
Years ago children used to play a game called “I’m going on a trip.” 
Employing successive letters of the alphabet, they listed things they 
might take with them. “I’m going to take an apple…” said the first. The 
next player remembered what was said and added a word starting with 
the next letter: “I’m going to take an apple and a Bible…a car…a drink 
box…” and so on. Children had fun including wild ideas like kangaroos, 
pogo sticks, zebras, and xylophones!

If there was an actual trip to take, the parents had more serious lists to 
make. TripTiks from AAA. Suitcases with clothes that would match the 
weather and their planned activities (“Where’s my swim suit?”). Someone 
to watch the dog. A tune-up for the car. Don’t forget the camera! The 
longer the trip, the more elaborate the preparations. And there could be 
serious disagreements about the itinerary. Which relatives to see? How 
long to stay with each? What “fun stops” could everyone agree on?

The second half of Acts brings us the story of four long trips. Three are 
the well-known “mission journeys” of Paul and his companions. The 
fourth was his voyage as a prisoner that brought him to Rome at last. 
We’re told little about the planning that might have gone into these trips. 
Nothing about what they included in their “packing lists.” The itinerary 
was, to some degree, “to be announced” as the Holy Spirit led them and 
as the response of listeners brought unexpected, sometimes spur-of-
the-moment decisions about where to go next. On the other hand, Luke 
is generous with details about what happened as the journeys unfolded. 
The stories comprise one of the Bible’s most fascinating narratives.
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The first mission journey would last two years and nearly cost them their lives. But 
what wondrous things unfolded on this trip! Come along, invites Luke. Watch, listen, and 
marvel at the working of God and the power of His Word.

“SET A PA RT B A R NA B A S A N D SAU L” 
acts 13:1–3
It had been fifteen years or so since that momentous week that changed the world in 
the spring of AD 30 — the week of Jesus’ death and resurrection (most scholars place 
the date somewhere between AD 29–33). A full thirteen years elapsed between the 
conversion of Saul on the Damascus road and the launching of this first mission journey. 
What was Saul doing all that time? As with Jesus, Saul’s life is marked by some “silent 
years” where we know little except that God was at work forming him as His “chosen 
instrument” (9:15). A rudimentary chronology of Paul’s life will help us appreciate the 
sequence of events that plays out. While there is considerable uncertainty, a reasonable 
starter outline of events until this journey is as follows:

AD 33 – Saul’s conversion, followed by a “monastic sort of existence, probably at 
an oasis in the Arabian desert near Damascus” for three years (Maier), then 
back to Damascus for debate and teaching.

AD 36 – First trip to Jerusalem, meeting with Peter and James, then to Tarsus for 
nine years of evangelism and teaching.

AD 45 – Barnabas brings Saul to Antioch for a year of team ministry.

AD 46 – The first mission journey is launched. It lasts two years.

The first journey originates in Antioch. As the story begins, the camera zooms in for a 
close-up of five men, identified as “prophets and teachers,” who were “worshiping the 
Lord and fasting.” We recognize Barnabas and Saul, who have been ministry partners 
here in Antioch for a year. Three others are named: “Simeon, who was called Niger, 

A full thirteen years elapsed between the conversion of Saul on the 
Damascus road and the launching of this first mission journey. 
What was Saul doing all that time? As with Jesus, Saul’s life 
is marked by some “silent years” where we know little except that 

God was at work forming him as His “chosen instrument.”
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Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen, a lifelong friend of 
Herod the tetrarch [Antipas]…” (v. 1). Since “Niger” 
means “dark” or even “black” and Cyrene is a city 
in North Africa, Simeon and Lucius are likely both 
African. Some have even wondered if Simeon is the 
same person as the “Simon of Cyrene” mentioned 
in Luke 23:26 who bore the cross for Jesus.

Whose idea was this mission trip? In our day, 
ministry plans are often the product of “planning 
councils,” leaders on retreat, or someone’s bright 
idea. But here Luke makes clear that the impetus 
comes directly from God. During one of those 
worshipful times, “the Holy Spirit said, ‘Set apart 
for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I 
have called them’” (v. 2). We’re not told how the 
Spirit made this clear, any more than we know how 
the Spirit spoke to Philip in the desert (8:26, 29). In 
any case, the disciples in Antioch are satisfied that 
they have heard God clearly, and they “laid their 
hands on them and sent them off” (v. 3).

