
Evangelism 102: Lessons in Acts #17

“How to Build a Church”

Acts 19:8-20

My message tonight is entitled, “How to Build a Church,” taken from Acts 19. By this I do not mean how to build a church building—I am hardly an authority on such matters—but rather how to establish a church family, where Christians can come together and grow in their faith.

Acts 19 records the establishment of the church in Ephesus. This would become one of the strongest Christian assemblies in the first century, being planted by the apostle Paul, pastored by Timothy later on, and eventually by the apostle John toward the end of his long life. Mary, the mother of Jesus, spent the final years in Ephesus. As we will see, a number of congregations throughout the region were planted through the efforts of this mother church. I believe that at least part of the secret to their success lies in the way in which the church began.

You may recall in Acts 16:16 Paul had been forbidden to preach in Asia. The timing was not right then. Neither the field nor the workers were matured nor the doors opened. Now the field is ripe and the workers are ready. The doors are open.
 Paul makes the most of this opportunity.

The Proclamation of the Scriptures

The first essential in building a church is the proclamation of the Scriptures. We read in verses 8-10,

Paul entered the synagogue and spoke boldly there for three months, arguing persuasively about the kingdom of God. But some of them became obstinate; they refused to believe and publicly maligned the Way. So Paul left them. He took the disciples with him and had discussions daily in the lecture hall of Tyrannus. This went on for two years, so that all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of the Lord.
As was his usual practice, Paul begins his ministry by preaching in the Jewish synagogue. Paul had already established relations with the Jews in the synagogue at Ephesus when he paid them a brief visit on his way from Corinth to Judea (recorded in Acts 18). They pleaded with him unsuccessfully to stay longer. Now, having completed his business in Judea and Syria, he had come back to Ephesus and resumed his synagogue discourses as he promised.

The Jewish synagogue must have been sizable for a city of 250,000 or more.
 Luke records that Paul “spoke boldly…arguing persuasively about the kingdom of God.” To argue from the Old Testament Scriptures about the kingdom is the same as to argue that Jesus is the Christ, since it is Jesus the Christ who inaugurated the kingdom.

Paul was able to proclaim the Scriptures there for three months—much longer than in previous places. (In Thessalonica he only lasted three weeks!) No doubt the faithful ministry of Aquila and Priscilla played an important part in this success.
 Perhaps the teaching of Apollos and the twelve new disciples were also involved.

Then, however, the pattern began to follow that of other cities. Some Jewish leaders and a number of people from the congregation believed, but the majority turned against Paul and became resolutely opposed to his message, even resorting to slander. So, as in other cities, the apostle turned from the Jews to focus on the Gentiles.

Paul moved his base of operation to the lecture hall of Tyrannus, a local philosopher. His instruction was probably given in the cooler, morning hours. One Greek manuscript adds that Paul did his instructing from 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. This would have been the hottest time of the day, but the hall was available and the people were not at their regular work.
 

Luke records in verse 10 that Paul taught there for two years. Later, in Acts 20:31, Paul spoke of ministering in Ephesus for three years. How do we understand this? If we add the three months at the synagogue to the two years (which may be a round figure) at the hall of Tyrannus, F. F. Bruce suggests that Paul ministered there probably from the fall of 52 to the summer of 55.
 By Jewish reckoning, any part of a year is considered a year; so this period can be spoken of as three years.

Luke also states that, “all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of the Lord.” Seriously? Paul evangelized the whole province during this time?
 Yes…but not by himself. One of the elements of Paul’s missionary strategy is seen here. Many of the cities where Paul planted churches were strategic centers that, when evangelized, served as focal points from which the gospel radiated out to the surrounding areas. Other examples are Pisidian Antioch (see Acts 13:14), Thessalonica (17:1), Athens (17:15) and Corinth (18:1).

While Paul stayed in Ephesus, a number of his colleagues carried out missionary activity in neighboring cities. During those years Epaphras appears to have evangelized the cities of the Lycus valley: Colosse, Laodicea, and Hierapolis—cities Paul evidently did not visit in person (Col. 1:7–8; 2:1; 4:12–13). Perhaps all seven of the churches of Asia addressed in Revelation 2-3 were also founded about this time. The province was evangelized, and remained one of the leading centers of Christianity for many centuries.

The foundation of any church ought to be the proclamation of the Word of God. It is all about Jesus, as Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 3:11, “No one can lay any foundation other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ.”
The Power of the Spirit

The second essential in building a church is the power of the Spirit. Luke writes in verses 11-12, “God did extraordinary miracles through Paul, so that even handkerchiefs and aprons that had touched him were taken to the sick, and their illnesses were cured and the evil spirits left them.”

