
The Book Of Acts: Verse-by-Verse 

________________ 

Study Notes: Acts 19:13-14 

 
Acts 19 Summary: A study in the power of Christ’s Gospel versus the 
power of Satan in 1st-century Greece. Luke’s strongest narratives on 
spiritual warfare evidenced in Paul’s apostolic ministry in Ephesus – a 
city well-known for its indulgence in magic and superstition: 
 
- Acts 19:11-12: Sweat cloths & aprons versus sickness and demon 
oppression. 
 
- Acts 19:13-16/17: Jewish Exorcists versus Genuine Authority 
 
• Jewish Exorcists? v. 13 
 
“Now there were some itinerant Jewish exorcists who tried to invoke 
the name of the Lord Jesus over those with evil spirits.”  
 
The word “exorcist” only appears in the entire New Testament in 
Acts 19:13. Not used of Christian ministers. “Was Jewish Exorcism 
common in the first century?” 
 
• Rabbi Geoffrey Dennis: 
 
1. Historical Evidence: Josephus’ Antiquities: Exorcism involving 
burning herbs and immersing the possessed person in water. Also: 
Dead Sea scrolls: Incantations, Formulas & “Antidemonic Psalms”. 
 
2. The Jewish Format: Public events/synagogue. Techniques: 
Interviewing the demon to learn its name. (See: Mark 5) Largely 
“liturgical”: “Protective” Psalms and other sacred texts. 
  
• Jesus And Demon Powers: 
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Jesus had a very important ministry of delivering people 
harassed or possessed by demonic entities.  
 
• From Matthew 17: 
 
Jesus had absolute power over the demon that was controlling that 
young boy. Luke says that Jesus rebuked the demon, and it came out 
of the boy.   
 
The disciples evidently did not have that kind of power yet because 
they asked Jesus, “Why were we unable to drive it out?” In the NIV 
translation, Jesus’ response is, “Because you have so little faith.”  
 
From Mark 5: 
 
“Jesus healed many people who were sick with various diseases, and 
he cast out many demons.” 
 
v. 34: “Because the demons knew who he was, he did not allow them 
to speak.” (See, also: Luke 4:33). Demons do not resist Jesus. They do 
not challenge His authority. 1. They knew Jesus was the Son of God. 2.  
Jesus demonstrated his absolute authority by commanding demons 
to leave their victims. 
 
Why did Jesus have absolute authority over demons? 1. One obvious 
answer: Because He was God in the flesh. 2. Because Jesus had no sin 
in his inner or outer life. See: I John 3:8 (Jesus was sinless - therefore 
Satan and demons had zero authority over Him.) 
 
• Invoking Jesus’ Name: v. 13 
 
“Now there were some itinerant Jewish exorcists who tried to invoke 
the name of the Lord Jesus over those with evil spirits. They would say, 
“I command you by Jesus, whom Paul proclaims.” Seven sons of 
Sceva, a Jewish chief priest, were doing this.” 
 
Were the Sons of Sceva legitimate priests and exorcists?  
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New Testament translations: “Vagabond Jews and Exorcists”. Greek, 
“circumvagantes” -  one who “strolled“ from area to area, not having 
a permanent home.  
 
The Early Church fathers (Irenaeus, Origen, and Epiphanius) described 
1st-century itinerate Jewish exorcists. The overall impression is of a 
group of professed Jewish priests who claimed to have the power to 
evict demons. Some claimed that their methods descended from 
King Solomon. 
 
These men travelled through the countries of the Lesser Asia, 
practicing their arts. Given the culture of 1st-century Greece and other 
regions, there would have been a demand for such practitioners.  
 
The Greek word for exorcist, “exorkisto ̄n” comes from another Greek 
word, “horkizo”, which means to “bind with an oath." It was used in this 
sense because the exorcists used the formula of an oath to compel 
demons to leave their victims. They commonly called on the demons 
in the name of God to leave the person. 
 
By the way, in Matthew 12, when the Pharisees charged Jesus with 
casting out demons by Baal-Zebub, he asked them, "By whom do your 
sons cast them out?” This shows us that Jesus was aware of supposed 
Jewish exorcists. 
 
• “Jesus, Whom Paul Preaches”: v. 13 
 
I like how the New Living Translation describes the “Sons of Sceva”. “A 
group of Jews was traveling from town to town casting out evil spirits. 
They tried to use the name of the Lord Jesus in their incantation, 
saying, ‘I command you in the name of Jesus, whom Paul preaches, 
to come out!’  Seven sons of Sceva, a leading priest, were doing this.” 
 
The wording in that verse is important. The seven exorcists were 
commanding the demons in the name of Jesus - whom Paul was 
preaching.  By inference, this tells us a couple of things.  
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First, they had heard Paul preach. These exorcists, then, had heard 
and learned of the gospel through Paul’s preaching. They had 
grasped the importance of Jesus’ Name through this. Beyond, this, 
they obviously believed that Jesus’ Name had power. 
 
Second, as I have alluded to, it is likely that they actually saw the 
power of Jesus’ Name used by Paul. Since adjurations were a 
common part of Jewish exorcisms, they must have seen Paul deliver 
others from demons, such as happened in Phillipi, and decided to 
copy his method. 
 
Luke adds, almost as an afterthought, “Seven sons of Sceva, a leading 
priest, were doing this.” Who was Sceva? We cannot be sure. Some 
of the older translations make his identity a bit confusing when they 
use the phrase, “Chief Priest” or “High Priest”. 
 
It is highly unlikely that Luke means to say that Sceva was one of 
Jerusalem’s Jewish High Priests. Sceva is a Greek name, and there is 
no record of a High Priest named Sceva. 
 
The New Living Translation is probably closest to the truth when it 
describes Sceva as a “leading priest”. At best, he may have at one 
time been the head of one of the twenty-four courses of priests who 
ministered in the Temple. Even that is doubtful. 
 
We are left with what seems the most likely; that Sceva had taken the 
title of “leading priest” for himself and as one scholar put it, “The title 
itself was part of the imposture.” Here’s what John McArthur says 
about it: 
 
“This guy Sceva must have been something. He had seven sons that 
went around casting out demons, supposedly. And says he was the 
chief of the priests. You mean chief priest? Well, it’s highly unlikely. He 
may have belonged to the high priestly family. But most likely he just 
gave himself that title as a matter of prestige in his magical rites.” - 
John McArthur 
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We now have a pretty good idea of the background to Luke’s story. 
Next time, we’ll see what happened to “Sceva’s Sons” when they 
encountered a real case of demonic possession. 
 
 
 


