The Word of the Lord grows
Acts 19:8-20 (text)   Luke 9:57-62
Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, as I read this passage this week I was reminded of Elijah on that occasion when he went forty days and forty nights in the strength of one meal that God gave him when he was fleeing from Jezebel. So far as our text tells us, Paul met at least as strong opposition in Ephesus as he did in Corinth and yet he powers away in Ephesus for three years
 without any special encouragement. He seems to go on in the strength of that vision that God gave him in Corinth two or three years earlier. Perhaps we ought at least to learn from that that spiritual ‘highs’ are rare experiences in our life. Most of it is getting on, day in, day out with the regular work. 
Our text this morning is about the apostle Paul preaching in Ephesus and as he does so we read that the gospel goes to all of Asia, that is, what we today call Turkey, and many are converted. As a consequence, although it is almost completely Muslim today, Asia became one of the leading centres of Christianity for hundreds of years, up to about thirteen hundred if my history serves me well. 
How did this come about? How did Paul have such success in Ephesus and what should we understand God to be teaching us by this today? The Word of the Lord is mentioned twice in our text and three things are said about it. And that is important, because everything that advances the gospel and the kingdom of God in this world happens by the Word of the Lord empowered by the Holy Spirit, and that is what we see happening here. In verse ten we read that, “All the inhabitants of Asia heard the Word of the Lord.” In verse twenty, “So the Word of the Lord was growing mightily and prevailing,” whatever that might mean, and we’ll have a look at that later. 
The late professor Blaiklock says in his commentary on the Book of Acts, that “Ephesus, for all of her splendour, was a dying city. She was pre-occupied with parasite pursuits, not really productive, living, like Athens, on a reputation, a curious meeting-place of old and new religions, of superstition and philosophy, of east and west.” Sounds pretty much like Auckland, doesn’t it, in 2007? – or the whole West with our new service economies. In other respects it was a bit like Corinth. Ephesus was the guardian city of Diana, the Latin goddess whose Greek name was Artemis. Her worship had got mixed up with that of an Anatolian fertility goddess and, like Aphrodite in Corinth, Diana’s temple was also served by priestess courtesans, to put it politely. 
And yet, in this great melting-pot of everything shallow, everything false, everything luxurious, all kinds of pleasure seeking, “the Word of the Lord was heard (and it) grew and prevailed.” If it could there then, why could it not here today, if the Lord willed? I want us to notice three things. 
1.
The Word of the Lord was heard
Paul returns to Ephesus from Jerusalem. First of all, he brings those twelve lost disciples of John the Baptist to Christ. Then as usual he goes to the synagogue “and spoke there for three months, reasoning and persuading them, mainly Jews, but also some Gentile proselytes, about the kingdom of God” (v.8). Actually, our text says that Paul “spoke out boldly.” Well, he had to be bold, for they were Jews! But that is something that perhaps we sometimes lack; just to speak out boldly, especially in this age when it seems that the most important right in an age of rights is the right to be offended. People seem so quick to take offence and we don’t want to give offence. I suspect it’s never been easy to speak out boldly about the gospel. Jeremiah, more than once, felt that he couldn’t go on and he complained to God how difficult it was. But that’s what Paul did.

They listened to him for three months, the longest period of time Paul was ever welcome in a synagogue. But after time they too became hardened and disobedient. This is not the only time that the New Testament calls disbelieving the gospel disobedience and, however graciously we must speak and seek to reason with people and persuade them, to reject the gospel is ultimately to disobey God, for, as Paul said in Acts chapter 17, “God commands all men everywhere to repent.” How can any word from God  not have the force of a command?
As Paul observed their hearts hardening against the gospel, we read in verse 9 that “he withdrew from the synagogue and took away the disciples.” It’s a terrible conclusion to come to about people but eventually we may have to, and Jesus did tell us, after all, not to cast our pearls before swine. For these people not only rejected the gospel for themselves but they “spoke evil of the Way of the Lord before the multitude” (v.9). 
So Paul went down the road and rented the school of Tyrannus and continued to reason there for two years. It was probably some private school and the building would have been vacant between eleven in the morning and 4.00pm when all sensible people took time off for a siesta in the heat of the day. Only mad dogs and Englishmen go out in the mid-day sun, as they used to say – and the apostle Paul. And of course, it was a good business opportunity for Tyrannus. He could make money in his down-time. Well, even though it was siesta time, Paul’s lectures somehow had such pulling power that it could be said at the end of two years that, “all who lived in Asia” – obviously not every last individual, but great numbers – “both Jews and Greeks, heard the Word of the Lord” (v.10). Ephesus was the commercial and political centre of Asia. Many visitors would come there. They would hear about the lectures. They would come and hear Paul and maybe postpone their original departure date to hear him some more. And the Lord blessed them and many were converted. Then they in turn took the gospel back with them to their home town in other parts.

