really taken center stage.

Normally the focus is on Jesus (as it should be!),


but here we learn that if you have Jesus, but not the Holy Spirit,


then you are missing something!

But notice where Paul goes from here:


when he wants to ascertain whether they have received the Holy Spirit, 

he asks about baptism.

Into what then were you baptized?

They said, 


Into John’s baptism.

And Paul said, 


Paul baptized with the baptism of repentance, 

telling the people to believe in the one who was to come after him, that is, Jesus.
On hearing this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus.

And when Paul had laid his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came on them,



and they began speaking in tongues and prophesying.
John’s baptism is not enough.

A baptism of repentance is not enough.
You must be baptized into the name of the Lord Jesus –


which is to say, you must receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.

And as evidence of this gift, they spoke in tongues and prophesied.

Pentecostals have argued that the gift of the Holy Spirit is a second blessing,


and they use this passage as support,



claiming that there are two distinct works here –




baptism – marking the beginning of the Christian life,




and the laying on of hands/gift of the Holy Spirit – a second blessing – 





accompanied by speaking in tongues.


Roman Catholics also use this passage to support the practice of confirmation,


the laying on of hands as the “confirmation” of baptism.

But there is no indication that this laying on of hands is a distinct ritual,


to be performed at a different time than baptism.

Rather, the laying on of hands is properly considered the blessing that concludes baptism.
And verse 7 should not be ignored either in understanding what is happening.

There were about twelve men in all.
Jesus had 12 disciples (echoing the 12 tribes of Israel).

Now 12 disciples of John are brought into the Christian church.


And while no doubt there were other such conversions both earlier and later,



this particular episode in Ephesus is used as the demonstration


that you cannot be a faithful disciple of John,



unless you are baptized into the name of the Lord Jesus.
And the word of the Lord continued to increase and prevail mightily.
3. Ephesus and All Asia Hears the Word of the Lord (19:8-10)
And he entered the synagogue and for three months spoke boldly,

reasoning and persuading them about the kingdom of God.

But when some became stubborn and continued in unbelief,


speaking evil of the Way before the congregation,



he withdrew from them and took the disciples with him,




reasoning daily in the hall of Tyrannus.

This continued for two years, so that all the residents of Asia heard the word of the Lord,


both Jews and Greeks.
Again we see Paul’s standard pattern.

He starts in the synagogue.


We are now around 20 years after the death and resurrection of Jesus.


By this time every Jewish synagogue would have heard of these things.



So Paul is not surprising anyone.


This should instruct us that the Jews were not fundamentally hostile to the gospel.



Even though word has spread of this teaching 

(Paul himself had visited a year or two earlier),
they invite him to explain his teaching for three months.



For 12 weeks Paul lays out his case that Jesus is the Messiah.

And many believe!

The evidence suggests that the vast majority of early Christians


were either Jews or God-fearing Gentiles.


Occasionally you have the sudden conversion from utter paganism,


but normally you can see the seeds being planted through the synagogue.

And so after leaving the synagogue,

Paul sets up shop in the hall of Tyrannus, teaching daily in Ephesus for two years.

And in this way the gospel spreads through the whole province of Asia.

This helps us understand how missions ought to function.

The primary means of transmitting the gospel is through preaching.


But that preaching may take different forms.



It may be in the synagogue, in the Areopagus, or in the hall of Tyrannus.


It may take the form of a sermon, a debate, or a discussion.


But the goal is that the whole region should hear the word of the Lord.
And the word of the Lord continued to increase and prevail mightily.
4. The Sons of Sceva Learn the Power of the Name of Jesus (19:11-17)
And as Paul is preaching and teaching,

the power of the gospel is demonstrated through healing as well.

And God was doing extraordinary miracles by the hands of Paul,


so that even handkerchiefs or aprons that had touched his skin 

were carried away to the sick, and their diseases left them 

and the evil spirits came out of them. (v11-12)
As we saw in Luke’s gospel, so now we see in Acts:

The preaching of the gospel and the power of the gospel go together.

Paul’s ministry is primarily oriented around the preaching of the word,


but the message that he preaches is validated and confirmed by the miracles.

Verses 13-17 then show how the power of the gospel 

is dependent upon the preaching of the gospel.
Then some of the itinerant Jewish exorcists undertook to invoke the name of the Lord Jesus


over those who had evil spirits, saying,



I adjure you by the Jesus, whom Paul proclaims.

