PAUL’S THIRD MISSIONARY JOURNEY (Part I)
Acts 18:23-20:12
Key Verse: 19:21
“After all this had happened, Paul decided to go to Jerusalem, 
passing through Macedonia and Achaia. ‘After I have 
been there,’ he said, ‘I must visit Rome also.’”

Paul stayed a short time in Antioch, and then he was off again to strengthen and encourage the churches. This was now his third missionary journey. He started out to strengthen the disciples, but then prayed for Rome as the thing he “must” do. What can we learn from Paul about God’s hope in this passage?
*  Paul Strengthened All The Disciples (18:23-28)

This is now Paul’s third missionary journey. How did he begin this third trip? Verse 23 says, “After spending some time in Antioch, Paul set out from there and traveled from place to place throughout the region of Galatia and Phrygia, strengthening all the disciples.” By this time in Paul’s spiritual life, he is more of a pilgrim. In the past his roots were in the Antioch church, and from there he was sent off to do the work of preaching the gospel. (13:1-3) We could say that Antioch was his home, the base from which he was sent. But his time spent in Antioch by now was small—just “some time”—and the time spent traveling from place to place was the majority. We can’t say that he belonged to any of these places either. In fact, we can’t define his identity in terms of place anymore. He is a pilgrim in the sense that he doesn’t belong to any place in this world, but he clearly is revealed as one who belongs to God. Paul began his third missionary journey like this.
At this time Paul traveled throughout Galatia and Phrygia. This is the area commonly known as Asia Minor, or what is present day Turkey. This area was pioneered on Paul’s first journey, and he returned on his second journey, although there is not much detail about the churches there. It is certain that there were churches there, for Paul wrote to the Galatians in one of his epistles, and later Peter would address the churches there, including Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia—which would together comprise present day Turkey. (1Pe 1:1)
What was Paul’s emphasis as he traveled from place to place? According to verse 23b, Paul was “strengthening all the disciples.” This is a different focus than either of his first two trips. Obviously on the first trip, Paul was calling disciples from a place where the gospel of Jesus had not been preached. On his second trip, Paul wanted to visit the churches, but the Holy Spirit led him to expand the gospel, again calling new disciples in places as far away as Macedonia and Greece. Now Paul went to strengthen the disciples who had been created by God, often through times of great persecution and rejection by those around them. For the new converts always had problems with the Jews outside the church, for they rejected the idea that Jesus was the Christ. Then there were problems with the Jews inside the church who insisted on circumcision. There were also the Gentiles who either thought that the message was “babbling,” or who felt their chances of making money would disappear if people followed Jesus. In other words, the tender new disciples lived among wolves. What could be the strengthening for them? Ephesians 6:10-12 says, “Finally, be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.” To this end, while Paul was on his third missionary trip, he spent most of his time as a Bible teacher. The word of God was the strengthening for the disciples. This would be Paul’s last mission trip, for the Lord was preparing to send him to Rome as a prisoner. But in his own personal weakness, and with his own personal limitation, Paul could strengthen others. How? He could by planting the word of God in those who had to live as sheep among wolves. If we feel weak, we should be encouraged. We don’t need to become super-sheep, able to conquer the wolves around us to be strong. We need to simply hold on to the word of God. The word of God is spiritual strength and the power of God. The word of God will create Paul’s among us, who seem weak by worldly standards, yet strong in the Lord and in his mighty power.