A B EGI N N I NG I N C Y PRUS 
acts 13:4–12
Just why they chose to start with Cyprus is not 
made clear. The fact that Barnabas was named first 
in the Spirit’s directive in v. 2 (as also in 11:25!) 
may indicate that Barnabas was initially designated 
the leader. Since he was from Cyprus, perhaps 
it was his suggestion that they proceed there, to 
begin with the known before going to the unknown. 
It seems likely that on the 130-mile voyage there, 
if not earlier, he would have provided Saul some 
background about the island, its people, and its 
religious practices.

Cyprus was a Roman province known for its copper 
mines and its shipbuilding industry. Generally 
pleasant weather gave it the nickname Makaria 
(“Happy Island”). Its two most important cities 
were Salamis on the island’s east end and the 
provincial capital Paphos, about 90 miles to the 
west. Paphos was the site of a temple of Venus, 
the goddess of love.

The missionary team was a company of three. 
Along with Barnabas and Saul came John Mark, 
the cousin of Barnabas, who had come back to 
Antioch with them after their journey to Jerusalem 
(12:25). John Mark’s role is encapsulated in the 
Greek word hypeeretees, which in Luke’s Gospel 
indicates a synagogue attendant (Luke 4:20), a 
man who had charge of the scrolls. This has caused 
some scholars to guess that John Mark was to 
take care of whatever Scriptures they had brought 
and possibly to serve as a catechist for the new 
converts they would make (Longenecker).

The missionaries’ initial strategy, duplicated 
in every place Paul went, was to start in the 
synagogue at Salamis, preaching to the Jews. From 
there they made their way west. In Paphos they 
were summoned by the Roman proconsul, Sergius 
Paulus, a “man of intelligence” who “sought to 
hear the word of God” (v. 7). This man is probably 
the same L. Sergius Paulus mentioned in a Roman 
inscription as “Curator of the Banks and Beds of the 
Tiber” (a flood control commissioner!). As well as 
satisfying his own personal curiosity, this summons 
for the missionaries to appear was probably meant 
to be an official inquiry into the nature of what they 
were proclaiming.

The first major outreach of the Gospel from 
Jerusalem had encountered Simon Magus the 
sorcerer in Samaria (8:9–24). The first major 
outreach from Antioch now encountered the false 
prophet Bar-Jesus. This man was also known as 
Elymas, which means “sorcerer” or “fortune-teller.” 
We do not know if he was a “hanger on” who had 
wormed his way into the proconsul’s court or if 
Sergius Paulus had deliberately sought him out, 
but it became immediately clear to him that if Paul 
succeeded in this mission, he was out of a job!

Robert Smith sets the scene for us: “Paul stood 
before Sergius Paulus like Moses, heckled and 
rivalled by the magicians of the Egyptian court 
(Ex. 7:11–12, 22; 8:18).” It must have been a 
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memorable confrontation, for Luke vividly 
describes Paul’s intense look (compare other 
“intense looks” in Acts 1:10, 3:4, 7:55, 14:9, 
23:1), followed by a very un-Moses-like 
eruption of anger at Elymas: “You son of the 
devil…will you not stop making crooked 
the straight paths of the Lord?” (v. 10). 
Now Paul, who himself once was “blind…
for a time,” pronounces the same fate on 
his heckler (v. 11)! Elymas is stricken and 
must be led by the hand, just as Paul was 
led into Damascus years earlier. It is the first 
of many miraculous things he will do, and 
Sergius Paulus, duly impressed, becomes a 
believer, the first of many converts won on 
this journey.

We have been calling him Paul, for Luke 
records his name change from Hebrew “Saul” 
to Greek “Paul” in 13:9. It is his name from 
now on, appropriate for his travels and work 
among Gentiles. Some writers have wondered 
whether it was adopted in honor of Sergius 
Paulus, his first convert. The name literally 
means “small.” Was it descriptive of his 
physical stature? There are extra-biblical 
hints that it was. The earliest portraits of 
Paul in the Roman catacombs show him as 
a smallish man with a pointed beard. The 
apocryphal Acts of Paul and Thecla, which 
recounts his ministry in Galatia, describes 
him in less-than-ideal terms: “a man small in 
stature with a bald head and crooked legs… 
full of friendliness”! In any case, his new 
name “Paul” surely reflected his spiritual 
transformation from the pompousness of a 
Pharisee to the lowliness of being Christ’s 
slave (Rom. 1:1), the “least of the apostles” 
(1 Cor. 15:9).

