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A Long Stay in Ephesus

STAY I NG PU T
How long should a pastor stay at a congregation? Some stay only a 
few years, while others spend a lifetime in one spot. This writer served 
a church in Ohio whose original pastor came in 1904 and stayed until 
his death 63 years later! On the other hand, I served a congregation in 
Illinois which had more than 35 pastors, interns and vacancy helpers 
in its 63-year history! The average length stay of a pastor in the LCMS 
is between 6–8 years. Many, including writer Eugene Peterson, counsel 
pastors to stay put, alleging that longer pastorates are generally more 
helpful to congregations than shorter ones. Would you agree?

The apostle Paul was not a resident pastor, of course, but a missionary 
and evangelist who planted churches and then appointed elders to 
supply ongoing pastoral care to the people after he departed. His stays 
were often measured in months or weeks rather than years. It was 
highly unusual for him to stay anywhere very long. Two exceptions to his 
normal practice were the 18 months he spent in Corinth and the three 
years he labored at Ephesus. The result of his work in Ephesus was that 
“all the residents of Asia heard the word of the Lord, both Jews and 
Greeks” (Acts 19:10). The province of “Asia” included the congregations 
mentioned in Revelation 2–3, along with Colossae and Hierapolis. Some 
of this mission outreach may have been done by enthusiastic disciples of 
Paul who undertook to share the message in outlying towns. Paul “stayed 
put” for three years, and the result was an abundant harvest.

Acts
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This lesson will take a closer look at that long stay in Ephesus and some of the strange, 
wonderful things that happened there. We must point out that Luke is highly selective in 
telling the story of that ministry. The three years get but a single chapter, partly because 
Luke was not present with Paul during that time (there are no “we” pronouns in the 
chapter) and perhaps also because Luke wants to emphasize the progress that will 
finally bring the Gospel to Rome. He focuses on the triumphs and says less about the 
hardships. Paul’s letters to Corinth, almost certainly written from Ephesus, reveal to us 
a larger, more complex story with some dreadful struggles. Acts 19 says nothing of how 
Paul “fought with beasts at Ephesus” (1 Cor. 15:32) or of “the affliction we experienced 
in Asia” so that he “despaired of life itself” (2 Cor. 1:8). These letters make clear that 
Paul experienced “the good, the bad, and the ugly” as he worked in Ephesus. Most 
pastors nowadays do too, especially those who choose to stay put.

ENCO U N T ER W I T H J OH N ’S DISCI PLES 
a lOng staY in ePhesUs
The Third Missionary Journey, begun without fanfare in the spring of AD 52, saw Paul 
retrace earlier travels through Galatia and Phrygia (cf. 16:6), “strengthening all the 
disciples” (18:23). Directed away from Ephesus on his previous trip, Paul had made a 
momentous detour to Troas and across to Macedonia and Greece before making the 
briefest of visits to Ephesus (18:20). Apollos, on the other hand, had a lengthier stay 
there. His ministry was powerful, but his theology was deficient to such a degree that 
Priscilla and Aquila had set about correcting him (18:26). Apollos finally made his way 
across to Corinth where he had an effective ministry.

Now Paul finally came to Ephesus for a lengthier stay (v. 1). The city of Ephesus, located 
near the coast on the Little Meander River, was the greatest trading center of Asia 
Minor, the “Treasure House of Asia.” But it also held “the wildest collection of pagan 
priests, exorcists, magicians… and charlatans in the Roman empire” (Paul Maier). 
It was famous for charms and spells written on so-called “Ephesian Letters,” which 
guaranteed safety in travel, success in love, and children for childless couples. People 
from all over the Mediterranean world came to buy those letters and even wear them as 
amulets for good luck.

The Third Missionary Journey, begun without fanfare in the 
spring of AD 52, saw Paul retrace earlier travels through Galatia 

and Phrygia (cf. 16:6), “strengthening all the disciples.”
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The very first event Luke mentions 
in Ephesus is that Paul met some 
“disciples” (v. 1), a word that 
everywhere else in Acts (28 times!) 
indicated “Christians.” If these men 
were Christians, however, they were 
“incomplete” Christians, says William 
Barclay. Possibly because they were 
new on Paul’s radar, he asked, “Did 
you receive the Holy Spirit when 
you believed?” (v. 2). His question 
reveals how crucial the reception 
of the Holy Spirit was seen to be in 
the proclamation of the Gospel (it is 
something mentioned at each of the 
“Pentecostal spreadings” to new people 
groups – 2:4, 8:14–17, 10:44–46). Their 
answer was stunning: “We have not 
even heard that there is a Holy Spirit”! 
It must have made him wonder if they 
were truly Christian at all, so he asked 
a follow-up question: “Into what then 
were you baptized?” The answer? “Into 
John’s baptism” (v. 3).

