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A TRIPLE THREAT 
Acts 19:21-41 

 
SERMON NOTES FOR LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 

Everyone listening to this sermon today loves the idea of the gospel advancing and the 
church growing. But true church growth never takes place in a vacuum. There are forces 
arrayed against the church that want to keep it in its place. The advancement of the gospel 
brings about conflict with the ruling systems of the world. Today we will see those ruling 
systems as the forces of economics, religion and culture. When the gospel comes into 
conflict with those forces, trouble arises.  
 
If we are programmed to shy away from any conflict, then we will shy away from gospel 
advancement. But Christians are called to be faithful, not popular.  
 
This passage gives us a preview as to what we can expect in the future. We have grown 
up with a tacit understanding that the gospel is acceptable and pleasing to all people, 
even to those who do not go to church. But in the midst of the ever increasing darkness 
in our world, the light of the gospel is not welcome but is seen as offensive, divisive, and 
hateful. So it will be lied about and slandered and protested against. Some of us may even 
face personal harm in the future because we will represent the face of the gospel to those 
who are committed to the kingdom of darkness.  
 
As we obey the commands of Jesus we should not be surprised when the systems of the 
world increasingly turn against us. But even when that happens, the gospel will triumph.  

 
1.  PAUL MAKES PLANS – 19:21-22 

 
Paul has achieved a level of success in Ephesus but he is still planning on to take the 
gospel into lands where it is not yet known. Even though, after more than two years, there 
has been a tremendous move of God in Ephesus, Paul is moving on. In doing so, he is 
following Jesus’ example – Mk 1:35-28. 

 
Paul’s planning, as well as his theology, depended on his relationship with Jesus. He 
“resolved in the Spirit . . . This is the concept of “sanctified reason” that Jim Elliff 
advocates. (Jim Elliff, Led by the Spirit) The shorthand version of what Elliff describes 
and Paul demonstrates is this: 
 

1)  Build yourself up in the Spirit. Grow in the Word. Let the Word of God saturate 
your life. This comes before the use of your human reasoning skills.  

 
2)  Make use of every credible method of planning you may know of. Do not shy away 

from using your reason or thinking with something that seems like “common 
sense.” From the outside it may look like you are making plans like everyone else 
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would make them. But from the inside the reality is that you are growing in Christ, 
he is shaping your heart and desires, he is giving you wisdom, and you are 
increasingly being led by the Spirit. From the outside it may look like you are only 
using common sense or human skill but on the inside Jesus is shaping you.  

 
3)  Submit yourself and your plans to the Spirit, and wait on Jesus. Don’t assume that 

your plan has God’s approval just because you came up with it. Give him time to 
clarify his direction. Be patient. Then act. As you mature in Christ you will have 
confidence that God is directing your steps and that your thoughts really are his 
thoughts. You are then increasingly able to plan with confidence. 

 
Paul had a plan. Pass through Macedonia and Achaia. Just as we saw Spirit leadership in 
Paul’s 1st and 2nd journeys, so are we now seeing it three years into his 3rd journey. 
(Peterson) 

 
Go to Jerusalem. Paul’s NT writings make it clear he wished to be in Jerusalem so that he 
could finish the task of bringing the offering he had gathered for the relief of the suffering 
saints in Jerusalem. (Bruce) 

 
Go to Rome. Paul’s ultimate destination was not Rome but Spain. Spain was the new 
Macedonia that was crying out to Paul for gospel activity. (Bruce) 

 
As part of his plan, Paul sent Timothy and Erastus ahead of him into Macedonia. Paul is 
constantly involved in team ministry. He doesn’t try to do everything himself and he gives 
significant responsibility to other people. 
 
The upcoming riot is a reminder that we can’t plan on living on a spiritual high all the 
time. Revivals and fresh outpourings of the Spirit are wonderful and to be fully 
appreciated, but that’s not where we continually live. God uses them to encourage us for 
the difficult days that that will soon follow. 

