PAUL’S FIRST MISSIONARY JOURNEY

Acts 13:4-14:28

Key Verse: 14:22b
“We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God.”


The word of God was continuing to increase and spread. It spread while Herod tried to stop it by persecuting the early apostles. It spread when the Jews rejected the word. It spread from the church in Jerusalem to the church in Antioch, it created apostles out of Barnabas and Paul, and it would spread with force to the Gentiles. Today’s passage is the first missionary journey of Paul, accompanied by Barnabas. It describes how the Holy Spirit led them to experience many hardships as well as the kingdom of God.
*  On Cyprus (13:4-12)

Verses 4-5 say, “The two of them, sent on their way by the Holy Spirit, went down to Seleucia and sailed from there to Cyprus. When they arrived at Salamis, they proclaimed the word of God in the Jewish synagogues. John was with them as their helper.” Who went on the journey? According to these verses it was Barnabas, Saul and John, also called Mark. They traveled to the island of Cyprus, where some in the Antioch church had come from. (Ac 11:20) They went to the synagogues and proclaimed the word of the Lord. They did what they might have done when they were in Antioch. They didn’t go ahead of the work of the Holy Spirit. How were they sent off? Verse 4 tells us that they were sent on their way by the Holy Spirit. The first missionary journey was the journey of the Holy Spirit. To understand the ministry of the word of God is to know it as the work of the Spirit, not the work of men. We can rationalize how the Gentile ministry began through Barnabas and Saul. We know that Barnabas was related to Saul in Acts 9, and that Saul was already commissioned to be the apostle to the Gentiles as early as his calling. But here the apostles weren’t sent off with the rationale of any human thinking. There is no record of that in Acts. It was simply that they were sent on their way by the Holy Spirit. I pray that God may help me to learn the Spirit through this passage, that I may have more than understanding, and may even enter the kingdom of God (14:22b).
Where did they go next? “They traveled through the whole island until they came to Paphos.” (6a) Who did they meet there? “There they met a Jewish sorcerer and false prophet named Bar-Jesus, who was an attendant of the proconsul, Sergius Paulus. (6b-7a) Why did the proconsul send for Saul and Barnabas? Verse 7b says, “The proconsul, an intelligent man, sent for Barnabas and Saul because he wanted to hear the word of God.”  Barnabas and Saul proclaimed the word of the Lord, and the proconsul, who was a Gentile, wanted to hear the word of the Lord. He was used to having a false prophet and sorcerer in his midst. Now he wanted to hear the word of God. How did Elymas respond? Verse 8 says, “But Elymas the sorcerer (for that is what his name means) opposed them and tried to turn the proconsul from the faith.” This is the first time that Saul, who was also called Paul, received opposition. It is also the first time he is called Paul. At this time he was filled with the Holy Spirit. Saul was Paul, a new person, a person of the Holy Spirit. What did Paul say to Elymas when he was filled with the Spirit? Let’s read verses 9-12“Then Saul, who was also called Paul, filled with the Holy Spirit, looked straight at Elymas and said, ‘You are a child of the devil and an enemy of everything that is right! You are full of all kinds of deceit and trickery. Will you never stop perverting the right ways of the Lord? Now the hand of the Lord is against you. You are going to be blind, and for a time you will be unable to see the light of the sun.’ Immediately mist and darkness came over him, and he groped about, seeking someone to lead him by the hand. When the proconsul saw what had happened, he believed, for he was amazed at the teaching about the Lord.” The Spirit worked, and the consequence for Elymas, who opposed the Spirit, was that he was blinded. The result for the proconsul was that he was amazed and he believed. We learn through the work of the Holy Spirit on Cyprus that the Spirit works to create faith in men, and to make them new. Those who oppose the work of the Spirit can never succeed. We also learn what that process of new creation meant for the apostles. It meant that they would bear in themselves the opposition. Their efforts to proclaim the word of God meant that they would become targets of those who oppose the Spirit. They were caught up themselves in the work of the Spirit.
*  Pisidian Antioch (13:13-52)

Verse 13 says, “From Paphos, Paul and his companions sailed to Perga in Pamphylia, where John left them to return to Jerusalem.” The apostles sailed to Pe3rga, which is in Asia Minor. But when they got there, John went back to Jerusalem. According to Acts 15:37-38, this was a desertion of his mission. Obviously the trip was difficult, and receiving opposition was also difficult. We can better understand the hardships when we remember that John Mark was himself an apostle, who would later write the gospel of Mark. The Spirit led the apostles into this kind of hardship in order to proclaim the word of God.