Paul’s ministry in Ephesus was marked by manifestations of divine power, especially in healing and exorcism. The use of pieces of material which had been in contact with Paul for the healing of the sick is reminiscent of the healing of those who touched the fringe of Jesus’ cloak, as seen in Mark 5:27–34; 6:56. One may also detect a parallel here to the healing effect of Peter’s shadow in Acts 5:15. The pieces of material were presumably those which Paul used in his tentmaking or leather-working—the sweat-rags for tying around his head and the aprons around his waist. No intrinsic healing value is ascribed to these things; the healing power lay in the name of Jesus.

Why this unusual display of the power of the Spirit? Ephesus was a center for the occult, and Paul was demonstrating God’s power right in Satan’s territory. But keep in mind that wherever God’s people minister the truth, Satan sends a counterfeit to oppose the work. Jesus taught this truth in His parable of the weeds in Matthew 13:24–43); Peter experienced it in Samaria in Acts 8:9ff; and Paul experienced it at Paphos in 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).

Yet notice that Luke describes these as “extraordinary miracles.” These were miracles beyond those familiar to the disciples and foreign to the trickery of practicing exorcists.
 When God is truly at work displaying His power, there is no other way to explain what’s happening. It may not be spectacular as these miracles were, but lives will be changed in such a way that people shake their heads and say, “This has to be God!”

Luke provides a bit of comic relief in verses 13-16,

Some Jews who went around driving out evil spirits tried to invoke the name of the Lord Jesus over those who were demon-possessed. They would say, “In the name of Jesus, whom Paul preaches, I command you to come out.” Seven sons of Sceva, a Jewish chief priest, were doing this. [One day] the evil spirit answered them, “Jesus I know, and I know about Paul, but who are you?” Then the man who had the evil spirit jumped on them and overpowered them all. He gave them such a beating that they ran out of the house naked and bleeding. 

Such traveling exorcists, particularly Jews, were popular. The Jews, especially, would know how to pronounce the inexpressible name of God. Among those Jewish exorcists were the sons of one Sceva, described here as a chief priest. It is possible that this Sceva actually belonged to a Jewish chief-priestly family, but more probably “Jewish chief priest” was his self-designation: Luke might have placed the words in quotation marks had these been invented in his day.
 Most likely, he was a fraud.

In those days, casting out demons was like magic: knowing the right words said in the right order and tone of voice was thought to be essential. The seven sons of Sceva heard Paul pronouncing the name of Jesus in connection with healing miracles. Assuming him to be an exorcist like themselves, they listened carefully to be able to duplicate his “magic power.” They failed to hear the Gospel message of redemption. They failed to see more than material gain from what they assumed was the occult power in the name of Jesus. They mistook the Gospel for magic. They failed to discern the conflict between good and evil, salvation and sin. Consequently, they were shocked when they properly pronounced the divine “name” and were immediately answered and set upon by the spirit they were attempting to exorcize. A single spirit stripped them of their clothing and made fools of them by chasing them naked into the street, overpowering all seven sons! The lesson is simple but profound; “Moral principles cannot be manipulated by the occult.”

Since these men had no personal relationship with Jesus, they had to invoke the name of Paul as well; but their scheme did not work. The demon said, “Jesus I recognize, and Paul I am acquainted with; but who are you?” (literal translation) The demonized man then attacked the seven priests and drove them from the house.
 Luke describes their state using a Greek word we transliterate to get the English term “traumatized.”

Had this exorcism succeeded, it would have discredited the name of Jesus Christ and the ministry of the church in Ephesus. (Remember the possessed slave girl Paul faced in Philippi?) However, God used the scheme to defeat Satan and to bring conviction to those who were still involved in magical arts. Instead of disgracing the name of Jesus, the event magnified His name and caused the Word of God to spread even more rapidly.

A couple of applications should be made here. First is the danger of dabbling in the occult. Satan and his demons are real, and they are powerful. Occult practices have been around for centuries, and God clearly denounces them in Deuteronomy 18. Such things as fortune-telling, séances, magic (not in the entertaining slight of hand, but real hard core magic), even such “harmless” things like playing with a Ouija board or reading a horoscope is playing with supernatural fire. Even as Christians, we can make the mistake of underestimating the powers of evil around us. It is not something to trifle with.