What happened as Paul was strengthening the disciples in Asia Minor? Verse 24a says, “Meanwhile a Jew named Apollos, a native of Alexandria, came to Ephesus.” Who was Apollos? According to what we read in verses 24 and 25, he was actually a native of Alexandria, which is in Egypt. His name is after the name of the god “Apollo,” suggesting that he may have been a Jew by conversion at some point. In any case, he was a learned man, and Alexandria was considered one of the principal centers of learning at this time. Beyond this, he had a thorough knowledge of the Scriptures, and had been instructed in the way of the Lord. So he was not only a Jew, but he had learned somehow about Jesus. What he spoke about Jesus he spoke very accurately. But there was something lacking in his preaching. Look at verses 25-26. “He had been instructed in the way of the Lord, and he spoke with great fervor and taught about Jesus accurately, though he knew only the baptism of John. He began to speak boldly in the synagogue. When Priscilla and Aquila heard him, they invited him to their home and explained to him the way of God more adequately.” How did Priscilla and Aquila help him? They filled up what was lacking in his faith. They explained to him the way about Jesus, the way of the cross, the way of resurrection, the baptism into the name of the Lord Jesus and by the Holy Spirit. Priscilla and Aquila were homeless themselves, at first having been kicked out of Rome, then having been left in Ephesus by Paul. But they were seeking Apollos. When they heard him speak the inadequate message about Jesus, they didn’t argue with Apollos. They invited him to their home, and there they explained to him the way of God that they had been learning step by step to this day. It was truly a house church. 
What was the result? Verses 27-28 say, “When Apollos wanted to go to Achaia, the brothers encouraged him and wrote to the disciples there to welcome him. On arriving, he was a great help to those who by grace had believed. For he vigorously refuted the Jews in public debate, proving from the Scriptures that Jesus was the Christ.” Apollos was raised by Priscilla and Aquila, the ones who had left Achaia. And he was sent by them back to Achaia. He became a welcome and necessary emissary of grace to the church there, proving that Jesus was the Christ. He was such a blessing to the church in Corinth that some there claimed, “I follow Apollos.” (1Co 1:12) What can we learn here? I learned that God strengthens his church. He does it by strengthening his servants in the word of the Lord more adequately. And he uses the weak things of this world to strengthen others. Paul was living as a pilgrim, and a stranger in a strange land. But he was used to strengthen the disciples. Priscilla and Aquila lived almost as nomads, but the homeless ones could invite Apollos into their home and raise him as an adequate Bible teacher for the place they had left. There is always something in this world that threatens to make us weak. But that is where God works to reveal himself as the strength of his people. When we hold on to God’s word in our weakness, God will be our strength. He uses the weak to strengthen others, and even create God’s people, who can teach the word of God perhaps more adequately even than we can.
*  God’s Work At Ephesus (19:1-41)


This chapter describes how Paul happened to come to Ephesus, and wound up staying there for a long time. 
First, I must visit Rome. (1-22) Look at verses 1-7. “While Apollos was at Corinth, Paul took the road through the interior and arrived at Ephesus. There he found some disciples and asked them, ‘Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?’ They answered, ‘No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit.’ So Paul asked, ‘Then what baptism did you receive?’ ‘John’s baptism,’ they replied. Paul said, ‘John’s baptism was a baptism of repentance. He told the people to believe in the one coming after him, that is, in Jesus.’ On hearing this, they were baptized into the name of the Lord Jesus. When Paul placed his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came on them, and they spoke in tongues and prophesied. There were about twelve men in all.” What did Paul teach the disciples he found in Ephesus? He taught them about the baptism into the name of the Lord Jesus. When he did, the Holy Spirit came on them. They spoke in tongues. They prophesied. It was a miraculous work of God, and a confirmation of the great work of the Lord in Ephesus. When Paul saw such a thing—disciples prepared by the Lord to receive him—he stayed in Ephesus and began speaking there.

What was the main point of his teaching in the synagogue? Verse 8 says, “Paul entered the synagogue and spoke boldly there for three months, arguing persuasively about the kingdom of God.” The message Paul spoke was the kingdom of God. In this case he spoke it for three months, which for him was a long time to teach in any synagogue. Often after just a week or two, his message was rejected to the point where he left, or was forced to leave, and went strictly to the Gentiles. However verse 9 says, “But some of them became obstinate; they refused to believe and publicly maligned the Way. So Paul left them. He took the disciples with him and had discussions daily in the lecture hall of Tyrannus.” Paul took the disciples and went to the hall of Tyrannus in order to discuss the word of God and the kingdom of God with them, the ones in whom God had worked so mightily. How long did he preach there, and what was the result? Verse 10 says, “This went on for two years, so that all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of the Lord.” This two year time period was a fruitful one for Paul’s ministry. He taught the word of God in one lecture hall, but through that kind of devotion with a few disciples, the gospel spread throughout the province of Asia. Ephesus became one of the centers of the early Christian church—one of the seven churches described in the book of Revelation.
