
Evangelism 102: Lessons in Acts #2

“There’s No Place Like…”

Acts 13:4-12

“There’s no place like home. There’s no place like home.”

In your mind’s eye you can probably see Dorothy—Judy Garland—repeating these words with her eyes closed near the end of the film, The Wizard of Oz. That line has become one of the best-known lines from any movie, quoted often. That line also holds true when it comes to evangelism. As we will see this evening, when it comes to beginning to share our faith, there’s no place like home.

In our previous study we considered the first three verses of Acts 13, which I would like to review:

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. 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.” So after they had fasted and prayed, they placed their hands on them and sent them off.

Notice that the Holy Spirit did not indicate where Barnabas and Saul were to go, just that they were to go. So, how were they supposed to know where to go? Did they spread a map of the Roman Empire on a wall, and take turns throwing darts at it with their eyes closed? No, I don’t believe it was anything that random. While the Bible does not say specifically that the Lord told Barnabas and Saul where to go, I believe their choice was divinely inspired and informative for us.

Charting A Familiar Area

Luke writes in Acts 13:4-6,

The two of them, sent on their way by the Holy Spirit, went down to Seleucia and sailed from there to Cyprus. When they arrived at Salamis, they proclaimed the word of God in the Jewish synagogues. John was with them as their helper. They traveled through the whole island until they came to Paphos.

The missionary pair made their way from Antioch to Seleucia, the seaport of Antioch located 16 miles to the west, and five miles upstream from the mouth of the Orontes River. From there they set sail for Cyprus, the third largest island in the Mediterranean, about 148 miles long and from 15 to 40 miles wide. Its principal physical features are a mountain range along a large part of the northern coast and a parallel range occupying a considerable portion of the south, with a broad tract of plain, known as the Mesaoria, between, extending on either end to the sea.
 

Its importance can be traced far back in the history of the Mediterranean world, but the name “Cyprus,” meaning “copper,” dates from the copper mines in the Roman period. Cyprus became part of the province of Cilicia in 55 bc, and in 27 bc it became a separate province governed by a legate. Five years later it became a senatorial province governed by a proconsul.

The ancient world regarded Cyprus very much like we regard Hawaii or the Bahamas. It was called Markaria or “Happy Isle” because its climate was so perfect and its resources so abundant.
 I don’t believe for a minute, though, that this was the reason Barnabas and Saul charted a course for Cyprus, though! 

It was logical to go first to Cyprus, for this was the home of Barnabas, as Luke noted in Acts 4:36.
 As a native, Barnabas knew the island well, and doubtless his love for his homeland was one of the factors in deciding to head in that direction. He was the leader and desired his homeland and his relatives and friends there to hear the Gospel.

This is not to say that Cyprus had not heard the Gospel before. According to Acts 11:19, some Christians that fled from Jerusalem following the stoning of Stephen had gone there. Furthermore, the next verse states that men from Cyprus had helped establish the church in Antioch.
 But it was Barnabas’ home, so it made sense to start there. 

Verse five tells us they had brought along John Mark as their “helper.” Some see him as the first ministerial intern. According to Colossians 4:10, he was Barnabas’ young cousin or nephew.
 Like Barnabas, John Mark may also have come originally from Cyprus. But it has been noted that his home was in Jerusalem, where his mother’s house was a meeting place for the disciples. It was there where Peter had stood knocking on the door after his deliverance in Jerusalem.
 John Mark no doubt helped Barnabas and Paul in numerous ways, relieving them of tasks and details that would have interfered with their important ministry of the Word.

Paul Maier points out that they probably started with the opening of the sailing season on or about March 10, for strong westerly winds blow later in the spring and their voyage would not have been so direct.
 The missionaries landed at Salamis, the largest city on the island at that period. Salamis was situated on the fringe of the fertile plain, opening up to the interior and giving access to the western part of the country.

Luke records that Barnabas and Saul began by preaching “in the synagogues”; follow the principle Paul would later write of “to the Jew first” but also it made practical sense in establishing a point of contact for the gospel.

