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“DEVIL’S FIGHTBACK” (Acts 19:21-41) 

The Apostle Paul is in the heart of Ephesus seeing the Lord do a mighty work in that significant 
city. For 24 months, he laboured there. Many missionaries were sent out to reach the whole of 
Asia Minor (Modern Turkey) with the gospel. He confronted the powers of the occult and 
overcame them. It was an amazing success, “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.” (Acts 19:10) But the devil 
will fight back. His counter-Reformation at Ephesus will now be launched. Pierson notes,  
 

“This chapter teaches us all a permanent lesson: that when disciples have a true revival, 
society gets a revolution. When the Spirit moves mightily upon children of God we may 
look for other might mighty movements among unbelievers, and need not be surprised if 
the devil himself comes down, having great wrath, as though he knew that his time were 
short.” 

 

After these things were ended, Paul purposed in the spirit, when he had passed through Macedonia and Achaia, to 
go to Jerusalem, saying, After I have been there, I must also see Rome. So he sent into Macedonia two of them 

that ministered unto him, Timotheus and Erastus; but he himself stayed in Asia for a season. 
 (v21-22) 

 
The Apostle Paul was always burdened to help poor saints and break new ground for the gospel. 
The saints in Jerusalem were desperately poor and Paul was keen to go there to help them. He 
had raised monies from the predominantly Gentile churches for them (cf. 1 Cor. 16:1-3; Acts 
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24:17). This practical help by means of this love gift would help demonstrate the true unity of 
both Jew and Gentile in the NT Church.  

Furthermore, the work at Ephesus had now matured and Paul’s mission was, “Yea, so 
have I strived to preach the gospel, not where Christ was named, lest I should build upon another man's 
foundation.” (Rom. 15:20) There were multitudes still without Christ. Paul was determined to 
press on to the lost millions. He knew that the capital city of the Empire in Rome would be the 
ultimate challenge, “saying, After I have been there, I must also see Rome.” This is not the “must” of a 
tourist or businessman but the “must” of a missionary with a heart for the lost. Of course, God 
will bring him along an unexpected route for he will arrive in chains. MacArthur notes, “From 
here on, the whole goal in the mind of Paul is Rome. And finally, at the end of Acts, he gets 
there. But he doesn't get there in the way that he thought he would get there….And man is it an 
exciting trip getting there.” 
 

 
 
And the same time there arose no small stir about that way.  For a certain man named Demetrius, a silversmith, 

which made silver shrines for Diana, brought no small gain unto the craftsmen; (v23-24) 
 
God has His man in the Apostle Paul to be His instrument for much good. But likewise, the 
devil has his man called Demetrius, who is willing to be his instrument for evil. This man 
Demetrius knows how to stir up the masses. The temple of Artemis was a source of civic pride 
and wealth for the Ephesians. This temple was a prominent landmark in Ephesus of around 
93,500 square feet with 127 columns (each 60 feet high and donated by a different king). It was 
one of the seven wonders of the ancient world and dedicated to the Greek god, Artemis (or 
Diana in Latin), the goddess of fertility.  

Although they worshipped other gods, the city of Ephesus was especially dedicated to 
her worship. They believed that Artemis’ image fell from heaven near Ephesus so they regarded 
themselves as her guardian. Some even think the legend was because her image was carved from 
a meteorite. Tourists flocked to pay homage to Artemis at the temple in Ephesus, which was 
infamous as a centre of sorcery and immorality. The local silversmiths had a lucrative trade 



For 24 March 2019                                                                       Cornerstone Church Bible Class  
                                         

  

www.oldfaith.wordpress.com 3 

selling silver images of Artemis to these pilgrims. But now Paul’s evangelism was hitting them 
hard.  