From there where did they go? From Perga they went on to Pisidian Antioch. (14a) What invitation did they receive? On the Sabbath they entered the synagogue and sat down. After the reading from the Law and the Prophets, the synagogue rulers sent word to them, saying, “Brothers, if you have a message of encouragement for the people, please speak.” (14b-15) Again Paul went to the synagogues in the area. On the occasion that he was invited to speak, he did so. Standing up, Paul motioned with his hand and said: “Men of Israel and you Gentiles who worship God, listen to me!” (16) In this case he addressed not only the Jews, but also the God-fearing Gentiles, those who worship God. The content of his message was related to Israel’s history during the times of Moses, David, and then Jesus.

First, Moses. (17-20a) What happened during Israel’s first 450 years, especially the forty years in the desert? Verses 17-20a say, “The God of the people of Israel chose our fathers; he made the people prosper during their stay in Egypt, with mighty power he led them out of that country, he endured their conduct for about forty years in the desert, he overthrew seven nations in Canaan and gave their land to his people as their inheritance. All this took about 450 years.” The summary of Paul’s message is that God was working in the time of Moses to create a people for himself, a chosen people. They were chosen not because of their excellent conduct. In fact, their conduct was so poor that God had to endure them for forty years. They rejected him as God and built a golden calf. In spite of God leading them out of Egypt, they constantly desired to go back there, at least in their minds. But what did God do? He endured their conduct undeterred. God was doing his work.
Second, David. (20b-22) Look at verses 20b-22. “After this, God gave them judges until the time of Samuel the prophet. Then the people asked for a king, and he gave them Saul son of Kish, of the tribe of Benjamin, who ruled forty years. After removing Saul, he made David their king. He testified concerning him: ‘I have found David son of Jesse a man after my own heart; he will do everything I want him to do.’” The reason Israel had a king is because they rejected God as their king. 1 Samuel 8:6-7 says, “But when they said, ‘Give us a king to lead us,’ this displeased Samuel; so he prayed to the Lord. And the Lord told him: ‘Listen to all that the people are saying to you; it is not you they have rejected, but they have rejected me as their king.’” How did they come to have David as a king? Again according to 1 Samuel, Saul displeased the Lord because he did not keep the Lord’s command, so the Lord rejected him as king. (1Sa 13:13-14; 16:1) But while God doing when he was rejected as king by his people and their kings, he was again moving his redemptive work forward. He was fulfilling his promises to send them a Savior.
Third, Jesus. (23-41) After tracing their history through Moses and David, Paul introduces Jesus. What did God do through David’s descendants? “From this man’s descendants God has brought to Israel the Savior Jesus, as he promised.” (23) Jesus is first of all the one promised by David, the Messiah who was to come. He came as the fulfillment of the word of God and the promises of God. But Jesus is also the very one John the Baptist had testified to. Verses 24-25 say, “Before the coming of Jesus, John preached repentance and baptism to all the people of Israel. As John was completing his work, he said: ‘Who do you think I am? I am not that one. No, but he is coming after me, whose sandals I am not worthy to untie.’” John testified about Jesus that he is the one. John was recognized by many as great. But he testified that he was nothing. Jesus was the one who was to come, and who came at God’s right time, the message of salvation. Then how is Jesus the crucified the message of salvation? This what Paul addresses in the next verses