How did God work through Paul at this time? Verses 11 and 12 say, “God did extraordinary miracles through Paul, so that even handkerchiefs and aprons that had touched him were taken to the sick, and their illnesses were cured and the evil spirits left them.” Of all these miracles, there is one comical event used to demonstrate how God was working through his servants at this time. Look at verses 13-16. “Some Jews who went around driving out evil spirits tried to invoke the name of the Lord Jesus over those who were demon-possessed. They would say, ‘In the name of Jesus, whom Paul preaches, I command you to come out.’ Seven sons of Sceva, a Jewish chief priest, were doing this. One day the evil spirit answered them, ‘Jesus I know, and I know about Paul, but who are you?’ Then the man who had the evil spirit jumped on them and overpowered them all. He gave them such a beating that they ran out of the house naked and bleeding.” The event is humorous in retrospect. But what was the result of this event at the time? According to verses 17-20, “When this became known to the Jews and Greeks living in Ephesus, they were all seized with fear, and the name of the Lord Jesus was held in high honor. Many of those who believed now came and openly confessed their evil deeds. A number who had practiced sorcery brought their scrolls together and burned them publicly. When they calculated the value of the scrolls, the total came to fifty thousand drachmas. In this way the word of the Lord spread widely and grew in power.” The time Paul spent in Ephesus was accompanied by a clear and visible work of God through Paul. But the result was not to show off the power of God. The result in this case was that the fear of God was planted in all the Jews and Greeks in the area, the name of Jesus was honored, and people openly repented of their sorcery and idol worship and confessed Jesus’ name, sometimes at unbelievable personal expense. As if all this weren’t enough, verse 20 says that “the word of the Lord spread widely and grew in power.” God used Paul’s time in Ephesus in order to make his word known among Jews and Greeks, and all over the province of Asia. He made the word of the Lord to be honored by the ones who would never honor it.
What decision did Paul make here? We might expect him to have a reason to settle down, for ever since he arrived in Ephesus, the word of the Lord spread like a wildfire. Instead, verses 21-22 say, “After all this had happened, Paul decided to go to Jerusalem, passing through Macedonia and Achaia. ‘After I have been there,’ he said, ‘I must visit Rome also.’ He sent two of his helpers, Timothy and Erastus, to Macedonia, while he stayed in the province of Asia a little longer.” Why did Paul decide to leave the successful ministry and go elsewhere? We see in his intention to go to Rome his vision for the word of the Lord. If God would bless his name in Ephesus so greatly, to demonstrate his power, to spread the honor of his name, what better place to reach the whole world than Rome? Paul had such confidence in the Lord. This is how Paul honored the name of the Lord Jesus personally. It wasn’t enough that the province of Asia should know the fear of the Lord, or that Jesus’ name should be honored there. Jesus should be honored more than Caesar, for he is greater than any earthly king. “I must visit Rome also,” was Paul’s personal confession of the power of God, and his worship of God. How do we respond to the visible sign of God’s blessing through us and around us? May God bless us to worship him with hope. I began one to one Bible study here in Cincinnati exactly 22 years ago. And I am still here. But I pray I may never settle down, but learn the life that is lived by hope, that pursues God continually as a matter of worship, and that longs to see the name of Jesus above every name in every place. It is the hope of the kingdom of God.
