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From Easter to Pentecost and Beyond:  
A Church-Wide Study in the Book of Acts 

 
Clarkesville First United Methodist Church  

April 8 — May 12, 2020 
Brian Shelton, Teacher 

 
 

Week 3 
Gospel to the Gentiles  
Acts 13-18:22 
Wednesday, April 22 
 
 
Introduction  

In our study of the early church in Acts, the gospel has continually come to 
the Jews and has been introduced to God-fearers—gentiles who worship the 
Jewish God. Now, in full force this week, we see the gospel coming to 
gentiles. Paul, along with Barnabas and Silas, continue to go preach in 
synagogues of the cities where they land. While some Jews see that Jesus is 
their Messiah and believe in the gospel, just as many seem to be angered by 
such preaching. In a pattern, Paul is rejected in the synagogue of the city so 
he takes the message freely to gentiles in that locale. Watch for this pattern. 
Persecution against him begins for what is perceived as blasphemy. The 
cities on these journeys can run together, so two maps are provided; your 
bible might hold similar maps. Note that references to Asia Minor or 
Anatolia refer to the land mass that is the modern country of Turkey.  

 
At the same time, many Jewish Christians believe strongly that all gentile converts have to be 
circumcised, symbolic of their belief that gentile Christians must practice Judaism as Christians. The 
most rigid are called Judaizers, and Paul specifically addresses their legalism in the book of Galatians. 
Watch for this tension in Paul’s missionary ministries. The Jerusalem Council comprised of apostles and 
elders will settle this for early Christianity in chapter 15, as they realized and declared that the gospel is 
free of external requirements, legal qualification, or additional steps beyond believing in the work of the 
cross.  
 
This week, the journeys of Paul take us to places in Greece that I have visited, taken pictures, and 
included as part of this presentation. This may (or may not) bring readers extra joy.  
 
Questions 
While the questions are not stumping the teacher—one cannot be stumped without questions—I’d like 
to say thanks to you all who have said, “I’m studying Acts with you.” I’m glad it’s a way for you to dig 
into the Word of God, reflect on the identity of the church, and help you stay connected with other 
congregational members. Some of you many remember Warren and Mary Lanier who moved from our 
church to Roswell, Georgia. They are studying Acts with us, which would not have been possible without 
this alternative version of study. And since they wrote me about their participation, they get recognized 
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in this section without questions. Next to the ladies in Oklahoma, the Laniers get the second place 
distance attendance award so far.  
 
Reading  

Acts 13-18:22 
 

 
Quiz  
After you have read the chapters, if you want to engage in 
a self-assessment—a quiz over the reading—it’s here as 
an option for you. The questions might include important 
facts or trivial facts from the reading. The answers are at 

the end of this module under the title, “Answers to the Quiz.” 
 

1. To which Mediterranean island did Paul and Barnabas visit on their first missionary journey? 
2. What pagan profession did Elymas have, who resisted their ministry in Paphos?  
3. In Lystra, the people were amazed when their crippled citizen was healed. Who did the 

townspeople think Paul and Barnabas were?  
4. What issue did the Jerusalem Council address?  
5. At the Jerusalem Council, what two significant figures address the other apostles and elders with 

their speeches recorded there?  
6. Paul and Barnabas disagreed on whether or not which person should accompany them on a 

second missionary journey?  
7. Paul landed in Neapolis when he landed in Europe. What is the first city on that continent—just 

after Neapolis—that the gospel is likely first preached?  
8. What legal right did Paul claim when he was imprisoned in Philippi?  
9. In Luke 23:2, Jesus is accused by Jewish religious as claiming to be a king when Caesar was king. 

When this happens to Paul, in what Greek city or in whose citizen’s house was he?  
10. In what city did Paul see an altar “to the unknown god” that he used to explain how Jesus is that 

God unknown to them?  
Bonus: Back in Acts 2:1, we find the basis for a commonly told, dry joke. What kind of car in named 
in the Bible? More specifically, on the Day of Pentecost, in what kind of car were the disciples?  

