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In terms of the Acts record, the spectacle in the theater brought Paul’s Ephesian ministry to an 

end. Luke’s account is most notable in that it spotlights the dynamics of the gospel’s intrusion 

into and interaction with a world that yet thinks and operates within the constraints of human 

alienation – men living in the “futility of their own mind, being darkened in their understanding, 

excluded from the life of God, because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the hardness 

of their heart” (ref. Ephesians 4:17-18).   

 

The entirety of Acts shows this dynamic, but the Ephesian account clarifies it by looking more 

closely into the human creature and the considerations and concerns that motivate him in his 

fallen state. Specifically, Luke shows that all men, regardless of their individual, cultural, 

philosophical and religious convictions, approach their personal existence as magicians. And 

precisely because magic is antithetical to the new creation in Christ and the gospel which heralds 

it, the ministry of the gospel always and necessarily results in confrontation and conflict.  

 

- The gospel confronts the world, not by pointing its finger at particular behaviors, 

practices or lifestyle choices, but by shining the light of the truth of Jesus Christ into the 

darkness of human alienation and enmity. The gospel confronts men by introducing into 

the universal pattern of human perspective and life orientation a radically new paradigm. 

In this way the gospel represents a singular point of discontinuity in a world that is 

otherwise uniform in both its conception and its practice of what it means to be human. In 

a word, the gospel confronts Adamic man with a new paradigm of humanness – the true 

and consummate humanness of Jesus Christ. 

 

 The gospel confronts its hearers with this new paradigm by confronting them with the 

person of Jesus Christ. And because it reveals and proclaims Christ’s person, the gospel 

shows men that God’s word to the fallen world doesn’t pertain to a new way of behaving 

or even a new way of thinking as such. The gospel concerns a new way of being – a new 

human existence that is authentic humanness. This humanness was realized uniquely in 

Jesus Christ and so is revealed and interpreted to the world of men solely in Him.  

 

- But because this humanness pertains to all men as their rightful human identity, the 

gospel doesn’t merely reveal Jesus Christ; it obligates every human being to become 

what He is. The gospel challenges human beings with what it means to be truly and fully 

human, and therefore it unmasks and illegitimizes the pseudo-human paradigm that all 

men are born into, to which they are enslaved, and by which they are consumed. 

 

 The gospel of Jesus Christ confronts men with the shocking truth that they aren’t merely 

living a lie, they are themselves a lie. Faced with the person of Christ, people have no 

choice but to see a human being who is uniquely other. But not “other” in the sense of 

another alternative or preference for human existence – “other” in the sense that every 

human being is thereby shown to be a hopelessly corrupted and tragic counterfeit. As the 

new and final Adam, Jesus places the first Adam and all his progeny in sharp relief. 

 

- The gospel unmasks and illegitimizes Adam’s race by revealing authentic humanness in 

the person of Jesus. But it also shows them the true nature and extent of their problem 

and its singular remedy by proclaiming Jesus’ work as true God and true Man. 
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The work of Christ – not simply at Calvary, but in the very fact and exercise of His 

incarnate life as the Son of Man and Son of God – is vitally important to the gospel 

because it testifies that the human predicament is of such a nature and quality that it is 

beyond human remediation. On the one hand, Christ’s work testifies to all men that they 

have no capability or resource – and therefore no hope – for addressing their true need 

and living into their true created identity as human beings; on the other, it demonstrates 

that God has met their need in His Son who is Man on behalf of all mankind.  

 

Thus the gospel confronts men precisely at the point of the person and work of 

Christ. The true gospel is the gospel of Jesus Christ; if men are confronted at any other 

point or concern, they are confronted by human notions or religion, not the gospel.  

 

But if people are faced with the true gospel, that confrontation will inevitably bring 

conflict. The reason is that the gospel forces men to confront themselves, and not merely 

in terms of their wrongful thoughts, attitudes and practices. The gospel goes behind the 

veil of human thinking and actions to confront people at the level of their very humanity. 

And this absolute self-unveiling – and the primal terror it engenders – provokes a 

spontaneous, if even unconscious response of self-protection.  

  

This “fight or flight” response takes any number of forms. On the one hand, people flee 

from the gospel, either by walking away or by “checking out” in their minds through 

dullness, disgust, disinterest, etc. On the other hand, some assume a fighting posture 

toward the gospel. They generally direct their attack toward the message, but if that 

proves unsuccessful they often turn against the messenger. So it was with Jesus; so it is 

with His disciples in every place and time (John 15:18-25; cf. Matthew 10:1-22, 24:1ff). 

