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ASK, POINT & PRIORITIZE 
Acts 19:1-10 

 
SERMON NOTES FOR LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 

We have placed a lot of emphasis on our need to share the gospel with the people we 
encounter. Something we have not talked a lot about is the role that discernment plays 
as we have those gospel conversations. The climate has changed in the world, and people 
feel much freer to openly share their disagreement or rejection of the gospel. I don’t think 
that’s a problem. But what is a problem is when people appear to give the right answer 
but we’re not sure they really understand what they profess to follow.  

 
That is the situation Paul ran into in Ephesus. He has traveled 1,500 miles from Antioch 
to Ephesus. He has revisited the churches he planted on his 1st missionary journey. And 
now he encounters a group of “disciples” who seem to be lacking in some basic 
knowledge. Unlike what we saw with Apollos last week, there is no confirmation that they 
understand the gospel. So Paul asks questions to discern what their level of 
understanding is, and then he applies the gospel at the point of their lack of knowledge. 
When he wraps up his encounter with these men, we have confirmation that they truly 
have come into a faith relationship with Jesus. Let’s see how Paul does it.  

 
Our takeaway for today’s passage is very simple. It follows the outline of the sermon: Ask 
questions, point to Jesus, and prioritize the Word. 

 
1.  ASK DISCERNING QUESTIONS – 19:1-3 
 
PAUL ENCOUNTERS THE “DISCIPLES” 
 

The key to understanding this passage and its theology is determining whether these 
twelve men were already disciples of Christ. This will have large implications for our 
theological understanding.  

 
Luke uses the same word that is used in Luke-Acts for disciples, but these men do not 
seem to possess the basic knowledge and experience that a disciple of Christ should have. 
It would seem that Luke is not saying they are believers, because they do not yet possess 
the Spirit. It is more likely that he is simply saying that these men thought they were 
disciples and Paul took them at their word until he began asking them questions. 
(Marshall) – Rom 8:9; Gal 3:2; 1 Jn 3:24 

 
Paul is not convinced they are disciples so he begins to ask them questions. He asks them 
whether or not they had received the Holy Spirit. When asked that question they said 
they had not even heard there was a Holy Spirit. There is no reason to believe that these 
men were trying to deceive Paul; they answered him as honestly as they could. But their 
answer revealed where they were lacking.  
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As I said last week about Apollos, adherents of John the Baptist had influence in the world 
at this time. It may have been that they were not direct adherents of John’s theology but 
they were “followers of followers.” In other words, they had an uneducated, corrupt 
understanding of what it meant to follow Christ and, thus, were not followers of him. 
(Peterson) 

 
This is the type of person we run into today who gets all of their knowledge of Christ from 
TV preachers or by following famous preachers and sizzling personalities on social 
media. They do not have a direct connection with Christ or with a local congregation of 
believers and their core beliefs are so far removed what is orthodox. 

 
We must look at where Paul chose to zero in on their understanding. That was their 
understanding of the Holy Spirit. He asked his first clarifying question, “Did you receive 
the Holy Spirit when you believed?” To which they confessed their ignorance that there 
was such a thing as a Holy Spirit. 

 
This is our indication that they really were defective in their theological understanding. 
Even the cursory knowledge of the OT would have exposed the ordinary Jew to the 
presence of God’s Spirit in the world even before Christ came as Messiah. So these men 
were in the position of thinking they had something which they did not have. 

 
You could arguably say that they did not know the term “Holy Spirit” that Paul was using. 
But the term “Spirit” would have been familiar to them if they had any background in the 
OT. (Bruce) 

 
Paul asked a second clarifying question; “Into what then were you baptized?” And their 
response was the same as Apollos’ would have been; “into John’s baptism.”  

