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Last week the first three verses of this chapter gave us insight into how the early 
church functioned with elders praying and worshiping together and being led by the 
Spirit. The message from the Spirit was to send out Saul and Barnabas to the work God 
had called them to do. The rest of the book of Acts shows us that the work was 
planting new churches as they evangelized from town to town.  

4 So, being sent out by the Holy Spirit, they went down to Seleucia, and from there they 
sailed to Cyprus. Acts 13:4 They had been given their orders from the Captain of the 
Hosts (Joshua 5:14). They didn’t raise funds or enlist sponsors. They just up and went 
by faith, trusting that the God who sent them would direct and provide for them. They 
are soldiers under a commander, and when He gives the orders they will obey 
(Matthew 28:20).  

It is important to see that they were sent by the Holy Spirit. Sometimes people go when 
they are not sent. The church in Antioch was quite large by that time. Only two were 
sent by the Holy Spirit, and they also enlisted John Mark, Barnabas cousin (Colossians 
4:10), to come along and assist them. God sends those whom He has prepared. We 
must be careful not to let people send us when the Lord has not called us. There are 
pastors and missionaries who have responded to the call of man instead of the call of 
the Holy Spirit. That is one reason half of all ministers leave the ministry within five 
years and only one in ten will retire as a minister.  

Mission work today is difficult, but not as difficult as it was in these beginning years of 
the church or even a hundred years ago. When people set sail at the turn of the 20th 
century, they often took a coffin with them, never expecting to return. Many never did 
return. Disease, persecution, even martyrdom took many lives. We can read in 2 
Corinthians 11 of the rigors Paul endured before he was martyred. While they may have 
had an idea of how difficult their mission would be, they courageously obeyed trusting 
God for the fruit and their own lives (Hebrews 11:8). 

Seleucia was the nearest port city to Antioch, about sixteen miles away. From there 
they traveled to Barnabas home country, Cypress, arriving in the main port city of 
Salamis. Cypress was to them what Hawaii is to us. It had a beautiful climate and a 
large Jewish population. It was an easy 130 mile journey by sea. 5 When they arrived at 
Salamis, they proclaimed the word of God in the synagogues of the Jews. And they had 
John to assist them. Acts 13:5 This is the pattern that they follow throughout their 
ministry. They went to the synagogues first. The reason that Saul gives for this pattern 
is that the message is to the Jews first. They are the chosen people of God to proclaim 
the truth of God to the world (Acts 13:46-47). That was their mission in the Old 
Testament and it was still true, however, that message now included the truth that the 
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Messiah had come to bring us salvation. We’ll see that message in Saul’s sermon next 
week. That is proclaiming the word of God (Acts 13:38). 

There is a practical reason as well. Jews understood the nature of man and of God from 
the Scriptures (Jeremiah 17:9). They understood the sinful nature of man and the just 
demands of God (Ezekiel 18:4). They learned of the nature of God. They knew He is 
holy, abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness (Psalm 86:15). But they also know He 
will not leave sin unpunished (Exodus 34:7). When a Jew recognized Jesus as the 
Messiah and accepted the salvation He offers us, they would naturally be the core of a 
new church in the area. Some would become the elders of a new church. The Jews who 
were not just religious, but who were truly devout lovers of God would be the fertile 
ground for the gospel. 

We have the same situation today with the Catholic Church. While the Catholic church 
has recently declared that salvation is only by grace through faith, most Catholics still 
rely on good works, confession, and the taking of communion to save them. When they 
see in Scripture that it is simply by faith in what Jesus has done (Ephesians 2:8-9), 
many will readily accept that good news. They have been prepared for the gospel by 
knowing that sin deserves judgment. They have a healthy fear of the Lord. Proclaiming 
the word of God to them and to others is to tell of what Jesus has done for us in His 
death and resurrection.  

Luke didn’t convey to us any results of the trip to this point. They proclaimed the 
message and apparently didn’t see any results at the time. Maybe that island had the 
same spirit as Hawaii, laid back and unconcerned. That must have been difficult, as 
they had seen so much response in Antioch. But things were about to change. 