 
2.  DEMETRIUS LAYS A TRAP – 19:23-31 
 

“The Way” is the term used to distinguish the Christians from the Jews – 19:23. In the 
early days of Christianity it was difficult for outsiders to tell the difference between the 
Jews and the Christians because the distinctions were not that obvious. But as we will see 
in the description of the riot, the unbelieving Jews knew there was a distinctive difference 
between them and they wanted to distance themselves from the Christians. 
 
The instigator of the riot was a man named Demetrius - 19:24. He was a silversmith, who 
made silver shrines of Artemis. These silver shrines were “miniature silver niches, 
containing an image of the goddess, which her votaries bought to dedicate in the temple.” 
(Bruce) 

 
Demetrius brought together the silversmiths and other workmen who made their living 
from the production of idols – 19:25-27. He told them their business model was in 
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jeopardy because of the message that Paul had been preaching. He appealed to their self-
interest: “we are in danger of losing our wealth.” Demetrius cast himself as the protector 
of their way of life. “Fella’s, I’m only thinking about what is best for all of us.” That sort of 
thing. 

 
Demetrius levied a serious charge against Paul – 19:26-27. He said that “this Paul has 
persuaded and turned away a great many people, saying that gods made with hands are 
not gods.” A quick look at the two passages we have covered in the past couple of weeks 
does not back up what Demetrius is saying. So is Demetrius telling the truth? 

 
Let’s keep a couple of things in mind. One, Luke does not tell us everything that Paul said 
or did while he was in Ephesus. He has been there for more than two years now, 
preaching daily in the hall of Tyrannus. Luke gives us the barest amount of details 
because that is not God’s purpose for having him write what he did.  

 
But Demetrius understands the essence of the gospel. He accurately says that one cannot 
be a worshiper of the God who made the earth and all that is in it, and at the same time 
be a worshiper of created things that were made by the hand of God. We may not have a 
record of Paul saying what Demetrius is accusing him of, but the implication is there and 
Demetrius has made a correct assessment.  

 
Demetrius accused Paul of being good at persuasion. Undoubtedly he means Paul was 
effective in turning people away from idols through dialogue and argumentation, but not 
through force.  

 
This is one of the reasons why we contend in the public square for the protection of free 
speech. We do not “force” or “coerce” people to believe in Christ, but we do attempt to 
“persuade” people to trust in Christ. We cannot force anyone to do anything and we 
would never try.  

 
But in the marketplace of ideas and beliefs we are called upon to share the gospel with 
other people in the same way that Paul has been sharing it in Ephesus: with boldness, 
reasoning with them and persuading them to believe in the Lord Jesus. And there is 
always the possibility that it will cause trouble for us.  

 
If you listen carefully you can hear Demetrius indicting himself: “gods made with hands 
are not gods.” Demetrius will not do battle with Paul at the level of whether or not gods 
made with hands can be gods, but at the level of whether or not we should be able to 
make a living from the crafting of these idols.  

 
Demetrius clearly understands the implications of the gospel, maybe even better than did 
the believers we discussed last week. We saw how many of them came to realize, after 
having become believers, they could not hold onto their books of magic and incantations 
and finally made a break with them. This happened after they became believers, not 
before.  
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Demetrius is not a believer, and whether or not he understands what he is saying beyond 
its business implications, he understands the truth of what Jesus said in the Sermon on 
the Mount; we cannot serve two masters, either we will serve God or mammon – Mt 6:24-
27 

 
Demetrius pivots and begins to make his accusations about something greater than just 
money. He says that not only their trade is in danger but so is their religion. “This trade 
of ours may come into disrepute. The temple of the great goddess Artemis may be 
counted as nothing. She may even be deposed from her magnificence.” – 19:27 

 
Ephesus was the home of many cults, but Artemis was the most prominent and powerful 
of the deities in Ephesus. Her name derives from the term that means “safe and sound.” 
She was worshipped in a temple that was considered one of the seven wonders of the 
ancient world. A magnificent structure, four times as large as the Parthenon. It would 
have been located about a mile and a half from the city of Ephesus. (Bruce, Peterson) 

 
To depose something means “to destroy it by tearing it down.” Demetrius says that 
Artemis may lose her magnificence and that will be horrible for all of them. Why? Because 
she is Artemis and all the world worships Artemis. 