 
They are giving a heartfelt response, not knowing that there was something beyond what 
they have been told previously. But it was obvious that they did not understand the 
significance of John’s baptism. John had made it clear to his followers that his baptism 
was not the final baptism; the baptism of the one who was to come after him would 
supersede his baptism – Mt 3:11; Mk 1:4-5; Lk 3:3 

 
THE SUBTLE POWER OF ASKING A SIMPLE QUESTION 
 

We are faced with the age-old condition of man that is described in Genesis and Exodus. 
We are always wanting to create God in our own image. We are like those who built the 
Tower of Babel. We want to construct temples of our own design and climb into the skies 
and encounter God on our own terms, rather than accept the news that God wants to 
dwell with us and in us. We are like the children of Israel who got nervous when Moses 
went up on Mt. Sinai to meet with God. Without something tangible and safe in front of 
us that we can worship, we don’t want to wait for God to reveal himself to us. Thus we 
find an Aaron who is willing to take our gold and silver and create a Golden Calf that we 
can worship, made in an image that pleases us.   
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It is not just tangible objects of worship that we do this with. But we also do it with our 
philosophies and systems of worship. And yet, we shy away from the kind of rigorous 
thought and reflection that might reveal the fallacies in the philosophy and religious 
system that we have constructed for ourselves.  

 
I liked Gary Stidham’s illustration a couple years ago about one of his fellow BSM 
directors. When talking to students he would ask them about their plans for life. And at 
each point where they would stop, he would ask, “Then what?” He would do this until 
they reached the point in their plans when they would die. And it was at that point he 
would help them see whether or not their beliefs were sufficient to carry them through 
the grave and into eternity.   

 
HONOR OTHERS BY ASKING THEM QUESTIONS & LISTENING TO THEIR ANSWERS 
 

We must love people enough to ask them questions and to listen to their answers. This is 
a practical way of conveying dignity upon each person we meet. When we ask questions 
and listen for the answers, we honor the image of God that is present in every male and 
female we encounter in life.  

 
We must love people enough to ask them questions about their lives and their beliefs. 
When given the genuine opportunity, people want to talk about themselves and about 
what they really believe. So we must become skilled in asking open-ended, clarifying 
questions that lead to gospel conversations.  

 
We must love them enough to ask them questions that go below surface niceties. When 
we ask questions of others, we begin by asking “safe” questions. But we don’t remain 
there. We continually move toward asking questions that reveal the attitudes and idols 
of the heart. Not because we are nosy and want to gossip about the answers we hear, but 
because we want to have insight as to how we will present the gospel to that person. 

 
2.  POINT TO JESUS – 19:4-7 
 
PAUL CORRECTED THEIR THEOLOGY BY POINTING THEM TO JESUS 
 

Paul followed up his questions by pointing the “disciples” to Jesus. He rephrased what 
they purported to believe to put it in the right perspective. If they were true disciples of 
John, then they would not require much convincing that Jesus was whom John had 
pointed to. (Marshall) 

 
With this clarification the men placed their trust in Christ. This was demonstrated by 
their baptism. It is interesting to note that this is the only time that we have a Scriptural 
account of anyone being re-baptized.  

 
If you remember from last week’s sermon, Apollos was preaching Jesus though he only 
knew the baptism of John. When Priscilla and Aquila helped straighten out his theology, 
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we have no record of Apollos being re-baptized. Or consider the case of the original 
apostles. They too would have been baptized according to John’s tradition before they 
met Jesus. But after he called them to walk with him, there is no record that any of them 
were re-baptized. 

 
The apostles did not need to be re-baptized because of what happened to them at 
Pentecost. Apollos did not need to be re-baptized because there was independent 
confirmation that the Spirit was active in his life. But none of this was true with these 
men, thus they were re-baptized. (Bruce) 

 
This is an issue that we deal with all the time. Does someone need to be re-baptized when 
they come into a fuller understanding of what baptism is all about?  

 
At the heart of this question is the reality that many people confuse baptism with 
salvation. When asked to give evidence of their change of heart, they point to their 
baptism rather than pointing to the time when they trusted Jesus. Children, especially, 
confuse baptism with salvation; because that tends to be the memory that sticks out for 
them. 