How did the people and the rulers treat Jesus? “Brothers, children of Abraham, and you God-fearing Gentiles, it is to us that this message of salvation has been sent. The people of Jerusalem and their rulers did not recognize Jesus, yet in condemning him they fulfilled the words of the prophets that are read every Sabbath. Though they found no proper ground for a death sentence, they asked Pilate to have him executed. When they had carried out all that was written about him, they took him down from the tree and laid him in a tomb.” (26-29) The message of salvation came to those who did not recognize Jesus as their Savior. The message of salvation came to the ones who condemned Jesus. This is the gospel. Jesus was crucified at their hands. 
How can this be the message of salvation? Paul testified to this in Jesus’ resurrection. The Risen Jesus is the testimony of God for all people. First, the witnesses testify to it. Verses 30-31 say, “But God raised him from the dead, and for many days he was seen by those who had traveled with him from Galilee to Jerusalem. They are now his witnesses to our people.” God himself crowned the work of Jesus by raising him from the dead. The resurrection testifies that Jesus is the one God sent as the Savior of men, who always resist God, condemn him and kill him. The resurrection is the testimony of life to the dead and from the dead. Second, the word of God testifies that Jesus the Risen is indeed God’s Son, the Holy One, the promised Messiah. Verses 32-35 say, “We tell you the good news: What God promised our fathers he has fulfilled for us, their children, by raising up Jesus. As it is written in the second Psalm: ‘You are my Son; today I have become your Father.’ The fact that God raised him from the dead, never to decay, is stated in these words: ‘I will give you the holy and sure blessings promised to David.’ So it is stated elsewhere: ‘You will not let your Holy One see decay.’” Finally, the greatness is testified in the resurrection which even David never experienced, but only looked forward to. For when David had served God’s purpose in his own generation, he fell asleep; he was buried with his fathers and his body decayed. But the one whom God raised from the dead did not see decay. (36-37) Jesus is the Risen, the resurrection, the Son, the Holy One.
Paul testified to the people that Jesus the crucified is Jesus the Risen is the promised Messiah. Then what? Verses 38-39 say, “Therefore, my brothers, I want you to know that through Jesus the forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you. Through him everyone who believes is justified from everything you could not be justified from by the law of Moses.” Since Paul spoke the message of Jesus to them, they encountered the God of Israel, the God of Moses, the God of David, the God of Jesus, the God who raises the dead. In the proclamation of Jesus the crucified is the proclamation of the forgiveness of sins. Paul brought his listeners to stand before God, who meets them in the truth of the forgiveness of their sins of rejecting God to this point, rejecting God who is bringing life and redemption by their rejection. The proclamation of Jesus therefore is the proclamation of God the Judge of the living and the dead, who meets us—the dead—with the proclamation of life, that we may repent our rejection of him and live as the forgiven.
How did Paul admonish the crowd after his testimony? Look at verses 40-41. “Take care that what the prophets have said does not happen to you: ‘Look, you scoffers, wonder and perish, for I am going to do something in your days that you would never believe, even if someone told you.’” The truth is men will scoff at the gospel. But God is working out his salvation regardless if men scoff in unbelief. He is the Savior and Judge in the gospel of Jesus.
What was the initial response of the people? Verses 42-43 say, “As Paul and Barnabas were leaving the synagogue, the people invited them to speak further about these things on the next Sabbath. When the congregation was dismissed, many of the Jews and devout converts to Judaism followed Paul and Barnabas, who talked with them and urged them to continue in the grace of God.” What was the response of the Jews? On the next Sabbath almost the whole city gathered to hear the word of the Lord. When the Jews saw the crowds, they were filled with jealousy and talked abusively against what Paul was saying. (44-45) How did Paul and Barnabas meet the rejection of the Jews? Then Paul and Barnabas answered them boldly: “We had to speak the word of God to you first. Since you reject it and do not consider yourselves worthy of eternal life, we now turn to the Gentiles. For this is what the Lord has commanded us: ‘I have made you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring salvation to the ends of the earth.’” (46-47) How did the Gentiles respond to the word of the Lord? Verses 48-49 say, “When the Gentiles heard this, they were glad and honored the word of the Lord; and all who were appointed for eternal life believed. The word of the Lord spread through the whole region.” The word of the Lord was spreading to the Gentiles. When the people, both Jew and Gentile, were met by the gospel, the Gentiles accepted it and the Jews rejected it. They stirred up persecution against Paul and Barnabas, and had them expelled from the region. But Paul and Barnabas shook it off and moved on. Verses 51-52 say, “So they shook the dust from their feet in protest against them and went to Iconium. And the disciples were filled with joy and with the Holy Spirit.” What sustained the disciples at this time was the Holy Spirit. They were joyful in persecution because of the Spirit. When the Spirit moved the Gentiles to accept and the Jews to reject the gospel, the disciples had joy. When they were kicked out of the place where the ministry was succeeding, they had joy in the Spirit. In fact, they experienced the suffering God did and Jesus did, the rejection of God as their King and Savior and Judge. What is testified in their rejection then? It is the gospel of Jesus.
*  Iconium, Lystra and Derbe (14:1-28)

