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Scripture: Acts  19:23-34 

Sermon: 

Imagine… 
 I want you to imagine a pub or bar in Guelph.  Like most drinking establishments, this bar has its 

“regulars” who come in and overconsume each week.  But suppose one by one, these regular “over indulgers” 

start dropping away from the bar.  One by one, they stop coming in on their regular nights to drink and party with 

their friends.  Finally, the bar owner sees one of these regulars around and town and asks, “Hey, why don’t you 

and your buddies come by the bar anymore?”  As they talk, it turns out that these drinking buddies have all found 

Jesus.  They’ve found Christ and he has transformed their lives.  They no longer feel the need to drown their 

sorrows or get drunk to celebrate.  Yeah, they still drink sometimes, but only in moderation.  The bar owner 

walks away shaking his head in bewilderment. 

 Then, later that month, at the regular meeting for downtown business owners, the various bar and 

restaurant owners start talking about how they’ve all seen a drop in sales. They’re all missing at least a few of their 

“regulars.”  It turns out that they’re all finding Jesus!  Some of the owners send out a few tweets. A few others 

post updates on their Facebook pages.  Word gets around to the Sleeman brewery and the Wellington Brewery.  

The employees at the Beer Store and the LCBO get word and they, too, have seen a drop in sales over the past 

year.  The owner of the Manner says that he doesn’t get the crowds out that he used to see either. 

 [pic]  Through the joys of social media, all the people affected by the alcohol industry in Guelph gather 

downtown at St. George’s square by the fountain. The bar owner from the beginning of our story stands up on the 

edge of the fountain and calls out to the crowd.  He starts telling them that their livelihood is at stake. Not only 

that, but Guelph is going to gain a reputation as a city of “Puritanical religious freaks.” [pics] The people get 

agitated.  A protest march starts.  Bottles are thrown.  The crowd works its way down to the football fields at 

the U of G and have a sit in protest. 

 Seems pretty far-fetched, right? Doesn’t seem like that sort of thing could really happen, does it?  

Imagine what sort of impact the church in Guelph would be having on people’s lives if this did happen! Imagine 

what sort of effect the gospel would be having on the city of so many people in Guelph felt their lives being 

transformed by Jesus that the bars, restaurants, breweries, Beer Stores and LCBO’s observed a noticeable drop in 

revenue.  Wouldn’t that be spectacular! 

Context… 
 Well, that’s exactly what happened in the ancient city of Ephesus after Paul had been there for two years!  

Ephesus was a very important city in the ancient world. It was a centre for trade, being on a major river and 

seaport.  It had a tremendous library, a famous theatre and a huge variety of temples. [pics] 

 By the time Paul brought the gospel to Ephesus, the city was deeply concerned about their role as a 

seaport. The river that ran near the city kept filling with silt, which made it difficult for boats to get to the city and 

all attempts to clear out the silt had failed. [Richard Longenecker, The Ministry and Message of Paul, p. 69] In 

fact, it was because the river continued to silt up that the city eventually died.  It has been excavated in recent 

years, and I had the privilege of being there a few years ago. The bay that used to be the lifeblood of the city is now 

several miles away! If you look at the second picture, the one of the theatre, the long road heading out of the 

theatre used to go directly to the docks on the bay. You can see that there’s no water anywhere in the picture! 

 But in Paul’s time the bay was still close by, even if it wasn’t as good as it used to be.  However, the city’s 

other main source of income and influence was still strong. That was its role as a religious centre.   The most 

famous temple, the temple of Artemis, contained an idol carved from a meteorite that had fallen from the sky 

centuries earlier.  People from all over the region came to see the Temple of Artemis of the Ephesians.  In fact, 

the Temple of Artemis in Ephesus was one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, along with the Great 

Pyramids, Colossus of Rhodes and the Hanging Gardens of Babylon!  Pilgrims came from miles around to see 

the Temple of Artemis and to worship at the other temples in the city.  By the time Paul got to the city, the 
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Ephesians were “turning more toward the temple in support of their economy.” [Longenecker, p. 70] 

 Paul spent two years teaching in Ephesus and many people from the entire province heard the good news 

of Jesus. Likely it was at this time that somebody whom Paul taught went and shared the gospel with the 

Colossians. [Longenecker, p. 71] We know Paul didn’t plant that church, even though he wrote a letter to them.  