 
Whom he called together with the workmen of like occupation, and said, Sirs, ye know that by this craft we have 
our wealth. Moreover ye see and hear, that not alone at Ephesus, but almost throughout all Asia, this Paul hath 

persuaded and turned away much people, saying that they be no gods, which are made with hands: So that not only 
this our craft is in danger to be set at nought; but also that the temple of the great goddess Diana should be 
despised, and her magnificence should be destroyed, whom all Asia and the world worshippeth. (v25-27) 

 
Satan’s attempt to slander (v9), and imitate the true work (v13) backfires, so he resorts to the old 
tactic of violence. He manipulates this group because their greed was their god. This tactic had 
been successful in the case of the medium girl in Acts 16. 

This statement, “Moreover ye see and hear, that not alone at Ephesus, but almost throughout all 
Asia, this Paul hath persuaded and turned away much people” is a testimony to the power of the gospel 
through Paul. At the centre of Paul’s strategy was his unswerving commitment to establish and 
strengthen local churches by the Word of God. It shows why Paul later strongly commanded 
Timothy to preach the Word (2 Tim. 4:1-5) as Paul had proved this weapon. He was always 
committed to the local church and called, for instance, the Philippian church his joy and his 
crown (Phil. 4:1).  

 

 
 
  
Christianity was affecting the profits of these idolaters. They also feared it would affect their 
international reputation. People who are the temples of the Holy Spirit no longer need pagan 
temples and gods. The gospel will always put a lot of people out of ungodly businesses e.g. 
brothels, pubs etc. This is a strong motivation for ungodly people to resist the gospel.  

The Bible reveals that the lust for money is a powerful temptation to sin. Wealth can be a 
means of hindering people from Christ. That’s why Jesus revealed after the rich young ruler 
walked away from salvation, “Children, how hard is it for them that trust in riches to enter into the kingdom 
of God! It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of 
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God.” (Mark 10:24-25) It can plunge both believers and unbelievers into great temptation and 
spiritual ruin, “For the love of money is the root of all evil: which while some coveted after, they have erred from 
the faith, and pierced themselves through with many sorrows.” (1 Tim. 6:10) 

 
And when they heard these sayings, they were full of wrath, and cried out, saying, Great is Diana of the 

Ephesians. And the whole city was filled with confusion: and having caught Gaius and Aristarchus, men of 
Macedonia, Paul's companions in travel, they rushed with one accord into the theatre. (v28-29) 

 
The prospect of losing their lucrative income was a catalyst for this riot. These businessmen were 
“full of wrath.” This theatre can hold anywhere from 25,000 to 30,000 people. Noise echoes 
around it from within. It seems they couldn’t locate Paul in the confusion of the riotous mob so 
they seized two other prominent Christians, “Gaius and Aristarchus, men of Macedonia, Paul's 
companions in travel.” This was intimidation on a grand scale of this fledging church. They intended 
to stamp out Christianity in the city.  
 

 
 
And when Paul would have entered in unto the people, the disciples suffered him not. And certain of the chief of 
Asia, which were his friends, sent unto him, desiring him that he would not adventure himself into the theatre. 

(v30-31) 
 
The Apostle Paul likely saw this as a providential opening for him to preach the gospel to a 
crowd of thousands in that enclosed theatre. He wasn’t afraid to stand alone against a 
threatening mob. But Paul’s friends foresaw that his presence would likely inflame the baying 
mob even further. There was no reasoning with such a volatile crowd who was in a frenzy. So, 
they advised him to keep away, “And certain of the chief of Asia, which were his friends, sent unto him, 
desiring him that he would not adventure himself into the theatre.” 
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Some therefore cried one thing, and some another: for the assembly was confused: and the more part knew not 
wherefore they were come together. And they drew Alexander out of the multitude, the Jews putting him forward. 
And Alexander beckoned with the hand, and would have made his defence unto the people.  But when they knew 

that he was a Jew, all with one voice about the space of two hours cried out, Great is Diana of the Ephesians. 
(v32-34) 

 
The devil had a powerful grip on these people. They cried for two hours long, “Great is Diana of 
the Ephesians.” The acoustics of this theatre are very good. So, this sound must have been truly 
deafening and intimidating. But the fact that they had to initiate this riot and cry in this repetitive 
frenzy for two hours only emphasized the fact that they had lost the battle against Christianity.  
 

