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INTRODUCTION  

 

Our Study Scripture points us to our topic which concerns the ability to decide between truth and 

error or right and wrong. 

 

Christians know or ought to know that the way they think is not optional for if they cannot 

differentiate between truth and error they will be open to all kinds of false teaching which will lead 

to an unbiblical mindset, compromised behavior, disobedient living, wrong choices, and unfruitful 

living. 

 

In this matter of discernment it means that believers are to call on the Holy Spirit to lead or give 

direction on all matters. 

 

It is not really a “normal skill” for it is a gift from God. In that process of the leading of the Spirit on 

matters ranging from the nitty-gritty to what we consider high level important matters believers face 

certain difficulties for as one writer points out:  

“There is a spirit at work nudging us, leading us, even pulling us by the nose ring. 

Then again, even for the most ‘spiritual’ matters, there are disciplines, methods, processes, 

lessons, means and tools which the Spirit can work through to help us discern rightly. 

Discernment isn’t usually a sudden zap from beyond, but something which emerges from hard 

work and close attention”. 

 

Another Bible scholar wisely warns: 

Key Verse  
 
Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom; teaching 

and admonishing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual 

songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord.  Acts 13:12 
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“Unfortunately, discernment is an area where most Christian stumble. They exhibit little 

ability to measure the things that are taught against the infallible standard of God’s Word, 

and they unwittingly engage in all kinds of unbiblical decision-making and behavior.  In short, 

they are not armed to take a decidedly biblical stand against the onslaught of unbiblical 

thinking and attitudes that face them throughout their day”. 

 

We are therefore looking at the ability to think biblically about all areas of life. Whether or not we 

want to admit it this is a gift of the Spirit that has not been apparently bestowed or been missed by 

both older believers and by younger believers despite the clear reference in 1 Thessalonians 5:21-22 

which reads: 

“.Examine everything carefully, hold fast to that which is good, abstain from every form of evil”. 

And also in Scripture: 

 

“Do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God; because many 

false prophets have gone out into the world” 1 John 4:1 

 

To live an uncompromising life under the direction of the Holy Spirit is what God the Father wills. 

The Spirit is given to ensure believers overcome the challenges of life. 

 

The Study Text records a pivotal event in the life of the early church and is considered a turning 

point in the Book of Acts and the spread of the Gospel. Here the Spirit of God purposefully called 

on chosen men, devout men, to go out and spread the gospel.  

 

It is not that the believers had not engaged in missionary activity, for they did do that, but here the 

Spirit acted in a new, clear, open and unique way, to separate and specifically select men for a 

missionary task. This task would begin the third phase of our Lord’s Great Commission. 

 

The church at Antioch plays a pivotal role in our Study Text and some regard what they see in its 

evangelistic outreach as a model for all churches. The choice of the Holy Spirit from among the 

dedicated, devout, learned men available teaches us much about how God thinks and what He looks 

for among believers. As well, it will be noted that those already in the service of the Lord will likely 

be those called into service. So while many stand around idly waiting to see the ‘will’ of God; it will 

be those already engaged that will be engaged! 

 

A large part of the Study Text records the missionary team’s clash with a dedicated agent of Satan. 

It shows that those called must be thoroughly acquainted with the Word of God, and so be prepared 

to assess the situation they face, distinguish between good and evil, identify the phonies, the 

pretenders, and those that are outright agents of Satan who exist to spread deception.  

 

 Many people enter the Christian life with false expectations. They are told that trusting Jesus as 

their Savior would solve many, if not most of their problems. They hear that the Christian life is an 

abundant life, full of joy and peace. What they likely will not hear is that it is also a life of combat 

with the enemy of our souls, who is not only powerful, but also incredibly crafty. The combat 

intensifies when a person engages in any sort of ministry for the Lord. 

 



God’s Covenant with Returned Exiles 

 

A consideration of the brief history of the church to date and the context of this adventure will be 

helpful. The ‘Church’ was dramatically and supernaturally ‘born’ on the Day of Pentecost with the 

promised coming of the Holy Spirit, attendant signs and wonders by the Apostles and Peter’s great 

sermon; all this resulted in three thousand people being saved on that day. 