Despite the opposition of the Jews, despite the fact they bad-mouthed the gospel, Paul went right on preaching and when one door shut he looked for another and opened it. Brothers and sisters, we all have legitimate demands on our time. We are not called to be apostles. Few of us are called to full-time gospel preaching. We are ordinary people who have to work for a living. We have families to bring up. But maybe sometimes we are just not hard-headed enough or imaginative enough. I’m not necessarily advocating door-knocking, cold-calling, but sometimes we say, Well that’s what ‘Jehovah’s Witnesses’ and Mormons do and it gets the procedure a bad name. But the Jews also argued about the Scriptures and that got arguing about the Scriptures a bad name, no doubt. But Paul still did it. Maybe we are just not bold enough. Do we too often waste opportunities by waiting for the right moment and the right moment never seems to come, does it?  Paul just got on and spoke out boldly and “the Word of the Lord was heard.” But not only was the Word of the Lord heard. 
2.
The Word of the Lord grew (verse 20) 
That’s a strange phrase, when you think about it. But we’ve come across it and similar such before; in chapter 6: “The Word of the Lord kept on spreading and the number of disciples continued to increase greatly in Jerusalem;” in chapter 12, verse 24: “The Word of the Lord continued to grow and multiplied.” In other words, the preaching of the Word of God, the gospel, produced new converts and the church grew. And it did this despite opposition from the Jews in the synagogue. We need to think about this opposition for a minute because, as I alluded to a moment ago, it involved something that we are sensitive about and we want to avoid. 
Paul was “reasoning and persuading the Jews in the synagogue about the kingdom of God” (v.9). When it says he reasoned in that way with Jews, it meant that he was arguing with them from the Scriptures to demonstrate to them that Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified in Jerusalem, was the Christ they were looking for from the Old Testament prophets. Here is a Jew, you see, arguing with other Jews over the true meaning of the Scriptures, and that is often not an attractive picture. But “the Word of the Lord grew” partly as a result of this. 
There are times when evangelism will involve doctrinal argument. We think that there is nothing that commends the gospel to the world less than doctrinal argument among those who read the same book. That is often thrown at us, and so we think that it is likely to be counter-productive, and often it is. But there are times when it cannot be avoided and if it cannot be avoided, we must not avoid it. 
#
Think of the Reformation. It was a time of great revival and growth of the gospel in Europe. But it was also a time of unparalleled doctrinal argument, and they did not mince words in those days. 
#
I remember reading William Williams’ book, Christianity Among the New Zealanders – meaning: Christianity among the Maoris – in the 1820s through 1860s. Those early, mainly Anglican, missionaries often had to do battle with Roman Catholic priests and often you would read that these doctrinal arguments led to conversions among the Maori people. 
Well, we live in a different age and it’s not acceptable to argue anymore, at least not for the promotion of religion, for religion, of course, is the cause of all of the world’s misery. But there is so much hypocrisy about that. People argue about other things very passionately – and not only argue; you can even set out to ram whaling ships if you like. You can be that passionate about those sorts of things, but not the life and death of the human race. 
I’m not saying we should go out and be obnoxious, of course, but Peter did tell us that we must be able “to give an answer for the hope that is in us” and we will not be able to avoid correcting wrong notions that other people may have about the Bible. It is unavoidable, even though we must try to be as amiable as we can, “as harmless as doves,” as Jesus said. 
“The Word of the Lord was heard; the Word of the Lord grew.” 
3.
The Word of the Lord prevailed 
Prevailed is an interesting word. Luke uses it also in verse 16 when he speaks about that man with the evil spirit overpowering the sons of Sceva who tried to cast the demon out of him. So the phrase, “the Word of the Lord prevailed,” simply means: the Word of the Lord overpowered all opposition against it. 
At first, Paul positively preached the gospel. He tried to reason with people and persuade them to believe, Jews and Gentiles. When he was opposed in argument he responded, and the Word of the Lord was heard and grew. It had success. But verbal opposition was not and is not today the only opposition the gospel meets. And the gospel not only won out against opposition in the sense of opposing arguments. There are three very concrete ways in which the Word of God had success in Ephesus and all Asia. 
i)
Look at verse 11. “God was performing extraordinary miracles by the hands of Paul, so that handkerchiefs or aprons were even carried from his body to the sick and the diseases left them and the evil spirits went out.” 
Paul was an apostle bringing the gospel to Ephesus for the first time and, as happened on other occasions, probably with all the apostles, God performed miracles through them to attest them as being prophets being sent by him. Whenever in history God gave men the ability to do miracles, it was always for this reason: to demonstrate that they were his prophets sent by him to bring a new salvation. Nicodemus recognized that about Jesus. “Master,” he said, “we know you are a teacher sent from God for no man could do the signs you do unless he were.” 
So we read in Hebrews chapter two, “How shall we escape if we neglect so great salvation, for after it was first spoken through the Lord, it was confirmed to us by those who heard, God also bearing witness with them, both by signs and wonders and various miracles, and by gifts of the Holy Spirit.” 
In 2 Corinthians 12, where Paul is defending his apostleship he says, in verse 12, “In no respect was I inferior to the most eminent apostles even though I am a nobody (personally). The signs of a true apostle were performed among you by me with all perseverance, by signs and wonders and miracles.” 
We are two thousand years down the track. The gospel has been well and truly confirmed as the message of God in the world. It needs no more attestation as if it were still a new thing, and the ability to do miracles like that died out with the apostles. Quite a number of the early church Fathers tell us that. But does this point say anything to us today, even if in a different way? 
The salvation that Jesus brought is first of all a spiritual matter. It is salvation from sin and acceptance with God. Yet that salvation from sin must work out in every aspect of our lives, because every aspect of our lives has been affected by sin. de Graaf suggests that miracles of healing sickness and disease, as well as casting out evil spirits, points to the fact that the gospel speaks to all of life. They point to the fact that the gospel will eventually redeem and heal all of life. By these miracles the gospel demonstrably overpowered both physical illness and demonic powers. And that contributed to the success of the gospel in Ephesus and in Asia. 
What does this say to us today? We must carry the principles of the gospel into every part of our life as well! The gospel is not just about some spiritual part of our lives. We are to “love God with all our heart, all our soul, all our mind and all our strength.” May it be, brothers and sisters, that the gospel would be heard better and grow more if it overpowered sin in very concrete ways in every part of our lives so that we really were conformed more and more to the image of the Lord Jesus Christ. That is God’s aim in our salvation, Romans chapter 8 tells us. 
ii)
There is another concrete way in which the Word of the Lord overcame in Ephesus and must also overcome in us. There were some itinerant Jewish exorcists in Ephesus at the time: seven sons of a bloke by the name of Sceva, a Jewish Chief Priest. Well he might have been a Jewish Chief Priest. He might have just given himself that name. Letters after your name are always good for business. But his sons at any rate saw that the name of Jesus was very powerful in Paul’s mouth, so they thought they’d give it a go. But it kicked back on them, for the demon-possessed man turned round to them and said, “Jesus I know, Paul I know, but who are you?” And instead of casting the demon out of the man, the man cast them out of the house, bleeding and naked. So we read in verse 17, “This became known to all, both Jews and Greeks, who lived in Ephesus and fear fell upon them all, and the name of the Lord Jesus was being magnified.” 
There are three things wrong with these sons of Sceva. 
a)
First of all, they were a little bit like Pharaoh’s magicians when Moses confronted them. “Big deal Moses, we can make snakes out of walking sticks too,” they said, and they did. There are other spiritual powers in this world. The Bible never denies that. It just tells us that we are not to have anything to do with them. The devil does lying wonders. He is able to perform miracles. But then Moses’ snake ate up theirs; and this demon-possessed man chased those charlatans out of the house. 
b)
These seven sons of Sceva are also a little bit like Simon Magus in Samaria. What really interests them about religion and about Christianity is the spiritual power they see being exercised by the apostles. That is what really impresses them, as it did Simon. There is no repentance. There is no change of heart toward God. There is no concern for the truth. There is no thought about loving God or glorifying God or obeying God. It’s just that God may be useful to advance their cause. 
c)
And it reminds me also of the time when Israel was fighting the Philistines. You remember, they were defeated, and they say, “Oh, it’s because we haven’t got the Ark with us.” So they go and get the Ark of the Covenant and they think the battle’s all sewn up tomorrow – just because they’ve got it there with them in the camp; and they start to celebrate already. It’s like a magic charm to them. So these sons of Sceva think that by merely using Jesus’ name, whether they are permitted to or not, with no commitment to Jesus at all, nevertheless, they will have great power to cast out demons. But it all backfires on them and they are defeated, just as Israel was defeated by the Philistines the next day, not to mention walking off with the Ark as well. God will not be treated as a magic charm.
 
