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Text 
About that time there arose a great disturbance about the Way. 

24 
A silversmith named Demetrius, who 

made silver shrines of Artemis, brought in no little business for the craftsmen. 
25 

He called them together, 

along with the workmen in related trades, and said: "Men, you know we receive a good income from this 

business. 
26 

And you see and hear how this fellow Paul has convinced and led astray large numbers of 

people here in Ephesus and in practically the whole province of Asia. He says that man-made gods are no 

gods at all. 
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." 
28 

When they heard this, they were 

furious and began shouting: "Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!" 
29 

Soon the whole city was in an uproar. 

The people seized Gaius and Aristarchus, Paul's traveling companions from Macedonia, and rushed as one 

man into the theater. 
30 

Paul wanted to appear before the crowd, but the disciples would not let him. 
31 

Even 

some of the officials of the province, friends of Paul, sent him a message begging him not to venture into 

the theater. 
32 

The assembly was in confusion: Some were shouting one thing, some another. Most of the 

people did not even know why they were there. 
33 

The Jews pushed Alexander to the front, and some of the 

crowd shouted instructions to him. He motioned for silence in order to make a defense before the people. 
34 

But when they realized he was a Jew, they all shouted in unison for about two hours: "Great is Artemis of 

the Ephesians!" 
35 

The city clerk quieted the crowd and said: "Men of Ephesus, doesn't all the world know 

that the city of Ephesus is the guardian of the temple of the great Artemis and of her image, which fell from 

heaven? 
36 

Therefore, since these facts are undeniable, you ought to be quiet and not do anything rash. 
37 

You have brought these men here, though they have neither robbed temples nor blasphemed our goddess. 
38 

If, then, Demetrius and his fellow craftsmen have a grievance against anybody, the courts are open and 

there are proconsuls. They can press charges. 
39 

If there is anything further you want to bring up, it must be 

settled in a legal assembly. 
40 

As it is, we are in danger of being charged with rioting because of today's 

events. In that case we would not be able to account for this commotion, since there is no reason for it." 
41 

After he had said this, he dismissed the assembly. 

 

Introduction 
 Welcome to Immanuel!  We want our Sunday gatherings to be a place for 

Christians to come and worship and hear from God and love each other, but also a place 

where non-Christians feel comfortable and welcomed, where your misunderstanding of 

Christianity can be dispelled and where you can hopefully encounter God as well.  So 

whether you’re a Christian or a non-Christian, how do the following statistics make you 

feel? 
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• Current trends show that only 4% of today’s teenagers will be evangelical 

believers by the time they become adults, compared with 34% of adults 

today who are evangelicals.
1
 

• An estimated 3,500 churches die and close each year in this country and 

approximately 80% of the remaining churches are plateaued or declining.
2
 

• Church attendance has declined approximately 10% over the last 7 years. 

• How about this? 

o In 1900, there were 27 churches for every 10,000 Americans. 

o In 1950, there were 17 churches for every 10,000 Americans. 

o In 1996, there were only 11 churches for every 10,000 Americans. 

• We lose 72 churches per week or 10.27 per day; we gain 24 churches per 

week or 3.42 per day; that equals a net loss of 48 churches per week or 

6.85 per day!
3
 

 

Interesting stats, huh?  What kinds of emotions are elicited when you hear them?  

I’ll tell you how most Christians in America today feel when they hear such data…  They 

feel scared and threatened, like a stockholder when she hears reports that her company’s 

market share is decreasing and profits are down for the third straight quarter.  When most 

American Christians hear these stats, they feel nostalgic, like an old man bemoaning the 

way things are and longing for how they used to be.  Christians can think back to not long 

ago when the church held a privileged place within society.  When biblical literacy was 

assumed, church attendance was wide-spread, there was prayer in schools, and the 

immorality so celebrated today was a social taboo.  We long for the ‘good ole days’. 

