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“CONFRONTING THE OCCULT” (Acts 19:1-20) 

The Apostle Paul has now begun the 3rd Missionary Journey. This final journey began in Acts 
18:23 around AD 54 and ended when Paul went to Jerusalem in Acts 21:17 around AD 58. 
Paul’s final missionary journey can be divided into three parts: the Ephesus phase, where he 
worked for two years, the Macedonian and Corinth phase and the long return journey to 
Jerusalem, on which he visited and encouraged all the churches on the return route. 

The nature of the third missionary journey was mainly pastoral and Paul we are told 
departed first to the “country of Galatia and Phrygia in order, strengthening all the disciples.” 
On this journey Paul also wrote his main doctrinal letters of: 1 Corinthians from Ephesus; 2 
Corinthians from Macedonia; and Galatians and Romans from Corinth. 

On his second journey the year previously, Paul had visited Ephesus and found openness 
to the gospel there. He, therefore, as promised to the people there, desired to return and this 
missionary journey is centred upon this trip to Ephesus.  

 

EPHESIAN CHURCH 
 
The Ephesian Church is unique in the treatment it receives in the New Testament as three 
inspired writers record God’s evaluation of the work there. Luke wrote of its formation, Acts 18, 
19, then of its foundation, Acts 20. Paul recorded its fullness in Ephesians 1-3, then its focus in 
Ephesians 4-6. John was inspired to point to the Ephesian church’s failing in Revelation 2:1-7. 
The Church at Ephesus also holds a unique and privileged position in Biblical history having had 
for sustained periods the Apostles Paul, John, and Timothy as pastors. Indeed, Paul founded the 
church there and remained longer at Ephesus than he did at any other one place, preaching the 
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gospel. The apostle paid his first visit to Ephesus on his second missionary journey (Acts 18:19-
21), but it was very short; in his third journey, he returned and remained two years and three 
months. 

It would appear that Paul set himself deliberately to work to establish a congregation at 
Ephesus, as this was the principal seat of idolatry and associated with all kinds of perversions in 
the world at that time. It was also a wealthy seaport of great importance in the civil and 
commercial affairs of the Roman empire. In the eastern division of the Roman Empire, the three 
main cities were Antioch, Alexandria and Ephesus. This may also explain why John later made it 
his permanent home. Paul’s labours there were very assiduous, for he visited “from house to house,” 
and “ceased not to warn every one night and day with tears” (Acts 20:20, 31). The opposition he met with 
was correspondingly great and he recounts to the Corinthians that he had “fought with beasts at 
Ephesus.” Acts 20 reveals that in no other church was Paul’s affection seemingly so deep and 
personal. 

 

 
 

And it came to pass, that, while Apollos was at Corinth, Paul having passed through the upper coasts came to 
Ephesus: and finding certain disciples, He said unto them, Have ye received the Holy Ghost since ye believed? 
And they said unto him, We have not so much as heard whether there be any Holy Ghost. And he said unto 

them, Unto what then were ye baptized? And they said, Unto John's baptism. (v1-3) 
 
Paul arrived at Ephesus when Apollos was ministering in Corinth. This was probably when the 
Corinthian Church began to divide into factions as Apollos watered what the apostle had planted 
(1Cor. 1:12).  

At Ephesus, he met a group of disciples of John the Baptist. There is debate over 
whether these men were truly disciples. Some say John only taught a baptism of repentance over 
sin in a ritualistic fashion and they were mere followers of his ethical teachings. However, John 
was the one who pointed his disciples to the Lamb of God. Therefore, true baptized disciples of 
John were believers saved by grace so presumption must be they probably were. They were not 
Old Testament saints who needed to be brought to Christ, but converts who needed to have a 
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more perfected knowledge of Him. Maybe we could compare them to believers converted e.g. in 
a prison in China who had never been taught God’s Word until later when they were released. 
They likely were dispersed after John’s death into distant lands for Ephesus is hundreds of miles 
from the land of Israel. Being away they had missed the ministry, death, and resurrection of 
Jesus. They would also have missed the Day of Pentecost and subsequent formation and growth 
of the NT Church. One writer put it, 

 
“But since they were disciples of John the Baptist, and since John clearly taught that the 
Messiah would baptize His followers with the Holy Spirit (Luke 3:16), probably they 
meant that they had not heard that the Holy Spirit had been given in the sense that John 
had predicted.” 