 
The silversmiths and workmen did not react to the possibility of losing their wealth but 
they reacted vigorously to the perceived slight against Artemis. And their eruption led to 
a riot in the city. In which Gaius and Aristarchus are swept up. 

 
Artemis was considered to be the founder and guide of Ephesus. They looked to her as 
the source of their protection and the provider of their general welfare. (Peterson) 

 
Paul wanted to go in among the mob in the theater but the disciples and the Asiarchs 
prevailed upon him to stay away. Paul was a man of incredible courage. The Asiarchs 
were civic administrators, chosen from among the wealthy and aristocratic citizens of the 
city. They would not have been Christians, at this time, but Paul had the ability to make 
important friends. (Peterson) 

 
There is a term that many use today that some might apply to this story. The term is 
“unintended consequences.” When we act, we know that certain consequences will flow 
from our actions. But sometimes there are unintended consequences that we didn’t 
anticipate. I don’t think Demetrius was surprised at the reaction of the silversmiths to his 
accusations. I don’t think he was disappointed with how quickly the dissent spread 
throughout the city. But I think he may have been surprised at the intensity of the mob 
action that followed. 

 
3.  EPHESUS ERUPTS IN A RIOT – 19:29-41 
 

The riot in Ephesus was an amazing, yet typical, riot. The eruption among the 
silversmiths quickly led to the entire city being in an uproar. At least 25,000 of the upset 
citizens rushed into the open air theater. They picked up Gaius and Aristarchus and 
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forced them into the stadium. Why? Simply because they were known to be companions 
of Paul. But once they got into the stadium, things didn’t seem to make sense; confusion 
reigned. 

 
Confusion reigned in the stadium as to why everyone was so upset and why everyone 
had come together – 19:32 Luke says some cried out one thing and some another, because 
most of them did not know why they had come together. This is a problem with group or 
mob mentality. It’s easy to get swept up into the emotion of the event. You shout because 
everyone else is shouting. You find yourself getting swept along by the momentum of the 
crowd. And when you make it to the gathering point, none of it makes sense because no 
one else knows why everybody is in an uproar. 

 
Some in the crowd prompted Alexander to speak because the Jews had put him forward 
– 19:33-34 There is nothing in our text that says he was one of the Christians. The greater 
likelihood is that he was a Jew, one of those who was opposed to Paul. But in the true 
spirit of bravery he was put forth by some of the Jews to make a reasoned defense with 
this braying mob that the Jews were not the ones advocating against Artemis. They might 
be opposed to Artemis but they lived in Ephesus and they liked their peace, quiet and 
prosperity. Thus they weren’t going to rock the boat. They were not like those Christians 
who were the real troublemakers. But when the Ephesians realized that he was a Jew, 
they drowned out his attempts with a sustained shout; “Great is Artemis of the 
Ephesians.” For two solid hours. 

 
The town clerk was finally able to quiet the crowd after two hours. You would think they 
had cried themselves hoarse. He was able to make a plea for peace and sanity. The town 
clerk served as the buffer between the civic government and the Roman authorities. His 
primary focus was on maintaining the peace and keeping the Romans satisfied. (Bruce) 

 
Basically we can sum his argument up like this. He appealed to the “truths” that should 
have been self-evident to the crowd – 19:35-41 

 
The city of the Ephesians is temple keeper of the great Artemis and of the sacred stone 
that fell from the sky. In antiquity there were several objects that were held to be sacred 
because they had fallen from the sky. (Bruce)  

 
These things are self-evident and cannot be denied. 

 
These men are neither sacrilegious nor blasphemers of our goddess. The word used for 
sacrilegious is “grave robber.” These men have not been trying to rob the temple of 
Artemis. And they have not been blasphemous; that have not been speaking 
disrespectfully of Artemis.  