Had these men been taught by Apollos 
who, prior to the mentoring of Priscilla 
and Aquila, “knew only the baptism 
of John” (18:25)? Were they perhaps 
members of a “John the Baptist” sect 
that had existed independently? Once 
again, as had happened with Apollos, 
there came a clear, but brotherly word 
of instruction to fill the hole in their 

understanding. Paul explained the 
distinction between the baptism of 
John (“the baptism of repentance”) and 
that of Jesus, the one that causes the 
recipient to “receive the Holy Spirit.” 
The whole conversation is one more 
indication that the New Testament 
does NOT distinguish between the 
sacrament of baptism and “baptism 
with the Holy Spirit.” Paul’s question 
clearly presumed that the Spirit was 
given through Christian baptism. The 
men accepted the correction and were, 
forthwith, “baptized in the name of 
the Lord Jesus” (v. 5). It is the only 
recorded instance of re-baptism in the 
entire New Testament.

A final curious note is Luke’s 
observation that “there were about 
twelve men in all” (v. 7). For Jews and 
Christians this would be seen as more 
than a coincidence, for the number 
twelve is the number of the tribes 
of Israel and the number of apostles 
Jesus chose – a number maintained in 
the choosing of Matthias (1:26). Does 
Luke’s mention of the number indicate 
the start of a new phase of the church’s 
growth or perhaps the beginning of a 
nucleus of a congregation here in the 
strategic capital city of Asia? A new 
church had been planted.

The result of his work in Ephesus was that “all the residents of Asia 
heard the word of the Lord, both Jews and Greeks.” 
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T H E LECT U R E H A LL OF T Y R A N N US 
acts 19:8–12
As was his standard procedure, Paul spent 
three months at the synagogue “reasoning 
and persuading” (v. 8). Then, in the face of 
rising opposition, Paul and some new disciples 
moved to “the hall of Tyrannus,” which he 
likely rented for a nominal fee to continue his 
daily encounters with all comers. It appears 
that his was a part-time use since Tyrannus 
himself needed the hall in the mornings and 
evenings. We guess that this was the case 
because one western Greek manuscript 
(footnoted in your Bible) adds to verse 9 that 
Paul’s daily sessions in the hall ran from “the 
fifth hour to the tenth” (11 a.m. to 4 p.m.). 
Contemporary sources explain that most 
people in Ephesus and other Ionian cities 
rested during the heat of the day. Paul could 
do his own tent-making work in the mornings, 
then go to the hall for his religious mission. It 
was such a good arrangement that Paul spent 
two years there.

His preaching and teaching were attended by 
miracles (described in a Greek phrase as “not 
of the ordinary kind”!). Luke explains that 
“handkerchiefs or aprons” (the Greek words 
denote the sweat cloths and work-aprons that 
were worn by workmen) that had touched 
him “were carried away to the sick, and their 
diseases left them and the evil spirits came 
out of them” (v. 12). We see here a parallel 
to the ministries of Jesus and Peter, where 
healings took place by a touching of Jesus’ 
cloak (Luke 8:44) and through Peter’s shadow 
(Acts 5:15). “The virtue, of course, lay not in 
the materials themselves but in the power of 
God…” (Longenecker).

T H E SONS OF SCEVA 
A N D T H E HOLY B ON FI R E 
acts 19:13–22
News of such healings and exorcisms was 
bound to attract ever-widening interest. One 
group that took special note of Paul’s work 
were some “itinerant Jewish exorcists,” further 
identified as “seven sons of a Jewish high 
priest named Sceva” (vv. 13–14). The use of 
magical names in incantations to drive out 
evil spirits was common in the ancient world, 
but especially prominent in Ephesus. Jewish 
exorcists were held in special esteem because 
the customary Jewish reticence about saying 
God’s name was considered a clue that they 
alone knew the true pronunciation of the 
“Ineffable Name” of God and were therefore 
most able to release its power (Longenecker).