And we have all this in the world today. 
a)
There are people who think that one religion is as good as the next. What is important is that one has a spiritual interest, that one recognizes that there is a spiritual dimension to humanity. And sometimes Christians can get caught up in this and become too accommodating. But there are right spiritual powers and wrong spiritual powers. Mere spirituality is no good, for there is one true God only. The rest are pretenders or the devil himself. 
b) 
We see too that people are impressed by spiritual power in itself, like Simon Magus, like these sons of Sceva. And of course, one religion, one spirituality being as good as the next, well, why not get the police, for example, to use mediums at times to help them solve a crime, to find a lost body? They might even have the odd success. The devil does have spiritual power and knowledge. And why should we be surprised if he has knowledge of what those who are given over to his ways are up to? It is entirely in his interests to betray a few of his own to the police if it keeps up the pretence that because his power is real, it is okay. The devil has never had scruples about the end justifying the means.
c)
So we also have around us today Christians and evangelists who are almost obsessed by these outward displays of spiritual power and for whom the name of Jesus can be used almost as if it were a magic charm. 
But now here is the point for us today. Despite all this confusion about who God really is and about false spirituality and true; despite this infatuation with spiritual power, this mere hankering after the spectacular; despite this shameless imitation of the ways of God –  through all of this confusion and all of these distractions, the Word of God was still heard. It still grew. And it overpowered all this nonsense and all of these false notions that were around. It demonstrated itself to be the truth. Verse 17: “This became known to all, both Jews and Greeks, who lived in Ephesus, and fear fell upon them all, and the name of the Lord Jesus was being magnified.” 