 

Thereafter the church continued to flourish in Jerusalem and its environs following the path set by 

Jesus; Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria and to the uttermost parts of the earth. The exponential growth of 

this nascent body however was happening in the face of mounting opposition from a number of 

different sources. The historical animosity between Jew and Gentile was another obstacle as the 

gospel message was by and largely only being delivered to Jews. 

 

Opposition first arose from the Jewish establishment in Jerusalem (4:1; 8:1, 3; 11:19) spearheaded 

by a maniacal young rabbi named Saul (later to be Paul the Apostle); the Roman authorities were 

keeping a close eye on the burgeoning movement (12:1-23) and there was deception along with 

contention in the ranks (5:1-11; 6:1-7).  

 

The Apostles’ response to the growing threats and intimidation from the authorities is very 

instructive for us. They faced the challenging choice of obeying God and suffering the 

consequences or cease their preaching in Jesus’ name and escape consequences that included threat 

to life and limb. They boldly choose to obey God.  

 

Inevitably the church soon had its first martyr which seemed to spark escalation in the persecution, 

forcing the body of believers except for the Apostles to flee Jerusalem in all directions. Importantly 

they spread the gospel as they fanned out and in accordance with Jesus’ command! (1:8). Contrary 

to Jesus’ command however, the gospel was only being delivered to Jews!  

 

A notable and dramatic conversion occurred during this period; that of the persecution’s chief 

protagonist’ the aforementioned Saul of Tarsus. He had a personal encounter with the Risen Christ 

that transformed him from the most implacable enemy of the Church to its chief proponent. 

 

As we come to our Text the scene is set in the church in Antioch and at the end of chapter 12 Luke 

reports that Barnabas and Saul returned from Jerusalem, where they had taken a gift for those 

affected by a famine. This sets the stage for a major shift in the focus of Acts from the church’s 

activity in Jerusalem, Judea and Palestine in general, to accounts of the missionary thrust of the 

Antioch church resulting in the planting of many churches in the Gentile world. The gospel will 

now go intentionally and purposely into Gentile territory, as this church responded to its rightful 

business, spreading the gospel and making disciples to the glory of God. 

 

We are reminded from their activity that the Holy Spirit is sovereign over the church. The central 

feature of the early verses is “the declared activity of the Spirit of God”.  The Holy Spirit speaks, 

and He does not give suggestions, but orders: “Set apart Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I 

have called them” (13:2). He tells these leaders what to do, and when they obeyed, Luke notes that 

Barnabas and Saul were “sent out by the Holy Spirit” (13:4). 

 

In our Study Text, Barnabas and Saul head off on the ‘first missionary journey’. They were sent out, 

the Greek word used means “released” with the blessing of the church in Antioch; Luke expressly 
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states that they were sent out by the Holy Spirit, a different word being used here to mean literally 

“sent”.  

 

No doubt there was a certain sense of adventure and excitement about the mission but they were not 

very far into their course before they were engaged in a battle with the spiritual forces of 

wickedness. We may learn from this that when we share the gospel, we engage the enemy of our 

souls in spiritual combat and we must be prepared for a spiritual battle.  

 

Discernment on the part of the church is highlighted in our Study Text. Discernment on the part of 

those being sent is highlighted also. To understand, to hear, and to obey what is right is the lesson. 

 

One writer notes: “When we go out to do the Lord’s work, we should expect and be prepared 

for satanic opposition. Leading someone to Christ involves more than giving a sales pitch or 

using logical arguments. We are engaging in battle with Satan himself, who wants to keep the 

person in his kingdom of darkness. So the Holy Spirit sent Barnabas and Saul directly into 

this spiritual conflict. It reminds us of the early ministry of Jesus, where the Holy Spirit led 

Him into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil ( Luke 4:1, 2).” 