6 When they had gone through the whole island as far as Paphos, they came upon a 
certain magician, a Jewish false prophet named Bar-Jesus. Acts 13:6 They had crossed 
the island from east to west. Now on the far side of the island in Paphos they meet 
spiritual resistance. Before real fruit is born there is usually a spiritual battle. This battle 
came from one influential man. Proconsuls often had their own sorcerer in their court. 
Bar-Jesus means “son of Joshua.” He was Jewish and he was a false prophet. Jewish 
law prescribed that false prophets should be stoned (Acts 18:20). He had convinced the 
proconsul that he had prophetic powers to be employed and thereby had his protection.  

7 He was with the proconsul, Sergius Paulus, a man of intelligence, who summoned 
Barnabas and Saul and sought to hear the word of God. Acts 13:7 Sergius Paulus had 
gotten word that Barnabas and Saul were bringing something new to the synagogues of 
the island and wanted to hear from them. He is described as a man of intelligence 
which can be translated “sensible.” Bar-Jesus must have had an evil spirit to have been 
able to deceive him. 
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8 But Elymas the magician (for that is the meaning of his name) opposed them, seeking 
to turn the proconsul away from the faith. Acts 13:8 He would have opposed them 
because he could see that if Sergius Paulus converted he would be out of a job (2 Peter 
2:15). But probably more to the point, Elymas Bar-Jesus is the spiritual opposition. The 
evil spirit inspiring him hates the message Barnabas and Paul have brought and doesn’t 
want to lose his evil influence over the island. We have seen opposition come from 
established religion, from political power, and now we are seeing it from a sorcerer 
inspired by the demonic realm. Whether they know it or not, all opposition to the gospel 
is inspired from evil. John the Beloved wrote, 19 We know that we are from God, and 
the whole world lies in the power of the evil one. 1 John 5:19 He will not sit back 
quietly while those he has blinded are being brought to the light (2 Corinthians 4:4). 
We have no need to fear, for greater is He who is in us than he who is in the world, as 
we will see in the following verse (1 John 4:4). 

9 But Saul, who was also called Paul, filled with the Holy Spirit, looked intently at him  
10 and said, “You son of the devil, you enemy of all righteousness, full of all deceit and 
villainy, will you not stop making crooked the straight paths of the Lord? Acts 13:9-10 
There is a time for gentleness and understanding, and a time for bold confrontation. 
May God help us discern which is appropriate by the indwelling presence of the Spirit. 

The name of Saul now changes to Paul. We aren’t told why, but it is interesting that it 
is brought up when he is trying to share the message with a man named Paul. Paul 
means small. Perhaps with the demonstration of such power he wanted to remind 
himself that it is not that he is great, but rather that God is great. I have a friend whose 
last name is Little. It goes with John the Baptist saying, “He must increase, but I must 
decrease.” (John 3:30) Another reason may be that this was Saul’s Roman name and 
now the ministry will increasingly be to Gentiles. 

Luke reminds us that Paul was filled with the Holy Spirit with the effect that he is 
presently still full and directed by the Spirit. That is the implication of the Greek verb 
used here. This is not just a frustrated evangelist blowing off steam. This is the Spirit 
speaking through Paul, and he lets him have it with both barrels. “You son of the devil!” 
Paul said, “You aren’t son of Jesus, you are son of Lucifer.” The devil is a deceiver 
(Revelation 12:9), and that is what this man was doing, deceiving the proconsul. Jesus 
said the weeds among the wheat were sons of the evil one (Matthew 13:38). “You 
enemy of all righteousness, full of deceit and villainy!” What a description of Elymas! 
“Will you not stop making crooked the straight paths of the Lord?” That was the use of 
Scripture clearly identifying for Elymas where his heart and deeds were (Micah 3:9). It 
was also a question and an invitation. It was John the Baptist’s invitation to make a 
highway in his heart for the Lord through repentance (John 1:23).  