iii)
There is then the final way in which the Word of God prevailed, in which it overpowered all falsity, and for which reason it was heard and grew in Ephesus at this time. Listen again, verse 18: “Many also of those who had believed kept coming, confessing and disclosing their practices, and many of those who practiced magic brought their books together and began burning them in the sight of everyone. And they counted up the price of them and they found it 50,000 pieces of silver. So – thus, in this way – the Word of the Lord was growing mightily and prevailing.” 
These are Gentile converts. Their conversion and their profession of faith in Jesus Christ is costing them – 50,000 drachmas all up. A drachma was about a day’s wage. Even at a pretty basic day’s wage today, say 100 dollars a day, that’s five million dollars! It’s not icecream money for anybody really. Jesus said, “By their fruits you shall know them.” We read in Luke 9:57 about a man who said, “Lord, I’ll follow you wherever you go.” And Jesus said, “Even if it means having no real home in this world, like me? And without giving the excuse that you have to look after your old parents when there are others in the family who could do it?” And having made that commitment we must stick to it wholeheartedly. “You can’t put your hand to the plough and then turn back,” says Jesus. 
These people were converted. They were completely turned around. It cost them their whole tradesman’s kit but they gave it freely. You could even say they burned their bridges. There was no going back to their old anti-Christian ways, even their occupations in this case. 
That was how the gospel was heard in Ephesus and all of Asia. It’s what Paul demanded. That’s the results it produced. And so it continued to grow and prevail. It overcame opposition. It changed people’s lives:


- because Paul did not avoid dispute when he could not. He argued for the truth. 

- because the gospel is a matter of truth and life and death in Paul’s mind. It was 


not just about spiritual power and any spiritual power is as good as the 


next as long as it achieves results; as long as it does for me what I want  


religion to do for me.


- because, as Paul was committed and sought to serve God in all his life, so he 


showed that the gospel claims all of life and it demands that of its 



converts. 
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, has the Word of God really been heard among us and grown and prevailed in us? Has it changed our lives? Have we given up sinful practices, even perhaps when it has cost us hard cash? Is it perfectly obvious to others around us that we are no longer our own, as we confess in the Heidelberg Catechism, but that it is really true that “I am not my own, but belong, body and soul, in life and in death, to my faithful Saviour, Jesus Christ … and … because I belong to him, Christ, by his Holy Spirit … makes me whole-heartedly willing and ready from now on to live for him.” 
When the Gospel so prevails in us, maybe it will also in the world around us? Let us ask God’s help. 
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 20th January, 2008
� Acts 20:31.


� de Graaf also suggests that this second incident, about the sons of Sceva, also serves to counter a magical view of the use of handkerchiefs and aprons to heal in the previous incident mentioned in v.12. The power resides not in objects themselves, not even in the name of Jesus, but in our communion with him. The use of handkerchiefs and aprons was simply an efficiency measure, for Paul would otherwise have been overwhelmed. Actually, we should see them as symbolising communion with Paul.
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