
Sermon on Acts 19:8-20 prepared by Jonathan Shradar 

 

I love chili dogs… This week I had occasion to tell others of my love. Because I don’t often get 

them… and as I studied our text in Acts this week, chili dogs kept coming to mind!  

 

Specifically chili. Have you ever had chili that was missing an ingredient? Or think of that recipe 

that calls for the all important secret ingredient. No matter what it is, the point of the chili is to 

have all the ingredients involved. If one is missing, say the Cheyenne, you still have something 

like chili, but it is missing the kick!  

 

If we think of the church as chili! It could be bland if it misses salt, it could be a bowl of 

brimstone if it is all chili powder, it could be an abomination without beans and beef…  

 

In Spiritual things we want to be a full ingredient chili - with everything meant to be included, 

that we might have the flavor we are supposed to. And it is the thing that give us that special 

“kick” that we want to talk about today.  

 

In the very least some of us will leave here today craving chili… but hopefully we will see some 

vital truth from Acts 19, that it might spice us up and give the church the savory taste we are 

meant for.  

 

The purpose of the miraculous is to draw us to Jesus.  

 

Acts 19:8-20 

 

Sweat rags that heal. Sorcery. Nudity. And book burning. Every pastor’s dream text of Scripture! 

There is some trippy stuff going on here but it’s not only an account of the early church, there is 

something here for us today.  

 

Context is important when we read Scripture, but before we get to the context of this story we 

have to think of the context in which we are reading it today.  

 

Our experience, theology and preferences can color how we read a text, certainly where we land 

in its application. But we always want to be careful to let Scripture color itself over our positions.  

That being said, we as Reservoir Church see Scripture as the inspired and inerrant word of God 

for his people. And we believe the gifts, the spiritual power described in Acts and elsewhere in 

the Bible are still available today. We are a continuationist church. That God in his sovereignty 

has imparted gifts and the miraculous over the history of the church to confirm its message and 

draw people to Jesus.  

 

Paul is in Ephesus, modern day turkey, commercial heart of Asia, the hub of culture there.  

 



“Ephesus’ strategic position made her the “Treasure House of Asia” and the mother of 

materialism and ambition. She was the site of the Temple of Artemis (or Diana), one of the 

seven wonders of the ancient world. One hundred and twenty-seven marbled pillars rose sixty 

feet to support the gorgeous ceiling, many of them inlaid with gold and rare gems. The Temple’s 

huge canopy, covering an area 425 feet in length and 200 feet in width, housed the 

multi-breasted image of Artemis, supposed to have fallen from the stars. This temple was the 

center for a thriving cult of fertility worship.”  

 

Into a culture of magical arts, people always looking to the mystical… this is where Paul preaches 

forgiveness of sin in the name of Jesus. That his kingdom has come and is open to all who 

believe.  

 

He began in the synagogue, as is his pattern, boldly preaching on the sabbath for three months 

but unbelief and heckling becomes a distraction so he takes those that believe in Jesus and they 

move to a daily service down the street.  

 

Paul rented Tyrannus’ (probably a philosopher or rhetoric teacher) quarters from 11 am to 4 

pm… That was when the people of Ephesus took their midday siesta. The workday began at 7, 

broke at 11, and continued from 4 until about 9:30 at night. Paul made tents during the morning 

hours, taught between 11 and 4, and then went back to work.  

 

For two years this ministry continues and all of Asia hears of Jesus as disciples are equipped 

with the gospel and go on mission to hometowns and trading posts.  

 

And the message went forth in tremendous power. Extraordinary miracles confirming the 

preaching of Jesus. It is to this power we want to look as the story unfolds.  

 

The purpose of the miraculous is to draw us to Jesus.  

 

1) Real Power in the name of Jesus  

 

God was doing extraordinary miracles by the hands of Paul.  

 

Throughout our study of the Book of Acts we have encountered the miraculous. In some cities, at 

the preaching of Jesus, there has been healing, prison breaks, earth shaking… tongues of fire, 

languages unleashed for the glory of Christ.  

 

So it is not surprising that we see more here. What is unique is the method of the miracles. 

Handkerchiefs and aprons that had touched Paul’s skin were being carried off to those in need 

and diseases left them and evil spirits were cast out. These are sweat rags.  

 



Paul, a tentmaker, worker of leather, a sweaty job. I can only imagine, each day he is trying to 

find a rag to wipe his brow… but they were being taken that friends, family, husbands, wives, 

children would be made whole.  

 

“Paul was not selling his handkerchiefs or socks or aprons to the local faithful. They were 

“borrowing” them and applying them to the sick. And God, at this critical juncture in the 

church’s history, being a God of incredible patience and grace, met these people on their own 

level with bona fide miracles, accommodating himself to their uninstructed faith.” Hughes 

 

This is Ephesus.  

 

Ephesians 6:12 “For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against 

the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces 

of evil in the heavenly places.” (ESV) 

 

Into a culture saturated with talismans, trinkets and toys meant to unlock magical, spiritual 

powers… God meets the context with the only power that matters. With mercy. Healing. 