The fact that there were multiple synagogues reveals a large Jewish population on the island. Cyprus became a refuge for Jews hundreds of years before the birth of Christ. The Apocrypha notes settlements there during the Maccabean Revolt, and when Caesar granted copper mines to Herod the Great, more people undoubtedly sought work there.

How long the three stayed in Salamis is not recorded. They proclaimed the word of God “in the synagogues,” which suggests two or more Sabbaths at the very least.
 The success of their witness in Salamis is not indicated by Luke. Christianity, however, took hold in the island. Barnabas is traditionally claimed to have suffered martyrdom at Salamis, and a church was built there in his honor. At the Council of Nicaea in 325 ad, three bishops were representatives from Cyprus demonstrating that a strong church was established on the island.

The team traveled from Salamis to Paphos on the western end, a journey of about ninety miles, encouraging congregations of believers and preaching in synagogues along the way. Paphos first became famous when Greek mythology set the city as the home of Aphrodite, the goddess of love. When the Romans annexed Cyprus in 58 bc and later made the island its own province, Paphos became the seat of the military government.

Confronting A Faithless Adversary

It was in Paphos that the missionaries encountered their first difficulty. Verses 6-7 sets up the drama of confronting a faithless adversary,

There they met a Jewish sorcerer and false prophet named Bar-Jesus, who was an attendant of the proconsul, Sergius Paulus. The proconsul, an intelligent man, sent for Barnabas and Saul because he wanted to hear the word of God.

Cyprus was one of Rome’s senatorial provinces, and at this time it was governed by a proconsul named Sergius Paulus. (We will give a closer look at him in a moment.)  He must have heard of their evangelistic efforts and inquired about their mission. But the proconsul, like most heads of state, also had opportunists and hangers-on at his headquarters, and one of them was a magus (singular of magi from the birth of Christ) named Bar-Jesus (a Jewish name meaning “son of Joshua”) or Elymas, a practitioner of the same occult crafts as Simon Magus of Acts 8.
 

Up until now, Barnabas and Saul had been directing their ministry primarily to Jews, though I am certain they would not turn away any Gentiles interested in following Christ. Here, however, their opposition comes from a fellow Jew, which is significant.

The confrontation is recorded in verses 8-11, and notice the subtle shifts in Luke’s writing:

But Elymas the sorcerer (for that is what his name means) opposed them and tried to turn the proconsul from the faith. Then Saul, who was also called Paul, filled with the Holy Spirit, looked straight at Elymas and said, “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? Now the hand of the Lord is against you. You are going to be blind, and for a time you will be unable 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.

For the first time we see Saul step into the foreground, and Luke introduces him for the first time as Paul. Some scholars have suggested that Saul renamed himself in honor of his first distinguished convert, Sergius Paulus, but this seems merely coincidental.
 We should note that this is not a name change; it seems likely that now that Paul is moving in a predominantly Roman environment, he begins to go by his Roman name.
 As a Jewish Roman citizen, the apostle’s full name was probably “Saul Paulus,” for many Jews had both Jewish and Roman names.
 In his letters he always uses the name Paul.

And so Paul, led by the Spirit to confront Elymas’ distraction, turns his attention to this renegade Jew and, in some of the strongest language recorded from his lips, “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?” My guess is that you could have heard a pin drop immediately after those words!

Paul continues by pronouncing judgment from the Lord: blindness for a time. God’s judgment of him was fitting. For those “who put darkness for light and light for darkness” (as Isaiah 5:20 puts it) forfeit the light they originally had. “Immediately, mist and darkness (Dr. Luke uses two contemporary medical terms) came over him, and he groped about, seeking someone to lead him by the hand.” Paul must have remembered the day not many years previously when he himself had been blinded, albeit by the glory of the Lord, and been led by the hand into Damascus.
 What transpired in the life of Elymas after he was led away we do not know.