Colossae is not far from Ephesus.  Furthermore, during his time in Ephesus, the Spirit was at work in miraculous 

ways.  Many people had demons cast out of them and were healed.  Some Jews who were in the business of 

exercising demons tried to use Jesus’ name in an exorcism and it failed spectacularly!  The demon said, “I know 

Jesus. I know Paul. But who are you?” and the demon possessed man beat them up!  Many people heard about 

this and came to Paul in repentance, including many who were involved in the occult.  So Paul’s ministry in 

Ephesus made a big splash and had a tremendous effect.  After about two years, Paul decided to head back to 

Jerusalem with some other stops along the way.   

Text 

 It is at this point that we pick up the story in our text today.  Please turn with me to Acts 19:23-34. 

What It Says… 

 So what is happening here? What does our text say?  Remember, Paul’s ministry in Ephesus has been 

quite spectacular.  News of the gospel has spread throughout the province.  That means that not only are 

people in Ephesus coming to Christ, but many people outside Ephesus, in the nearby towns and cities further 

away, are also coming to Christ.  Part of Paul’s message is that gods made by human hands, that is, idols, are no 

gods at all. So not only are a significant number of people in Ephesus no longer visiting the pagan temples or 

buying religious symbols and trinkets, but people from outside the city are not coming to visit as much anymore 

either.  This drop off has become significant enough that the members of the silversmith’s guild have noticed a 

drop in sales! 

 One man, Demetrius, calls the other smiths together to talk over the problem.  They city is already seeing 

a drop in trade because the river keeps filling with silt.  Now they’re seeing a noticeable threat to their 

significance as a religious centre too!  Likely those that were there listening to Demetrius were other 

silversmiths, but also any other craftsmen who made things for any of the temples. This may have even included 

some of the priests from the various temples, the men who sold animal sacrifices, maybe even musicians.  

Basically, he called together everybody whose livelihoods had been or could be impacted if Paul and his message 

were not stopped.   

It’s interesting to note that he didn’t just make a financial or economic argument. He also called upon the 

city’s pride as the place where the famous temple for Artemis was housed.  It would be like the Egyptians feeling 

like the Great Pyramids were being threatened. 

Demetrius was an effective agitator!  The crowd filled the streets in the form of a mob, gathering people 

from the marketplace and headed for the theatre!  It was quite an unruly crowd as we can see from the text.  

Eventually, in the verses at the end which we didn’t read, a city official had to quiet them down by reminding 

them that if the Romans heard they were rioting there would be serious consequences from Rome! 

Along the way to the theatre, two of Paul’s missionary companions were seized, Aristarchus and Gaius.  

We don’t know much about these two men, but Aristarchus is likely a Gentile companion of Paul from 

Thessalonica (cf Acts 19:29; 20:24) who stayed with Paul when he was imprisoned in Rome (Col 4:10).  He was 

a valued and intimate associate of Paul. [Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible]  Gaius was a very common name 

in the Roman Empire, so although we do have other mentions of men named Gaius in the NT, we can’t be sure 

they’re the same man as here.  It is possible that he was one of the few people in Corinth baptised by Paul himself 

(1 Cor 1:14) and that he allowed Paul to stay in his house in Corinth while he was there. (Rom 16:23) 

Imagine being one of these men!  Imagine being grabbed by a mob because your church has been so 

successful that a riot has started.  Imagine their fear!  Yet we know that in spite of this they continued with Paul 

on his missionary journey and Aristarchus was a loyal friend for many years to come.  Has Jesus touched your 

life in such a dramatic way that you would continue to be a missionary after an event like this? 