 
We do not need to be re-baptized every time we come into a fuller understanding of the 
meaning of salvation and discipleship. We are to trust Christ with everything at the time 
of our confession of sin and profession of faith. We acknowledge that our understanding 
is incomplete at the time and will continue to be incomplete until the day we see him 
face-to-face.  

 
In the same way, I do not have an additional wedding ceremony every time I come to a 
new realm of discovery in my marriage. If I did, then I would constantly be re-marrying 
Cara. I know that my profession of love and fidelity to her was done openly and honestly 
with everything that I knew at the time. Since then I have come to discover and appreciate 
even greater things that would make me want to do it all over again. I engage those new 
wonders and sense of appreciation with my heart and see fuller meaning in my past act 
of obedience and identification.  

 
But if I was baptized without having become a believer, that’s a different story. Then I 
should be re-baptized. Because the only thing that happened the first time was that I got 
wet. And that seems to be the case with these men. They did not have the basic 
understanding of who Jesus was, the role of God’s Spirit in salvation, or of their need to 
walk after him in faith. Thus their re-baptism was actually their original baptism. 

 
Paul laid his hands on the men and, as he did so, the Holy Spirit came on them with the 
evidence of speaking in tongues and prophesying.  Many, in Pentecostal and charismatic 
circles, would say that this is evidence of the need for a second filling of the Holy Spirit. 
And a second filling that has the evidence of speaking in tongues as a marker. But I don’t 
think that is the case. They have only now come into a faith relationship with Jesus and 
thus this is the initial and biblical filling of the Holy Spirit. It just happens to be 
demonstrated here in a visible and demonstrable manner. 
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Scripture gives several occasions when the Spirit came upon people in a visible manner 
– Lk 3:22; Acts 2:1-11; 8:14-17; 9:17; 10:44-48. And now the new believers in Ephesus 
(Acts 19) 

 
This is a demonstration of the coming of the Holy Spirit to a different segment of the 
world. F. F. Bruce thinks this was significant here because Ephesus was about to become 
the new center for the mission to the Gentiles. David Peterson thinks it was God’s way of 
allowing Paul to make a dramatic entrance into Ephesus and gain credibility for the 
gospel that he was going to proclaim. 

 
The coming of the Spirit was evidenced by these men’s ability to speak in tongues. What 
is meant by “speaking in tongues?” The word “tongue” is γλῶσσα, which means “an 
utterance outside the normal patterns of intelligible speech and therefore 
requiring special interpretation, ecstatic language, ecstatic speech, tongue.”   

 
There is no confirming word that these tongues were known languages, such as what 
happened in Jerusalem on Pentecost. Therefore we assume that Paul, and the others with 
him, were able to understand that these men were now speaking under the control of the 
Holy Spirit in a language which they had never learned and which was unknown to the 
people who were standing around them. It was a heavenly language.  And the purpose of 
it was to demonstrate that God had now filled them with his Spirit because of their new 
life in Christ. 

 
Luke also tells us that the men began to prophesy. We are not told if they were “fore 
telling” or “forth telling.” Again, this is meant to be a demonstration of the filling of God’s 
Spirit in these men who previously did not have a valid relationship with Jesus. 

 
Luke, being the historian that he is, is careful to tell us that there about twelve men in all 
involved in this encounter. He does not tell us if there were wives and children involved 
as well. More than likely there were, so the number of people involved here was probably 
more than twelve. 

 
HAVE WE TRUSTED IN THE GOSPEL OR ARE WE TRUSTING IN SOMETHING ELSE? 
 

Just as these men were surprised to discover that they did not have a relationship with 
Jesus, so you might be surprised to discover the same thing. Let’s make sure you 
understand what the gospel is. Even if you know what it is that you believe and have 
confessed before God and others, it is always good to be reminded of the essence of the 
gospel. 

