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What a Riot
Acts 19:23-41

What comes to mind when you hear the word “riot?”  At times we use the term to express various activities.  You may find yourself at Cedar Point experiencing one of their many super roller coasters and remark after a hair raising ride that it was a riot.  Last summer our teens thought the afternoon at the park playing putt-putt golf and laser tag was a riot.  Many times we use the term loosely to describe the excitement of a really fun series of events that left us with a thrill. We think of it as a blast.
The term riot though is defined as a form of civil disorder often characterized by disorganized groups lashing out in a sudden and intense rash of violence against authority, property or people.  While individuals may attempt to lead or control a riot, riots are typically chaotic and exhibit herd behavior, and usually generated by civil unrest.  Herd behavior is described as individuals in a group acting together without planned direction.  Get one horse agitated and it’s not long before you have a stampede where all the other horses in the herd act like the one just because the one is doing it.
Riots occur when there is a perceived grievance. They can occur due to poor working or living conditions, poor government, oppression or over taxation.  Riots occur between Ethnic and religious groups or when there is a shortage of food supplies.  When legal channels seem to stall in which to air grievances many will take to the streets to take justice into their own hands.  They even happen at sporting events.  
Riots are typically destructive both to private and public property.  Vandalism is rampant.  Bloodshed often results.  

Some of you may well remember the 1967 riot that occurred in Detroit.  It was a dark time for the city.  Police vice squad officers raided an afterhours drinking club in a predominantly black neighborhood.  They were expecting to arrest a few patrons but instead found over 80 people celebrating the return of two Vietnam veterans.  They attempted to arrest everyone on the scene.  While they waited for other police to help transport the arrestees, a crowd gathered around the club in protest.  According to the Detroit Free Press, after the last police car left, a small group of men who were “confused and upset because they were kicked out of the only place they had to go” lifted up the bars of an adjacent clothing store and broke the windows.   More vandalism occurred and fires spread from the Northwest side of Detroit to the East Side.  The National Guard was called within 48 hours.  On the fourth day the 82nd Airborne arrived.  As police and military troops sought to regain control of the city, violence escalated. At the conclusion of 5 days of rioting, 43 people lay dead, 1189 injured and over 7000 people arrested.
We could fill hours discussing many of the riots that have occurred around the world in our life time and throughout history, but we are better served today to discuss a riot that has been recorded for us in Scripture.  It’s one of several found in the book of Acts.  Turn in your Bibles to Acts 19:23-41.
In verses 23-31 we note that it started with a contentious matter.
I. A CONTENTIOUS MATTER – v. 23-31

Paul had been teaching in the hall of Tyrannus daily for over two years.  Great things were happening in Ephesus as a result of the proclamation of the gospel.  People were getting saved, lives were being changed and transformation was taking place.  The church was growing.  Wherever the gospel is alive it will have an impact on society.  Some will be glad for the positive changes that are occurring, others will not be very happy about those changes.  A clash will ultimately occur because the enemy doesn’t like to see good things happen.  We have said many times in our study of Acts that when the gospel is proclaimed with power and the Holy Spirit is moving, there will be opposition.

Luke records that a disturbance had risen on account of the Christians living there.  Back then they were called the Way – they didn’t have any church or denominational names, they were just known as the Way or followers of the Way referring to Jesus who in John 14:6 described Himself as the Way, the Truth and the Life.  These people were Jesus followers and the transformation in their lives was having a positively serious impact on the city of Ephesus and a group of people didn’t like what was happening.  As a matter of fact it was one person who started all the fuss.  It only takes one contentious person to raise a ruckus about something and here a silversmith named Demetrius objects.  He created a disturbance.  

A disturbance is the state of being worried about something, being troubled or anxious.  It results in a commotion or in disorder.  Our text tells us that Demetrius had a very profitable business for his trade.  He was worried about lost revenue.  Ephesus as we have said was home to the goddess Artemis.  The temple built in her honor was lavish.  It was 425’ long and 220’ wide.  There were 127 marble columns 4’ apart standing 62’ high.  Each was inlaid with gold with an interior of Cedar and Cyprus wood.  At the head of the temple was the massive statue of Artemis – the goddess of fertility.  It was considered one of the seven wonders of the ancient world.  It was quite a place to see and visit.  
Demetrius laid the groundwork for what was about to occur by appealing to two different areas of interest to stir up the crowd.  The first appeal was to his fellow craftsmen and their pocketbook.  Like him they were silversmiths enjoying the lucrative business of crafting images of this goddess for profit.  They weren’t in it to worship this cult.  They were in it to worship the cash they gained from those who did worship her.  