 
Overview of section 
Paul sets out with Barnabas on what has been called his first missionary journey. They go to the island of 
Cyprus and to Asia Minor. Paul then sets out with Silas on his second missionary journey. They go to Asia 
Minor, Macedonia, and Greece.  
 
Chapter 13 
Barnabas and Paul return to Antioch from Jerusalem, having delivered the relief support they collected 
from the churches. Christian teachers and prophets there commissioned them to take the gospel to 
Cyprus. “They preached the word of God in the synagogues of the Jews” (v.5) as their primary procedure 
at this point. This would be Paul’s pattern—to start preaching in a location by preaching in the 
synagogues to the Jews. While some believed in Jesus as Messiah, most rejected his message and drove 
him to a more recipient gentile audience. When a sorcerer resisted them, we see Paul’s first elaborative 
individual episode of engagement: “O full of all deceit and all fraud, you son of the devil, you enemy of 
all righteousness, will not cease perverting the straight ways of the Lord?” (v.10). He was bold and 
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direct. From this episode, the proconsul Sergius Paulus believed, showing how influential people also 
became Christians.  
 

 
 
Travelling from Cyprus to the Anatolian peninsula, modern Turkey, the visited the cities of Perga, 
Antioch of Pisidia (different from their home in Antioch of Syria), Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe before 
returning home. First, in this Antioch, they were first well received in the synagogue and “the gentiles 
begged that these words might be preached to them” (v.42). Jewish leaders showed envy at Paul’s 
crowds the next day and resisted his preaching. Paul and Barnabas “grew bold and said, ‘It was 
necessary that they word of God should be spoken to you first; but since you reject it, and judge 
yourselves unworthy of everlasting life, behold we turn to the gentiles” (v.46). The Holy Spirit was 
clearly inviting Jews to see their Messiah but was also bringing non-Jews into the fold. Paul and 
Barnabas are “expelled from their region” (v.50).  
 
Chapter 14 
Antioch of Pisidia becomes the only regional city this trip that merely expels them without physical 
attempts at harm. In Iconium, unbelieving Jews stirred up the gentiles there. It divided the city as the 
disciples performed signs and wonders along with their preaching. The citizens of Iconium sought to 
stone them, so they fled to Lystra. A man crippled from birth heard Paul speaking, which led to his 
healing. The Lystrans thought gods had come into their midst, calling the elder Barnabas, “Zeus,” and 
Paul the chief speaker, “Hermes,” the mouthpiece of Zeus (v. 11-12). The priest in the temple of Zeus 
was so convinced that he brought them gifts for sacrifice. But Barnabas and Paul rip their clothes in 
frustration, insisting they were mere men preaching Jesus. Yet, they “could scarcely restrain the 
multitudes from sacrificing to them” (v. 18). The Jews from Antioch and Iconomium arrive to stone Paul 
and drag him outside the city, leaving him for dead. Disciples recovered him and they set out for Derbe 
immediately. This is the first of Paul’s physical sufferings for the gospel. In 2 Corinthians 11:25-28, he 
would later state:  
 

Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was pelted with stones, three times I was 
shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, and I have been constantly on the move. 
I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my fellow Jews, in 
danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in 
danger from false believers. I have labored and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have 
known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been cold and naked. 
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Perhaps their boldest move came in v.21 when they leave Derbe later and return to Lystra, Iconium, and 
Antioch to strengthen the church there. They appointed elders in the church, praying and fasting with 
them (v.23), commending them to the Lord. Upon to their return home to Antioch, Barnabas and Paul 
“reported all that God had done with them, and that He had opened the door of faith to the gentiles” 
(v.27).  
 