What was the result of the word of God in Iconium? (1-7) Verses 1-2 say, “At Iconium Paul and Barnabas went as usual into the Jewish synagogue. There they spoke so effectively that a great number of Jews and Gentiles believed. But the Jews who refused to believe stirred up the Gentiles and poisoned their minds against the brothers.” How did the Lord confirm the message of his grace at this time when people were divided? Verses 3-4 say, “So Paul and Barnabas spent considerable time there, speaking boldly for the Lord, who confirmed the message of his grace by enabling them to do miraculous signs and wonders. The people of the city were divided; some sided with the Jews, others with the apostles.” The confirmation of the grace of God was a combination of miraculous signs, but at the same time division and taking sides among the people there. What did that mean for Paul and Barnabas? Did they try to persuade people to be on their side? Verse 5-7 say, “There was a plot afoot among the Gentiles and Jews, together with their leaders, to mistreat them and stone them. But they found out about it and fled to the Lycaonian cities of Lystra and Derbe and to the surrounding country, where they continued to preach the good news.” The apostles were forced to flee in weakness. This was the result of the message of grace on them. They suffered as the word of God created division among the people. And they continued to preach the very good news that caused them to suffer in weakness. It was the confirmation of the grace of God in the gospel.
What happened when Paul healed a crippled man in Lystra? “In Lystra there sat a man crippled in his feet, who was lame from birth and had never walked. He listened to Paul as he was speaking. Paul looked directly at him, saw that he had faith to be healed and called out, ‘Stand up on your feet!’ At that, the man jumped up and began to walk. When the crowd saw what Paul had done, they shouted in the Lycaonian language, ‘The gods have come down to us in human form!’ Barnabas they called Zeus, and Paul they called Hermes because he was the chief speaker. The priest of Zeus, whose temple was just outside the city, brought bulls and wreaths to the city gates because he and the crowd wanted to offer sacrifices to them.” (8-13) What did the apostles do, and how did they testify the good news to the ignorant people? “But when the apostles Barnabas and Paul heard of this, they tore their clothes and rushed out into the crowd, shouting: ‘Men, why are you doing this? We too are only men, human like you. We are bringing you good news, telling you to turn from these worthless things to the living God, who made heaven and earth and sea and everything in them. In the past, he let all nations go their own way. Yet he has not left himself without testimony: He has shown kindness by giving you rain from heaven and crops in their seasons; he provides you with plenty of food and fills your hearts with joy.’ Even with these words, they had difficulty keeping the crowd from sacrificing to them.” Again Paul and Barnabas testified to God as much they could. How humbling for the Pharisee Paul to meet the idol worshiping people. He testified to them, though they showed no signs of understanding or change. For this, they were detained and the Jews caught up with them. What happened to Paul when the Jews caught up with him? “Then some Jews came from Antioch and Iconium and won the crowd over. They stoned Paul and dragged him outside the city, thinking he was dead. But after the disciples had gathered around him, he got up and went back into the city. The next day he and Barnabas left for Derbe.” To testify the God of salvation to the idol worshiping crowd, Paul had to endure stoning that left him near dead. Such a life is not based on the possibility of seeing the work of God in the change of others. It was the work of the Spirit of God.
 What did Paul and Barnabas do in Derbe? “They preached the good news in that city and won a large number of disciples. Then they returned to Lystra, Iconium and Antioch, strengthening the disciples and encouraging them to remain true to the faith.” (21-22a) What was the conclusion of their journey as they returned? “‘We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God,’ they said.” Here we see the hope of the apostles in their testimony. Here we see what they were looking toward, beyond the conversion of Jews or Gentiles. Here we see what they hoped in as they taught even the most ignorant and idol worshiping people the precious and holy gospel of Jesus, the Son of God, the Savior and Judge, the Holy One. They endured all the hardships because of the kingdom of God. They were sure of their entrance into the kingdom of God, which went through all kinds of hardships. Men reject God and his servants. And God opens his kingdom. The summary of their mission trip was simply the gospel of Jesus. It was the daily seeking of God who sent Jesus, the daily acceptance of the one crucified for the sins of the world, and for their sins, the new life in God.

What practical steps did they take to help the young churches? “Paul and Barnabas appointed elders for them in each church and, with prayer and fasting, committed them to the Lord, in whom they had put their trust. After going through Pisidia, they came into Pamphylia, and when they had preached the word in Perga, they went down to Attalia.” (24-25) They committed them to the Lord with trust, for they were God’s work. What was the summary of their report to the church? “From Attalia they sailed back to Antioch, where they had been committed to the grace of God for the work they had now completed. On arriving there, they gathered the church together and reported all that God had done through them and how he had opened the door of faith to the Gentiles. And they stayed there a long time with the disciples.” We learn from Paul and Barnabas that they lived by faith in the gospel and not by sight. It is amazing that they could declare it was God’s work in the places that they had been. What guarantee was there that these Gentile churches would remain even one year, as compared to the two thousand years history of the Jews? In fact, these churches would go away. But the gospel is eternal, and the gospel was declared in each place. May God bless us to preach the gospel with the hope of God. May God bless us in all our hardships to be committed to the gospel of Jesus by his grace.