Another thing I want to point out is Paul’s response to all this. When he heard that a mob had formed in the 

theatre over the gospel, his first response was not to run away and hide. His first response was to try to get in there 

to preach to them!  Talk about seizing every opportunity!  Paul saw an angry mob as a perfect opportunity 
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for evangelism! 
But Paul’s friends wouldn’t let him go.  I can just picture him grabbing his cloak and trying to head to the 

door and his friends says, “What?!? Where do you think you’re going?”   

Paul replies, “I’m going to the theatre! I have to tell them about Christ. I have to share the gospel with 

them!” 

“Oh no you don’t!  They’ve already got Gaius and Aristarchus. We’re not about to let them have you 

too.” 

Not only did Paul’s friends have to restrain him, but certain important officials in the city also knew Paul 

and were on good terms with him too.  They knew Paul really well, in fact. They knew that he would want to get 

into the theatre to talk to the crowd, so they actually sent word to Paul to stay away! 

Imagine that!  Imagine a couple city counsellors calling you to tell you not to go try to talk to the rioting 

mob at the stadium. Imagine that you were actually planning on going and that they knew you so well they 

pre-empted you!  What kind of statement would that make about your character and passion as a Christian? 

The final observation I want to make is that in the theatre the Jews put forward a representative of their 

own, Alexander.  After Paul’s first three months in Ephesus, some Jews in the synagogue where Paul had been 

preaching started to malign Christianity.  Here, during the riot, it seems that they were likely trying to distance 

themselves from the Christians. In the early years, Christianity was seen as a sect, or denomination of Judaism.  

In many places Jews had special religious privileges that were extended to Christians.  But here, as was the case 

in a number of other cities, some of the Jews rejected the gospel and then tried to distance themselves from the 

Christians as best they could. 

What It Means 
 But what does all this mean?  This is an exciting and dramatic story for sure. But what is its significance?  

One of the main reasons that Luke wrote the book of Acts was as a defence or explanation for Paul’s ministry. As 

you read Acts, you will see that in a host of places Paul visited, eventually there were riots and/or Paul was 

arrested.  Luke is writing to Theophilus, likely a Roman official, to explain not only the gospel of Jesus, but also 

the story of Paul.  So Luke includes many of the remarkable responses to Paul’s ministry, both positive and 

negative, but we consistently see that the arrests and riots were unfounded or, at the very least, not Paul’s fault.  

We see that here, too. Luke tells us who actually started the trouble, a silver-smith named Demetrius, that many 

people didn’t even know why they were there, and ultimately concludes that the city officials quelled the riot and 

said that if the silver-smiths had a legitimate complaint they should take Paul to court. Along the way, Luke 

manages to include the fact that Paul was friends with a number of officials in the city who told him not to appear 

before this crowd. 

 But let’s take a step back and consider the broader picture.  In Ephesus, Paul’s ministry was so power, 

so effective, that it threatened the pagan economy!  Demetrius must have hit a nerve with the crowd.  He was 

on to something. People had seen a drop in sales of Artemis idols, temple visits and the like.  Paul’s ministry was 

characterized by powerful healings, which also would have cut into the temple sacrifices to other gods.  If Paul 

can heal you for free, why go to a temple to make a sacrifice?  If you’re healed by the Holy Spirit and come to 

Christ, you’re not going to be attending services at the temple of Artemis, or Zeus, or any of the other gods with 

temples in the city.  People are going to notice that you’re gone. 

 We see in Paul’s ministry that people were being dramatically transformed.  They were leaving 

their old lives behind. They were changed, one by one, by coming to know the love of Jesus.  They were being 

healed physically and spiritually.  And as their numbers grew, one by one, it had a noticeable effect on the city as 

a whole.  And it wasn’t just the people in the city. The good news was spreading to the whole province. People 

would come to Ephesus to pray to Artemis for something, find Jesus and go home Christians.  When they got 

home, they would then tell their whole families, and their friends, some of whom would also become Christians.  