A major flaw in their approach soon became 
evident, for the name of Jesus was clearly 
reduced to a magic charm: “I adjure you by 
the Jesus whom Paul proclaims” (v. 13). The 
demon in their subject answered them by 
saying, “Jesus I know, and Paul I recognize, 
but who are you?” and with sudden and 
startling power the possessed man leaped 
on them and gave them all such a beating 
that they “fled out of that house naked and 
wounded” (v. 16). Like the girl in the movie The 
Exorcist who played with a Ouija board and 
discovered she was dealing with a power quite 
beyond her, these amateur exorcists learned 
the fearsome power of the evil spirits they so 
carelessly approached. It is a story that surely 
must give us pause as we consider how people 
today (even clergy!) might parrot the name of 
Jesus superficially without really knowing or 
loving Him.
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Several commentators guess that Paul later 
approached and properly exorcised this 
man since news spread and a reverence for 
Jesus (and a fear of misusing His name!) 
blanketed the city. Many of Paul’s new 
converts took the further step of making 
a clean break with their old magical 
practices and burned their books in what 
was surely a bonfire to remember (v. 19)! 
Leave it to Luke, with a historian’s attention 
to detail, to report the books’ worth as 
“fifty thousand pieces of silver” (recall the 
betrayal of Jesus for just “30 pieces of 
silver” in Matt. 26:15).

Even in the midst of this success, Paul 
looks ahead to the destination that was 
laid out in 1:8 and is guiding us through 
Acts: “I must also see Rome” (v. 21). His 
determination to re-visit Macedonia and 
Achaia, make a stop in Jerusalem, and 
then go to Rome introduces the final large 
section of the book. Here for the first time 
in this section we read of Paul’s “helpers” 
Timothy and Erastus (v. 22), whom he sent 
ahead to Macedonia. He himself stayed 
on in Ephesus “for a while” — months, 
almost certainly. The three months at the 
synagogue, the two years at the lecture 
hall, and now this “while” add up to three 
years. Luke adds in v. 20 the fifth of his six 
summary statements: “the word of the Lord 
continued to increase and prevail mightily.” 
There remains one astonishing story to tell 
about Paul’s experience in Ephesus before 
his farewell.

DE MET R IUS A N D T H E 
GR E AT R IOT 
acts 19:23–41
The temple of Artemis (Diana) was one 
of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient 
World. It was roughly four times the size 
of the Parthenon in Athens, measuring 
425 feet long, 220 feet wide, and 60 feet 
high. The temple boasted 127 pillars of 
marble and an altar carved by the greatest 
Greek sculptor, Praxiteles. In the heart 
of the temple was the famous image of 
Artemis herself. The image was a black, 
squat, many-breasted figure signifying 
fertility — not beautiful, to be sure, but 
awesome because it was reputed to have 
fallen from heaven (see v. 35)! It’s almost 
certain that what became the image of 
Artemis originated as a meteorite that was 
transformed into an object of worship.

The city hosted an annual festival of 
Artemis in March-April. Tourists flocked to 
it, and it proved to be a necessary source of 
income for Ephesus, especially as its harbor 
grew more and more clogged with silt from 
the river, causing a slow decline in the 
city’s prominence in commerce. Demetrius 
and the silversmiths “made silver shrines 
of Artemis” that sold like hotcakes to 
the tourists. But a great danger to their 
business loomed! Demetrius gathered the 
city’s union laborers (v. 25) and summarized 
the situation: “This Paul has persuaded and 
turned away a great many people, saying 
that gods made with hands are not gods. 
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And there is danger… that this trade of ours may come into disrepute” (vv. 26–27). He 
was mounting a financial rather than a theological defense of the goddess. To couch it in 
modern terms, “It’s the economy, stupid!”

The assembled workmen grabbed two other companions of Paul, Gaius and Aristarchus, 
and rushed into the 24,000-seat theater carved into the mountainside on the east side 
of the city, a place whose magnificent ruins can still be seen. Not lacking courage in the 
face of real danger, Paul wanted to confront the crowd, but his Ephesian converts would 
not let him enter the theater (v. 30). Even some of the “Asiarchs,” Roman officials whose 
duty it was to advance the emperor’s cult, advised against his going. They too opposed the 
worship of Artemis and were doubtless glad to see Paul was having impact on it.