These statistics are often used as motivation for ‘church planting’ or starting new 

churches.  But I think they’re unintentional ‘scare tactics’.  I’ll admit, they’ve worked on 

me before.  I’ve heard them and thought – “This country is becoming increasingly ‘post-

Christian’ and before we know it we will be just like Europe; we’ve got to do something, 

fast!  We’ve got to stop the hemorrhaging; stop retreating and go on the offensive.”  Non-

Christians look at this panic among Christians and think they’re just like angry little kids 

who pout because they can’t rule the playground. 

But more and more I’m beginning to realize that the ‘glory days’ of Christendom 

may not have been so glorious after all; that when Christianity becomes a dominant 

religion in a culture it becomes merely a civil religion, an institution proud of its power 

and prestige, syncretistically baptizing the culture.  It too easily allows one to be a 

‘Christian’ without truly becoming a disciple of Christ the way the Bible defines it – 

dying to yourself and carrying your cross.  In such scenarios, the church just becomes the 

chaplain to culture – just kind of there to make people feel better, pray at official events, 

and validate manifest destiny and the American Dream – rather than be the emblem of a 

rival, subversive kingdom with completely different values and objectives.  And when 

Christianity begins to lose influence, when the stats show a loss of market share, 

Christians begin to scramble and panic and declare war on the culture and try to regain 

lost territory and its place of prominence and employ business strategies to do so.  The 

more I read the Bible, especially in passages like today’s, the more I see that Christianity 

was meant to be a subversive sub-culture living within a culture and trying to point 

people to a different reality.  In short the message for us Americans today from this text is 

just this: Christianity was never meant to be a business or a civil religion. 
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Let’s look at today’s story, but before we do that let’s pray… 
 

Paul vs. Demetrius 
 For the past two weeks we’ve been in the city of Ephesus in the story of the book 

of Acts – the story of the birth of the church.  At the end of last week’s text, although I 

didn’t really mention it, we saw that Paul determined to leave Ephesus and return to 

Jerusalem, but first he wanted to re-visit Macedonia and Achaia (places where he planted 

churches on his second missionary journey) and also hopefully get to see Rome.  He sent 

Timothy and Erastus ahead of him, but right before he could join him “there arose a great 

disturbance about the Way” (v. 23) in Ephesus.  Remember the phrase ‘the Way’ was 

used at that time to refer to the Christian movement – those people who were seeking to 

follow in the path of Jesus, the Jewish Messiah. 

 Now Christians are citizens of another world.  Paul says in Philippians 3:20, “Our 

citizenship is in heaven.”  But the Bible also makes clear that Christians are never 

supposed to be so ‘other-worldly’ that they are completely out of touch with and 

irrelevant to society.  When the church is in town and nobody notices, something’s 

wrong.  A few weeks ago when we were with Paul in Philippi we saw a similar story to 

today’s and we noted that “a missional church effects societal change.”  Christians can’t 

divorce their missional mandate to tell others about the kingdom of Christ from their 

cultural mandate to transform the kingdoms of this world.  Paul’s persistent preaching in 

Tyrannus Hall and the subsequent work of the Spirit to reveal the glory of Christ and 

convict people to burn their magic scrolls and follow Jesus had made a significant impact 

on Ephesus.  It changed the city.  It simply had to.  People’s hearts were changed so that 

their lives were changed and as a result the economy of Ephesus was affected.  The city 

of Ephesus was different.  So hear me clearly: true Christianity can never be apathetic to 

social injustice or sit on the sidelines waiting for Jesus to come back and take us home.  

We’ve got to be in the game.  Just because we have to give up our grandiose dreams of 

ruling the world, doesn’t mean we abdicate our duty to work for the common good of the 

world and try to impact culture. 

