
Acts 13

A historic moment in American space travel occurred 
when our first space craft was finally moved to the 
launching pad. Scientists took special care as they 
placed the delicate skyrocket in position. After 
the countdown, the engines ignited, and the first 
space craft blasted into orbit. All subsequent space 
exploration owes its success to that first initial 
successful launch. 

Did you know that God has His own launching pad 
for His church? Acts 13 records the long-awaited 
momentous hour in the church’s history when God 
launched His church into missionary orbit. And, 
while they were not conquering the unreached 
corners of space, their mission included carrying the 
Gospel to the unreached corners of the globe. 

We’re now beginning the third and final division of 
Acts, as we discovered in the beginning of our study 
(1:8). The first seven chapters primarily focused 
upon Jerusalem. Then in chapters 8 through 12 
we observed the church expanding to Judea and 
Samaria. Beginning in chapter 13 the missionary 
journeys of Paul take us to Rome itself as the Gospel 
saturates the uttermost parts of the earth.

As we explore chapter 13, the following outline will 
serve as our guide:

I.  The Church’s Unique Mission (vv. 1-4)
II.   The Church’s Uncompromising 

Message (vv. 5-52)

Ever wonder where foreign missions came from? Welcome 
to the first foreign missions festival! It’s found in the first 
four verses of this chapter. Here we find the basic principles 
all churches are to follow in taking the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ to the ends of the earth. That is our mandate, our 
mission from Jesus Christ. Our Gospel was given to us as a 
sacred deposit, a deposit bearing tremendous responsibility. 
Therefore, we need to learn how the foreign missionary 
movement was launched. 

First, let’s observe the church of God (vv. 1-2a). The missionary 
movement began with the church of God. We’ve noticed in 
earlier chapters that Simon Peter was primarily the central 
figure. A sudden shift took place at this point. Paul became 
the central figure. Before, Jerusalem remained the primary 
focus, now Antioch became the base, the primary center of 
occupation. Jerusalem may have been the mother church, 
but Antioch was indelibly marked as the missionary 
church.

Some believe the 
reason Antioch 
s u r p a s s e d 
Jerusalem as 
the missionary 
church was 
because Jerusalem 
became narrow 
in outlook and 
restricted in its 
activity. In other 
words, it lost its 
missionary zeal, its evangelistic fervor, and its soul winning 
activity. And when it did, God moved on. A question 
relevant to every church today is this: has the church 
lost its evangelistic fervor, its soul winning activity, or its 
missionary zeal? Unfortunately too many churches must 
answer “yes” to all three questions. And, for the church that 
does answer “yes,” it is not too much to raise the question 
 — has God moved on?

I.  The Church’s Unique Mission   
(vv. 1-4)

Let’s Begin
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Is Your Church on Mission?

Reflection Connection
What comes to your mind 
when you hear the term “mis-
sionary church”? Explain. 
Would you describe your 
church as a missionary church? 
Why or why not? Be prepared 
to discuss this with the entire 
group.
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Today prophets
speak the 
Word of God 
to the people 
from the Bible. 

God used the church of Antioch for a period of years. History tells us formalism 
then crept into the church and God moved on. From that point Ephesus became 
the center of missionary activity. For a period of time it was from Ephesus 
that God’s Gospel went out in tremendous power. But you remember what 
happened in Ephesus, don’t you? The Bible tells us that the church of Ephesus 
lost its first love (Rev. 2:4). It fell out of love with Jesus. Imagine that! It fell out 
of love with both men and God. 

Consequently, God moved on. The same circular judgment upon the church is 
repeated many times over in history. From Rome to Germany, from Germany 
to England, and from England to America the story is similar: God intends on 
using the church filled with fire for the Gospel, focused on winning souls to 
Christ. When such a fire burns out, God moves on.

Looking at the Antioch church, we note 
the unique leadership involved—five 
men in particular. Luke writes, “Now 
there were in the church that was at 
Antioch certain prophets and teachers; 
as Barnabas, and Simeon that was 
called Niger, and Lucius of Cyrene, and 
Manaen, which had been brought up 
with Herod the tetrarch, and Saul” (v. 1). 
Being from different lands with different 
cultures, they were probably also of 
different occupations. Yet they were all brought together in the body of Jesus 
Christ. Note, a New Testament church is a people’s church, a church where anyone 
can feel accepted. God blesses churches like that in two special ways. 

First, the Lord bestows upon leaders unique abilities —there were prophets and 
teachers. Prophets in those days were unusual men, selected by God to speak the 
literal word to the people. The New Testament canon had not been completed. 
Today prophets speak the Word of God to the people from the Bible. 

Second, the church is blessed by uniform worship. In verse 2 we’re told they 
ministered to the Lord and fasted. And when it says they ministered to the 
Lord, it’s a word from which we get our word “liturgy.” It means the activity 
of a priest conducting worship, bringing the people into the presence of God. 
In addition, fasting means to do without food for a period of time in order to 
engage in spiritual activity. Thus the Word of God and prayer (with fasting) are 
two commodities the church cannot do without.

Second, let’s observe the call of God (v. 2b). The Spirit of God is not shy about 
speaking to the church of God. But the church must listen. Luke writes of the 
Spirit’s direction to the church, “As they ministered to the Lord, and fasted, the 
Holy Ghost said, Separate me Barnabas and Saul for the work whereunto I 
have called them” (v. 2).

Here’s the reality: The Lord will not fail to call some to missionary activity, the call 
of which is initiated by the Holy Spirit. He does this; we cannot do this ourselves. 
Did He call them in an audible voice? The Bible does not say. However, we 
remain confident He did it in such a way that they knew beyond question. 
Barnabas and Saul did not put themselves into this thing. It was not some 
program the church decided; instead, it came down from heaven.

