
Acts 13:1-12 Postcards from Paul: Cyprus 

This summer, we’re going to be receiving “Postcards from the Apostle Paul.” Now, typically you would receive a 

postcard from someone when they are on vacation and visiting a destination landmark.  Of course, Paul wasn’t out seeing the 

sights during his travels.  He was fishing…the kind of fishing that Jesus talked about his followers doing.  Paul was fishing for 

people; he was looking to share the good news about the forgiveness and the salvation found in Jesus alone and to win souls 

for Christ.  And that, by God’s grace is exactly what happened.  Paul’s missionary journeys are incredible accounts.  You may 

not be extremely familiar with all of these stories we’re going to cover throughout these summer months. To that point, we 

actually have something much better than a short postcard note from Paul.  We have the Holy Spirit inspired account of these 

missionary journeys which is recorded in the second half of the book of Acts, which was written by St. Luke-who, by the way, 

happened to be one of the Apostle Paul’s travelling companions on his second and third missionary journeys.  However, today 

we start at the start.  In these beginning verses of Acts 13, we’ve got the story of the beginning of Paul’s first missionary 

journey, which began with a trip to the Mediterranean island of Cyprus.  And as we examine the work of Paul and Barnabas on 

Cyprus, we’ll see that this was not your typical island adventure.   But it was a successful fishing trip where the Word of the 

Lord prevailed and won souls for Christ.   

Acts chapter 13 starts, “1 Now in the church at Antioch there were prophets and teachers: Barnabas, Simeon called 

Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen (who had been brought up with Herod the tetrarch) and Saul.”  Before the Holy Spirit sends 

Paul out on his first missionary journey, we’re told that he was in the city of Antioch, which was about 300 miles north of 

Jerusalem, just off the northeast shore of the seas of Galilee.  Paul is serving as a leader in the Jewish Christian congregation 

there.  He’s serving there with four other prophets and teachers.  But the Lord has other plans of gospel service for Paul.  The 

story goes on, “2 While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, “Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul 

for the work to which I have called them.” 3 So after they had fasted and prayed, they placed their hands on them and sent 

them off.  The two of them, sent on their way by the Holy Spirit, went down to Seleucia and sailed from there to 

Cyprus. 5 When they arrived at Salamis, they proclaimed the word of God in the Jewish synagogues. John was with them as 

their helper.”  Paul, who is called by his other name here-Saul, received here what our pastors and teachers still receive today.  

He, along with Barnabas, received a divine call from the Holy Spirit to go and share the gospel in a particular place.  So Paul and 

his fellow gospel worker Barnabas set off on this first of Paul’s missionary journeys.  They are accompanied by a man named 

John, who was also called Mark.  And that guy, John Mark, happens to be the guy who writes the gospel of Mark.  And we’re 

told they sail to the island of Cyprus, which is a fairly large island in the east side of the Mediterranean Sea.  In Paul’s day it was 

a part of the Roman empire and was governed by the Romans. And after sharing the gospel on the east side of that island, they 

make their way west across the island, and that’s when the plot thickens, so to speak. 

The account continues, “They travelled through the whole island until they came to Paphos.  There they met a 

Jewish sorcerer and false prophet named Bar-Jesus, who was an attendant of the proconcul, Sergius Paulus.  The proconsul, 

an intelligent man, sent for Barnabas and Saul because he wanted to hear the word of God. But Elymas the sorcerer (for that 

is what his name means) opposed them and tried to turn the proconsul from the faith.”  So Paul and Barnabas and Mark 

make their way through the island until they reach the west side of the island and a city called Paphos.  At Paphos we are 

introduced to two characters, a Jewish man by the name of Bar-Jesus, and a Gentile man, the Roman governor (“proconsul” 

was his official title)-a man by the name Sergius Paulus.  So this Sergius Paulus is the leading government official in this 

territory of the Roman empire.  He’s a man of influence.  And based on the other details, we gather that Sergius Paulus has 

heard some things about this God that the Jews worship.  But he wants to know more.  So when Sergius Paulus hears that Paul 

and Barnabas, these Jewish Christian missionaries, are in town, he wants to see them.  He wanted to hear the Word of God 

from them. 

 But there’s opposition.  And it comes from the man who is an attendant to Sergius Paulus, this Jewish man named Bar 

Jesus.  So what do we know about Bar Jesus?  Well, first of all, his name means “Son of Jesus.”  Bar means “son” in Hebrew and 

Aramaic.  And keep in mind that Jesus was a common name back in those days.  The Old Testament version of the name was 

Joshua.  So he’s “Son of Joshua” or “Son of Jesus.” But he’s of no relation to our Savior Jesus.  In fact, Bar Jesus is an enemy of 

Jesus.  We’re told that he was sorcerer and a false prophet.  So what does that mean?  Well, it means that he claimed to be a 

direct source of communication from God to the people; he claimed to be a mouthpiece of the true God.  But, in fact, he did 

not speak anything that truly came from God and he did not speak the truth of God’s Word.  But he was able to be influential 

and was able to land a job as an attendant to Sergius Paulus because he was a “sorcerer,” which means that he either had or 



pretended to have supernatural abilities.  And, if he was able to do supernatural things, his power was not coming from God 

but from the devil.  He was a practitioner of black magic, we might say.  And that a guy showcasing those sorts of supernatural 

abilities had a certain appeal for people in power in those days, guys like the proconsul Sergius Paulus.  You can understand 

how Bar-Jesus ends up as an attendant to this Roman government official.   