Chapter 15 
The tension and debate among early Christians concerning how Jewish a gentile convert must be 
continued and finally reaches a sense of completion in this chapter. Jewish Christians felt converts had 
to honor the Law given in scripture, remembering there was not yet a New Testament to make the prior 
testament of scripture the Old Testament. Circumcision of males—from children born to was the sign of 
the covenant between the Lord and his people adults (Ex. 17:10-14). Those unwilling were to be cast out 
(Ex. 17:14). When Moses had not circumcised his own son, God was angry enough to punish Moses by 
death until Zipporah performed the deed (Ex. 4:24-26). Naturally, Jewish converts to Christianity saw 
Jesus as their Messiah, a fulfillment of their own prophecies and expectations, of which the covenant 
was central to their expectations for all Christians.  
 
When certain Jewish Christians came to Antioch insisting that gentile converts fulfil this “custom of 
Moses” (v.1), Paul and Barnabas “had no small dissension and dispute with them.” This was an ongoing 
debate, typified last week when Peter had a vision of unkosher foods and Cornelius’ house received the 
Holy Spirit. So, the question was taken to the apostles in Jerusalem. The elders joined the apostles in 
hearing Paul’s report of the conversion of gentiles and the voices of faithful Jews. It was James, the half-
brother of Jesus, who recognized how the scriptures anticipated “the rest of mankind may seek the 
Lord, even all the gentiles who are called by my name” (Amos 9:11-12). He remarked, “I judge that we 
should not trouble those from among the gentiles who are turning to God” with circumcision (v.19). The 
final directive that James suggests centers on abstaining from things related to idols (likely food) and 
food killed when the animal was strangled. This conclusion is somewhat perplexing, given that 
circumcision has just been waived for mere belief. The best explanation for this is that the list is typical 
Jewish prohibitions related to covenantal ethics (Lev. 17). In this case, James offered it as an issue of 
concession for Jewish Christians, who are now the weaker brothers. Christians should be sensitive not to 
eat meat offered to idols, etc., out of deference of the conscious of Jews. Yet, Paul would later say to eat 
the meat—unless it causes your brother to stumble (1 Cor. 10). The council of apostles and elders wrote 
a letter to churches that they want “to lay no greater burden than these things” (v.28), particularly 
circumcision, recognizing salvation as a free gift without a Jewish legal component added to it.  
 
Paul and Barnabas decide to return to the churches of the first missionary journey to encourage and 
strengthen them. However, when Barnabas wanted to take John Mark, who left them on that first 
journey, their dispute led to a separation of ways between Paul and his mentor. Barnabas and Mark 
when to Cyprus, while Paul and Silas went to Syria and Asia Minor. It seems a fair conclusion that Paul 
thought that Mark would be a desertion risk again, while Barnabas wanted to provide him another 
chance. We learn from Colossians 4:10 that Barnabas and John Mark were cousins, which may explain 
his generosity to the youngster. We also see there that Paul regained faith in Mark, who was with him at 
the end. Paul affirms Mark again in 2 Timothy 4:11.  
 



5 
 

 
 
Chapter 16 
Returning to Derbe and Lystra, Paul encounters Timothy, a faithful disciple whose name bears two 
epistles in the New Testament. While his father was Greek, his mother was Jewish. The apostle had just 
championed freedom from circumcision required of gentile Christian converts. He refused to support 
Titus’ circumcision when challenged by Jewish Christians—Judaizers—who believed one could not be 
saved without circumcision in Galatians 2:3-5. Now, Paul encourages that Timothy be circumcised. This 
seems contradictory, but there are reasonable reasons for recognizing a circumstantial wisdom that is 
different from hypocrisy. While Titus was fully Greek, Timothy was Jewish by his mother. While 
circumcision wasn’t required for heaven (Acts 15), it was still reasonable for a Jewish Christian to be 
circumcised for the right reasons. Those right reasons include a fulfillment of Jewish law without 
requiring it and also seeing the wisdom in preventing unnecessary scandalizing of other Jewish 
Christians, “Jews that were in those places (v.3).” Paul would later write about meat sacrificed to idols: 
you’re free to eat it unless it causes your brother to stumble (1 Cor. 10:23-33). “Give no offense, either 
to the Jews or to the Greeks or to the church of God” (1 Cor. 10:32). In the case of the Judaizers, they 
were false brothers adding to the cross of Christ. In this case, it was Jews that would be confused and 
scandalized.  
 