Because Ephesus was the center of this cult worship, many people traveled from all over the known world to visit and worship at this center.  Annually there was a great festival held in the spring where pilgrims swelled the city.  This meant big business and lots of bucks to the craftsmen as they made pendants and images to sell to visitors and citizens alike.  Today they would be selling T-shirts, banners, bobble heads and jewelry.  Many people would buy a statue or pendant to take home with them in order to set up a little shrine of their own to the great goddess Artemis.  Before leaving town they would take the icon to the temple to have it blessed.
He also gathered other businessmen who were directly affected by the worship of Artemis.  Other businesses that had a direct relationship with worship in the temple were the butchers who would sell the meat necessary to offer burnt sacrifices.  Those who made incense to burn before the alter were also affected.  Christians no longer bought these items and business began to lag.  Butchers, bakers, and incense stick makers were all affected.
Demetrius appealed to their business sense.  Maybe he had a PowerPoint presentation with some pie charts and bar graphs depicting the previous year’s sales, the current year’s sales numbers and the projected year’s sales based on current trend and it didn’t look good for the business.  In effect he was telling them that what was happening as a result of what Paul was teaching was cutting into their profit margin.  The bottom line was they were losing money.  In essence he stated that Paul was challenging their livelihood and the divinity of Artemis.  Paul naturally would teach that there was only one God and that any god fashioned by hands was no god at all.  Demetrius wasn’t concerned about the reputation of the goddess Artemis, he was concerned about the financial loss he was experiencing.  He was concerned because of the inequities he was experiencing related to his business.  If the trend continued it could ruin he and the other businesses financially.
Note what it says in verse 27.  “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.”
Many people in Ephesus had become saved and their salvation resulted in a change of habit in how they worshipped.  They no longer went to the temple of Artemis.  They no longer bought the artifacts for their homes and shops as shrines.  Their devotion and worship now was to God alone and it meant a decrease in revenue for these other businesses.  

James Montgomery Boice makes this statement worth pondering for today: “Not only had the gospel spread so that many had become Christians but the Christians had become serious about being Christian.”

What would that look like in our day?  Why is it that in a nation that claims at least 2/3’s of its population as being Christian and believing in God are we still bombarded with immorality on every front?  Is it because we are not serious about being a Christian?  If we were wouldn’t the businesses of a less reputable nature see a decline?  But instead aren’t they flourishing?  If we are a Christian nation, why do we allow the liberal media to control the airwaves?  Why are most of the programs on television laced with a frontal assault on our values and beliefs?  Why do we allow them to promote a liberal agenda against what we believe the Bible teaches?  Why do we tolerate their accusations of our being intolerant and narrow minded?  Have we as Christians lost our voice because we are not serious about being Christian, have we lost our voice because we have become too much like them in many respects?  How can a world sit up and take notice of a changed life if our life hasn’t changed?
If there is one thing this passage reveals to us, it shows what affect we can have on our society if we will take a stand and do what is right, if we will live right, if we will follow and obey Christ, if we will live intentional as God’s Word outlines.
Demetrius appealed first to the craftsmen and how the teachings of Christianity had affected their business resulting in lost profit.  He also appealed to their emotions and used numbers to do it.  “Everyone around the world knows who Artemis is and worships her.”  He appealed to their self interest.  A.T. Robertson the noted Greek scholar remarks that literally he spoke to their reputation, their exposure, their censure, their rejection and ultimately their disrepute if the Way continued on its course of changing how and who people worshipped.

Years ago when I saw a T-shirt that read “when all else fails change the data.”  You have maybe heard that numbers never lie.  I want to tell you that while that may be true; the people who interpret those numbers do lie.  Do 3 out of 4 dentists really prefer one brand of toothpaste over another?  Do 8 out of 10 consumers really like one cola product better than another?  Is it true that choosy mothers really choose Jiff peanut butter?
Maybe they did interview 100 dentists.  They want you to believe that 75% of them prefer one brand over another.  Maybe they were pretty well split on brands but they found that in one group there were actually 3 out of the 4 who preferred one over another so they can rightly make their claim that there were 3 out 4 who chose one over another.

You can make numbers say whatever you want and Demetrius made the claim that Artemis was worshipped everywhere.  

We hear that same argument today.  Everyone is doing it so go ahead.  It’s the latest fashion, the latest trend.  Get with the program and join in.  No one believes that stuff anymore, so why should you?  Don’t be the only one standing on the sidelines when everyone else is having fun.  Jump on board with everyone else.  Folks, don’t believe such lies.  Such arguments come straight from the Father of lies.  I’m not everyone.  You’re not everyone, so when the world says join in tell them you’re not everyone.  
But note this well, the world won’t like it when you say no.  Our text tells us that the crowd became agitated and furious and began shouting about how great their goddess was and soon the whole city was in an uproar.  They grabbed a couple of Paul’s traveling buddies and marched them into the city’s theater.  It held 25,000 people.  They were in a frenzy as they crowded in there.