 But now Paul and Barnabas come along.  They are speaking the truth of salvation in Christ to Sergius Paulus.  And that 

is a threat to Bar-Jesus, who was also called Elymas.  If Sergius Paulus learned about Jesus and about God’s truth, no doubt, 

Bar-Jesus would have been out of a job with Sergius Paulus.  So we’re told that Elymus, another name for Bar-Jesus, opposed 

Paul and Barnabas.  And I think it’s important for us to take a moment to contemplate who the Bar-Jesus’ are in our lives.  They 

are obviously not as easily identifiable as someone who was involved in black magic and practiced sorcery.  But there are 

absolutely voices in our lives that compete with Christ and want to crowd out his salvation and his truth from our lives.  Maybe 

it’s some of the company that we keep, the friends that we hang around with that are opposed to our Christian faith.  Maybe 

it’s the worldviews and influences of a godless culture to which we give an audience in our hearts and minds.  Those “Bar 

Jesus’s” are out there, and they want to oppose Christ and want to lead us away from the only one who can forgive us and 

save us.  Those voices can sound so deceptive and so appealing in our lives.  We face real spiritual dangers all the time. 

 But God, in his grace, looks out for our spiritual welfare.  Now, in this particular case, God in his grace sent Paul to 

literally save the spiritual life of Sergius Paulus.  The Apostle Paul saw Bar-Jesus for who he was.  He perceived the threat that 

Bar Jesus posed to Sergius Paulus.  He saw that Bar-Jesus wanted to bar Jesus from the heart of Sergius Paulus.  (See what I did 

there?)  And so this is how the Apostle Paul reacts.  It says, “Then Saul, who was also called Paul, filled with the Holy 

Spirit, looked straight at Elymas and said, 10 “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? 11 Now the hand of the Lord 

is against you. You are going to be blind for a time, not even able 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.”   

 It’s kind of interesting to note how the Lord chooses to expose the truth in this situation.  Bar-Jesus had been trying to 

keep the message of Christ from his boss Sergius Paulus.  Bar-Jesus had been trying to blind Sergius Paulus from seeing the 

truth.  So God’s punishment upon Bar-Jesus fits the crime, doesn’t it?  Since Bar-Jesus was trying to blind people spiritually, 

Bar-Jesus was going to be blinded physically for a time.  And it probably also should not be lost upon us that this isn’t the first 

time that the blinding of an unrepentant enemy of the gospel of Jesus Christ played a role in bringing someone to faith.  

Remember how Paul himself came to faith?  He had been an enemy of Christ in his past.  He’d been a persecutor of the church.  

But then Jesus appeared to Paul on the road to Damascus.  And Paul was blinded for a time.  And that’s when Paul came to see 

the truth, that Jesus was the world’s Savior.  And from that point forward Paul would be dedicating his life to bringing people 

out of spiritual blindness to see their Savior Jesus. 

 Now we don’t know exactly what effect these events had upon Bar-Jesus.  We’re not privy to that part of the story.  

But we do know the effect that this had upon Sergius Paul, that Roman proconsul in Cyprus.  It says, “When the proconsul saw 

what had happened, he believed, for he was amazed at the teaching about the Lord.”  Sergius Paulus becomes a believer in 

Christ.  And certainly, the miracle of seeing Bar-Jesus struck with a temporary blindness? That had a huge effect upon Sergius 

Paulus.  It absolutely would have established the credibility of the Apostle Paul and of the message he was proclaiming.  But 

note carefully what it says brought Sergius Paulus to faith.  It says “he was amazed at the teaching of the Lord.”  I’m guessing 

that none of us are going to be given the power of God to make blind the enemies of the gospel in our world.  I don’t suspect 

any us will ever do any miracles like that.  But we do have something from God that is even greater and more powerful.  We do 

have something from God that works the miracle of faith.  We have the teaching about the Lord.  We know how much Jesus 

loves us and that Jesus died for our sins and that he rose to give us the certainty of eternal life in heaven.  That message has 

the power the power to change lives.  It has the power to turn people away from dark and deceptive worldviews and teachings 

to the truth that saves them.  And there are all sorts of people that we meet or that we know in our lives that are just like 

Sergius Paulus.  They just need to see God’s truth.  So show them those truths.  And rejoice when we see the power that 

Christ’s gospel can have in our lives and in the lives of others.  Amen. 