Paul is sleeping one night in Troas, directly across from the Greece and Macedonia shore, having passed 
through Asia Minor. The party was trying to go north into Bithynia, when he has a vision. A “man of 
Macedonia” pleaded with him to come over to his country to help them (v.9). Paul followed the vision, 
“concluding that the Lord had called us to preach the gospel to them” (v.10). In Philippi, a woman 
named Lydia is converted, and she and her whole house were baptized. Another woman—a young slave 
girl with demonic ability for divination—was exorcised, her “masters saw that their hope of profit was 
gone” (v.19). They seized him, along with Silas, and they saw them beaten and cast into prison.  
 

The missionaries were wounded, loaded into stocks, and 
guarded at the door by the jailer that night. As they sang hymns, 
a major earthquake freed the doors to the jail and their chains 
were loosened. The jailer was ready to commit suicide in 
humiliating failure of his duties when Paul called to him, “Do 
yourself no harm, for we are all here” (v.28). Ironically, Peter was 
freed from jail for the glory of God, but Paul remained in jail for 
the same glory to the Lord. The jailor inquires about salvation 
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and he believes, while his household is also baptized. The picture at the upper left is historically viewed 
as the jail in Philippi.  
 
A final episode here shows a deeper measure of tenacity in the man Paul. The magistrates were 
apparently so shocked by the events that they allowed Paul and Silas to leave. But Paul revealed that he 
would not leave so easily, because these leaders had beaten untried Roman citizens. The magistrates 
were afraid, knowing their own crime, so they pleaded for their departure. Paul and Silas then 
complied—after visiting Lydia and encouraging other brethren first.  
 
Chapter 17 
When Paul arrives in Thessalonica, his custom of going to the synagogue first is now called a “custom” 
(v.2).  
 
The Jews who received them at Berea offered the Paul and Silas one of the most hospitable of their 
receptions in cities of Asia Minor and Greece. “These were more fair-minded than those in Thessalonica, 

in that they received the word with all readiness, and 
searched the Scriptures daily to find out whether 
these things were true” (v.11). On the left is my 
daughter, Annie, on the steps of the synagogue in 
Berea.  
 
Probably out of concern of the crowds now stirred up 
by Thessalonian Jews, Paul leaves Timothy and Silas 
in Berea while advancing on to Athens.  
 

This city was the head of Greek culture and a sort of capital of Greek thought. The pantheon of Greek 
gods was popular there, and Paul said that “his spirit was provoked within him when he saw that the city 
was given over to idols” (v.16). Named are Epicurean and Stoic philosophers, who liked to dialog along 
accepted standards but sensed Paul was teaching something new: “What does this babbler want to 
say?” (v.18). Inviting him to the central location for philosophical discussion, the Areopagus, where they 
“spent their time in nothing else but either to tell or to hear some new thing” (v.20). Paul points out 
how among the many altars to the gods, one was “to the unknown god.” He takes this inscription to 

point out how he knows a god unknown to them, the 
Lord who made heaven, who came down and suffered 
for their sins. When he eventually described Jesus’ 
resurrection, he scandalized them because (v.32) 
because they did not belief in a resurrected afterlife. Yet 
some believed, while there is no other record of Paul 
returning to the Areopagus in Athens. The picture at the 
left is the Areophagus, or Mars Hill (v.19), where 
philosophers would gather daily and where once Paul 
engaged them philosophically.  

 
Chapter 18 
Paul’s second missionary journey continues, coming to an end at 18:22. We will stop in the middle of 
this chapter as this journey comes to a close. He journeys to nearby Corinth, where he meets Aquila and 
Priscilla, who were tentmakers like Paul (v.3). Here we get mention of Paul’s trade—a leather worker 
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and tentmaker—that he would use as a skill in places to support his ministry endeavors. It thus becomes 
a term used for a missionary that uses a secular skill alongside their ministry: a “tentmaker.” 
 