They would forgo their usual trips to Ephesus as well. 

 The remarkable thing about this is that it’s not the only time it happened!  We have a set of ancient letters 

written by a Roman official, Pliny the Younger, who died in AD 113.  A number of his letters were written to the 

Emperor Trajan and in one Pliny talks about Christians. [epistle X.96] Pliny has had some Christians brought 

before him for trial and is asking Trajan how to procede.  In that letter, Pliny refers to a dip in the business of 
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supplying food for sacrificial animals for pagan temples in his region.  He infers that this dip has been caused by 

Christianity spreading to so many people! [FF Bruce, Acts, p. 398 n.56]  That is, so many pagans were converting 

to Christianity, that there was a noticeable drop in animal sacrifices in the pagan temples and a corresponding 

drop in the sale of fodder for those animals. 

 So we see that in the first generations of the church, the economic impact on the pagan facets of the Roman 

Empire were not only noticed, but brought to the attention of the emperor himself! 

Why It Matters… 
 Why does all this matter?  What relevance does this have for today? 

 The most important thing we need to take from this passage is the dramatic effect the love of Jesus has on 

people’s lives.  When people find Christ, and the Holy Spirit gets to work on them, their lives are dramatically 

changed.  And that change has an effect on the people around them.  We see in Ephesus that the change in 

Christians’ lives affected the local economy.  The letter from Pliny, the Roman official, to the Emperor Trajan 

shows that this was not an isolated incident. 

 Faith in Christ challenges our financial priorities. [Matthew Henry, Commentary on the Whole Bible 

vol 6, p. 252]  It challenges where we spend our money. It challenges what we do for a living, or at least how we 

go about doing it.  Perhaps there were some silver-smiths in Ephesus who became Christians?  They would still 

be silver-smiths, but they would no longer be making idols for the pagan temples.  Perhaps you’re an investment 

banker.  You can still be an investment banker as a Christian, but maybe the way you go about making money 

changes.  Maybe you’re a teacher.  Being a Christian should change the way you relate to your students, their 

parents and the administration at the school. 

 [Pic] I’ve been reading a wonderfully gripping book recently. It’s a biography about three generations of 

women who grew up in East Asia. The grandmother grew up during the end of the Feudal age, the mother grew up 

during WWII and the revolution. The granddaughter, the author of the book, grew up during the current regime.  

In the middle generation, both the father and mother were important government officials.  As you read the book, 

you can’t help but empathize with the common people when the new government takes over. There is so much 

abuse of power that the new party seems great!  And the author’s father is a “true believer.” He never abuses his 

power or takes advantage of his position in the party.  But all around him the same old things start to creep in. 

People start using their power and influence to get better positions for themselves, or family members or friends. 

They use the new system to get revenge on old enemies or rivals. 

 What we see happening in this book is that you can change a lot in a country. You can not only change the 

political party, but change the entire political system.  You can change the entire economic system and how land 

and property are distributed.  You can control how food is produced, how goods are manufactured and how trade 

works.  You can clear out all the “old guard” and put new people in charge. You can make dramatic 

transformation of an entire country. But if you don’t change people’s hearts, if you don’t renew their very nature, 

you’re not going to see substantial change.  If you don’t change a person’s sinful nature, all the education, all 

the economic prosperity, all of the changes in political structure won’t really make a difference. 

 Why is that? Because these things are good, but they cannot change the heart of man!  Our deepest 

problem in humanity is not hunger, poverty, lack of education or political.  Our deepest problem is sin. Our 

deepest problem is that our minds, wills, feelings, inclinations, preferences and imaginations are all corrupt. They 

are all twisted.  We are broken people at the very core of who we are. So you can feed a sinful person, which is 

important to do, but they’re still sinful. You can clothe a sinful person, which is good, but they’re still sinful. You 

can educate a sinful person, but they’re still sinful.  You can change the economy so that every person has what 

they need, but they are still sinful people. You can revamp the entire political system of a nation, but the people 

who fill the new government are still sinful people. 