What happened here would happen repeatedly throughout Paul’s missionary journeys. Apostate Judaism would try to keep the Gospel from the Gentiles. Perhaps because this story is typical, Luke includes it at the beginning of this Gentile mission.

Converting A Fascinated Audience

Finally, verse twelve records the converting of a fascinated audience. Luke writes, “When the proconsul saw what had happened, he believed, for he was amazed at the teaching about the Lord.”
What do we know about this man? A proconsul usually reported directly to those in the Senate, who endowed him with absolute military and judicial power over a province. Proconsuls usually served a limited term as part of their political climb up the ranks, the next level being consul. In other words, Sergius Paulus was a high-ranking official in the Roman government.

Archaeology has uncovered inscriptions with the name Sergius Paulus, although scholars are divided as to whether Luke refers to Quintus Sergius Paullus,
 or Lucius Sergius Paulus, who according to an inscription in Rome was formerly a “Curator of the Banks and Beds of the Tiber,” a river and flood control commissioner, most probably prior to taking up his post in Cyprus.
 Either way, he is mentioned outside the Bible and it is interesting that Luke gives us correctly his name and title.

Luke describes him with the complimentary adjective sunétos (“intelligent”), indicating he was a man of great understanding. He was evidently weary of materialism and idolatry and was looking for a higher, more genuine spiritual reality.
 He may have been what we today call a “seeker,” someone on a personal quest for spiritual truth.
 And when he heard the word and saw the miraculous sign, he believed!

Some have argued that because no baptism is mentioned the proconsul was not truly converted, or that the missionaries “may have mistaken courtesy for conversion.”  The statement that “he believed” is plain enough and is in keeping with Luke’s general usage elsewhere in Acts. He gives no indication, as he did in relation to Simon Magus (Acts 8:13, 18ff.), that the proconsul’s faith was profession without reality.

In fact, the emphasis in verse 12 seems to be more on “the teaching about the Lord” than the miraculous sign through the hand of Paul. Too often we mistakenly think that in order to win people to Christ we must have something spectacular to offer. When a person truly comes to faith in Jesus, it will be the Word of God that convinces him or her, far more than anything magnificent or miraculous that accompanies it.

So what lessons do we learn from the first venture by Barnabas and Saul? I believe there are three.

First, when we want to share our faith in Christ, there’s no place like home. When Andrew was first introduced to Jesus, to whom did he first tell? His brother Simon. When Philip was convinced that Jesus was indeed the Messiah, where did he go first? He went and found his best friend Nathanael. Surveys have shown that between 85-90% of people who come to Christ are led to Him by a family member or friend. Why? Because trust is already there. 

I have passed out half-sheets of paper that I want you to take out right now. Notice the two columns of blank lines. I want you to take a few moments and write down the names of people you already know who, as far as you know, do not know Christ or attend church. Now, on the top line I want you to write the words, “My Mission Field.” This is where you should focus your evangelistic efforts! Begin by praying for them, and then look for opportunities to share Christ with them. There’s no place like home!

Second, when you share your faith with people you know, you will encounter opposition from the most unlikely places. When Barnabas and Saul had the opportunity to present the gospel to a Gentile government official, it was a fellow Jew that tried to get in the way! Jesus found this out in His own ministry, when His own family members and the townsfolk of Nazareth rejected what He had to say. Don’t be surprised if the very ones on your list are the hardest to bring to faith in Christ.

Third, while your focus may be on whom you already know (and who already know you), don’t pass up the opportunity to share your faith with someone you would least expect to give you an audience. As the old saying goes, “The Lord works in mysterious ways,” and that holds true in evangelism. I’m sure Barnabas and Saul were surprised when they were called before the Roman governor of Cyprus and asked about their mission. They may have been more surprised when he believed in their message!

At the beginning of the book of Acts, Jesus told His disciples in Acts 1:8, “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” Notice where the witnessing first took place—in Jerusalem. That was their home base. Then they were to expand into Judea, Samaria, and to the ends of the earth. But when it comes to starting to share the gospel, there’s no place like home.
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