 What happens in today’s text is another example of the social impact of 

Christianity.  Last week we said Ephesus was known for its occult practices – magic, 

sorcery, spells, etc...  Its other claim to fame was its temple devoted to Artemis and the 

whole shebang that went with it.  This temple was at least 2 times the size of the 

Parthenon in Athens and ranked as one of the seven wonders of the ancient world.  The 

Artemis worshipped in Ephesus was a blend of the Greek goddess of hunting with a 

traditional Asian goddess of fertility.  So the Ephesian Artemis was a bit different than 

the Artemis you would have found in say Sparta or other parts of Greece.  At one point a 

meteorite had fallen from the sky in Ephesus and was perceived to be a manifestation of 

Artemis.  And so this object was fashioned into a multi-breasted figure (symbolic of 

fertility) and placed in the elaborate temple.  And just like today if you go visit one of the 

seven wonders of the modern world like the Empire State building, you can go to the gift 

shop and buy a miniature, pewter replica of the skyscraper and a t-shirt and a postcard 

and all that.  In first century Ephesus there was a large sector of the economy devoted to 

making Artemis souvenirs out of silver.  A guy named Demetrius was the leader of the 
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guild of silversmiths and he realized the hit their business was going to take as a result of 

Paul’s ministry and so he became very alarmed. 

 Now here’s what I want you to do.  Notice the difference between Paul’s religion 

and Demetrius’ and think to yourself, “Which one does my religion resemble more.  Is 

American Christianity today anything like Ephesian Artemis worship in the first century, 

and if so have I contributed to or participated in that model at all?” 

First of all, let’s remind ourselves of what Paul was doing.  Paul expects to be on 

the outside of power, chased from one city to another, snubbed by the religious 

establishment and the intelligentsia, and mistreated by the authorities.  He comes to 

Ephesus and what does he do?  He works to show a small group of people that they can 

know God personally themselves, be united to Christ and have their sins forgiven in him, 

and experience the power and intimacy of the Holy Spirit and these guys do.  In Ephesus 

Paul argues persuasively about the kingdom of God and patiently teaches the word of the 

Lord to those who would listen during their lunch breaks.  He demonstrates the unique 

authority of Christ and to those who perceive it their hearts are radically changed and 

their lives look different as they encounter God for who he is and find true freedom in 

him.  Paul’s dependent on the Holy Spirit to infiltrate the region and open eyes to see the 

unseen reality of the risen and reigning Christ, not manipulation or fear or control.  He’s 

not trying gain power or acceptance.  His sole objective is to help people see the soul 

satisfying glory of Jesus. 

 Demetrius is also a religious man.  Instead of the risen and reigning Christ, he 

worships as the image of Artemis a rock that fell from heaven along with the myriad 

miniature replicas of her and her temple, some of them being fashioned by his own 

hands.  Artemis was responsible for giving people good crops and healthy families, 

essentially.  Now we read that Demetrius is ostensibly concerned that Artemis would be 

“robbed of her divine majesty” and her temple be “discredited” (v. 27).  But upon closer 

scrutiny, what is Demetrius ultimately concerned about?  He’s concerned about his 

business of making shrines and about maintaining the Ephesian way of life.  As one 

commentator puts it, his “vested interests were disguised as local patriotism – in this case 

also under the cloak of religious zeal.”
4
  Demetrius’ religion was concerned with 

maintaining power and profit. 

 Demetrius’ hold on the religious market was slipping and so he called together his 

fellow silversmiths to strategize a new marketing technique, and it involved scaring 

people about the threat Paul’s preaching had on their “good income” (v. 25).  Demetrius 

also appealed to local pride and sparked a chant, “Great is Artemis of the Ephesians.”  

Artemis worship and Ephesian culture were wedded and so any threat to Artemis could 

be spun as a threat to the Ephesian ethos.  “We can’t allow this other religion to erode our 

influence and power base and threaten our way of life that we’ve grown accustomed to.  