We know a little about Jewish exorcists from Josephus and other ancient sources.


They had a mixed track record – sometimes it worked, sometimes not.

They noticed that Paul’s track record was impeccable,


so they figured that they would try his method!

Is the name of Jesus a magic charm?
Seven sons of a Jewish high priest named Sceva were doing this.

Sceva is living in Ephesus, so obviously he is not currently a high priest!

It is possible that he had once been one of the 24 chief priests who officiated in Jerusalem



but for some reason moved to Ephesus.


It is also possible that he was descended from the high priestly line.

But for whatever reason he was there, Luke sees fit to call our attention to this.

We’re talking about the preaching of the gospel and the power of the gospel,

and how the power of the gospel is utterly dependent on the preaching of the gospel.

And here the sons of a high priest demonstrate (negatively) how true this is.

I cannot help but think of Nadab and Abihu, the sons of Aaron,

offering strange fire on the altar, contrary to the word of God.
Or for that matter, Aaron himself, who offered sacrifices (the blood of the covenant)

to the golden calves contrary to the word of God (the book of the covenant).

And while there are seven of them, 

it would appear that verse 16 indicates that there were two of them 

involved in this particular incident (the “all” in verse 16 literally reads “both”)
But the evil spirit has very little respect for the name of Jesus by itself.

Jesus I know, and Paul I recognize, but who are you?
The name of Jesus is not a magic charm.

It is powerful – but its power is found in faith. 
And the man in whom was the evil spirit leaped on them, 

mastered both of them and overpowered them, 

so that they fled out of that house naked and wounded.

And this became known to all the residents of Ephesus, both Jews and Greeks.

And fear fell upon them all, and the name of the Lord Jesus was extolled.
The name of Jesus is not a magic charm to be manipulated for your own benefit.

Rather, it is a name to be praise and extolled for his benefit – for his glory!
And the word of the Lord continued to increase and prevail mightily.
5. The Word of the Lord Prevails over the Magic Arts (19:18-20)
And you see this in our final episode in verses 18-20.
Also many of those who were now believers came,


confessing and divulging their practices.


And a number of those who had practiced magic arts brought their books together



and burned them in the sight of all.


And they counted the value of them and found it came to 50,000 pieces of silver.
The emphasis is on those who had practiced magic arts –

but all sorts of wicked practices were included in verse 18.

Notice that they are now believers.


Paul did not say, “you must destroy your books in order to become believers,”



rather, he preaches Christ to them,



they repent and believe,



and then they realize that there are all these things in their lives



that are inconsistent with Christ.

You see, that’s the way it works.


When you are in Christ, you begin to realize that there are many things in our “old” lives


that are fundamentally inconsistent with who we are in Christ.

Let’s start with the one that Luke highlights!

Magic arts.

Apparently many of these new Christians had once been quite involved in the magic arts.


50,000 pieces of silver is a lot of money.



And even though books were expensive,




this would seem to indicate several personal libraries.


But the preaching of the gospel has convinced these people 

that their old way of life was wrong.

Perhaps the beating of the sons of Sceva was useful in demonstrating the futility



of pursuing the magic arts.


Having seen that the truly powerful name of Jesus



cannot be manipulated by human technique,



they gather all their books and burn them.
Some might say, “what a waste of money!”

Why not sell the books and give the 50,000 pieces of silver to the poor – or to the church?

But these new converts understand 

that they cannot hand over the instruments of death to others.

Magic is the attempt to manipulate spiritual powers for the benefit of yourself or others.

But for those who are in Christ, it is not acceptable.
But the combination of the preaching of the gospel and the power of the gospel

convinces these Ephesians that they must get rid of everything 

that linked them to their old way of life.

What still links you to your old way of life?


Is it magic? Like horoscopes or even lucky numbers?


Or is it something else?



How do you try to manipulate God (or others) to get your way?
Conclusion
So the word of the Lord continued to increase and prevail mightily.

The power of God is found in his word.

The gospel is the power of God for salvation.
The word of the Lord will increase and prevail mightily in this city

when the people of God are cut to the heart and turn away from their idols,


their magic – of all kinds.

And notice again Luke’s fondness for speaking of the word of God acting.

It’s not that the church increased (though clearly it did grow in numbers).

It’s not that the ministry of Paul prevailed (though it had great effect).

The growth of the church and the effectiveness of Paul’s ministry


is described in terms of what God does.

Truly, the word of the Lord continued to increase and prevail mightily.
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