 
It is impossible to have the power of the Holy Ghost in your life and not know it. Spurgeon 
noted, “Give a man an electric shock, and I warrant you he will know it; but if he has the Holy 
Ghost, he will know it much more.” 
 

 
 

Then said Paul, John verily baptized with the baptism of repentance, saying unto the people, that they should 
believe on him which should come after him, that is, on Christ Jesus. When they heard this, they were baptized in 
the name of the Lord Jesus. And when Paul had laid his hands upon them, the Holy Ghost came on them; and 

they spake with tongues, and prophesied.  And all the men were about twelve. (v4-7) 
 
Paul took time to explain to them the fulfilment of John’s message in the Person and Work of 
Jesus Christ. He revealed to them that they should fully embrace Jesus of Nazareth in a public 
way by baptism. Once they had done that, Paul laid hands on them to publicly show that he, as 
an apostle, fully identified with them as Christians. Upon his laying of hands, the Holy Spirit 
sovereignly came upon them in power and with the same sign gifts as they received on the Day 
of Pentecost. This receiving of the Holy Ghost was the infilling of the Spirit as was seen on the 
Day of Pentecost, evidenced by speaking in foreign language tongues. 

These sign gifts by the laying on of hands is not a normative pattern but descriptive. Like 
the Samaritans and Gentiles, these disciples now entered into the blessings and sign gifts of 
Pentecost. It made them as one with the other NT saints. Now, tongues are no longer required 
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as a sign to the Jews as “Berlin Wall” between Jews and Gentiles no longer exists. It was a 
transitional sign, not normative for all times (cf. 1 Cor. 12:30). 
 

And he went into the synagogue, and spake boldly for the space of three months, disputing and persuading the 
things concerning the kingdom of God. But when divers were hardened, and believed not, but spake evil of that 
way before the multitude, he departed from them, and separated the disciples, disputing daily in the school of one 

Tyrannus. (v8-9) 
 
Paul spent a long time at the synagogue and then at Ephesus (longer than anywhere else – more 
than 2 years). He not only taught, but also responded to the questions and challenges of the Jews 
in the synagogue. The gospel can harden sinners, especially those who take pride in their religion. 
The word for “hardened” is in the imperfect tense indicating they were continuing to be hardened. 
Paul had to leave as you cannot preach when God is being blasphemed. 

It is worth noting Paul’s general pattern. He went first to the Jews and when they would 
not receive the gospel anymore, he separated from them taking all converts (never to return), 
started a church for all converts (including Gentiles), and continued to teach the new believers 
while evangelizing. He simply let the Word of God mold reproducing Christians. Without solid 
teaching, revival will go astray and Paul repeatedly emphasizes the need for sound doctrine in his 
writings. Experiences and emotions must be rooted in sound doctrine, filtered through the mind 
or they will not be biblical. Most Greek cities of this region stopped work from 11 a.m. to 
around 4 p.m. in the late afternoon because of the heat. So, Paul must have poured himself into 
these new Christians for 24 months. Doubtless, this resulted in this being a deeply spiritual 
church and the Book of Ephesians bears this out as the “Alps” of the Bible. 

 
 

And this continued by the space of two years; so that all they which dwelt in Asia heard the word of the Lord 
Jesus, both Jews and Greeks. (v10) 

 
There was a number of people who came to this school of Tyrannus – men from Colosse, 
Laodicea, Hierapolis etc. who probably then took the gospel back to other parts of Asia (Col 
2:1). Paul was a very efficient and orderly missionary. He did not believe that it was all down to 
him but used many others. This was probably his Theological Seminary. Ephesus became a 
fountain head for evangelising the whole region. 
 

And God wrought special miracles by the hands of Paul:  So that from his body were brought unto the sick 
handkerchiefs or aprons, and the diseases departed from them, and the evil spirits went out of them. (v11-12) 

 
Ephesus was a powerful place for the occult. These handkerchiefs were probably part of the 
tent-making activity. The miracles performed from them simply identified the apostle’s authority. 
It seems Paul was able to do especially spectacular miracles for as season like Peter did for a time 
(cf. Acts 5:15-16). The Lord demonstrated His mighty power in this centre of Satanic activity. 
The devil will have to respond to this threat. He does so through some exorcists. Wiersbe 
explains,  
 

“…..wherever God’s people minister the truth, Satan sends a counterfeit to oppose the 
work. Jesus taught this truth in His parable of the tares (Matt. 13:24-30, 36-43). Peter 
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experienced it in Samaria (Acts 8:9ff); and Paul experienced it at Paphos (Acts 13:4-12). 
Satan imitates whatever God’s people are doing, because he knows that the unsaved 
world cannot tell the difference (2 Cor. 11:13-15). . . Had this exorcism succeeded, it 
would have discredited the name of Jesus Christ and the ministry of the church in 
Ephesus.”  