 
God is the loving ruler of the world. He made the world and he made us to be rulers of 
the world under him – Rev 4:11 
 
We have rejected the ruler of the world – God – by trying to run our life our own way 
without him. When we look at your life, do we see how we have failed to rule ourselves 
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or the things in our life? The good news will not be good news until we understand how 
bad our situation is because of our rejection of God’s rule. – Rom 3:10-12 
 
God will not let us rebel forever. His punishment for our rebellion is death and judgment 
– Heb 9:27 

 
But God, because of his love, sent Jesus into the world as both man and God. Jesus did 
what we never could; he always lived in perfect obedience under God’s rule. By dying in 
our place, he took our punishment and brought forgiveness to us – 1 Pet 3:18 
 
God raised Jesus to life again as the ruler of the world. Through the resurrection, Jesus 
conquered death and gave us new life. And he is coming again – 1 Pt 1:3 

 
This is ours if we will submit to Jesus as our ruler and rely on Jesus’ death and 
resurrection as our provision. If we will submit to Jesus, we can begin to experience the 
forgiveness of sin and the joy of eternal life now.  

 
POINT YOUR LIFE TOWARD JESUS 
 

Some may hear what I am saying to mean that every conversation must contain the word 
“Jesus” or must end in a gospel conversation. That is not what I am saying.  

 
What I am saying is that we must keep in mind that everything in life points to Jesus as 
its conclusion. He is the subject of our thoughts. He is the guiding star of our decisions. 
He is the primary audience of our lives. Thus, as we grow in each of these areas, our 
thought life, our prayer life, our conversational life, and our understanding of who we are 
trying to please in life, we will grow in our ability to point others to him as well. 

 
But the point remains that we do want to use our words to point others to Jesus. That is 
why we want to begin conversations by asking questions, listening carefully to the 
answers, and asking the Holy Spirit to give us discernment so that we can give an 
appropriate reply that points them to Jesus. And sometimes this is so hard to do.  

 
It is hard because there may be different definitions.  

 
It is hard because there may be different assumptions. 

 
It is hard because there may be hostility and anger. 

 
It is hard because there may be indifference. 

 
It is hard because there may be a false sense of politeness and acquiescence. 

 
In all of these responses we keep in mind that we are responsible for giving a faithful 
response or word of testimony. We are not responsible for the way others do or do not 
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respond. We are responsible for being available to point them to Jesus and using our 
every best effort to make a reasonable and understandable case for the gospel.  

 
3.  PRIORITIZE THE WORD – 19:8-10 
 
PAUL PRIORITIZED THE WORD AT GREAT PERSONAL COST 

 
It is after this encounter that Paul follows his model of ministry that we have seen 
throughout his travels. He goes into the synagogue to preach the gospel to the Jews.  

 
If you remember at the end of his 2nd journey, he made a brief appearance in the 
synagogue and they asked him to remain and tell them more. But he needed to return to 
Antioch and could not stay. But now he has returned and he will present Jesus as the 
Messiah for three months. These men, and others who were with him, surely followed 
him into the synagogue and formed the nucleus of the church that was to be founded in 
Ephesus.  

 
He faithfully spoke and contended with the Jews for three months. His style of ministry 
was a persistent style; he was not a “one and done” kind of guy. He spoke boldly; he 
confronted them with the truth claims of the gospel.  He used reasoning and persuasion. 
He was a hot communicator, not a cool communicator.  

 
His central message was the kingdom of God. Specifically it was that kingdom of God had 
been inaugurated through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. He was saying the 
kingdom of God had invaded their world in the person of Jesus. 

 
After three months a disputing party of Jews began to publicly dispute what Paul was 
saying. Paul ran into opposition; sustained opposition. Luke says they “became stubborn” 
and “continued in unbelief, speaking evil of the Way before the congregation.”  

 
The synagogue authorities in Ephesus were more enlightened than those in 
Thessalonica; they tolerated Paul for three months instead of for three weeks. (Bruce) 

 
Paul had peace of mind knowing that he had discharged his duties in presenting the 
gospel in the synagogue. The encounter with the disciples had alerted him to the fact that 
God was already at work in Ephesus, thus I don’t think he felt like he had to prolong his 
time in synagogue. So, for the sake of effective ministry, he withdrew from the synagogue 
and took the disciples with him. He removed himself and set up shop in the hall of 
Tyrannus, where he began to reason daily. 