Second, the riot in Ephesus. (23-41) About the time Paul was setting his sights on Rome, what was happening in Ephesus? Look at verses 23-27. “About that time there arose a great disturbance about the Way. A silversmith named Demetrius, who made silver shrines of Artemis, brought in no little business for the craftsmen. He called them together, along with the workmen in related trades, and said: ‘Men, you know we receive a good income from this business. And you see and hear how this fellow Paul has convinced and led astray large numbers of people here in Ephesus and in practically the whole province of Asia. He says that man-made gods are no gods at all. There is danger not only that our trade will lose its good name, but also that the temple of the great goddess Artemis will be discredited, and the goddess herself, who is worshiped throughout the province of Asia and the world, will be robbed of her divine majesty.’” Demetrius was a local businessman who made a good living off of other people’s idol worship. So what Paul was doing was essentially bad for his business. He stirred up trouble by forming a kind of union from other businesses linked with his trade, and by stirring up some kind of local pride in the people of Ephesus about the goddess they called Artemis. 
What happened? Verses 28-34 tell of the riot that ensued. With their fury aroused, the whole city was in an uproar. Some of Paul’s coworkers were seized, and the ones who weren’t begged him not to go out before the crowd. It must have been a terrible frenzy, even though most of the people didn’t really know why they were there in the first place.
Finally the city clerk appeared and quieted the crowd, saying: “Men of Ephesus, doesn’t all the world know that the city of Ephesus is the guardian of the temple of the great Artemis and of her image, which fell from heaven? Therefore, since these facts are undeniable, you ought to be quiet and not do anything rash. You have brought these men here, though they have neither robbed temples nor blasphemed our goddess. If, then, Demetrius and his fellow craftsmen have a grievance against anybody, the courts are open and there are proconsuls. They can press charges. If there is anything further you want to bring up, it must be settled in a legal assembly. As it is, we are in danger of being charged with rioting because of today’s events. In that case we would not be able to account for this commotion, since there is no reason for it.” After he had said this, he dismissed the assembly. (35-41)
The riot brought to a close Paul’s time in Ephesus. From now he will go through Greece to Jerusalem to Rome. The period of strengthening in the word of God was coming to a close. The period where the young sheep would be strengthened through affliction, much like their shepherd, Apostle Paul, was coming. From God’s work in Ephesus, we learn how the word of God is truly strengthened in God’s people. It is more than just the knowledge of the words. To be like Apollos—that is, to know with accuracy about Jesus—is inadequate. The word of God is firmly planted in God’s people who undergo the baptism in the name of the Lord Jesus, who seek him in weakness, and who grow in hope in all things. The word of God is planted in his people who go through the rejection of this world, the weakness of this human life, in order to know the hope and vision of the Lord for this world. May God raise up Paul’s, who can pray for Rome as the “must” thing.
*  Paul’s last visit to Greece (20:1-12)

After the riot, Paul made one more trip to visit the brothers in Greece. He spoke many words of encouragement to the people, according to verses 1-6. Paul never forgot his sheep, where he had labored to plant the word of God. He stayed a long time in Ephesus and a shorter time in Greece, but he was strengthening and encouraging the disciples continually. After visiting Greece, Paul came back through Asia Minor and joined some brothers at Troas.

What happened in Troas? Verses 7-12 say, “On the first day of the week we came together to break bread. Paul spoke to the people and, because he intended to leave the next day, kept on talking until midnight. There were many lamps in the upstairs room where we were meeting. Seated in a window was a young man named Eutychus, who was sinking into a deep sleep as Paul talked on and on. When he was sound asleep, he fell to the ground from the third story and was picked up dead. Paul went down, threw himself on the young man and put his arms around him. ‘Don’t be alarmed,’ he said. ‘He’s alive!’ Then he went upstairs again and broke bread and ate. After talking until daylight, he left. The people took the young man home alive and were greatly comforted.” What can we learn about Paul and about the early church from this event? I learn that Paul was not easily deterred. Even when someone apparently died because of his long speech, he wasn’t deterred. In other words, he proceeded even through the power of fear and death by the power of God and the power of life. Paul’s time on this third journey from beginning to end was a demonstration of the power of God, and the triumph of the word of God over the power of sin and death.
