Paul in Ephesus by Rev John Castle

A sermon given on Sunday 6" September 2026
at St John the Baptist Church, Aldenham

Reading: Acts 19:1-20

Introduction

In our New Testament readings at Evensong we have been
following the career of St Paul, through a number of
snapshots of his journeys around the Mediterranean
spreading the word about Jesus the Messiah. Last week he
was in Corinth, where he stayed for eighteen months, after
revisiting the churches he had founded in Galatia and then
moving on to Macedonia, the northern part of Greece, and
then Athens. You may remember that after Galatia the Holy
Spirit “forbade” Paul and his companions to preach the word
in the province of Asia!, which was the western part of what
we now call Turkey, and whose capital was the illustrious city
of Ephesus.

Ephesus was an important and strategic hub for the
proclamation of the gospel. It was a port, and the centre of
trade throughout the region. If you visit it today, you can
walk down the streets of the ancient city, visit its library,
public toilets and the amphitheatre, which at the time of Paul
could seat 1,000, but was later expanded to seat three times
that. This theatre is referred to at the end of our chapter.
Outside the city you can also see the few remaining columns
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of the temple to the city’s patron goddess Artemis, then one
of the wonders of the ancient world.

God knew when would be the best time for Ephesus to hear
the message of salvation, and it was after Paul had
proclaimed the gospel in Macedonia and Achaia, the southern
part of Greece.

So now, Ephesus is where Paul wants to go. At the end of
chapter 18 he calls in on the city on his way back to Syria and
Jerusalem, to make a brief visit to the synagogue and to leave
his fellow tent-makers Priscilla and Aquila there to establish a
Christian presence.

Disciples without the Spirit

While Paul is in the Holy Land, and then travelling overland to
visit the churches he planted years earlier, a new character
arrives in Ephesus — Apollos, a Jew from Alexandria in Egypt
who has become a Christian, apparently through the disciples
of John the Baptist. At the time, Alexandria was a great
centre of learning, with an extensive public library and the
largest Jewish population in the world. Apollos is a learned
man, and knows a lot about Jesus, but needs to be put
straight on some matters, so Priscilla and Aquila take him
under their wing. By the time Apollos leaves for Corinth,
there are twelve new disciples of Jesus, whom Paul meets
when he arrives in Ephesus at the beginning of chapter 19.

These twelve disciples seem to be genuinely keen to follow
Jesus, and have been baptised (presumably by Apollos) with
“the baptism of John”. But there’s something missing: Paul
knows that you can't be a follower of Jesus without the Holy



Spirit; so he checks with them, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit
when you believed?”. Disciples without the Holy Spirit are not
real Christians — so Paul takes them back to square one and
baptises them again, this time in the name of Jesus, and lays
hands on them so that they can receive the Holy Spirit.

Later he writes to the church in Rome that if you don’t have
the Holy Spirit you are not a Christian3. To put it the other
way round: becoming a Christian involves receiving the Holy
Spirit. As Peter tells the crowd on the day of Pentecost,

Repent, and be baptised every one of you in the name of Jesus
Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive
the gift of the Holy Spirit.”*

When you became a Christian, when you received Jesus as
your Saviour and Lord, you received the Holy Spirit. But from
time to time we all need topping up. Daily is good!

A cake without air
Why is this important?

Many years ago, when | was living at home with my parents,
my Mum was away and Dad decided to bake a cake. The
Victoria Sponge recipe looked straightforward. He got all the
ingredients together and followed the instructions
meticulously. There was just one thing he didn't understand:
after mixing up the butter and sugar and adding the beaten
eggs the recipe said “fold in the flour”. Dad didn't know what
“folding” meant, so he mixed it in. The cake was cooked, and
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tasted great, but it was flat, not light and fluffy. All the
ingredients were there, but something was missing: by
mixing in the flour instead of folding it in he had beaten out
the air, which was what was needed for the cake to rise and
become light and fluffy.