M A R K ’S DESERT ION 
A N D PAU L’S SPEECH 
acts 13:13–41
Paul and Barnabas made their way north to 
“Perga in Pamphylia” (v. 13) on the mainland. 
Upon their arrival, Luke reports that John 
Mark left them and returned to Jerusalem. 
There is no explanation. Why did he leave 
the company so soon? Was he ill? Was he 
homesick for his mother, as one ancient 
writer suggested? Others wonder if John 
Mark was upset because, in his view, Paul 
took leadership of the mission away from 
Barnabas. Whatever the reason, it was a 
large enough concern that later Paul refused 
to take him along on a second journey since 
he had “withdrawn from” them (the NIV says 
“deserted” — see Acts 15:36–40), provoking 
an argument with Barnabas that caused 
a split. Thankfully, the story had a happy 
ending. When John Mark re-emerged 20 
years later, Paul wrote to Timothy, “Get Mark 
and bring him with you, for he is very useful 
to me” (2 Tim. 4:11). Time and grace had 
done their healing work.

Meanwhile, instead of staying in Perga, 
Paul and Barnabas pressed on toward the 
interior, crossing the Taurus Mountains and 
ascending 4000 feet by one of the hardest 
roads in the region, a road also frequented 
by bandits! Their destination was yet another 
of the 16 cities named Antioch, this one 
known as “the Antioch of Pisidia,” part of an 
area incorporated into the Roman province 
of Galatia. “It is possible,” writes Paul Maier, 
“that Paul and Barnabas had originally 
aimed for Antioch on the recommendation 
of Sergius Paulus, because archeology has 
shown that the family of the governor of 
Cyprus had important roots in that city.”
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Once again they began in the synagogue as they had in Salamis (v. 5). After the 
Shema, the blessings, and readings from the Torah and the prophets, there was 
opportunity for a free address by any competent male present. Perhaps Paul’s 
dress proclaimed him a Pharisee and thereby opened the way for an invitation 
to speak. So it was that Paul stood and made the longest of his three mission 
journey speeches recorded by Luke (see also 14:15–17 and 17:22–31).

The message Paul preached that day bears marked similarities to Peter’s 
Pentecost sermon (P) and Stephen’s speech to the Sanhedrin (S), as noted in 
the outline that follows:

Address to “Men of Israel and you who fear God” (v. 16)

Review of Israel’s history from patriarchs to David (vv. 17–22) (S)

God chose the patriarchs/ redeemed Israel from Egypt/ endured them in 
the wilderness/ gave them the land of Canaan/ gave them judges and 
kings/ raised up David

Proclamation of “a Savior, Jesus” (vv. 23–31) (P)

He is “of [David’s] offspring”/ John the Baptist proclaimed repentance 
“to all the people of Israel” and announced “one who is coming”/ Jewish 
rulers condemned Him, had Him executed, and “laid him in a tomb”/ but 
“God raised him from the dead” and “he appeared” to many “who are 
now his witnesses”

All this has fulfilled prophecy (vv. 32–37) (P and S)

Ps. 2:7; Is. 55:3 and Ps. 16:10 all testify to His resurrection

Closing appeal and warning (vv. 38–41) (P)

Forgiveness and freedom for “everyone who believes”/ Warning against 
scoffing (citing Hab. 1:5) as a closing exhortation.

These early Christian sermons by Peter and Paul are striking in their 
employment of the Old Testament, something many modern-day Christian 
preachers neglect. We can also see the shaping of the “kerygma” (the essential 
Gospel proclamation) used by early Christians. The heart of that message is the 
crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus, along with the apostolic claim that “we are 
witnesses.” These sermons also consistently offer forgiveness of sins to those 
who will believe the Good News. This too is a lesson for preachers who assume 
that people know “the basics” about Jesus and neglect the heart of the Gospel 
message or its astonishing offer of amnesty.
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CON T R A ST I NG R E ACT IONS 
acts 13:42–52
Jesus’ inaugural sermon at the synagogue 
in Nazareth provoked initial approval of his 
“gracious words,” then shortly afterward 
“wrath” as he concluded (Luke 4:22–28). Now 
Luke describes how Paul’s preaching of Jesus 
elicits the same two dramatically different 
reactions just a week apart at the synagogue 
in Antioch.

The first reaction is a hunger to hear this 
Gospel news again. “The people begged that 
these things might be told them the next 
Sabbath” (v. 42). Among the congregation 
that day were “Jews and devout converts to 
Judaism [the Greek word is proseelytoi]” (v. 
43), indicating Gentiles who had previously 
converted to Judaism. The eager listeners 
followed them out and were urged to continue 
in the “grace” of God, a word that became a 
centerpiece in all of Paul’s letters.