I have seen and heard preachers on television act as though Satan and his demons were nothing more than comic book characters that can be ordered around at will. One of these jokers stood up and said, “I’m gonna preach the word and the devil’s gonna fall down dead!” He may have fallen down laughing, but not dead. If I have to deal with a person that is demon possessed, I will not go into that setting alone. I will take other spiritually minded people with me, and we will be covered in prayer before we enter.

Second, we need to understand that the power of the Spirit cannot be manipulated. God is not a formula; we cannot “say the magic words” and expect the Holy Spirit to do as we wish. Just because He worked in a particular way in a particular place does not mean that He will always work in the same way in another time and place. While I agree that some principles translate into different circumstances, frankly what works in one place may not work in another. We cannot bottle the power of the Spirit; we should not try to put God in a box. 

The Purging of the Sinfulness

Finally, to build a church there must be the purging of the sinfulness. Verses 17-19 record,

When this became known to the Jews and Greeks living in Ephesus, they were all seized with fear, and the name of the Lord Jesus was held in high honor. Many of those who believed now came and openly confessed their evil deeds. A number who had practiced sorcery brought their scrolls together and burned them publicly. When they calculated the value of the scrolls, the total came to fifty thousand drachmas. 
The defeat of these seven frauds sent shockwaves through the region, prompting the people to revere the Lord, and the reputation of Jesus Christ spread farther and faster. People who had been practicing magic or dabbling in the spirit realm confessed and repented.

The measure of this turn from the occult was a bonfire worth “fifty thousand pieces of silver.” If the pieces of silver were drachmas, each coin represented one day’s wages for a common laborer, as seen in Jesus’ parable in Luke 15:8. Fifty thousand pieces represented more than 136 years of continuous labor with no days off! To put this in our terms, consider this: 50,000 days x 8 hours/day = 400,000 work hours. If you take
400,000 hours times ten dollars and hour, and you have four million dollars worth of merchandise going up in smoke! (If you take the new minimum wage of fifteen dollars an hour, the total rises to six million!)

Luke offers this tangible measurement to help his readers gauge the impact of the Holy Spirit on Ephesus, the surrounding territory, and the Roman province of Asia at large. This figure represents a dramatic shift in the values of the people; they had invested heavily in written volumes containing incantations. Magicians and mediums voluntarily gave up their sources of income, which meant the people spent less money and time seeking help from the powers of darkness and, instead, turned toward the light. This monetary figure also speaks the language of Ephesus. Perhaps more than any other place in the world, money and dark powers enjoyed a symbiotic relationship that kept Asia in Satan’s stranglehold.
 (In Revelation 2:13, Jesus addresses the church at Pergamum, about 110 miles north of Ephesus, “I know where you live—where Satan has his throne. Yet you remain true to my name. You did not renounce your faith in me, even in the days of Antipas, my faithful witness, who was put to death in your city—where Satan lives.” This whole region was a hotbed for the occult.

The tense of the verbs in verse 18 indicates that the people “kept coming…kept confessing…kept showing.” These believers apparently had not made a clean break with sin and were still practicing their magic, but the Lord had dealt with them. These people did not count the cost but repented and turned from their sins.
 

A church cannot grow and thrive when there is “sin in the camp.” Remember how impotent the Israelite army was in Joshua’s day when sin was present. We must not over-emphasize grace that we do not deal strongly and effectively with sin.

Paul later wrote to Timothy in 2 Timothy 2:20-21

In a large house there are articles not only of gold and silver, but also of wood and clay; some are for noble purposes and some for ignoble. If a man cleanses himself from the latter, he will be an instrument for noble purposes, made holy, useful to the Master and prepared to do any good work. 

I believe the implication here is that if we do not cleanse ourselves from the latter, we will not be useful to the Master, and I don’t believe we will see the Spirit move to the degree that He could. I wonder how many churches are hindered because of unconfessed sin in the members.

Luke summarizes in verse 20, “In this way the word of the Lord spread widely and grew in power.” I believe this two-to-three year period is the highlight of Paul’s missionary career. He spent more time in Ephesus than anywhere else. More churches were planted and more souls reached in the region than any other recorded in the New Testament era. 

If we want to see our churches established today, we need not spend thousands of dollars on the latest fad campaign or try to keep up with the megachurches in our culture. I’m not saying what they are doing is wrong; I am saying that what works there may not produce the same results in a different setting.

What will build a church are these three fundamentals:

· The proclamation of the Scriptures

· The power of the Spirit

· The purging of the sinfulness

Building on the foundation of the Word of God, allowing the Holy Spirit to work as He will (not necessarily as we will), and keeping sin from corrupting the work, I believe we will see Jesus build His church, and the gates of Hades will not be able to stand against it!
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