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The Acts of the Apostles
The Ministry of the Gospel in a Messy Church & Conflictive World
Acts 19 is a bit tricky. As we have learned before,
it is important to read the Book of Acts
‘descriptively’ and not ‘prescriptively.’ In other
words, the Book of Acts ‘describes’ historical acts
and functions in the early church but does not
always ‘prescribe’ certain acts and functions in
the church for all times and all places.
So, with this stated, it is important to note that
Paul laid his hands on people to receive the Holy
Spirit is not a prescriptive mandate for all pastors
in the church for years to come. In other words,
one does not have to have the laying on of the
hands to receive the Holy Spirit.
But why then did Paul lay his hands on the
disciples in Acts 19? Why the extra mention of
receiving the Holy Spirit? Why do we see a
similar pattern in Acts 8 and Acts 10? The answer
is found in the audience that is being
encountered. In other words, in Acts 8, Paul is

Acts 19:1-10

interacting with Samaritans. And in Acts 10, Paul
is interacting with Gentiles. And in Act 19, Paul is
interacting with the Disciples of John. To the point,
the extra mention of the reception of the Holy
Spirit, as well as the laying on of the hands, is due
to Luke (the author of Acts) wanting to show the
reader that these sometimes-ostracized groups
were acceptable to God. It was to show that these
sometimes second-class people were real
Christians with a real baptism with the real Holy
Spirit. The extra mention was to demonstrate to
the reader – with absolute certainty – that these
individuals were Christians.
Tragically the church has long had problems with
imposing certain indicators on people to verify if
they are Christian or not. For example, one needs
to reach a certain standard of moral perfection and
rid himself of certain moral vices so that he can
obtain forgiveness; one needs to do good Christian
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deeds to exchange these deeds for forgiveness; one
needs to improve his socio-economic standing in
order to be worthy of receiving grace, etc. Or, one
needs to pray for ‘X’ amount of time per day at
specific times with a specific formula to validate that
they are really a committed believer; one needs to
listen only to praise music or only hymnal music
because that is the music of choice for faithful
believers; one needs to do family devotions in a
specified manner from a specific book to be a true
family man of God; one needs to evangelize to ‘X’
amount of people per day in a certain evangelism
technique in order to show that they are truly
disciples of Christ, etc...
So, if all of these things do not contribute to or make a
person a Christian, what does? Quite simply, many
of these things mentioned above are sins. However,
our Christianity is not defined by the sins that we
avoid but by the One who forgives our sins. The
underlining premise in the Christian life is where do
we stand with the Triune God? What do we do with
the Word and Sacraments?
We see this in verses 8-10 as a way of contrast.
The Disciples of John were baptized and received the
Holy Spirit, whereas the people in the synagogue
were hardened, unbelieving, and spoke evil of Christ.
But what does this mean, practically speaking?
Quite simply, how does a person understand their
baptismal identity? Do they see themselves as a
baptized saint, or do they self-identify as something
else? Do they see a need to kneel at the Lord’s Table
or neglect it? Do they welcome the Word of God or
despise it? Do they consider themselves dead to sin
and alive to Christ? Do they see their old Adam
drowned in baptism and their new man alive by the
Holy Spirit? It has to come back to the Triune God –
who do we say Jesus is, and what do we do with His
gifts? Is Jesus the founder and perfector of the faith,
or is He not? There is no middle ground; there is no
fence riding; you can’t have your cake and eat it too;
there are not fifty shades of gray, just darkness or
light. Either we are Christians or not. Either we are
at war with our sinful nature, the devil, and the
world, or we are friends with evil.