 
  
And when the townclerk had appeased the people, he said, Ye men of Ephesus, what man is there that knoweth 

not how that the city of the Ephesians is a worshipper of the great goddess Diana, and of the image which fell 
down from Jupiter?  Seeing then that these things cannot be spoken against, ye ought to be quiet, and to do nothing 

rashly.  For ye have brought hither these men, which are neither robbers of churches, nor yet blasphemers of your 
goddess.  Wherefore if Demetrius, and the craftsmen which are with him, have a matter against any man, the law 
is open, and there are deputies: let them implead one another. But if ye enquire any thing concerning other matters, 

it shall be determined in a lawful assembly.  For we are in danger to be called in question for this day's uproar, 
there being no cause whereby we may give an account of this concourse. And when he had thus spoken, he 

dismissed the assembly. (v35-41) 
 
This town clerk was the elected head of the city who drafted the decrees of the city of Ephesus. 
He had a very powerful position and was politically suave. This clerk knew how to please people 
and lead them to his objective. He used fine words to praise their religion, “Ye men of Ephesus, 
what man is there that knoweth not how that the city of the Ephesians is a worshipper of the great goddess Diana, 
and of the image which fell down from Jupiter?” Of course, this flattery was empty words for the 
religion of Artemis that had collapsed in popularity with the rise of the Gospel. 

The Lord Jesus exhorts His disciples to be prudent in how they evangelise, “Behold, I send 
you forth as sheep in the midst of wolves: be ye therefore wise as serpents, and harmless as doves.” (Matt. 10:16) 
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They are not to recklessly give offence or do anything to undermine the gospel. The town clerk 
notes of the Christians, “For ye have brought hither these men, which are neither robbers of churches, nor yet 
blasphemers of your goddess.” This demonstrates that these believers there used wisdom in how they 
witnessed to idolaters in public. Paul didn’t blast away at Artemis to insult the locals but 
preached Christ and the need to turn from idols to the one true and living God.  

The clerk reminds them that they are under the rule of law in Ephesus and justice is 
freely available, “Wherefore if Demetrius, and the craftsmen which are with him, have a matter against any 
man, the law is open, and there are deputies: let them implead one another. But if ye enquire any thing concerning 
other matters, it shall be determined in a lawful assembly.” However, it is doubtful whether this clerk had 
any real sympathy for Christianity. More likely his true motive is revealed in his final remarks, 
“For we are in danger to be called in question for this day's uproar, there being no cause whereby we may give an 
account of this concourse.” The clerk reminds the businessmen of Ephesus that the powers of Rome 
would take a dim view of any riot and might be minded to take away their right to free 
government.  

When these rioters thought more calmly they knew this would hit their pocket more. 
That is why we read “And when he had thus spoken, he dismissed the assembly.” Truly God is seen as 
sovereign in such a situation. He over-rules and magnifies His name. The devil cannot defeat His 
purposes. God even used two heathen rulers Gallio at Corinth and the Town Clerk at Ephesus 
to enable the Gospel to take root and flourish. Thousands may have done their utmost and 
shouted themselves hoarse to try and stop the Gospel but the work of God triumphed. Today 
the temple of Artemis is in ruins and the name of Jesus Christ is magnified all over the world. 
The defeat of the devil didn’t take place by big budgets, palatial church buildings or powerful 
groups of wealthy personalities. MacArthur points out,  

 
“What brought the success? I’ll tell you. What brought the success first of all was one 
man totally committed to Jesus Christ. Do you believe that one man totally committed to 
Jesus Christ can make a difference in a province? In a state, in a country? This man did. 
Paul. One man committed to Jesus Christ came into one city and turned a province on 
its ear. One man. But you know what that one man spent his time doing? Night and day, 
praying and teaching with tears the word of God. And what an effect he had. So, it was 
first of all the success that came by the presence of one man dedicated. But secondly it 
was the success that came by the presence of a purified church.” 

 
One man or woman can make a profound impact on any society. What a difference Luther made 
to Germany, Spurgeon made to England, Hudson Taylor to China, and John Sung to Singapore. 
 
 