 

THE TEXT 

 

Verse 1.  Antioch… Antioch was the third largest city in the Roman Empire and it was the capital of 

the province of Syria. It was the center of government and commerce, and was noted for its theaters. 

It was a spiritually dark city and known in the ancient world as the “Heathen Queen”. Many poets, 

astrologers, famous people and rulers, visited that city often.  It was cosmopolitan and had people 

from all over the world as citizens. It was a center for the worship of Aphrodite, the Greek love 

goddess. 

  

God placed spiritually gifted men, prophets and teachers in the Antioch church to equip the saints to 

do His work. This was a group of believers who were serious about the work of God, and as such 

they are a model for us today. 

 

Five prominent prophets and teachers are listed and the language is constructed to suggest that 

Barnabas, Simeon, and Lucius were prophets, speaking the word of God and sometimes foretelling 

a future event, but also explaining the word of God. It indicates that Manaen and Saul were 

teachers, expositors of the word, men whose job it was to apply the truths of Scripture to those who 

were under their teaching. Still, the text does not clearly identify some as prophets and others as 

teachers. The two terms may overlap, indicating prophets who teach or teachers who prophesy 

(Ephesians 4:11). Note that Barnabas was also a preacher (Acts 4:35-36; 9:27; 11:22,26). He was 

formerly a Levitical priest, apparently following “The Way” for about fourteen years. 

 

…certain prophets and teachers…  These two gifts of the Spirit are listed in I Cor.12:28 and Eph. 

4:11. Here we are introduced to a group of gifted men in the church at Antioch. The term prophets 

indicates those inspired by God to speak for Him. Modern readers of the Bible often associate 

prediction of the future with prophets. But the biblical prophet is less a “foreteller” than a 

“forthteller” someone who proclaims God’s truth, though sometimes that truth does deal with the 

future.  
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Teachers are those who instruct others in the Christian message, expositors of the word, men whose 

job it was to apply the truths of Scripture to those who were under their tutelage. 

 

The gift of teacher is mentioned in Acts 13:1 in combination with prophecy, but in Eph. 4:11 it is 

linked with pastors. In II Tim. 1:11 Paul says he is a preacher, apostle, and a teacher. Here it seems 

to stand independently, as it does in Rom. 12:7. It is also discussed separately in James 3:1ff. This 

implies that these leadership gifts can be combined in different ways in different believers to meet 

the need of the church in that day or area. Each of these gifted leaders (Eph. 4:11) proclaimed the 

gospel, but in different ways (ordering, preaching, instructing). In any case, the book of Acts 

understands their work to be empowered by the Holy Spirit, who enables the church to prophesy 

(Acts 2:17-21), to speak the message of God truly and boldly. 

 

… Barnabas … Saul… the first and last names on the five-person list are already familiar in the 

story and they are about to become the focus of the narrative.  

 

The three remaining names demonstrate the diversity of the multicultural Antioch church. Simeon is 

a Jewish name, likely indicating birth and upbringing as a Jew. He is called Niger, a Latin (that is, 

Roman) word meaning “black.” While the modern notion of race did not exist in the biblical world, 

black people of all hues were common to the Mediterranean region and are well known in the world 

of the Bible. Simeon was more than likely such a person. 

Lucius is a Greek name, and he is said to come from Cyrene (Luke 23:26; Acts 2:10), a region of 

North Africa to the west of Egypt (approximately location modern Libya). So two of the leaders of 

the church in Antioch were likely from Africa (Acts 11:20). 

 

Manaen is described as having been brought up with Herod the tetrarch, also known in non-biblical 

sources as Herod Antipas. A tetrarch is someone who rules a fourth part of an area, and this 

particular Herod ruled Galilee and Perea from 4 BC to AD 39 (Luke 3:1). He was the son of so-

called Herod the Great (37-4 BC; see Matthew 2:1-19). Herod the tetrarch is known for beheading 

John the Baptist (Matthew 14:1-12).  

 

Having been a childhood companion of Herod Antipas, Manaen clearly comes from the upper 

echelon of wealth and power. His presence shows that the gospel was penetrating all segments of 

the population. 