 But in Ephesus, the Holy Spirit was the prime mover behind the change in people.  In Ephesus, it was the 

Spirit of God at work in people’s hearts, transforming their minds, feelings, wills, desires, preferences and 

imaginations.  In Ephesus, the Spirit changed people and the effect was felt throughout the city. 

 Here at Priory, our vision is to see broken people becoming whole through the love of Christ.  That 

is, we want to see people who are broken in sin, alienated from God and from one another, find wholeness through 

the love of Jesus as demonstrated on the cross.  We want the Spirit of Jesus to be at work in each of us, renewing 
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our thoughts, feelings and desires, so that we love people more than things. We want to love God more than 

ourselves. We want our very character to be changed so that we make the well-being of others our number one 

priority in life, especially their spiritual well-being. 

 If we are successful in that, we will accomplish the third line of our mission- to contribute to Spirit-filled 

transformation in the city of Guelph.  If we allow ourselves to be transformed, we will in turn transform our 

city.  If we admit our brokenness to God and to one another, if we submit to the work of the Spirit in us and 

through us to work in one another, we will find healing from the indwelling power of sin that keeps showing up in 

our lives day after day after day.  As we are transformed, as we are healed, people will start to take notice. Some 

will want for themselves the kind of wholeness we have found in Jesus. They, too, will come to recognize their 

brokenness and find healing in Jesus.  And our numbers will grow and our impact will grow. 

 Others, however, will take notice in a negative way. Our transformation will cause others discomfort. 

Maybe there will be a dip in alcohol sales. Maybe drug dealers will lose customers. Maybe bosses will see a drop 

in profit because their employees are no longer willing to cross ethical and moral lines.  Maybe people will spend 

more time with their families and church and not be willing to work so many hours, or participate in other 

activities that cut into their time, even if those activities are good in and of themselves. 

 When people are transformed by the gospel, other people take notice. Sometimes it’s positive. Sometimes 

it’s negative. But people always notice. When enough people are transformed, entire cities change. 

 Now, along the way, Paul did meet people’s physical needs as well as their spiritual needs. There was 

a powerful ministry of healing and casting our demons in Ephesus. That is why the second part of our mission is to 

love our neighbours by helping them overcome their spiritual and physical needs. Our bodies matter to God. Part 

of our Christian witness is meeting people’s physical needs.  Jesus came to redeem us physically as well as 

spiritually. Part of the victory of Jesus over sin includes victory over the physical consequences of sin. Part of 

declaring that the Kingdom of God is at hand is showing that the power of sin and death over our physical bodies 

has been defeated. 

 But we could meet everybody’s physical needs and yet, without the work of the Spirit on their hearts, the 

help would only be temporary.  Without changing their nature, without the change from a sinful, “fleshly” heart 

to a spiritual heart, we’ve not done them much good.  Now they will just be less hungry, warmer, better educated 

sinful people. 

 So that is our goal- to see people transformed by the Spirit so that they find healing and wholeness through 

the love of Christ. In a ripple effect, as we ourselves are transformed, we will see this affect our households, our 

neighbourhoods and our city, and beyond. 

 But hidden within this goal, hidden within our passage today, hidden within this concept is a challenge to 

each of us. A vast majority of us here today call ourselves Christians.  We say that Jesus is our Lord.  But have 

we been transformed?  We’ve said the words, we come to church, but has our heart been changed?   

 Most of us agree that there are a lot of hypocritical Christians. They claim to be religious, they claim to be 

Christians, but they don’t show it in how they live. But do we fall into that category too?  How transformed are 

we?  How transformed am I? 

 There’s a test here in our text. Who is angry that we are Christians?  Who has our Christianity ticked off?  