Paul wanted to rush to their defense and the defense of the gospel but other disciples wouldn’t let him. They were concerned for his safety.  The impact of the gospel had also reached some of the elite of the city for we see that friends of Paul who were city officials also begged him not to go.  They knew well that an unruly crowd had only one thing in mind and Paul wouldn’t have made it out alive.  Whether these men were believers or not is uncertain, but it goes to show you the kind of solid reputation Paul had among all classes of people.

There was a contentious matter that was raised 
because Christians were, well, being Christian.  In the next section we find a confused mob.
II. A CONFUSED MOB – v. 32-34

While Scripture records a number of events that could be considered riots, there are only two recorded for us that were incited by opposition from Gentiles.  The first is in Acts 16:16-24 when Paul was in Philippi. After he had cast out the demon from the fortune teller her owners incited the crowd to take action and they beat Paul and Silas and threw them in prison.  It was then and there that the Philippian jailer was marvelously saved.
The second riot incited at the hands of Gentiles is in our text.  Both were about one thing: money.  Luke records that “the assembly was confused: some were shouting one thing, some another.  Most of the people did not even know why they were there.”  The Messages says that most of them didn’t even know what was going on.  It was typical mob action and reaction.  
Benjamin Franklin called a mob a monster with many heads and no brains.  
Max Levine in his book The Unfinished Country writes “Every mob, in its ignorance and blindness and bewilderment, is a League of Frightened Men that seeks reassurance in collective action.”
Remember from the beginning I described a riot as a herd mentality.  People will follow whatever anyone else is doing when they become convinced they are the victim.  It’s not long before many will join the fray just because something is happening and they want in on it whatever it is.

Remember it was a mob scene when the Pharisees incited the crowd to shout out “Crucify Him, Crucify Him” in order to get Pilate to bow to their wishes.

Most of the people running into the theater that day had no clue what was going on, but they took up the 
chant with the rest of the crowd “Great is Artemis of the Ephesians.”  They were in a state of confusion, there was chaos, the crowd had reached fever pitch even though most were clueless.
John MacArthur lists three characteristics of a riot:

1. Anger – violence is rampant.  He writes that “the gospel makes people angry because it confronts them with their false religion and their sin and forces them to recognize the inadequacy of their worldview, exposing the emptiness of their lifestyle.”  People who want nothing to do with the gospel don’t want to be told they have a choice to make, they want to live in ignorance.  Their logic is that if they aren’t told what the Bible says, they can’t be held accountable.  So they are angry with anyone who tells them they need to change.

2. Confusion – characterized by chaos, frenzy and disorder.  It’s true what Franklin said that a mob will lose its brains.

3. Close mindedness – It’s a singular viewpoint.  A mob will have hard hearts.  They are unwilling to see any other point of view.  They are bent on action and it’s usually destructive action.  By their very nature they are violent.  

That is clearly seen when Alexander was thrust out into the arena to speak.  No one wanted to listen to him.  The intent was for him to distance the Jews from the Christians.  The other Jews wanted him to denounce any ties with Christians.  We aren’t like them.  But the crowd recognized that he was a Jew and like Christians they too were monotheistic, they worshipped only one God, they would never worship Artemis.  They continued to shout all the louder and for two full hours.  
A contentious matter rose up because some were vehemently opposed to the impact the gospel was having on business.

A confused mob gathered because they were stirred up to action.

To conclude this passage we see someone step forward with a cautious measure.

III. A CAUTIOUS MEASURE – v. 35-41

From our own understanding of the position of city clerk it doesn’t appear to be a person who would have much clout.  Yet in the days of Paul the clerk was like the CEO of the city.  He would be the most influential person of Ephesus.  He was the go between person with Rome on all matters.  It was his responsibility to reside at civic meetings and then publish the decisions that were determined at those gatherings.  Because of his political status and position he was able to calm the crowd down and provide a measure of reasoning to this otherwise hostile gathering.  
He reasoned from their belief that Artemis had herself sent this image down from heaven and that their reputation for being the guardians of her worship was entrusted to them.  They shouldn’t be concerned that her reputation would somehow be diminished since she was worshipped everywhere around the world.  That’s the same logic Demetrius used.  Everyone knew about her fame and glory.  
He then told them not to behave in a regrettable manner.  Don’t do anything rash.  In verses 37 and 38 he indicated that the two men they had dragged into the theater were innocent of any public or private matters.  In essence he exonerated them from any wrong doing and in a way also exonerated Paul against whom the initial accusation was made.
He then indicated that if there was a grievance to be made by Demetrius, the courts were open and they could bring formal charges before the magistrates.  As to the public issue, he noted that because it was an illegal gathering they were in danger of being charged with rioting and as such could be stripped of their free status as a city by Rome.  That meant they would lose the ability to govern themselves.  