 

Verse 2.  … ministered to the Lord … The scene is that of church leaders joined in focused worship 

with fasting. In this context it implies a period of seeking God's will during a worship service. The 

verb could refer to the entire church or just the five men listed. The term “ministered to the Lord” 

meant that they were in divine service and the word translated “ministered” was a word used in the 

Greek version to refer to the services of priests and Levites in the temple. This is the kind of 

ministering that should take place under the new covenant. 

 

It was while they were in this worshiping and fasting activity that God spoke to them. They had set 

aside time for fasting and prayer in order to free themselves from earthly matters and focusing 

instead on the mind of Christ. 
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… fasted … Fasting is the setting aside of normal appetites or activities for the purpose of pursuing 

things of greater spiritual importance. Thus, fasting is giving up something good and acceptable in 

order to pursue something even better. In relation to Isaiah 58:13-14,7 keeping the Sabbath is a form 

of fasting. One sets aside the pursuit of personal pleasure for taking delight in the Lord.  In 1 

Corinthians. 7:5, we find yet another unexpected form of fasting. If this was a fast to discern God’s 

will, the purpose was clear: to push forward God’s program of witness to Christ to the ends of the 

earth (Acts 1:8). 

 

Note in the Old Testament there is only one fast day a year, the Day of Atonement, Leviticus 16. 

Although fasting is not required of believers, many times it is helpful in discerning God's will 

(14:23). 

 

…the Holy Ghost said… this is another biblical evidence for the personality of the Holy Spirit. 

Whether it was audible or intuitive is uncertain (8:29; 10:19; 11:12; 20:23; 21:11). It is obvious that 

this was a very specific message (16:6 -7), probably given through one of the prophets. 

Note, it is the Spirit who calls and equips for ministry tasks (I Cor. 12:7, 11). 

 

…separate me Barnabas and Saul… The Spirit spoke to them and gave them instructions to 

designate or appoint Barnabas and Saul for the work that He had chosen; God obviously had a 

specific work He had appointed for both. 

 

We are not told how the Spirit spoke, whether by divine, audible revelation through a prophet as He 

did through Agabus who predicted a famine (Acts 11:28), or whether He simply made everyone feel 

under some compulsion that this was what He wanted. The Spirit leads in different ways.  

 

What is to be noted however is that the call of the Spirit came when these men were busy exercising 

their gifts, exactly where they were, in the midst of their activities. So if anyone wants to get some 

guidance about the call of the Spirit, it should be understood that they should not seek the leading of 

God in some dramatic way, but they should make themselves busy employing their gifts, right 

where they are and the call of the Spirit will come in one way or another.  

 

Verse 3. And when they had fasted and prayed, and laid their hands on them, they sent them away. 

Note the discernment of all the believers in the church as well as the spiritual preparations to send 

out the first missionaries from the church at Antioch: they fasted, prayed, laid hands on them. This 

seems to be the united actions of the whole congregation, not just the other prophets and teachers. 

The whole church should be involved in ‘Great Commission’ activities! 

 

… when they had fasted and prayed … their fasting indicated that the success of this mission was a 

priority of the church and they prayed for God’s blessing and power to be with the missionaries  

(Acts 6:6; 1 Tim. 4:14; 2 Tim. 1:6; Hebrews 6:2). 

 

… laid their hands on them… to identify with and encourage them, not to bestow spiritual power, 

for that was the work of the Spirit, and then the church released them from their duties in Antioch so 

that they could go on their travels. The church thus was commissioning them for a particular work. 

In commissioning Barnabas and Saul by the imposition of hands, the other office-bearers invested 

javascript:%7b%7d
https://bible.org/seriespage/18-first-missionaries-acts-131-13#P41_14847
javascript:%7b%7d
javascript:%7b%7d
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Acts%201:8
javascript:%7b%7d
javascript:%7b%7d
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Acts%206:6
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=1Tim%204:14
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=2Tim%201:6
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Heb%206:2


God’s Covenant with Returned Exiles 

 

them with authority to act on behalf of the Christian community at Antioch, and symbolically 

identify the whole congregation with their enterprise. 