Who has lost something because our lives are so different now than they were before?  Has anybody lost money 

because you’ve found Jesus? Do you not spend your time or money on certain things because you’ve found Jesus’ 

transforming, healing power?  Who has been affected by your faith?  Or do you still live the same way you used 

to? Or the same way as your non-Christian co-worker, or neighbour?   

 Has your life been transformed by the work of the Spirit?  Has your faith affected your employer in either 

a good way or a bad way? Does your faith affect how you interact with your family? Your friends? Your spouse?  

Because that’s how it works. We can’t think about transforming all those people “out there” in the city if we’re not 

ready and willing to admit we need to be transformed in here.  And it’s not about getting people “out there” to 

come in here to be transformed. It’s about being transformed ourselves. Those of us here, now, today. 

 When Paul wrote to the Christians in Ephesus, after he left, this is what he prayed for them: “For this 

reason, I kneel before the Father…. I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power 

through his Spirit in your inner being [that’s your heart], so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through 
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faith.” Notice, he is writing to Christians praying that Christ would dwell in their hearts!  They’re already 

believers, but they still need Christ to come dwell in their hearts- their minds, wills, emotions, attitudes, 

preferences and imaginations. Paul continues, “And I pray that you, being rooted and established in [agape] 

love, may have power, together with all the [Christians], to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is 

the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge- that you may be filled to the [brim with] 

all the fullness of God.” [Eph 3:14-19] 

 Paul’s prayer for the church is that they be rooted and established in agape love, which comes from God.  

His prayer is that Christ will dwell in every aspect of what makes them tick.  His prayer is that they will be blown 

away by how loved they are by God and that they will be filled with God’s character. 

 Are you blown away by how much God loves you? Are you “rooted and established” in love?  If you’ve 

been around church for long, you probably say that yes, Jesus lives in your heart because you invited him there, 

that’s how we tend to talk about becoming a Christian. But Paul was talking to Christians.  Does Jesus live in 

your mind? Does he live in your will? Does he live in your desires, preferences and imagination?  Do you goals 

in life reflect Jesus? Do your desires reflect Jesus? Do you emotions reflect Jesus?  Do your thoughts reflect 

Jesus?  Are you filled with joy through your knowledge of Christ? Or does your joy ebb and flow with your 

circumstances?  Are you able to be content in all circumstances through Christ, or do you get blown back and 

forth in the wind? 

 I know that, far too often, mine heart doesn’t reflect Christ.  I’m not hungry for Christ the way I should 

be. I’ve seen a lot of growth in myself over the years, but I’m not there yet.  I don’t long for Jesus. I get distracted, 

discouraged and consumed by things other than Jesus.   

 So this is my prayer. For the sake of the city out there, those of us in here need to be transformed.  Before 

we can worry about those out there and what they’re doing wrong, or how they’re living, or how they need to be 

changed, which is what we are always tempted to focus on, we need to worry about ourselves in here. And I don’t 

mean you start worrying about how the person across the room, or even sitting next to you needs to change. You 

worry about how you need to change. You worry about the areas of your life that you would blush to invite Jesus 

into.  You worry about how you need to be transformed. 

I haven’t given many “to do’s” lately, but I have one for you this week. I warn you, it’s a dangerous one. 

It’s a live one!  Your to do this week, and I challenge you to do it three times a day, is to pray, “Dear God, I 

don’t hunger after Jesus the way I should.  Please, make me hungry for Jesus.  Please make me hungry 

for the transformation that only Jesus can bring. Amen.” 

Pray that sincerely throughout your day, every day, at least three times a day, for one week and watch the 

Lord answer your prayer.  If we, as a church family, start praying that prayer and submitting to the work of the 

Spirit in our hearts, we will be transformed. When we are transformed, people will notice. Maybe there won’t be 

riots, but there will be those who take note.  That is how we will see broken people finding wholeness through the 

love of Christ. We will be those broken people! And that is how we will contribute to Spirit-filled transformation 

in the city of Guelph. 


