
Acts #32
Paul’s Work and Opposition

Acts 19:1-7

 On a previous journey, Paul had been forbidden by the Holy Spirit to 
preach the Gospel in Asia, the region of which Ephesus was the chief city. This 
was for some divine reason at that particular juncture, but now the proper 
time had come. After revisiting the Galatian churches, Paul was permitted to enter 
this Roman province, which covered the entire western part of the region known 
today as Asia Minor.

 Here he did what was, in some respects, the greatest works of his career. 
In 1 Corinthians 16:8-9 he describes it as “a great door and effectual,” though there 
were “many adversaries,” and he remained in this Asian metropolis for about three 
years.

 Ephesus was one of the three most ancient and famous cities in the East, 
Antioch and Alexandria being the others. It was a center of commerce with a 
direct road to Rome, so that it was also a naturally fine center for Paul’s work.  

 Look with me as we study only the first seven verses of Acts 19, “And it 
came to pass, that, while Apollos was at Corinth, Paul having passed through the 
upper borders came to Ephesus and, finding certain disciples, he said unto them, 
Have ye received the Holy Spirit since ye believed? And they said unto him, We 
have not so much as heard whether there is any Holy Spirit. And he said unto them, 
Unto what then were ye baptized? And they said, Unto John's baptism. Then said 
Paul, John verily baptized with the baptism of repentance, saying unto the people, 
that they should believe on him who should come after him, that is, on Christ 
Jesus. When they heard this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. And 
when Paul had laid his hands upon them, the Holy Spirit came on them; and they 
spoke with tongues, and prophesied. And all the men were about twelve.”

 In the last 5 verses of chapter 18 we saw Apollos at Ephesus preaching 
the doctrine of John the Baptist until Aquila and Priscilla took him under 
their personal care and instructed him more fully in things concerning the 
birth, ministry, death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus. He then went on to 
Achaia (ak-ah-yah) to preach the truth of the Gospel and to prove by the Scriptures 
“that Jesus was Christ.” Therefore when Paul began his three-year ministry in 
Ephesus, Apollos had already moved on to other areas to minister.

 Acts 18:18-21 tells us that Paul had already been to Ephesus, but his 
stay there was very brief at that time, since he was on his way to Jerusalem. 
However, he left Aquila and Priscilla at Ephesus, and his return visit as 
recorded in our present verse is about a year later.
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 The Bible says, “…finding certain disciples, he said unto them, Have you 
received the Holy Spirit since you believed?” This is one of those very familiar 
sections in the book of Acts. It is also one of the most often misinterpreted 
passages in all of the Word of God.  Many people use the first seven verses of 
this chapter in an attempt to prove that the baptism of the Holy Spirit does not 
occur at conversion, but sometime much later, even years after a person has been 
saved.  But before we draw any conclusions, lets see Paul’s investigation of the 
parties concerned here, and the instruction he gave them.

 It is not by accident that this portion of our present chapter comes 
immediately after the passage describing the ministry of Apollos in Ephesus.  
Apollos was preaching as much truth as he knew, but he did not know the full 
truth until Aquila and Priscilla explained it to him.  Therefore, we are told that 
he preached “the baptism of John” – that is, he preached the same message John 
the Baptist had preached.  Finding these disciples, Paul asked them, “Have you 
received the Holy Spirit since you believed?” The King James translation is a 
little misleading right here. In the Greek both verbs “receive” and “believe” 
are in the past tense. The Greek reads like this, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit 
when you believed?”  
 
 Paul did not believe, nor is he teaching, that we receive Jesus Christ as 
our personal Savior, and then at some later date receive the baptism of the 
Holy Spirit. Please remember that there are NOT three Gods. God the Father, 
God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit is one God. When you invite Jesus Christ 
into your heart He comes in in the Person of the Holy Spirit. Therefore, Paul 
could make these statements in Romans 8:9,14,16, “If any man have not the Spirit 
of Christ, he is none of his…For as many as are led by the Spirit of God, they are 
the sons of God…The Spirit Himself beareth witness with our spirit, that we are 
the children of God.”

 Look at their answer to Paul’s question, “We have not so much as heard 
whether there be any Holy Spirit.” But there must be something wrong, for surely 
John had preached in Matthew 3:11, “I, indeed, baptize you with water unto 
repentance, but he who cometh after is mightier that I, whose shoes I am not 
worthy to bear; he shall baptize you with the Holy Spirit, and with fire.” Again, 
the problem lies in the translation of the Greek language.  The literal translation 
is this, “We did not so much as hear whether the Holy Spirit was given.” What 
they did not know was that this baptism had already taken place on the Day of 
Pentecost.