 

… they sent them away… exactly how God revealed His message to the teachers and prophets is not 

explained. But how the leaders respond is emphasized: they obeyed fully. With that, the two 

missionaries departed, not knowing what lay ahead. 

 

Note, God’s guidance was only for the next step, not for the entire future. God guides us on a “need 

to know” basis. He does not unfold the entire plan before us, for our approval; He reveals the next 

step for us. Our obedience to that next step will open the door to further guidance, as it is required. 

For example, the Spirit instructed the church to set apart Barnabas and Saul, but before the chapter 

is over it will be “Paul and his companions” (Acts 13:13). God did not reveal this transition ahead of 

time, but only in time. For now, the church, along with Barnabas and Saul, know all that is 

necessary for them to be obedient to the divine call. 

 

Verse 4. … sent forth by the Holy Ghost … the context asserts the authority of the Spirit not the 

authority of the local church. The "new Messianic age" was known as "the age of the Spirit." He 

calls, gifts, directs, convicts, and empowers (John 14:16-17,26; 15:26; 16:7-15). No permanent or 

effective ministry can occur without His presence and blessing. 

 

Seleucia is a harbor city on the Mediterranean coastline that serves Antioch, which lies a dozen or 

so miles inland. From Seleucia the missionaries sail southwest about one hundred and thirty miles to 

a harbor on Cyprus, (Kittim, Gen. 10:4; et al.) a large, well-populated island. Barnabas is on his 

home territory here (Acts 4:36), a fact that may provide the reason for traveling there first. Still, 

note that the entire initiative is ascribed to the Holy Spirit.   

 

Cyprus was an island of great importance from very early times; being situated on the shipping 

lanes between Syria, Asia Minor, and Greece. In 57 B.C. it was annexed by Rome from Egypt and 

in 55 B.C. incorporated into the province of Cilicia. In 27 B.C. it became a separate province 

governed on behalf of the emperor Augustus by an imperial legate. In 22 B.C. Augustus 

relinquished its control to the Roman Senate, and, like other senatorial provinces, it was 

administered by a proconsul. 

 

The outreach was directed into an area where many Jews lived, but where the majority population 

was Gentiles, but there is no specific statement that this was a deliberately planned and exclusive 

mission to Gentiles.  Still it certainly was new territory that would now be evangelized.  

 

Verse 5.  Salamis is the easternmost harbor city on Cyprus, closest to the point from which the two 

had sailed.  

 

… synagogues of the Jews … to begin their preaching ministry in the synagogues of the Jews will 

become Paul’s standard practice in the years ahead and here are some reason: 

1. These Jews already knew the Old Testament 

2. Jews were the chosen people (Gen. 12:1-3) and had the first opportunity to respond  

(3:26; 13:46; 17:2; 18:4,19; 19:8; Rom. 1:16) 
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3. There were Gentiles in the synagogue services that had already been attracted to the one true God 

and knew something of the Old Testament. 

 

There seem to have been no opposition to the gospel and so both men proclaimed the good news of 

salvation in Christ from synagogue to synagogue on their way toward the capital of the island.  

 

Despite its humble start this journey is a turning point in the book of Acts (Zech.4:10). The 

beginning of these missionary journeys of the Apostle Paul was a world changing, history shaping, 

most influential event. It led to great changes in the world. The sending out of this small group was 

without doubt a small inauspicious beginning but it had earth changing consequences. 

 

Do not therefore think that when the Spirit calls you to do what seems to you a simple task your 

discernment of His will and your obedience will not have earth shaking consequences and lead to 

salvation for many? 

 

… John… the person named John who accompanied the two was John Mark (Acts 12:12, 25; 

15:37). He was a cousin of Barnabas (Colossians 4:10). The disciples met in his home (Acts 12:12). 