Deliverance. And he does it with the dirty, used, rags of a faithful follower.  

 

These sweatbands and trade aprons were symbols of the honest, dignified humility of heart, the 

servant-character which manifested and released the power of God. 

 

“The power of God is released through a man or woman whose heart is so utterly committed that 

he or she is ready to invest diligent labor to make the gospel available, even if they need to stoop 

to a lowly trade…” Hughes  

 

It vital that we recognize the place of power here. “God was doing extraordinary miracles…” God 

healed, delivered. Not Paul. God empowers Paul, makes his sweat the conduit of his grace… but 

it is the Holy Spirit at work.  

 

The church didn’t make these types of miracles into a sideshow to wow the crowds. They 

confirmed the message that the kingdom of God had come and the king of the universe was truly 

on his throne. Repent and believe!  

 

And there is danger in denying this power. In locking it to a class of people or timeline… if it is 

God, he can do extraordinary miracles wherever and whenever he desires. We don’t want to miss 

it!  

 

“Should we be expecting the same miraculous confirmations of our witnessing today? My 

answer is yes,.. The reason I say yes is that I don’t see any compelling reason given in the New 

Testament that God has declared a moratorium on miracles. But I do see lists of miraculous gifts 

for the church (not just apostles) in 1 Corinthians 12:8-10. So I think God intends to bless his 



word and his people with miracles in our day—extraordinary works of divine power that go 

beyond the laws of nature.” Pipes 

 

Often the argument comes that these miracles were meant only to confirm the work of the 

apostles - and ended with their ministry and the closing of canon of Scripture.  

 

But the church fathers continued to witness the miraculous… Irenaeus of Lyon in Against 

Heresies (180): 

 

“For some do certainly and truly drive out devils, so that those who have thus been cleansed 

from evil spirits frequently both believe, and join themselves to the Church. Others have 

foreknowledge of things to come: they see visions, and utter prophetic expressions. Others still, 

heal the sick by laying their hands upon them, and they are made whole. Yea, moreover, as I 

have said, the dead even have been raised up, and remained among us for many years. . . . We do 

also hear many brethren in the Church, who possess prophetic gifts, and who through the Spirit 

speak all kinds of languages.” 

 

“Augustine even dedicated an entire chapter of his City of God (426) to miracles, listing an 

extraordinary range of healings from blindness, breast cancer, gout, paralysis, hernia, 

demonization, and even death.” Andrew Wilson (CT)  

 

Why not in our day? Many of us have examples and even personal experience with the healing 

work of the Spirit. Miraculous empowerment. Maybe more attuned to our context but 

miraculous nonetheless.  

 

“The kingdom of Christ is a kingdom of power.” Those that believe in Jesus are indwelt with the 

Holy Spirit working according to Scripture for the glory of Jesus and the good of his redeemed.  

 

But there is also danger in misappropriating his power.  

 

2) Not for Selfish Gain  

 

Don’t buy an handkerchief!  

 

The purpose of the miraculous is to draw us to Jesus.  

 

But in the story, hucksters have conscripted the name of Jesus for their financial gain. And they 

get the tar beat out of them!  

 

“Exorcism was a common trade, and the best exorcists were thought to know the names of the 

more powerful spirits. It was also commonly believed that the Jewish priests had access to the 

secret name of the God of Israel and its pronunciation and thus had special power over the spirit 



world. So it was very natural for renegade Jewish exorcists to add Jesus’ name to their 

incantations.”  

 

Sons of Sceva - someone taking the title of high priest - trying what they hear will work without 

real knowledge.  

 

Huge warning here for us, don’t “use” the name of Jesus for gain if gain is anything other than 

him.  

 

We see this in the worst of false teaching... never in Scripture is the miraculous purchased, in 

fact when simon the magician attempts to buy the Holy Spirit he is rejected. The point of the 

miraculous is not the miracle, but the message above it.  

 

Yet people are swindled out of time and money for the benefit of the teacher or miracle worker… 

Their beating is coming, their humiliation with be eternal if they do not stop and repent. It’s 

tragic the way people take the truth and power of God and turn it into a sideshow.  

 

But what about us? How have we used the name of Jesus to further political agendas he has not 

determined? How many times have we negotiated for gain sprinkling in the name of Jesus?  

 

Living like the Sons of Sceva only we know better.  

 

The power of God is not to trifled with. And we disrespect it, misapply it when we miss the point 

of it.  

 

3) Meant to Draw Us to Jesus 

 

Jesus healed people and never made a circus out of it; He never called attention to Himself in 

the process…  

 

Luke 11:20 “But if it is by the finger of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God 

has come upon you.” (ESV) It is confirmation of the kingdom.  

 

Same with Paul… miracles happen and he talks about Jesus!  

 

Many would come to Christ for forgiveness of sin and deliverance from the eternal wrath of God.  