 
The town clerk is saying “We have seen this thing going on for the past two years and 
these guys are not a threat to our way of life. But what is a threat is that we might be 
charged with causing a riot today.”  
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The town clerk wisely gave the mob something to do. If they felt like they had a case 
against the Christians (Jews) that could stand up in court, well then take them to court – 
19:38-39 These courts were held in the open air during the market days. This allowed 
people to assemble and listen to the cases as they were presented. (Peterson) 

 
What was he most afraid of? The Romans. He did not want Ephesus to suffer the wrath of 
Rome because it had been in an uproar. Rome was known to clamp down very hard on 
cities that allowed rioting related to religious worship. (Peterson) 

 
4.  THE GOSPEL IS A TRIPLE THREAT 
 

The gospel challenges the economic, religious and cultural systems of the world. 
 
AN ECONOMIC CHALLENGE  
 

“THERE IS A LOT OF MONEY TO BE MADE FROM DEATH AND MISERY” 
 

When I was in junior high, I had an 8th grade Civics teacher who would talk about the 
various political scandals that were taking place in the day. His favorite saying was 
always, “Follow the money.” Do not listen to the obfuscation or be distracted by the 
smoke screens put up by those who protest about the nobility of their cause, but always 
“follow the money.” Demetrius may have been devout but I think he was more interested 
in protecting his livelihood than his god. 

 
There is no more sacred “god” that is protected today than sexual freedom and the right 
to end a pregnancy by abortion: for any reason, at any age, at any time, up to and including 
the point of delivery.  

 
There are many stats I could quote to you today about the horrors of abortion, but I want 
to limit it to three.  

 
1.  Since abortion was legalized in 1973 the U. S. has averaged approximately 1.4 

million abortions/year. Thus we have aborted more than 65 million human 
beings.  

 
2.  An abortion occurs approximately every 30 seconds. 

 
3.  Planned Parenthood, the largest promoter of abortion, brings in more than $1 

billion in annual income through government grants, fees, and reimbursements. 
 

4.  Follow the money. 
 

Although the US population mix is overwhelmingly white, the number of abortions in the 
black community are almost equal to those in the white community. 
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The holocaust of abortion would not exist without the efficient machinery of the abortion 
industry.  

 
The pervasive and lying influence of Planned Parenthood, which came into being as a 
result of the work of Margaret Sanger, a supporter of eugenics.  

 
The unholy alliance between American members of the legislative, judicial and executive 
branches of governments at all levels who continue to praise the work of organizations 
like Planned Parenthood and to prop them up with taxpayer funds.  

 
The hospitals and clinics who provide the facilities for carrying out this gruesome 
business. 

 
The administrators and office workers who put their skills of efficiency to work in seeing 
that the program goes forward, expenses are minimized and profits are maximized. 

 
The doctors (“first, do no evil”) and staff who perform the evil deed. 

 
Abortion happens because a mother, and/or a father, is always deceived into thinking 
that this is the best option.  

  
All of this is pointed directly at the baby who is being carried in the womb of the mother 
and who is defenseless in the face of this onslaught. 

 
This is not to condemn anyone listening to this sermon if they have had an abortion. 
Abortion is wrong and it is not God’s will that babies would be killed before they have a 
chance to be born. But there is forgiveness and there is hope, and that is found in Jesus 
Christ. 

 
This is a reminder that we have a deadly fight on our hands. What price are we willing to 
pay to stand up and say that abortion is not a right, abortion is not a god, but abortion is 
sin? 

 
A RELIGIOUS CHALLENGE 
 

“YOU CAN BELIEVE WHAT YOU WANT TO BELIEVE AS LONG AS IT IS PRIVATE” 
 

There is a debate going on today about “freedom of religion” versus “freedom of 
worship.”  

 
Freedom of religion means that people are free to believe as they wish and they are free 
to change their religion as they wish.  

 
Freedom of worship means that people are free to worship in private but they should 
never allow their religion to affect their public decisions. Nor are they to attempt to 
change their religion or to cause anyone else to change their religion.  
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If you listen to our current political debate, you hear that freedom of speech is under 
attack. In a way it is, and in a way it isn’t.  