He is also the traditional writer of the Gospel of Mark, which seems to record the eyewitness 

testimony of the Apostle Peter. He was also the cause of the great argument between Paul and 

Barnabas which split the missionary team (15:36-41). However, later on Paul mentions John Mark 

in a positive way  

(Col. 4:10; II Tim. 4:11 and Philemon v. 24). 

 

Verse 6. … they had gone through the isle … this was not the first time the Christian gospel had 

come to Cyprus, but earlier the Christians had only evangelized Jews (11:19). Note that we have no 

indication that the Spirit had sent the missionaries to this location but their choices show us that 

when the Spirit leads men are called on to show their responsibility for wisdom in their choices 

 

Paphos is located on the western end of Cyprus. It was the capital city of the island and known for 

its immorality and worship of Aphrodite, the goddess of sexual love.  

 

The straight-line distance between Salamis and Paphos is about eighty eight miles. But curving, 

hilly roads make the travel distance more like one hundred and fifteen miles. After a preaching 

journey of unknown duration, the team encountered a figure common to the Greco-Roman world: a 

sorcerer  

(Acts 8:9). 

 

Sorcerers present themselves as having the ability to manipulate unseen beings and forces of the 

spirit world. Reciting long incantations, using potions, performing strange tasks—such were their 

stock-in-trade. Sorcery is witchcraft, forbidden to the people of Israel (Lev.19:31; Malachi 3:5) and 

plainly sin! 

 

Bar-Jesus…  is clearly identified as a Jewish false prophet. He claimed to be a prophet of God and 

was not, and he was therefore called a false prophet.  He was a magician, fortune-teller, (Elymas) 

even though the Mosaic law in Deuteronomy 18:10 -11 forbade Jews from practicing magic. He 

http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Acts%2012:12
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Acts%2012:25
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Acts%2015:37
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Col%204:10
javascript:%7b%7d
javascript:%7b%7d
javascript:%7b%7d
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Acts%208:9
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Lev%2019:31
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Mal%203:5


God’s Covenant with Returned Exiles 

 

was given the title of “sorcerer” or “fortune teller”, and obviously pretended to have the gift of 

prophecy. 

 

His name means "son of Joshua. Jesus’ warnings regarding false prophets apply (Matthew 7:15-20). 

 

Verse 7.  …deputy of the country… The proconsul, the chief Roman government official on the 

island, was appointed by the Roman Senate, and lived in that city. The provinces of the Roman 

Empire were governed by local rulers who had pledged loyalty to Rome or by those appointed by 

the emperor or senate. As a senate-appointed governor, Sergius Paulus was politically the most 

powerful man on Cyprus.  

 

The missionaries apparently were having such an impact on Cyprus that they came to this official’s 

attention. So he sought to hear the word of God from them firsthand. Bar-jesus was an attendant of 

the court of this Roman official. 

 

… a prudent man … since he was an intelligent man, an understanding or sagacious man, (vs. 12), 

he ordered them to meet with him so he could hear their message personally. 

 

… desired to hear the word of God…  It is not often that men of this status show interest in 

instructions of professed ministers of God. Here though the stress n this leader’s prudence suggests 

that the spirit was calling him and discernment was growing. 

 

Note, Roman officials were notoriously superstitious and it was not usual for such a character as 

Elymas to be attached to the household of a Roman dignitary. 

 

Verse 8. … Elymas the sorcerer (magician) the word is related to the term ‘magi, which meant 

Chaldean-Median wise men, like Daniel (Dan. 2:2; 4:9; Matt. 2:1). However, by Paul's day, it was 

used of itinerant magicians and wandering quacks in the Greco-Roman world.  

 

… withstood them … the magician opposed them, obviously understanding that if Saul and 

Barnabas became highly regarded by the proconsul, the official would begin to see him as an 

impostor and he would have no more influence in the island.  He was interested therefore in 

opposing the gospel since he loved power, money, popularity and political influence. He therefore 

tried to prevent the truth from influencing the deputy. 