 

The above considerations bring to light a couple of critically important implications: 

 

1) The first pertains to the absolute necessity of understanding the gospel itself. The biblical 

gospel is the good news of Jesus Christ; how, then, can people be heralds of the “good 

news” without really knowing or understanding Him? And knowing Him involves much 

more than mere awareness and believing acknowledgement of His sacrificial death for 

sinners; indeed, it is impossible to understand Jesus’ work at Calvary without first 

understanding His person.  

 

The reason is that Calvary was simply the culmination of Jesus’ atoning work that began 

with His incarnation and continued throughout His life leading up to the cross. The 

atonement concerns Creator-creature reconciliation and restoration centered in the divine-

human relationship; thus the atonement has its fundamental and primary work in the 

hypostatic union – in the person of Jesus Christ. There could be no Calvary without the 

incarnation, and not because Jesus had to be born before He could die. It was in His own 

person – in the hypostatic union – that Jesus reconciled God and man (and by extension 

the entire estranged created order). God restored man to Himself by sending His eternal, 

divine Son into the fallen creation and into Adam’s fallen race to become true Man. By 

being and living as authentic Man, Jesus condemned man as fallen and fraudulent, but 

also liberated and restored man as a new Adam (cf. Romans 8:3; Galatians 4:1-7). 
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 The true gospel is the gospel of the true Jesus Christ. This falsifies every “gospel” that 

doesn’t reveal and proclaim Him. But it equally falsifies every proclamation of Christ 

that deviates from the truth as it is in Him. Many Christians are committed to preaching 

“Jesus Christ and Him crucified,” but too often they do so without really understanding 

the One they proclaim or the nature and import of His coming and work. Whether by 

what they say or don’t say, they allow their hearers to interpret the truth of the gospel as 

setting forth merely another religion having its own doctrine and practice. 

 

2) This leads to the second implication, namely the necessity of understanding the hearers 

of the gospel. In their estranged state, people invariably conceive of spiritual truth in 

terms of religion. They are constrained to view everything in life through the lens of their 

own self-interest and sense of personal capacity and resource, and spiritual matters are no 

different. Luke’s Ephesian account punctuates the truth that fallen man is a consummate 

magician and his spirituality is not exempt. Naturally and even unconsciously, all people 

“hear” spiritual truths through the defining human paradigm of magic, and only the 

biblical gospel is able to address and break through this blind bondage.  

 

The gospel is the power of God, but only as it is the truth of Christ illumined and attended by 

Christ’s Spirit. Only the true gospel departs from the religion-as-magic paradigm (which 

characterizes much of what is labeled Christianity as well as all other religion), and therefore 

only the true gospel will confront the hearer at the point of his innate self-conception and way of 

viewing things outside himself. Where the message is corrupted or incomplete, it will leave the 

hearer right where it found him. He may be challenged to consider new religious claims and his 

own sinfulness, but he won’t be confronted at the level of his fraudulent and hopeless humanity. 

 

But just as the gospel message must be correct and complete, it must also be clearly 

communicated. The speaker may understand the truths of Christ’s gospel, but unless he conveys 

those truths to his audience, he has effectively proclaimed a false gospel. The minister of Christ 

must become all things to all men; he must meet his hearers at the point of their own 

understanding, experiences and worldview if he is to impart the gospel to them. 

 

Where the gospel is rightly understood and faithfully and clearly conveyed, it will confront the 

hearers and provoke conflict. There will always be internal conflict in those who hear – a 

conviction of heart that provokes either rejection or repentance and faith; in certain instances, 

this internal conflict expresses itself in an external counterpart. So it was with Paul’s ministry, 

not only at Ephesus but everywhere he proclaimed Jesus Christ and Him crucified. It had been 

that way at Damascus at the very beginning, and the pattern never changed throughout the 

ensuing years because neither Paul’s gospel nor the human heart had changed.   

 

4. The theater episode closed Luke’s account of the Ephesian ministry, and it did so in a 

climactic way. Luke presented the various aspects of that ministry so as to show them to 

be both uniform and different: uniform in highlighting the conflict that results when the 

gospel confronts the principle of magic; different in presenting that dynamic in escalating 

fashion. The conflict began on the small scale of the Jewish synagogue community. From 

there it moved outward to Ephesus’ occult practitioners. Finally and climactically, it 

embraced the whole of the Ephesian populace, Jew and Gentile alike. 
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 Over the course of three years the gospel had permeated and confronted the entire 

province of Asia (ref. again 19:10), bearing there, as everywhere, its fruit of faith and 

new life on the one hand and opposing unbelief on the other. Paul had discerned that the 

Spirit opened a great and effectual door for his ministration and he determined to remain 

in Ephesus until the work was complete. Now that day had come and it was time to fulfill 

his intention regarding the churches’ offering for the Jerusalem saints.  