For Artemis and for Ephesus!”  And in a remarkable example of groupthink, twenty-

some thousand people “rushed as one man into the theater” (v. 29).  I’ve been in this 

theater, sat in the seats, and heard the distant echo of the chant, “Great is Artemis of the 

Ephesians!” bouncing off the stones.  You can picture it can’t you, if not you’ve never 

been to a professional sports game.  The text says something very funny in v. 32 – “Most 

of the people did not even know why they were there.”  The emotion, mixed with greed 

and patriotism masked as religious duty, took over and whipped the city up into a fervor. 
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The Danger in American Evangelicalism 
 Now my point today is very simple.  I think in many ways American Christians 

act more like Demetrius than Paul.  Our religion has become big business and other 

religions are seen as competition for market share or power.  Dwindling numbers alarm 

us because it heralds loss of influence and control, not because it means less people have 

a relationship with the Lord.  And also our religion has become, in many people’s minds, 

tied to the American way and the American dream.  Threats to Christianity are 

misconstrued as threats to America, and vice versa.  In many ways American Christianity 

has become a business and a civil religion and we end up looking a whole lot like 

Demetrius instead of the apostle Paul. 

 Here’s how we look like a business: Churches try to win or maintain the favor of 

the world and be accepted in the eyes of the world by playing by the world’s rules and 

marketing our products like a Fortune 500 company.  When we do that we’re reduced to 

a corporation dispensing goods and services instead of the mystical body of Christ 

incarnating his love and proclaiming his truth.  We come up with business strategies to 

win back the culture instead of seeking the Spirit’s help to introduce people to the living 

Christ.  We come up with slick logos and slogans to replace the offensiveness of the 

cross.  Pastors take their cues on how to be leaders from the practices of CEOs as found 

in Forbes magazine instead of being shepherds and teachers and servant leaders as 

prescribed in the Bible. 

 Christianity is a multi-million dollar business.  Have you looked at a Christian 

Book Distributors catalogue lately or been to a Christian bookstore?  A Christian in 

Hollywood pretty much means someone who knows how to make a buck off ‘family 

movies’ targeting the evangelical demographic.  Christian music conglomerate KLOVE 

plays only songs that are “positive and encouraging,” dangerously fusing Christianity 

with some kind of feel-good, therapeutic ‘power of positive thinking’.  Donald Miller in 

his book Searching for God Knows What tells two stories that kind of illustrate this point.  

First he tells of a time when he and a friend were in a music store and Don told his friend 

to go find an album with an ugly person on the cover.  It didn’t take him too long to find 

one.  Then they went to a Christian bookstore with a large music section in it and after 

about twenty minutes of looking they couldn’t find one record cover with an ugly person 

on it.  Miller also tells of a friend who volunteered at a large church with a television 

ministry.  His job was to usher people to their seats.  After awhile he was told to put some 

of the more “pleasant-looking people” on the front rows as they would be more likely to 

get on the camera when it scanned the audience or when the preacher walked down from 

the pulpit to make a point.
5
  This is quite different than the upside down kingdom values 

Christ preached in the Sermon on the Mount and that his followers implemented. 

 We have marketed the faith and the church has become frighteningly similar to a 

corporation guided by the felt needs of a demographic instead of a divine entity guided 

by the theological truths of the Bible.  If the pastor doesn’t produce results (understand 

that to mean numbers), then you fire him.  If he does, he can become quite famous and 

wealthy.  Just like Demetrius’ Artemis worship, our understanding of Christianity can 

become business-like and a good way to get rich and famous. 

 We also can succumb to the allures of a civil religion.  Here’s how that might 

happen: We like being the only ones who pray at Presidential Inaugurations because it 

means we’re important.  Many Christians salivate over the opportunity to be to America 
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what Artemis worship was to ancient Ephesus.  We don’t realize that when that happens, 

Christianity gets distorted and ceases to be the subversive sub-culture it was intended to 

be.  For the church to be bedfellows with the state, she has to cheat on her husband, Jesus 

Christ.  The offspring of that ill-advised affair is an American Christianity that has in too 

many ways melded with capitalism and imperialism and individualism and been confused 

with moralism and self-helpism and patriotism.  And so God is the one who blesses 

America.  And if society turns on Christianity what is lamented is not that people are 

without Christ and without hope, but that Christianity has lost what it once had.  Just like 

Ephesus had its own version of Artemis, we can have our own American Jesus.  And God 

can be perceived as being merely responsible for giving people good crops and healthy 

families.  This way of thinking shows up when Senators and Congressmen rush as one 

man to the steps of the Capitol to sing “God Bless America” or when Country music fans 

rally around songs that exploit the “for God and for country” sentiment. 