The appeal worked and the crowd dispersed without any further incident.  A cautious measure averted the riot getting further out of hand.
Here’s a note of interest.  Consider that 2,000 years later no one worships Artemis anymore.  Her statues are found in museums.  Yet worship of the living God continues.  

We have considered a contentious matter.

We have found a confused mob.

We have discussed a cautious measure.

I would like to close with a certain mannerism that should shroud the Christian making him or her different from the world.  Something that is both noticeable and inviting.

IV. A CERTAIN MANNERISM

Warren Wiersbe concludes “the church ministers by persuasion, not propaganda.  We share God’s truth, not man’s religious lies.  Our motive is love, not anger; and the glory of God, not the praise of men.  This is why the church goes on, and we must keep it so.”
We are an imperfect people, yet we bear the likeness of Christ as we yield to the work of His Spirit in us to transform us into His character.

This chapter reveals a difference between those who are righteous and those who are rioters.  Using the acronym “RIOT” I would like to give four ways the Christian is unique as shown from chapter 19.

1. They were people right with God – v. 9-10

We must assume here that there were quite a number of people who were saved under Paul’s ministry and that this number was too large to meet in any one home.  The only place large enough and available to him was the hall of Tyrannus.  Daily they met to learn more about following Christ and they did so for over two years.

The person who has come into a relationship with 
Christ has a hunger to know Him and a desire to 
live for Him.  In turn they took the gospel message taught to them to the surrounding region.    As Demetrius himself attested that the message of the Way had penetrated the region of Asia Minor.  Places like Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea all heard the gospel and established churches (Revelation 2-3).  Remember Jesus’ own words to the Apostles that when the power of the Holy Spirit comes on a person through His indwelling and empowering His followers will boldly witness throughout the world.  Many came to know Christ.
Are you right with God?  Have you become a Jesus follower by believing in Him for salvation?

2. They were people of integrity – v. 37

It was the city clerk himself who had noted that they had neither robbed temples or blasphemed their religion.  They quietly lived a life of integrity.  Webster’s defines integrity as the state or quality of being of sound moral principle, uprightness, honesty, and sincerity.
The Bible tells us that when by faith we believe in Christ for salvation, we become a new creation.  How we used to live is no longer a part of our character.  We strive to live by the moral standards found in Scripture.  We strive to live like Christ.  We have a new character comprised of the fruit of the Spirit as we allow Him to change us from the inside out (II Corinthians 5:17; Galatians 5:22-23).
If Christ is in you, are you a person of integrity?  Can people see a marked difference in your behavior?

3. They were people who openly confessed – 

v. 18
Some of those who had gotten saved continued to live their old life, practicing some of their old habits.  When they saw the true power of God at work, they confessed and repented of their sin and abandoned their practices.  

A Jesus follower will recognize that the old things should no longer continue if you’re a new person in Christ.  Confess them right away and turn away from them.  Let God’s Word show you how you should change in character and then let the Holy Spirit really begin to do a work in you.

Is there anything today for which you need to confess to God and turn away from?  That might include going to someone whom you have offended and asking their forgiveness.  Remember, when we confess and ask forgiveness God is both faithful and just to forgive.  There isn’t anything He won’t forgive.  That is the same way we are to forgive others when they have wronged us.  Forgive as God for Christ’s sake has forgiven you.
(I John 1:9; Ephesians 4:32) 
4. They were people who lived a transformed life – v. 19-20
Romans 12:1-2

The evidence of a true transformation came when they got serious about living the Christian life.  They gave up their old sinful practices and whole heartedly followed Christ.  The result of their transformed life was that the Word of God spread widely and grew in power.  People got saved not because Christians were out picketing the temple or marching against the businesses that sold those religious artifacts.  People got saved because those who were Christians got serious about living like Christians.  They allowed God to do a great work in them, the gospel spread and the church grew.
Wouldn’t it be great if Hartland and Howell and Holly were all transformed because Christians were serious and sincere about living out faith?  Does your heart and life need to be transformed today?  

Let me close with this penetrating question from Pastor Francis Chan.  “Has your relationship with Christ changed the way you live your life?”  If you’re serious about your faith it will be seen in both your witness and in your walk.

Would you rather be righteous, known for a Christ like Spirit or a rioter, known for a contentious spirit?