In Greek, the language of the New Testament, the word
pneuma means breath, wind, and spirit. Similarly in Hebrew,
the language of the Old Testament, the word ruah has the
same meanings. We may think we have all the ingredients to
be good Christians. We try hard to be kind, understanding,
unselfish. Maybe we have give regularly to charities and the
church. We try to pray every day, we come to church on
Sunday. But unless we have the “air” of the Holy Spirit in our
lives we are not going to be able to “bake the cake” that God,
the “writer of the recipe” intended. We may think we're doing
all the right things as a church. We have members active in
looking after the church building, reading in services, singing
in the choir and so on. We have a PCC of committed
members. We may be using all the right “ingredients” for our
church to grow. But without the Holy Spirit we will not rise to
be the people or the church that we are meant to be.

Being re-filled

Just as Jesus was re-filled with the Holy Spirit at his baptism,
so we need to be. You will remember that on the day of
Pentecost the apostles seemed to the crowds to be drunk. In
his later letter to the Ephesians, Paul makes the same
comparison, but in a positive way:



Do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery; but be filled
with the Spirit.>

One reason that people get drunk is to feel better — freer,
able to relax and enjoy themselves. The effect of God's Spirit,
though, is much more long-lasting and much more positive!
Alcohol makes you feel better than you are. The Spirit of God
actually makes you better than you are! Of course, we won’t
feel high all the time, but the Spirit gives us the assurance that
God is with us, gives us power to overcome our personal
weaknesses and faults, guides us and makes us more like
Jesus.

Jesus, the Son of God, already had the Spirit before he was
baptised, but at his baptism he was re-filled so that he could
do his work. In his gospel, Luke tells us that Jesus went into
Galilee “filled with the power of the Spirit”®. In the synagogue
in Nazareth Jesus reads from the prophecy of Isaiah:

‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
because he has anointed me
to bring good news to the poor.
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives
and recovery of sight to the blind,
to let the oppressed go free,
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.”’

It is through the power of the Holy Spirit that Paul proclaims
the message about Jesus, to great effect, reaching both Jews
and Gentiles throughout the province of Asia.2 It is also
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through the power of the Spirit that miracles occur. The
sincerity of the conversions is such that a number of people
who practice magic renounce their practices and burn their
magic books®. In the second half of this chapter, the makers
of silver shrines to the city’s patron goddess, Artemis, are so
concerned about people abandoning this pagan worship to
follow Jesus that they start a riot against the Christians®°.
Luke summarises the effect of the gospel on Ephesus and its
region in these words:

So the word of the Lord grew mightily and prevailed.

Wouldn’t we like to see even a bit of this effect in Aldenham
and the area as a result of our witness to the gospel?

Let’s remember, though, that the Kingdom of God grows one
soul at a time. Please pray for the small group of people who
have signed up to do the Start course, beginning this Tuesday
evening, and for the couples who have asked us to conduct
their weddings or baptise their children in this church.

And let us have the confidence that by the Spirit of God in us,
we too can influence others to seek God and find faith for
themselves. We too, if we have become Christians through
baptism and faith in Jesus, have received the Spirit. But if the
Son of God needed re-filling, we certainly do too, so that we
can live as his disciples.

As a church we need the Holy Spirit. We can run our church
using the intelligence, experience and commitment of our
church members, but unless we have the Spirit guiding and
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empowering us we shall not do and be what God wants us to
do and be.

So let us now pray for Holy Spirit to come and fill us.
Prayer

John the Baptist said of Jesus “I baptise you with water, but he
will baptise you with the Holy Spirit.”*

Heavenly Father, we come to you as we are, with the
knowledge and faith that we have. We know that we cannot
live the Christian life by our own strength and wisdom. Fill us
now with your Holy Spirit, so that we may know you, grow to
be like your Son, and show your love and power in our lives.
Bless the work of mission through this church, and by your
Holy Spirit touch the lives of those who do not yet know you.
Come, Holy Spirit, fill us, cleanse us, empower us, and use us
in your mission to the world. In Jesus' name, Amen.
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