 Again, notice that Paul’s Christianity did not keep him out of the halls of power 

and influence entirely.  His Christianity was socially engaged and also gained friends in 

high places.  Verse 31 indicates that some of the “officials of the province,” ‘Asiarchs’ as 

another translation calls them, were “friends of Paul” and they protected him by 

dissuading him from entering the riotous theater.  Also, Paul here and in several other 

places in Acts relies upon the Roman legal system to protect him, but only as one voice in 

the marketplace of ideas, not as the established religion and he certainly didn’t try to 

hijack the legal system to impose or recognize Christianity as the official religion of 

Ephesus. 

 

Conclusion 
 I think many times we Christians want power and popularity just like Demetrius 

did.  But Christianity was never meant to be a business or a civil religion.  If you’re 

not a Christian and you’re here today and that has been your perception of Christianity, I 

hope you see that that is not the biblical picture of what Christ was about.  Jesus was not 

a religious huckster or a political revolutionary.  And Christians shouldn’t get bent out of 

shape if their numbers go down in the polls.  It could be good for us.  Are we afraid of 

losing our comfort?  The Bible doesn’t seem to present the Christian life as a comfortable 

life.  To me when I hear projections like in 20 years only 4% of Americans will be 

evangelical Christians as compared to 34% right now I think maybe that’s good.  George 

Barna has been reporting for some time now that evangelicals “are more likely to see 

themselves as Americans, consumers, professionals, parents, and unique individuals than 

zealous disciples of Jesus Christ.”
6
  Maybe a little purging is good. 

Do we lament that naturalistic evolution is taught as truth in our schools and that 

millions of children are selfishly killed each year before they’re born or that God’s 

common grace gift of marriage is being rejected by promiscuous heterosexuals and brash 

homosexuals, that people reject all truth claims, and most Americans treat the bride of 

Christ with contempt and disregard?  Yes!  But only because we see these things as some 

of the symptoms of a society that is lost and separated from God, not because we 

interpret them as threats to our comfort and respectability. 

Guys and gals: church planting is extremely necessary.  This church was a church 

plant 14 years ago.  We don’t have dreams of growing big and powerful, but rather 

planting other small, subversive communities throughout this city.  We have a goal to 
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have planted at least one new church by 2010 – just three and a half years away.  So 

we’re all about planting new churches, but there’s a better way to encourage this 

endeavor than telling people that churches are on the decline in America and we better 

plant more in order to keep America from becoming ‘post-Christian’.  Guys and gals: the 

gates of hell cannot prevail over Christ’s church.  She is not going to die.  She may be 

disciplined and pruned.  She may, indeed She certainly is, shifting Her center from the 

West to the East and Global South, but we can rest assured that She won’t die. 

 Our motivation for church planting should not be fear of losing market-share or 

prestige.  The church should not aspire to be a business or the civil religion of its country.  

We should take our cues from Paul, not Demetrius.  We should be greatly distressed that 

God is not honored and that people are blinded and shackled by sin and from a position 

of weakness and humility and dependence labor to plant mustard seeds of hope, to 

introduce people to genuine relationships with Jesus, and through his Word and the 

power of the Spirit (not marketing techniques or coercion) show them the reality of 

another kingdom – one of righteousness, peace, and joy – that has broken into this fallen 

world and will one day swallow up the kingdoms of this world.  And he shall reign 

forever and ever (cf. Rev. 11:15).  Amen. 

 

Benediction 
May your allegiance to Christ be undivided and your motivation for advancing his cause 

be unpolluted. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 

Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, July 9, 2006.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for personal 

Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who find 

fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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