They preached to Jews in the synagogue, and “persuaded both Jews and Greeks.” Yet again, some Jews 
resisted, calling his claim to Jesus as Messiah to be blasphemous. Paul declared, “Your blood be upon 
your own heads; I am clean. From now on I will go to the gentiles” (v.6). The Lord comforted him in a 
vision by night, “Do not be afraid, but speak, and not do keep silent, for I am with you” (v.9). Jesus’ 
pledge that no one would hurt Paul resulted in his stay in Corinth for a year and a half. 
 
The pledge might have seemed like it could be broken when the Jews brought him to the judgment seat 
of the town, to Gallio the proconsul. Before Paul could defend himself, the proconsul told his accusers 
that there was no reason to bring Paul on trial in his court for a Jewish dispute of the scripture. Paul was 
freed, the proconsul drove the Jewish leaders from the judgment seat, and some of the Greeks took the 
ruler of the synagogue and beat him.  
 
With Priscilla and Aquila, now disciples in their second year, Paul returned to Antioch to end his second 
missionary journey. Surprisingly, it took him to Macedonia and Greece, beyond his own vision for his 
gospel ministry.  
 
Commentary  

 13:2—The leaders of God in the church of Antioch are clearly, specifically, and directly guided by 
the Holy Spirit in their decision-making.  

 13:5, 13:13—Notice the passing mention of John Mark here. He is first introduced in 12:25 as 
travelling with them. In v.5, he accompanies them as an assistant. In v.13, he exits from 
Barnabas and Paul to return to Jerusalem. This would later lead to a separating of ways between 
Paul and Barnabas. The latter wanted Mark to return with them again, but Paul seems irritated 
that Mark left them before.  

 13:9—Saul is now called Paul. Name changes in the bible denote an encounter with God, a 
character change, and a new commissioning. Abram became Abraham and Sarai became Sarah, 
for example.  

 13:6-12—Notice the contrast of “seeing” imagery between two men. Sergius the magistrate is 
an “intelligent” man who comes to believe after he “saw” the miracles. Elymas the sorcerer is 
physically blinded for a spell because he resisted their preaching.  

 13:26—Notice the audience in Antioch of Pisidia is comprised of Jews and God-fearers, the 
subject of weeks 1 and 2 who received the gospel—in that order.  

 14:21-22—Their suffering in the churches of Asia Minor led them to declare, “We must through 
many tribulations enter the kingdom of God.” They knew their calling to preach the gospel 
would not be easy.  

 15:8—amid the debate over circumcision, the essence of the gospel is not lost. “So God, who 
knows the heart, acknowledged them [gentiles] by giving them the Holy Spirit, just he did to us, 
and made no distinction between us and them, purifying their hearts by faith.” Biblical holiness 
is the way to describe the process of salvation rather than circumcision.  

 15:22, 32—Judas Barsabas came in second to replace Judas Iscariot when Matthias was chosen 
as the replacement. Judas does seem to be the same figure who reappears here to accompany 
Barnabas on mission and he is called a “prophet.”  

 16:14—Lydia is a God-fearer, and when she pieces together the message of Jesus with her faith, 
she becomes the first convert in Europe.  
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 17:18—Paul cuts off his hair at Cenchrea as an outside sign to a vow taken. This was not 
unprecedented among Jews (Num. 6:5-6). He would later reference this in Acts 21:23 before 
Christian leaders in Jerusalem as a measure of his own commitment to the gospel.  

 18:9-10—One cannot imagine the refreshing contentment that might come with this promise of 
God for safety to Paul in Corinth. For once, a city is guaranteed not to punish him physically.  

 18:12—Paul is brought to the judgment seat of the 
proconsul in Corinth. He would later use this term, the 
bema in Greek, as a metaphor to describe the same type 
of judgment seat of God in 2 Corinthians 5:10 and 
Romans 14:10 that we all appear before in glory. The 
original Corinth house for that judgment seats is 
pictured to the right.  