 

Here in Acts 19… fear falls, reverence falls on the people - this Jesus is powerful! His name is 

honored, extolled in Ephesus because it. Many of those that believed decided to go all in at that 

moment.  

 

Confession of dabbling in the magical arts, rejection of it by burning the books of spells and 

conjuring techniques. Valued at fifty thousand pieces of silver… ($6 Million in today’s money).  



There wasn’t a book sale… there was a burning.  

 

“Once we are committed to the things of God, we are to turn our backs completely on the things 

of darkness and the kingdom of Satan. If you want true power that will edify, come to the power 

of the cross.” Sproul  

 

They turn to the thing of real, eternal value. Jesus. In repentance, in response to the miraculous, 

we are meant to turn to Christ, giving up the things of idolatry.  

 

Acts 19:20 “So the word of the Lord continued to increase and prevail mightily.” (ESV) 

 

There are miraculous works, the word increased, the word of the Lord - the good news of Jesus, 

that he lived in obedience to God the Father for us, that he died as our substitute on the cross, 

and that he rose again giving all who believe in him new life. That he reigns over all things.  

 

This word increases and prevails mightily. May this be said of our church, or our day, of our city, 

of our experience. That the Spirit would work miracles, that the name of Jesus would be lifted 

high. That lives would be forever changed by the power of God.  

 

The purpose of the miraculous is to draw us to Jesus.  

 

How do we respond to this truth from Scripture?  Certainly it is not to sell you handkerchiefs!  

 

Believe in Jesus - If you are here this morning and have yet to put faith in Jesus for salvation - 

look around - each one of us here claiming Christ is a miracle. Brought from lives of our own 

“magical arts” or whatever, to life in Christ. And we are still hanging by a thread, but that thread 

is Christ.  

 

His life for us, his death taking on the judgment we deserved, his graciousness in new life, 

eternal life in him. Believe in him today. There is grace even for the ways we have approached 

his power wrongly.  

 

Believers Be Open - Every true believer has received the Holy Spirit and has been empowered 

from on high to be a participant in the ministry of Christ. This may mean the miraculous and we 

should be on the lookout, obedient when it comes, and quick to run to Jesus.  

 

A truth ignored is a truth forgotten.  

 

Soren Kierkegaard, Danish philosopher’s parable of the wild duck, how the soul declines from its 

ideals and becomes satisfied with lower standards.  

 



“Flying northward across Europe with his friends one spring, a certain duck landed in a Danish 

barnyard where there were tamed ducks. Enjoying some of their corn, he stayed an hour, then a 

day, then a week, then a month.” 

 

“Finally, relishing the good fare and safety of the barnyard, he stayed all summer. One autumn 

day when his wild-duck friends were winging their way southward again, they passed over the 

barnyard, and the duck heard their cries. He felt the thrill of joy and delight, and with a great 

flapping of wings he rose in the air to join his old comrades in their flight.” 

 

“But he found that his good fare had made him so soft and heavy, he could rise no higher than 

the eaves of the barn. So he dropped back again to the barnyard and said to himself, “Oh well, 

my life is safe here, and the food is good.” Every spring and autumn when he heard the wild 

ducks honking, his eyes would gleam for a moment and he would begin to flap his wings. But 

finally the day came when the wild ducks flew over him and uttered their cry, but he paid not the 

slightest attention to them…”  

 

Honestly, more than just recognizing it, being “open but cautious” with a seatbelt on… we are to 

pursue the powerful gifts of the Spirit.  

 

“Pursue love, and earnestly desire the spiritual gifts, especially that you may prophesy.” - 1 

Corinthians 14:1 

 

“some Christians expect too few miracles. We slip into a naturalistic way of thinking that makes 

the devil and the Holy Spirit almost irrelevant. When we pray, we are almost afraid to ask God to 

heal people—directly, miraculously. As long as we are submitted to the freedom and sovereign 

goodness of God to do as he pleases, I think we should regularly pray for the miraculous 

intervention of God. And we should expect that some will have a gift that makes them more 

fruitful in this than others. 

 

“As long as we keep the word of God in its properly central place, I think it would please the 

Lord for us to pray the way the early church did in Acts 4:29-30. Here’s what they said, “And 

now, Lord, look upon their threats and grant to your servants to continue to speak your word 

with all boldness [cf. Acts 1:8], while you stretch out your hand to heal, and signs and wonders 

are performed through the name of your holy servant Jesus.” We don’t dictate when or what 

kind or how many miracles God may do among us. But not to ask for them seems to me to be 

more secularistic and naturalistic than biblical.” Piper 

 

Draw Close to Our Lord - Extol the name of Jesus. Don’t stare at miracles for their own sake 

or even your own, see them for what they are meant to do, spotlight Jesus. To unleash his glory, 

the Kingdom of God at hand. Thankfully step further in and further up into Jesus.  

 

 



This is what the recipe, the Bible, calls for. Every ingredient, in masterful combination for the 

glory of Jesus and the good of those he calls his own.  

 

Acts 1:8 “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be 

my witnesses... to the end of the earth.” (ESV) 

 

 