 

a. Paul’s first destination was Macedonia (20:1), and when he departed Ephesus he 

headed north to Troas, the port from which he’d sailed west across the Aegean 

Sea on his second mission (16:11). Luke makes no mention of this in his account, 

but Paul spoke of it in his second Corinthian epistle (2:12-13). Troas was a 

suitable port of departure for Macedonia, but Paul had other reasons as well for 

traveling there. Most importantly, the growing conflict with the Corinthian church 

led Paul to send Titus to them and he expected Titus to rejoin him at Troas. He 

also intended to minister to the saints in that city, but was so despondent when 

Titus didn’t arrive that he determined to continue on across the sea to Macedonia. 

 

b. After crossing the Aegean, Luke recorded that Paul traveled south through the 

districts of Macedonia, retracing his steps from his second missionary journey. He 

visited the churches the Lord had birthed on that mission, encouraging and 

exhorting the saints as well as collecting from them their gifts for the Jerusalem 

church. But being focused on his task and committed to arriving in Jerusalem 

before Pentecost, Paul didn’t linger long in any one place. 

 

 Paul continued southward through Greece toward Achaia, and his own account 

shows that to have been an agonizing season for him. Matters of church order and 

discipline among the Corinthian believers had so inflamed his relationship with 

them that he’d sent Titus on his behalf rather than going there himself (cf. 2 

Corinthians 1:12-18, 2:12-13, 6:11-13). He’d fully expected Titus to return to him 

– hopefully with good news – before he arrived in Achaia, but to this point Titus 

hadn’t rejoined him. Thus Paul was left to continue southward, alone with his 

own thoughts and speculations concerning what had transpired between Titus and 

the Corinthians and what he was going to encounter when he arrived there.  

 

But in God’s good providence, Titus did rejoin Paul while he was still in 

Macedonia and greatly encouraged and revitalized him with the joyful news that 

the saints at Corinth had indeed reaffirmed their love for him (ref. 2 Corinthians 

7:5-7). In that moment Paul’s journey toward Achaia had been transformed from 

agonized trepidation into eager and exultant anticipation. He was to be reunited 

with the Corinthians, not with a wrenching knot in his stomach, but with fullness 

of joy, freed from the burden of long months of pain, sorrow and concern. 

 

This providential outcome was especially blessed because Paul arrived in Corinth 

in the winter, forcing him to wait until the spring to sail for Jerusalem. What 

could have been an agonizing three months became a season of joyful fellowship. 

In this, too, God showed that He always leads His own in His triumph in Christ.  
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c. Paul’s intent was to sail from Corinth in the springtime, but his plan somehow 

became known to the Jews there and they formed a plot to have him killed while 

at sea. But God saw to it that Paul learned of their conspiracy, with the result that 

he had his companions sail alone to Troas while he retraced his path northward 

through Macedonia in order to sail across the Aegean from Philippi (20:3-6). 

 

 After reuniting with his associates, the group stayed in Troas only long enough to 

arrange passage to Assos. Once again Paul sent the other men ahead without him, 

having decided to travel to Assos by land. Luke gives no explanation for this, but 

Assos lay just south of Troas and Paul, confident that he wouldn’t be returning to 

Asia (20:25, 37-28), may have wanted to pay a visit to the believers in that area.  

 

Luke’s narrative reflects the team’s urgency in its journey, moving quickly from 

his account of the Ephesian ministry to their arrival in Jerusalem. Within his brief 

synopsis of their trip Luke recounted only three incidents that occurred during it: 

the final meeting with the believers at Troas (20:7-12), Paul’s meeting with the 

Ephesian elders (20:17-38) and Agabus’ prophecy at Caesarea (21:7-14). Each of 

these conveys a sense of finality centered in what lay ahead for Paul in Jerusalem. 

 

With respect to the first incident, Luke focused his account on a young man 

named Eutychus and his fall from a third story window. Paul and his companions 

were planning to depart the next day, and so spent their final evening in Troas 

worshipping together with the saints of that city. As Paul continued his message 

late into the night, Eutychus became sleepy, finally slipping from consciousness 

and falling from his window seat to the ground below. After racing downstairs 

with the rest of the assembly, Paul fell upon Eutychus and moments later 

announced that the boy was alive. 