 

The attempts to frustrate the mission should not surprise us, for if there is a chance of success in any 

enterprise for God, the opposition of our adversary will be there.  As a matter of fact, if there is no 

opposition one should begin to wonder if one is on the right track at all and really doing God will!  

 

…the faith… This term is used in three specific ways in the New Testament: 

1. Personal trusting in Jesus Christ as a Savior 

2. Faithful, godly living 

3. Theological content of the gospel (i.e., doctrine, Jude 3, 20) 

http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Matt%207:15-20
javascript:%7b%7d
javascript:%7b%7d
javascript:%7b%7d


Faith in Jesus 

 

Verse 9. … Saul… this is the point in Acts where Saul begins to be known by his Greek name, 

which is Paul. Along with this change in designation comes a switch in the order of names: 

henceforth “Barnabas and Saul” (Acts 11:30; 12:25; 13:1, 2, 7) becomes “Paul and Barnabas”  

(Acts 13:43, 46, 50; 15:2 [twice], 22, 35, 36; exceptions: 14:12, 14; 15:12, 25). This likely indicates 

a change in leadership as Paul becomes viewed as “the chief speaker” (14:12). And in the verse at 

hand, it is Paul who confronts the antagonist.  

It is sometimes pointed out that the word “Paul” means little and probably is some reference to his 

physical stature. 

 

Filled with the Holy Ghost... the power of the Spirit that guided the early church is described by the 

term ‘the filling’ (2:4; 4:8,31; 6:3; 7:55; 9:17; 13:9,52). Note that the ongoing, daily filling of the 

Spirit is the normal state of all believers (Eph. 5:18). It means to be under the control of the Spirit. 

In Acts it is often associated with a boldness to proclaim the gospel. 

With eyes focused on the sorcerer, Paul is set to deliver to Elymas a stark message from God. 

 

… set his eyes on him… A true prophet of the Lord was getting ready to pronounce a curse on a 

false prophet (2 Chron. 18:9-27) who had clearly shown himself to be an agent of Satan! 

 

Verse 10.  …full of all subtilty and all mischief, thou child of the devil, thou enemy of all 

righteousness. 

 

Paul characterizes this Jewish false prophet by several terms. 

1. …O full of all subtilty… meaning to entrap with a bait  

2. … all mischief… means to do something lightly or frivolously, but it came to have an evil 

connotation (18:14;13:10; 18:14). 

3. …child of the devil…  (3:25; 4:36) one characterized by the actions of the devil (Matt. 

13:38; John 8:38,41,44) 

4. …enemy of all righteousness… this man was against all that is like God.  

 

The Apostle used the inclusive term ‘all’ three times to show the sorcerer’s complete volitional 

wickedness. 

 

The sorcerer’s claims were a shallow fraud. Any power that he exercised other than mere sleight of 

hand involved the power of the devil, that deceitful adversary of God and humanity. He twisted with 

his charades the straight, true paths and teachings of God. 

 

… right… or ‘straight’ in the New Testament reflects the Old Testament concept of righteousness, 

which meant a standard or measuring reed.  

 

The New Testament terms ‘crooked’ or ‘perverted’ reflect the Old Testament terms for sin, which 

were a deviation from the standard, which is God Himself. This man made everything crooked. 

Instead of being the son of a savior or the follower of Jesus, Bar-Jesus was a son of the devil. 

Instead of being the promoter of righteousness, this magician was making the straight way of the 

Lord crooked. 
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God’s Covenant with Returned Exiles 

 

 

Verse 11.  … the hand of the Lord… this is a Semitic anthropomorphic phrase referring to the 

power and presence of YHWH (Luke 1:66; Acts 11:21). In the Old Testament it often refers to 

God's judgment (Exod. 9:3; I Sam. 5:6; Job 19:21; 23:2; Ps. 32:4; 38:2; 39:10), as it does here. 

 

thou shalt be blind … the powerful descriptive terms of evil and rebellion by which Paul 

characterized this man and the form of his temporary divine punishment may reflect Paul's own 

previous life. He looks back now and sees himself in this Jewish false teacher and his manipulation 

(9:8). 