The next Sabbath, “almost the whole city” 
gathered once more at the synagogue, says 
Luke hyperbolically. It was Christmas and 
Easter and chairs in the aisles and “people 
we’ve never seen in here before”! The 
synagogue was being flooded by Gentiles 
as though it were a common theater (says 
Longenecker), provoking the local Jewish 
leaders into an angry panic. No one had ever 
been this interested in what THEY had to say, 
and they were “filled with jealousy” (v. 45), 
the same reaction the high priest and his 
associates had exhibited toward the apostles 
(5:17). Their initial interest and curiosity turned 
to open antagonism.

Their reaction, in turn, provokes Paul and 
Barnabas to take a significant step. There will 
be, henceforth, a new policy, a new thrust in 
their mission: “we are turning to the Gentiles!” 
(v. 46). But this was no innovation of their own. 
Citing Is. 49:6, they made it clear that this was 
God’s own mandate: “I have made you a light 
for the Gentiles” (v. 47). One wonders if Paul 
and Barnabas had discussed this on the way to 
Antioch and agreed what they would do if they 
met this response.

For their part, the Gentiles rejoiced, and 
many came to faith. There was no containing 
the joy brought by the Holy Spirit (v. 52). An 
evangelistic chain reaction began to spread 
the Gospel message “throughout the whole 
region” (v. 49). Unable to quarantine this “holy 
infection” (as Paul Bretscher calls it) or confine 
it to the synagogue where they had control, the 
Jewish leaders pressured the city magistrates 
through their “god-fearing” wives (the Greek 
implies that the women were participants 
in the synagogue) to drive the missionaries 
out of the district. In a gesture recalling the 
instruction of Jesus to His disciples for just 
such occasions (Luke 9:5), they “shook off the 
dust from their feet” as a symbolically enacted 
curse against their detractors and set out for 
Iconium, nearly 100 miles to the east.

It was a scene that would be repeated on this 
journey and those to come. It is the two-fold 
reaction the Gospel still provokes wherever 
people have the courage to speak it.
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PER SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
acts 14:1–28

Lord God, let the story of Paul and Barnabas inspire me to take the risk of speaking up for You. 
Let it also humble me to know that it’s about You and not me! For Jesus’ sake, I ask it. Amen.

Review
1. What are some discoveries you’ve made about Paul? What most surprises you about his story thus far?

2. Review the itinerary of this first mission journey and a possible reason for their decision to begin with 
Cyprus.

3. What are some key elements of the earliest Christian sermons as recorded in Acts?

Acts 14:1–7
4. Before reading Chapter 14, find Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe on a map. What can you discover about these 

cities from Bible footnotes or from an internet search?

5. In what way is the apostles’ experience at Pisidian Antioch repeated at Iconium? What’s different? How long 
do they stay? Why do they finally take leave?

6. Note in v. 4 the plural “apostles” is used. Evidently Barnabas is now considered to be an apostle. If so, what 
is an “apostle”? Have the qualifications changed since Acts 1:21–22?

7. How does Luke say that “the Lord” (Jesus) was at work in Iconium?

Acts 14:8–19
8. What occurrence prompted the townspeople to attempt to worship Paul and Barnabas? What does the 

“priest of Zeus” plan to do?

9. What kind of “worshipful” attention is given to people in our day? What do you think prompts such displays?

10. Paul and Barnabas “tore their clothes.” What does this act mean? (See Gen. 37:29; 2 Sam. 1:11–12; Job 
1:20; Esther 4:1). Have you had an experience that made you want to do something like this?
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11. How does Paul’s impromptu “sermon” to the crowd differ from the earlier sermons we have read in Acts 2 
and 13? What does he say about God to them?

12. Paul (not Barnabas?!) is stoned by the crowd. How does this event recall Jesus’ words to Ananias (9:16) 
and Paul’s earlier experience (7:58)?

13. Timothy was from Lystra. Read 2 Tim. 3:10–11. Do you think he might have been witness to all this?

Acts 14:20–28
14. What was Paul’s reaction to his “near death” experience? What does this tell you about this man?

15. What steps do Paul and Barnabas take to ensure the future of the fledgling congregations in these towns?

16. What role do you think the “elders” (v. 23) were to play? How does their selection differ from the way we 
choose pastors nowadays? Why?

17. How does Luke summarize the “mission report” that Paul and Barnabas make back home?

18. Based on what you have read, would you call the first journey an unqualified success, only somewhat 
successful, or a “near disaster”? Using the same criteria, how would you describe the “success” or 
“failure” of your own congregation?

19. How does the story of this mission journey challenge you personally? What have you learned from the 
record of this mission trip that you would like to imitate?

Memory Challenge

ACTS 14:15 “We also are men, of like nature with you, and we bring you good news, that you should 
turn from these vain things to a living God, who made the heaven and the earth.” OR

ACTS 14:22 “Through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God.”
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