
"BREAKING FREE" 
(Acts 19:8-20) 

(Chuck Swindoll) 
  
By the time Paul arrived in Ephesus, the province of Asia had become a hard nut to 

crack. His church-planting efforts in other places came at the cost of suffering, but the 
response had always been fairly rapid. In each case, a few weeks of teaching and organizing 
established a small but thriving community that inevitably flourished for many years after 
Paul's departure. But Ephesus was different. Slavery to the occult and the oppression of 
demonism rendered the people so spiritually hardened that few could respond to the good 
news when they heard it. This required more intense miracles, more consistent teaching, more 
sustained persistence, and more patient optimism than anywhere else. After two years, Paul 
finally saw signs of hope.  

What occurred in Ephesus can happen to an individual, and the occult doesn't have to 
be involved. The hardening of a heart occurs gradually and silently, usually in a subtle, 
imperceptible manner. Sometimes it begins when we're children; given no spiritual guidance, 
we develop methods of coping with guilt and shame in ways that create distance from God. If 
the pattern continues through adolescence and into the young adult years, we can develop a 
lifestyle of coping that deepens the hardening and may even cultivate destructive habits. 
Meanwhile, the Spirit of God continues to point out secret faults while we steadfastly resist. 
The result is a hardening of the heart and a whole lifestyle of futility. The truth may confront us 
daily, but it glances off our hard hearts like flint of steel. It flashes and it sparks but it does not 
penetrate.  

Becoming pliable calls for a willingness to 
surrender, a willingness to abandon everything 
we've used as a substitute for an authentic, 
personal relationship with Jesus Christ. It's 
different for everyone. Money. Possessions. 
Self-reliance. Power. Relationships. Alcohol. 
Drugs. Sex. Achievement. Religion. 
Recognition. The list could go on for pages. 
You know yours. It's what you would most fear 
to lose if the Lord sat you down for a heart-to-
heart talk. As long as you look to that 
replacement god for your safety, fulfillment, 
happiness, relief—whatever it is you crave—
you will continue to harden. The first step is 
surrender. Then, with your arms empty and 
open, turn to your Creator.  

 