 Look at Paul’s response, “And he said unto them, Unto what then were ye 
baptized? And they said, Unto John’s baptism.”  John made it clear that he was not 
“that light,” he was not “that Prophet” of whom Moses wrote, but he was simply a 
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voice crying, “Prepare ye the way.” John declared that his ministry was unto 
repentance and baptism, but he also declared that there was a fuller baptism 
to come, not through his ministry, but through the ministry of the One whom 
he announced.

 Why did Paul ask about their baptism when the real issue was the 
presence of the Holy Spirit in their lives? There are two reasons.  (1) Paul 
believed that when a person is saved they are “baptized” into the Body of Christ, as 
seen in 1 Corinthians 12:13, “For by one Spirit are we all baptized into one body, 
whether we be Jews or Gentiles, whether we be bond or free; and have been all 
made to drink into one Spirit.” (2) If that is the case, Paul was simply trying to find 
out if they were really saved or not, as seen in Romans 8:9, “But ye are not in the 
flesh but in the Spirit, if so be that the Spirit of God dwell in you. Now if any man 
have not the Spirit of Christ, he is none of his.” 

 Since Apollos had been their teacher, the only baptism they knew was 
John’s baptism.  But John’s baptism was no longer valid.  In other words, Paul 
was a politely as he could trying to show these men that they had never full 
realized the fullness of their salvation. They had believed the Old Testament 
message of the coming Christ, and had received the baptism of repentance. 
But they had not yet realized the truths of salvation by grace through Jesus 
Christ. 

 This truth is clearly seen in verses 4-5, “Then said Paul, John verily baptized 
with the baptism of repentance, saying unto the people, that they should believe on 
Him which should come after him, that is, on Christ Jesus.  When they heard this, 
they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus.” Paul did not minimize John’s 
preaching or John’s baptism. He simply told them that John’s baptism was 
preparatory to the coming of Jesus, His death, burial, resurrection, 
glorification, and then the coming of the Holy Spirit on the Day of Pentecost.

 In Romans 10:14 Paul asked, “How then shall they call on Him in whom 
they have not believed” and how shall they believe in Him of whom they have not 
heard” and how shall they hear without a preacher?” These disciples of John had 
not heard, therefore, they could not believe!

 Verse 5 says, “When they heard this, they were baptized in the name of the 
Lord Jesus.” When they heard what?  When they heard that they should 
believe on Jesus, the One for whom John the Baptist prepared the way.  Even 
though the details of Paul’s instructions are not recorded here, it would stand to 
reason that he gave them the same message he had given wherever he had 
preached: the message of the death, burial, and resurrection of the Lord Jesus 
Christ, the Lamb of God. And hearing that message, “they were baptized in the 
name of the Lord Jesus.”
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 Verse 6 says, “And when Paul had laid his hands upon them, the Holy Spirit 
came on them; and they spoke with tongues, and prophesied. And all the men were 
about twelve.”  Jesus came that we might have life and that we might have it 
more abundantly, and the fullness of the Christian life is magnified by the 
indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit teaching us to live the life of Christ 
likeness.

 Thus in Acts 19 we see those believers that were saved by the ministry of 
John the Baptist being baptized into the “body of Christ” or into the true “church.” 
But why Paul?  What was involved in his laying on of the hands?

 The answer is simply this – the Ephesian church was primarily a Gentile 
church. Paul was a Jew, and it was important that he establish his apostolic 
authority from the beginning.  Therefore, God gave Paul the privilege of 
imparting the Holy Spirit to these men, thus proving his authority as God’s 
messenger, and his equality with Peter and John, and the other apostles as he 
carried the message of salvation to the Gentiles.

 These men were saved by simple child-like faith in the coming Messiah (Old 
Testament faith), as seen in Hebrews 11:1, “Now faith is the substance of things 
hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.”  Verse 4 says, “By faith Abel…” Verse 
5 says, “By faith Enoch…” Verse 7 says, “By faith Noah…” Verse 8 says, “By 
faith Abraham…” Verse 20 says, “By faith Isaac…” Verse 21 says, “By faith 
Jacob…” Verse 22 says, “By faith Joseph…”  Verse 23 says, “By faith Moses…”  
And then verse 39 makes this statement, “And these all, having received witness 
through faith, received not the promise.”  Salvation in the Old Testament was by 
simple child-like faith in the coming Messiah!  Salvation in New Testament is 
by simple child-like faith in the Messiah who has come and in coming again.

 If you are not saved, why not come tonight?

4