 
It is in the sense that there are those who are trying to strip Americans of the freedom of 
speech we have enjoyed since the founding of our country.  

 
It is not under attack any more than it ever has been as far as Christians are concerned. 
We always have freedom of speech. We are always free to say whatever our conscience 
dictates, as long as we are willing to pay the price that exercising our freedom brings to 
us.  

 
We are constantly being programmed to think that we need to be careful not to “push our 
beliefs upon anyone.” I would say we need to be careful with that train of thought. I am 
not advocating that we be pushy or insufferable in sharing the gospel. But I think we need 
to realize that, no matter how kind and polite we try to be, the gospel is life changing and 
that is not always accepted well. So we are accused of trying to “cram our religion down 
someone’s throat” when all we are doing is sharing the gospel.  

 
The claims of the gospel are very straightforward. We need to be ready for others to 
accuse us of horrible things when we ask them to stop believing in whatever they are 
believing in and to place their faith and trust in Jesus. 

 
This is the gospel. 

 
We have been created by God to have a relationship with him and to enjoy him forever. 
But we have turned away from God and rejected him. He loves us too much to allow us to 
sin against him without one day facing punishment for what we have done. But how will 
he satisfy his requirement of holiness and purity if we have already sinned? 

 
He has done that through his son, Jesus. Jesus was sent by God to be the perfect God/man 
combination in the world. As man he lived righteously and perfectly under God’s rule as 
a man on earth. As God he suffered an innocent death to pay the price for our sin. He did 
not deserve this treatment but he voluntarily accepted it. But, because he was God and 
because he was sinless, he became the perfect sacrifice that satisfied God’s requirements. 

 
But he did not remain dead. Three days after his death he was resurrected to life, 
breaking forever the hold of sin and death in our lives. 

 
Jesus did this for us but it does not automatically become ours. We have to acknowledge 
our need for forgiveness because we are unable to successfully rule our own lives. We 
have to humble ourselves before him and to acknowledge that he did what we could 
never do. And we have to accept what he did in our behalf, and to say that, even though 
there is nothing good about us, we are depending on his perfection and his sacrifice in 
our place. And we then spend the rest of our life depending on him to be our 
righteousness and goodness before God. 
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What price are we willing to pay to express our freedom of religion? 

 
A CULTURAL CHALLENGE 
 
“YOU MAY NOT BE INTERESTED IN THE GLEICHSHALTUNG, BUT THE GLEICHSHALTUNG IS INTERESTED IN 

YOU” 
 

I recently read this from a columnist that demonstrated the cultural pressures we are 
facing. 

 
“We are a homeschooling Catholic family, and like many other traditionally-minded 
Catholics, we were excited to see that Duolingo is now offering Latin lessons (we’ve done 
three years of Memoria Press but are doing Spanish this year and wanted to use 
Duolingo to keep up our Latin skills). Anyhow, I don’t know if you’ve ever used Duolingo, 
but you have to complete lessons on certain topics before you can advance to the next 
level. I began the unit about the family this morning and have now hit a roadblock. Why? 
Because two of the sentences you have to translate from Latin to English are: 

 
“Femina uxorem habet” and “Maritus maritum habet” (which translate as “The woman 
has a wife” and “The husband has a husband.”) . . . I can’t advance until I complete these 
sentences. And I won’t. I’ve been filling the translation boxes first with admonitions and 
then with gobbledygook. Done.  

(www.theamericanconservative.org, Rod Dreher,”Transgender Sexual 
Revolution Turns Totalitarian”, 2019.09.26) 

 
There is a term that I’d like to use with you this morning that you probably have not heard 
in a SCF sermon. That term is “gleichshaltung.”  