Throughout the church’s history the advancement of the kingdom has always been met 
with threats and persecution. It is to be expected. How we need to pray for those on 
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the front lines facing this kind of opposition to be full of the Holy Spirit. That is the only 
way Paul and Barnabas could face this kind of resistance and that which was to come. 
It is the same for us with neighbors and friends. We need to be in tune with our 
Commander to know whether to respond with gentleness or fire. Love is always central, 
for even the fire is delivered with the hope that their heart will see the truth and repent. 
Notice that Saul says the blindness would be temporary (as it was with him).  

11 And now, behold, the hand of the Lord is upon you, and you will be blind and unable 
to see the sun for a time.” Immediately mist and darkness fell upon him, and he went 
about seeking people to lead him by the hand. Acts 13:11 I would imagine that Paul 
was just as shocked as Elymas at the outcome of this confrontation. We’ve seen Paul 
declared powerfully in Damascus that Jesus is the Christ (Acts 9:27), but we’ve never 
seen him confront his opposition like this, and despite the good fruit that came from it, 
we’ll never see him do it again.  

The hand of the Lord is referred to in Scripture to bless (Acts 11:21), to punish (Exodus 
9:3), and to convict (Psalm 32:4). The account is strangely similar to Saul’s conversion. 
He was blinded during his rebellion against God, trying to stop the church from 
advancing. He couldn’t see for a time and needed someone to guide him by the hand.  

The last chapter showed us Herod Agrippa’s fate when he tried to kill the leaders of the 
church. Now we are seeing Elymas’ fate for trying to stop Sergius Paulus from 
converting. The powerful think they can stop the church by harming us, but in the end 
they are only advancing the church and harming themselves. China’s oppression of 
Christians has built a powerful church. Islam’s persecution of believers is making some 
powerful, sold out Christian ministers of the gospel. The Ayatollah has done more to 
advance the church in Iran than any missionary, for in seeing the fruit of Sharia Law, 
many are turning to Jesus. His truth is marching on! 

12 Then the proconsul believed, when he saw what had occurred, for he was astonished 
at the teaching of the Lord. Acts 13:12 Elymas ended up helping the proconsul to 
believe. The judgment on him convinced Sergius Paulus that the gospel was true. 
Astonished at the fact that God could love the world so much that He would send His 
only Son to die in our place, He repented and was born again. The mission movement 
started slowly, but under opposition it made its first big missionary gain. 

We’ve seen several times already that there are archeological confirmations of Luke’s 
account of what took place. He got the title and position of proconsul correct for that 
time period. We’ll see even more as we go through the book. Sir William Ramsay 
reports that inscriptions bearing Sergius Paulus' name have been found on Cyprus 
confirming that he was a Christian and that his entire family became Christians.1  

13 Now Paul and his companions set sail from Paphos and came to Perga in Pamphylia. 
And John left them and returned to Jerusalem, Acts 13:13 What happened here is 
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somewhat conjecture based on what we know from the details in Acts. Paul did not 
preach in the synagogues of Pamphylia. His next place to preach was Galatia, and he 
wrote in Galatians 4:13 that it was because of an illness that he first preached to them. 
Pamphylia was known as a place to contract malaria. Perhaps he came down with 
malaria which would account for the difficulties with his eyes (Galatians 4:15).  

John Mark left at this point. Paul will later imply that he didn’t have the fortitude and 
courage to endure the hardships that were faced and deserted them. We have seen 
that John Mark’s mother was probably wealthy, so he would not have been accustomed 
to such hardship. Barnabas and Paul will later go separate ways over whether or not to 
take John Mark again (Acts 15:37-38). We see redemption in the fact that in Paul’s later 
years he asked for John Mark’s help writing, “he is useful to me for the ministry.” (2 
Timothy 4:11) 

 

Questions 
 
1 Who sent out Barnabas and Saul? 
2 Why did Saul go to the synagogues? 
3 What helps make a person ready for the gospel? 
4 Describe Bar-Jesus. 
5 Why did he resist the gospel? 
6 In what ways Elymas’ judgment similar to Saul’s conversion? 
7 How is “hand of the Lord” used in Scripture? 
8 What happens when someone opposes the gospel? 
9 What may have happened to Paul in Pamphylia? 
10 Why do you think Mark left? 
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