The Jews did not want to become the target of the crowd’s fury, so they sent one of their 
own, a man named Alexander, to speak, probably to point out the differences between Jews 
and Christians. But when the crowd saw he was a Jew, they shouted him down. The chant, 
“Great is Artemis of the Ephesians,” went on for two hours (v. 34)! For the crowd, Jews and 
Christians were both odious because both opposed idolatry. Finally it was left to the town 
clerk, the most important city official (and neither Jew nor Roman), to restore calm. He 
assured the throng that the deity of Artemis was unassailable and even defended the two 
missionaries as “neither sacrilegious nor blasphemers of our goddess” (v. 37 — common 
complaints Gentiles made against Jews). In fact, he pointed out, there was a real danger 
that they themselves could be charged with rioting and face reprisals, including loss of 
some freedoms, by the Romans. In his own measured way, he hoped to accomplish the 
same thing as Demetrius — the protection of the status quo and their freedom to worship 
(and profit from!) Artemis. At long last, blessedly, the crowd dispersed.

It is likely, points out Richard Longenecker, that the riot was more dangerous than Luke’s 
account suggests. It may be that Paul’s comments to the Corinthians about the “wild 
beasts in Ephesus” (1 Cor. 15:32) and the “deadly peril” in Asia (2 Cor. 1:8–11) are in fact 
allusions to the dramatic developments that day.

For the crowd, Jews and Christians were both odious because both opposed 
idolatry. Finally it was left to the town clerk, the most important city 
official (and neither Jew nor Roman), to restore calm. He assured the 

throng that the deity of Artemis was unassailable and even defended the 
two missionaries as “neither sacrilegious nor blasphemers of our goddess.”
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PER SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
acts 20:1–38

Gracious God, as I read the account of Paul’s farewell, I remember the many 
good-bye’s life brings. Help me, on those days, to look back with thanksgiving and 

forward with hope, mindful of Your promises. For Jesus’ sake. Amen.
Review
1. What particular challenges did the city of Ephesus pose to the Christian message?

2. What similarities do you see between the “disciples” Paul met in 19:1–7 and Apollos in 18:24–25?

Acts 20:1–12
3. Where are we now? Compare the stops in these verses with those in Journey 2 (use the maps in your Bible 

or from the internet).

4. Name the men who are now part of the missionary group (vv. 4–6). Remember the significance of the first-
person “we”!

5. What glimpse do we get in v. 7 of the early Christian worship gatherings? What day of the week? Time of 
day (remember that the Jewish “day” began at sundown)? Place of meeting? Components of the gathering? 
Adherence to a schedule?

6. Eutychus is not the only person to fall asleep in church! What are the consequences? What similarities or 
differences do you see between what Paul does and what Elijah and Elisha did (1 Kings 17:21; 2 Kings 
4:34–5)?

Acts 20:13–16
7. Compare verse 16 with verse 6. What two great Jewish feasts are in view? What time of year is this? What 

do these things tell you about Paul’s “Jewishness”?

8. Use a map to trace the route the party took from Troas to Miletus. How far is Miletus from Ephesus?

Acts 20:17–38
9. When you say “good-bye,” do you like it short and sweet or more drawn out? Why? What’s the hardest 

good-bye you’ve experienced?
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10. Have you ever attended a farewell for a pastor? What were the “highs and lows” of that experience?

11. Paul addresses the “elders” from Ephesus. According to vv. 28–35, how would you characterize their 
assigned role?

12. Where in this speech do you find a summary of the Gospel? What is it?

13. What does he say about the conduct of his ministry in the following verses?

 v. 19

 vv. 26–27

 v. 31

 vv. 33–34

 v. 35

14. Select one or two things you believe today’s pastors most need to hear in this speech.

15. What does Paul see coming next for him (see vv. 22–23, 25)? For them (vv. 29–30)? Why do you suppose he 
tells them these things?

16. What evidence of emotion do we read in these verses?

17. For you personally, what is the most striking lesson that emerges from reading about the missionary 
journeys?

Memory Challenge

ACTS 20:27–28 “I did not shrink from declaring to you the whole counsel of God. Pay careful attention to 
yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the church of 
God, which he obtained with his own blood.”

A C T S  2 0 : 1 – 3 8

LWBS132

18


	Text75: 
	0: 
	1: 
	2: 
	3: 
	4: 
	5: 
	6: 
	7: 
	8: 

	Text76: 
	0: 
	1: 
	2: 

	Text77: 
	0: 
	1: 
	2: 
	3: 
	4: 

	Text78: 
	0: 
	1: 
	2: 
	3: 