 

After the Lord Jesus appeared to him on the Damascus Road, Paul was blind until a follower of 

Jesus came to lay hands on him in prayer and to baptize him (Acts 9:8-18). The physical blindness 

was an apt expression of Paul’s spiritual condition as a persecutor of Christians. Now Paul 

pronounces the same sign on Elymas. 

 

The mist and a darkness that surround the man may be either a way of describing the sorcerer’s own 

experience of blindness or an indication that the man’s blindness was accompanied by a miraculous 

sign that was visible to others. Paul made it clear that this act was the Lord’s, whose hand was upon 

Elymas in judgment. 

 

This event was to demonstrate to Elymas and those around him the folly of opposing the gospel. As 

it was for Paul on the road to Damascus, the act of judgment had repentance and faith as its goal.    

 

Verse 12.  Whether Elymas changed in his opposition to the gospel, the book of Acts does not say. 

We simply know that each time in Acts where messengers of the gospel encounter those who 

engage in witchcraft, the gospel prevails. 

 

Whatever the case with Elymas, the Roman governor Sergius Paulus does indeed come to faith. As 

the Text describes it, his faith followed his witnessing the power of Christ over the sorcerer. But it 

was not simply the miracle that impressed him: Paul’s teaching about Jesus filled him with 

astonishment that drove him to faith. Tradition advises us of the proconsul’s latter life and one 

writer tells us: 

 

“It is interesting that archeology has confirmed this incident because inscriptions bearing the 

name of this very man have been found in Cyprus. Furthermore Sir William Ramsey has 

uncovered evidence that he was a Christian, and that his whole family became Christians, and 

were very prominent in Christian circles after this event. Here is one of those cases where 

archeology has clearly confirmed the report of this accurate historian”. 
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Faith in Jesus 

 

Believed…  this word is translated as believe, faith, or trust and used throughout the New 

Testament for genuine belief. This governor responded to the gospel message. One man's eyes 

were closed (literally); one man's eyes were opened (metaphorically). 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Are you prudent like Sergius Paulus? Are you open to the truth even if you are a believer or 

are you open to the deception of false prophets and astrologers? Would you be prepared 

under the leading of the Spirit to confront workers of falsehoods whether in or out of the 

church and tell them what they really are? 

 

This is asked because our radio waves and TV screens are filled with blind individuals who 

proclaim ideas other than the truth of the grace of God. Many even pretend to be speaking by 

the direction of God, but their words run counter to the clear expressions of the Word of God. 

But do you love them and support them financially anyway? 

 

Never forget that there are many persons in the world who have many advantages, are 

influential and are in high positions but who may yet be lost, warns one writer. It is not only 

the small who will stand before God on the Day of Judgment. The great also will stand before 

the Great White throne Judgment. So will you be ready to exercise the gift of Discernment 

given to you? 

 

The human heart has needs. It needs as one writer stated: 

“the forgiveness of sins, through the preaching of the Lord Jesus Christ, who offered himself an 

atoning sacrifice on Calvary’s cross for sinners and who invites sinners, sinners like Barjesus, 

sinners like you, sinners like me, to come and receive the grace of God freely”.  

 

The believers in Antioch were serious about God.  There were also serious about taking the gospel 

to others. They expected that God would open doors that no man could shut, and they were willing 

to go through the doors that God opened. 

 

The Antioch church had Jesus’ ‘Great Commission’ ringing in their ear; they felt compelled to act 

and sought His leading in prayer and fasting. God responded and those already active in ministry 

were accorded an even bigger task, Gentile evangelism. 

 

Jesus’ command is enjoined on all believers; and the empowerment for ministry rest with the Holy 

Spirit. Believers have the example of the Antioch believers; employ your gifts in ministry knowing 

God will direct since He desires all to hear the good news of salvation in Jesus Christ.  

 

If we wish to know God’s will, let us begin by doing what He has commanded in His Word. 

 

 