 
Then certain of the vagabond Jews, exorcists, took upon them to call over them which had evil spirits the name of 
the Lord Jesus, saying, We adjure you by Jesus whom Paul preacheth. And there were seven sons of one Sceva, a 

Jew, and chief of the priests, which did so. And the evil spirit answered and said, Jesus I know, and Paul I know; 
but who are ye? And the man in whom the evil spirit was leaped on them, and overcame them, and prevailed 

against them, so that they fled out of that house naked and wounded. (v13-16) 
 
An exorcist is not necessarily a Christian (cf. Matt. 7:22). Satan gets people, even believers, 
preoccupied with signs and wonders, but it is often a sideshow to snare them. An exorcist is just 
simply the medium through which to cast out demons. There are orders of demons and some 
are more powerful than others and may have the power to cast out another. These exorcists 
thought the power was in the phrase “We adjure you by Jesus whom Paul preacheth.” No doubt, they 
thought this name would be even more powerful to add to their “bag of tricks” than the demons 
they had power over. Luke is drawing the contrast between these charlatans who did this for 
personal gain and Paul who did miracles according to God’s will and for God’s glory. 

Real demonic powers are at work in the world today (Eph. 6:10-12) so this “evil spirit” is a 
real power.” These evil spirits or demons were once angels before they fell and truly did know 
Jesus Christ (Mark 1:23). They attacked their fallen opponents causing them to flee, “And the man 
in whom the evil spirit was leaped on them, and overcame them, and prevailed against them, so that they fled out of 
that house naked and wounded.” A mark of demonic possession is often seen in nakedness and 
wounding/piercing of the body. These counterfeiters were glad to get away with their lives! 
There is a movement today to cast out demons following some formula and some even argue 
that a Christian can be possessed by a demon. But this is wrong. John MacArthur explains, 

 
“The New Testament accounts of the casting out of demons revealed this: It is always a 
matter of authority, never of ritual. All cases of the expulsion of demons in the New 
Testament were on the basis of authoritative statements rather than ritual. You say what 
do I mean. I mean rather than all long, drawn-out sessions of trying to get that demon 
out with uses of formulas or whatever else, it was simply the statement of Christ, “Out!” 
And the demons were gone. Now, that was authority, not ritual. Never a formula, never 
an exorcism, always a Word of authority. . . Now, I don’t like to use the word a Christian 
can be demon possessed because possession speaks of ownership, and no Christian is 
owned by a demon. But yes, demons can be in Christians, influencing them and 
oppressing them, and creating all kinds of problems.” 

 
And this was known to all the Jews and Greeks also dwelling at Ephesus; and fear fell on them all, and the 
name of the Lord Jesus was magnified. And many that believed came, and confessed, and shewed their deeds. 

Many of them also which used curious arts brought their books together, and burned them before all men: and they 
counted the price of them, and found it fifty thousand pieces of silver. (v17-19) 
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Despite, Satan’s attempt to mimic the work of God by a counterfeit work, God works it out for 
the advancement of the gospel and the result is that “the name of the Lord Jesus was magnified.” These 
people saw the truth of the power of Jesus Christ and gave up the occult.  

The value of these dark arts totaled 50,000 pieces of silver (millions of dollars today). 
Some people have spent thousands on sin. These books were very valuable in a day when 
everything was hand copied. Some might argue that they could have sold them and financed the 
mission work in Ephesus. But there are ways of raising funds that are unbiblical such as 
contaminating others with sin. Nobody forced these people to give up these books – they acted 
of their own accord. 

 

 
 

So mightily grew the word of God and prevailed. (v20) 
 
This verse sums up the power of God overcoming the onslaught of the devil, “So mightily grew the 
word of God and prevailed.” Miracles do not always result in conversions (Acts 4:16-17). The reason 
why the work of God in Ephesus was so powerful and so dynamic was because of the faithful 
exalting and preaching of Word. The Word prevailed over all the forces arrayed against including 
the occult, false doctrine, temptation, and sin. That’s why Paul wrote to them later and his prayer 
request was, “And for me, that utterance may be given unto me, that I may open my mouth boldly, to make 
known the mystery of the gospel” (Eph. 6:19). 
 
 
 