 

The primary interpretive question in this account is whether Eutychus was 

actually raised from the dead. Some commentators interpret Luke as saying that 

he only appeared dead to the disciples. In that case, Paul’s announcement meant 

that Eutychus was still alive, and his “falling upon him” served the purpose only 

of discovery or resuscitation. But Luke’s language (and the circumstance) better 

supports the conclusion that the boy had been killed by his fall and that Paul, by 

the Spirit, brought him back to life. Assuming this interpretation, the next 

question concerns Luke’s reason for including this episode in his narrative. 

 

Amazingly, some have actually read this account as a tacit indictment of Paul’s 

long-windedness, but this notion is clearly foreign to the context. It makes for 

light-hearted and entertaining sermonizing, but it insults Luke and the Spirit who 

inspired him. Others find in the passage a prescription for the Church’s worship – 

specifically with respect to the centrality of preaching and sacrament in worship. 

However, Luke’s account is entirely descriptive and clearly not intended to 

establish (or reinforce) a theology of worship. More appropriately, others see in it 

an allusion to the miracles of Elijah and Elisha, and even of Jesus Himself (ref. 1 

Kings 17:17-23 and 2 Kings 4:32-37; cf. also Luke 7:11-16, 8:40-55).  
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Luke certainly was familiar with these miracles, making it likely that he intended 

this allusion. And considered together with Luke’s emphasis on Paul’s lengthy 

message to the saints, this allusion highlights Paul as himself a true “man of God” 

– a prophet of Yahweh who brings His words to His people. This identification is 

particularly relevant since Paul apparently had little previous ministry among the 

people (or the church) of Troas (ref. 2 Corinthians 2:12-13).  

 

d. The next morning Paul’s associates boarded the ship for Assos and Paul himself 

left Troas on foot (20:13). He would rejoin them at Assos and there they would all 

sail for Mitylene with the ultimate goal of reaching Jerusalem by Pentecost. 

Luke’s account lists seven men with Paul (ref. again 20:4), but the group 

obviously included Luke himself (note the “we” references of 20:5ff). Some 

scholars also believe that Titus was with them since the men would have rejoined 

him in Corinth. But whatever the exact composition of Paul’s entourage, Luke’s 

list and his description of these individuals is profoundly significant. 

 

 Of first importance is the fact that this group of men was approved by Paul for the 

specific purpose of helping him carry the collected offering to the saints in 

Jerusalem. The second thing to note is that these men were Gentile believers 

drawn from the breadth of Paul’s apostolic ministry to the Gentiles. Luke, too, 

was a Gentile, as was Timothy by virtue of his Gentile paternity. By naming and 

describing them individually in terms of their place of origin – places he 

previously afforded individual treatment in his account of Paul’s ministry – Luke 

was indicating that these individuals represented the fruit of the Gentile mission.  

 

Taken together, these considerations reveal a double entendre in Luke’s narrative. 

In terms of the historical circumstance, this group of representative Gentiles – 

together with Paul, the apostle to the Gentiles – was taking the collective Gentile 

monetary gift to the suffering Jewish saints in Jerusalem. But Luke’s intention in 

his two-fold account (Luke-Acts) was to demonstrate the fulfillment of all the 

Scriptures in Jesus Christ, and this episode, too, contributed to that demonstration:  

 

One of the great and repeated promises concerning the messianic kingdom was 

that the Gentiles would become fellow sharers in the Messiah and his salvation. 

The prophets expressed that truth in various ways, but one of the most poignant 

involved the imagery of the Gentiles coming to Jerusalem as an offering to the 

Lord. In that day, Yahweh would again shake the nations like a sieve, thereby 

extracting their wealth in the Gentiles in order to gather them to Himself at His 

holy temple (ref. Haggai 2:1-9). So Isaiah spoke of the wealth of the nations 

coming to Jerusalem – the brethren of Israel from all nations being gathered in as 

an offering to Yahweh (60:1-5, 66:20-23; cf. also 2:1-3 with Micah 4:1-2; also 

Zephaniah 3:8-14; Zechariah 8:18-23). Like Luke, Paul knew these promises and 

understood how his own ministry related to their fulfillment. He recognized that 

his Gentile companions weren’t simply carrying an offering to Jerusalem; they 

themselves were his offering – his offering to be added to the Jewish first-fruits of 

the Servant’s work, and so his offering to Christ Himself (Romans 15:8-16). 