 
 
Application  

 As Christians, can we claim that we are clearly guided by the Holy Spirit in our decisions as the 
believers in Antioch when they commissioned Barnabas and Paul for service (13:1-3)?  

 How do you feel when you read that Paul and Barnabas—two heroes and Spirit-guided 
brothers—were so divided over the role of John Mark that they had a sharp contention that 
divided their team (15:36-40)?  

 Have you ever “wanted Bithynia but got Troas” (16:7-8)? When Paul could not go into Bithynia, 
he was in Troas when he received a vision to continue into Europe. Can you imagine a time in 
which your desire for something was not granted, but that God had something better for you? 

 The Bereans are noted as “more fair-minded than those in Thessalonica, in that they received 
the word with all readiness, and searched the Scriptures daily to find out whether these things 
were true” (17:11). While many of them believed, did they search the scriptures hoping to 
match Paul’s message with it or did they review them critically before realizing that it was? We 
should see the Bereans as modelling good bible study, but we should realize they may have 
been scrutinizing critically to reach this conclusion. And this is a good thing.  

 How would you do if you were beaten, stoned, or imprisoned? Did Paul cop an attitude when 
these happened to him and Luke doesn’t mention it? One message from Paul’s silence in 
suffering matches that of the other apostles, who were found “rejoicing that they were counted 
worthy to suffer shame for His name” (5:41). Think about your own suffering and how you tend 
to respond.  

 If you have ever gone on a mission trip with your 
church, you can relate to the first-time encounters 
Paul had on his missionary journey. Have you ever 
returned to a mission field to serve again? If so, 
you’ve encountered some of the same Christians 
who shared your ministry, which can provide a 
deeper connection to them, while making the 
kingdom more relational and maybe even smaller. 
To the right, CFUMC member Keith Owen returns 
to Honduras in 2018. 
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Further Application  

 After Lydia believes, her whole household is baptized (Acts 14:15). After the Philippian jailer 
believes, his whole family is baptized (Acts 14:33). Have you ever wondered or been challenged 
on our Methodist view of baptizing infants, that it is not in the bible? For those accusers to be 
consistent, neither is a model of believer baptism always clear in Acts. While adult converts are 
baptized, these two passages do not tell us if the household also believed or not when they 
were baptized. Of course, our doctrine of infant baptism is also based on the entrance into the 
Old Covenant—circumcision—which was applied to adult male converts and children born in the 
covenant. The suggestion of these verses is that the household was baptized because of the 
baptism and conversion of one of the householders—Lydia and the jailer. The others followed 
suit and no one can be sure they believed (except with a belief that they had to believe in order 
to be baptized, which is circular reasoning….and you may feel like you’re on a merry-go-round 
now.)  

 Do you wonder about the thoughts and talents of the men, Timothy and Silas? Did you notice 
that they are in the background for Luke’s narrative, never emerging with their own personality? 
This is their purpose in the story—they are background believers in support of the ministry of 
Paul in profile. While we don’t believe they would feel jipped, we can think about them for their 
ownn contribution. We are aware of the numerous people in our own church Clarkesville First 
United Methodist, or in your church, who have a compelling and powerful story as seeming 
background figures in the mainstream of church life.   

 
 

Answers to the Quiz  
1. Cyprus (13:4)  
2. Sorceror (13:6, 8) 
3. The Greek gods Zeus and his spokesperson Hermes (14:12) 
4. Whether gentile converts had to be circumcised (15:1-2) 
5. Peter (15:7) and James, the half-brother of Jesus (15:13) 
6. John Mark (15:37-40) 
7. Philippi (16:12-15) 
8. A fair trial as a Roman citizen (16:37) 
9. In Thessalonica in the house of Jason (17:1, 5) 
10. Athens (17:16, 23) 
Bonus: “When the Day of Pentecost had fully come, they were all in one accord.”  

 