 
We do not know who Tyrannus was. This is the only mention of him in Scripture. But he 
was apparently someone of means who had a meeting venue that he was willing to make 
available to Paul for more than two years. Paul took advantage of this setup so that he 
could systematically teach the Word of God without having to make himself heard above 
the raised voices of his hecklers and opponents. Thus began his sustained effort in 
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teaching the Word of God. In doing this Paul faithfully preached the Word to both Jews 
and Gentiles, and all of Asia heard the word of the Lord. 

 
Paul’s teaching ministry was effective but it was not easy. Sources say that Paul had use 
of the building from 11 AM – 4 PM every day. In that part of the world work would stop 
at midday and people would take a nap. But Paul would work his tentmaking job early in 
the day and then teach during the time that people would normally be asleep. And people 
responded by giving up their normal nap time in order to hear Paul expound the 
Scriptures. (Bruce, Peterson) 

 
Paul worked a job but his priority was preaching and teaching the Word. He made 
adjustments in his life that allowed him to fulfill God’s call. Scholars believe that while 
Paul was doing this in Ephesus, he was deploying members of his team throughout the 
area. It is possible that it was during this time that the seven churches of John’s Revelation 
were founded. (Bruce) Because of Paul’s commitment to the Word, all of Asia was able to 
hear the Word. News of his ministry spread and many people were able to hear him 
because they knew he would daily be in the hall of Tyrannus, opening up the Scriptures. 
(Peterson) 

 
WHERE DOES OUR GROWTH COME FROM? 
 

Preaching the gospel faithfully does not mean we will have dramatic growth. But we do 
not want any growth that comes to us apart from preaching the gospel. 

 
PRIORITIZE THE WORD IN YOUR PERSONAL LIFE & IN OUR CORPORATE LIFE 
 

There are many ways in which we have sought to prioritize the Word at SCF.  
 

Last week I touched on the fact that we advise our members to do two things. (1) Read 
widely in all parts of Scripture on a regular basis. This is so you can continually see the 
big picture of Scripture and, over time, come to see how all of Scripture fits together. We 
also recommend that you (2) commit yourself to digging into particular parts of Scripture 
for study purposes. You want to learn how to go to the Word as the priority (first) source 
for the help you need. Scripture may not be the only thing you consult, but you should 
grow in your ability to evaluate other help and advice you get by how it lines up with the 
truth that is contained in Scripture. 

 
Here is how we prioritize the Word in the larger life of SCF. First, let’s consider what we 
do on Sunday mornings. We regularly preach our ways through various books of the 
Bible, from beginning to end.  

 
Although we have tended to favor NT books over OT, simply because they tend to be 
shorter, we wholeheartedly believe in preaching systematically from books of the OT as 
well as the NT. We believe that knowing the context of a verse or a passage is a critical 
component of knowing how to rightly interpret the Word of God. So we pay attention to 
the context of the book as we are working our way through it. Who was the author? What 
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was the situation he was addressing? How was the book (letter) first received and 
interpreted and applied by the original audience? How has the church read, interpreted 
and applied the book though the centuries since it was first delivered? How are we to 
enter into that conversation and make application to our lives today?  

 
We don’t have any inherent bias against topical sermons, but typically we prioritize book 
studies to the topical sermons. The difficulty in preaching a topical sermon is that it is 
sometimes difficult to give the proper sense of context in which the text was originally 
given. And because the topical sermon tends to prioritize what is on the mind of the 
preacher as opposed to what is contained in the text.  

 
But some will argue that preaching verse-by-verse through books of the Bible will cause 
us to be tone deaf to the needs that pop up around us. From our experience, that is not 
the case.  