 
Gleichschaltung - the act, process, or policy of achieving rigid and total coordination 
and uniformity (as in politics, culture, communication) by forcibly repressing or 
eliminating independence and freedom of thought, action, or expression: forced 
reduction to a common level: forced standardization or assimilation 
(www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary) 

 
The idea behind this thought is to refine what I said about religion, where I said we would 
be allowed to believe what we want to believe in private but couldn’t dare let it come out 
in public. The harsher reality is that the prevailing pressures of culture will not even 
tolerate that. We will be forced, at every step along the way, to do battle with the 
prevailing cultural theology which will seek to regulate even our private thoughts.  
Nothing will be allowed that is contrary to the prevailing “official” line. 

 
But just as Mordecai said to Esther in the middle of the conspiracy spun by Haman, “Do 
not think you can hide in the palace. You too will be destroyed along with the rest of the 
Jews. But God has brought you to the palace for just a time such as this.” – Esther 4:1-314 

 

http://www.theamericanconservative.org/
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What price are we willing to pay to retain our independence and freedom of thought?  
 

WHAT IS OUR HOPE IN THE FACE OF THESE PRESSURES? 
 

1.  Our hope lies in what we are seeing in this story and the rest of Acts.  
 
Christians have the enviable distinction of never “fleeing from” but always “going 
toward.” Our best days are always out in front of us. There is no golden past or golden 
age that we need to recover. That’s because these days are the best days we have ever 
had and then tomorrow is going to be better than today. 

 
The gospel continues to advance. The gospel is not defeated by any of the situations, 
be they hard or pleasant, that it encounters. As Christians, we are never running from 
something, we are always moving toward something. And toward someone. That 
something is heaven and that someone is Jesus.  
 

2.  The glance and the gaze. 
 
Let me make one suggestion to you as we think about how we will navigate the 
coming days. “Let our glance be on our circumstances and our troubles, and even on 
our prayer requests. Let our gaze be on the One who will sustain us through these 
days.” 

 
CONCLUSION 
 

This is a reminder that we are not safe until we are safely home. There is no safety in this 
world. And we should always be alert to the danger of merging the kingdom of God with 
the kingdom of man. We should not be surprised when orthodoxy and faithfulness cause 
us to run afoul of the prevailing sentiments of modernity. Therefore we must resolve 
ahead of time how we will respond and live when that happens.  

 
This is a reminder that even in the midst of revival we should not expect that the world 
is naturally receptive to the gospel. Especially when the gospel is having an impact in the 
public arena and is changing the way people live.  

 
There will be spiritual opposition. This opposition will arise through the confluence of 
economics, religion and culture. The charge will be made that Christians are upsetting 
everyone and making it impossible for people to be able to work together, because they 
are holding themselves out as obedient to a power that is not of this world. Thus 
Christians will become a target for those who require total and absolute assimilation.  

 
But even in the midst of such confusion and carnage, this text shows us how God not only 
rewards faithfulness but he also enables faithfulness to those who are determined to 
obey him rather than to seek to be popular.  
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
(There are a number of questions here. Not every question needs to be addressed 
or answered in a Life Group setting. Pick out one or two and ask the Holy Spirit to 
use them as you consider your response to God’s Word.) 
 
 The gospel challenges the world’s economic system, so much of which tries to profit 

off of sin and misery. What are some opportunities you are having to use your money 
to promote light, life and godliness? 
 

 The gospel challenges the world’s religious system. We are told that we need to be 
careful in order that we not offend anyone with our religious beliefs. Where are you 
having an opportunity to witness to the life of Jesus in public? (This could be one-on-
one or in a group setting.) 
 

 The gospel challenges the world’s cultural system. This system tries to force everyone 
into a mold so that everyone believes the “right” things and toes the party line. Where 
are you running afoul of such thinking in your daily world? What steps are you taking 
to strengthen yourself as a follower of Christ as you do battle in the area of culture? 
 

 As Christians, we are never running away from trouble but always seeking to advance 
with the gospel. What are some plans or dreams you have for your life? Would you be 
willing to share these with your Life Group so they can pray with you along these 
lines? 
 

 Where are you tempted to misplace your attention? To confuse where you should be 
glancing and where you should be glazing? Where do you need help from your Life 
Group in regaining the right perspective? 