 
This past week we observed the 18th anniversary of the horrible events of 9/11. I 
remember that the attacks happened on a Tuesday and it brought the nation to its knees. 
One of our members at the time was especially distraught and she contacted Pastor John 
Turner, wanting to know if we were going to call an all-church prayer time for our nation. 
But an interesting thing happened. We had just met the previous Friday or Saturday night 
with our Life Group Pastors and wives for a half-night of prayer at the church office. 
During that prayer time the Spirit had directed our prayers into a special time of 
intercession for President George W. Bush, who was still in his first year of office. It was 
an especially powerful time of interceding for him with no advance warning of the test 
he was about to face. When this member called Pastor John, his response was that we 
were going to gather as a church and pray for our nation; only, we were going to do it as 
we always did, in the context of our existing Life Groups.  

 
Out of curiosity, I spent some time yesterday trying to reconstruct where we were in our 
Sunday morning preaching schedule at the time of the attacks. As best as I can 
reconstruct, we had wrapped up our first series on the Letter to the Romans and were 
just beginning our study of the Gospel of Matthew. I was not the one preaching that 
month, but I know from my records that in October I was preaching out of Matthew 2. So 
either John or Tim was addressing the challenge facing our nation from the opening 
chapters of Matthew’s Gospel. So they would have been able to address our fears and 
concerns from a passage like this: Matthew 1:18-25, especially verses 19, 24-25. The 
preacher would have pointed out from this passage that (1) Joseph was a just man, who 
was willing to serve others rather than use them to further his aims, (2) Joseph was an 
obedient man, instantly willing to do what God had ordered him to do in order to 
preserve life, and (3) Joseph was given the awesome responsibility of being the earthly 
father of the Son of God who was willing to give his life in order that others may have life, 
rather than killing others that he may live.  

 
It may seem counterintuitive to us, but we are better equipped to handle all that comes 
up in our day or in our lives if we prioritize the Word of God, rather than frantically feeling 
like we have to “find a verse” in the midst of our desperation. 



Acts 19:1-10 9.15.19 Page 10 of 10 

 
To that end, our value statement of LITT begins with this mention of the letter “L:” living 
by the Word in loving community.  

 
We prioritize the Word in our lives by living out its daily applications in the context of 
the loving community of believers who make up SCF. We read and study the Bible on our 
own, we gather and listen to the Word proclaimed and applied to our lives on a weekly 
basis, we consider the claims of the Word on our lives as we walk out of the service and 
put it into practice in our lives during the week, then we gather to share our victories and 
our struggles in applying the Word and to encourage each other in doing the same thing. 
This is how we prioritize the Word at SCF. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 

Paul encountered a group of men who thought they were disciples but, upon closer 
examination, it is seen that they were not disciples of Jesus. Rather than taking them at 
their word, he questioned their theology and puts the truth before them in such a way 
that they responded in faith. When they responded to the gospel and wee baptized, God 
sent confirmation of their new life in the form of the Spirit.  

 
We need to be a relational people and not just a transactional people. When we are 
sharing the gospel with others, we are not just looking for them to pray the sinner’s 
prayer; we want to have a relationship with them that allows us to bear witness to the 
fruit that is borne in their lives by their new life in Christ.  

 
This text should remind us of our need to exercise discernment in our proclamation of 
whether or not someone is a disciple of Christ. It should also remind us of the need for 
ongoing preaching and teaching of the Word. Paul taught on a daily basis for two years 
and the Word of God spread through all of Asia. We need to prioritize the word by 
submitting to all of it on an ongoing basis so it can spread to the world through us.  

 
Ask questions, point to Jesus, and prioritize the Word. 

 
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 

 What are some of your favorite questions to ask people when you are meeting them 
for the first time? If they are willing to talk with you, how do you move from the 
“what” questions to the “why” questions? 

 
 We will find it easier to point others to Jesus when we are making him the priority of 

our own lives. What have you recently learned about living under his lordship? 
 
 Paul provided for his own living and gave up his rest periods in order to preach and 

teach the Word. What adjustments are you having to make in your life so that you can 
prioritize the Word? What has been the benefit to you? 