Reflection Connection
Do you think the Holy Spirit 
speaks specifically to each indi-
vidual church today? Give clear 
reasons for your answer.
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II.  The Church’s Uncompromising Message   
(vv. 5-52)

Note, God calls people into His work. Is this not what the Apostle Paul meant 
when he wrote, “And I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who hath enabled me, for 
that he counted me faithful, putting me into the ministry” (1 Tim.1:12)? God 
put him in the ministry. The Lord announced the call; the Lord initiated it.

Know also that the call was not 
only announced by God, the call was 
authenticated by the saints. The church 
authenticated the call. The Spirit said, 
“separate me.” And who was to do the 
separating? The church of course! In 
other words, God calls, but the church 
confirms. If God has called you, there should be some authenticating ministry 
on the part of the church. There should be some recognition on the part of 
the church that you’ve been called of God to preach or called of God to be a 
missionary. Three times “separate” is used in relation to the apostle Paul. Paul 
says the Lord separated me from my mother’s womb (Gal. 1:15). Also, he was 
separated unto the Gospel of Christ (Rom. 1:1). Now the Spirit of God says 
about Paul, “Separate me Barnabas and Saul.” The word “separate” means to 
take someone and put them on a new horizon. It means to expand horizons. 

Third, let’s observe the commission of God (vv. 3-4). After the missionaries were 
authenticated by the church, they were consecrated and commissioned to take 
the Gospel around the world. Luke wrote, “And when they had fasted and 
prayed, and laid their hands on them, they sent them away. So they, being sent 
forth by the Holy Ghost, departed unto Seleucia; and from thence they sailed 
to Cyprus”(vv. 3-4). Not only did the church send them, but the Holy Spirit 
sent them as well. Thus, there was a Divine cooperation taking place. Some go; 
many stay. Not all are called to go to a foreign field. However, this doesn’t excuse 
one’s responsibility to be a witness at home.

Reflection Connection
If everyone is a missionary, 
how is one a missionary in 
one’s neighborhood? Or at one’s 
work? Ask the pastor or one of 
his associates to lead a short 
discussion about being a mis-
sionary in your own backyard.

The church’s unique mission was launched. As the exploration began, the first 
place they went was the island of Cyprus out in the Mediterranean Sea. The 
island of Cyprus was Barnabas’ hometown. So Paul and Barnabas began their 
first missionary journey by going there. A young man named John was one of 
their assistants (v. 5). Traveling further they met a magician whose name was 
Bar-jesus which also meant “Elymas”, or sorcerer (vv. 7-8), who did everything he 
could to keep Sergius Paulus, who had an open heart about Jesus, from coming 
to faith. 

Yet, God gave the Apostle Paul miraculous insight and power. As Elymas 
withstood Paul and Barnabas, seeking to turn away the deputy from the faith, 
the apostle looked him in the eye and said, “O full of all subtlety and all mischief, 
thou child of the devil, thou enemy of all righteousness, wilt thou not cease to 
pervert the right ways of the Lord?” (v. 10). Then blindness struck Elymas (v. 
11).

God calls, but 
the church 
confirms. 
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Isn’t it amazing how a man filled with the Spirit of God deals with an enemy of 
the Gospel? When Christ anoints a man as a missionary to preach His Gospel 
nothing can stand in the way!

As a result, John Mark departed from them and went back to Jerusalem. Perhaps 
fear got the best of him. Or maybe he simply could not take the pressure of 
ministry. Paul was sold out for Jesus and he wanted everyone else to be sold out 
for the Lord. Apparently John Mark was just not ready. 

As we follow the apostle Paul’s message, we immediately comprehend the 
church’s uncompromising message. In fact, that’s why the church of the New 
Testament was so successful. Their 
message remained uncompromised with 
the world. Paul had three major themes 
in his sermon on salvation in this chapter. 
In verse 16, Luke wrote, “Then Paul stood 
up, and beckoning with his hand said, 
Men of Israel, and ye that fear God, give 
attendance.”

First, salvation is promised (vv. 16-25). 
The Apostle Paul knew his Bible. And, 
Paul knew something so many of his 
fellow Jewish people had not discovered. 
The Old Testament made no sense until 
Jesus Christ came. Jesus is the key to 
proper Old Testament understanding. 
Beginning in verse 16, the apostle made a brief but sweeping sketch of Jewish 
history. Starting with the Exodus from Egypt he transitioned to the Kingdom 
under David. There is one theme: man’s failure; God’s faithfulness. Or another 
way to say it is man’s predicament; God’s promise.

The promise of salvation is pictured in Paul’s historical sketch with four 
particular images. The first image comes from Exodus — a lamb. Here we are 
reminded that our salvation depends on another and not ourselves. But not just 
any other; instead, we are saved by the blood of another: “a lamb, the lamb, your 
lamb” (cp. Exod. 12:3-5, 7). Scripture emphatically declares that Jesus Christ 
is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world ( John 1:29). Hence, 
through Jesus’ death we are saved by faith in His blood (1 Pet.1:18).

The first snapshot of salvation is pictured by a lamb. The second, however, is 
pictured by a look. For this caption, Paul turned to the Hebrew children in the 
wilderness, “And the LORD said unto Moses, Make thee a fiery serpent, and 
set it upon a pole: and it shall come to pass, that every one that is bitten, when 
he looketh upon it, shall live. And Moses made a serpent of brass, and put it 
upon a pole, and it came to pass, that if a serpent had bitten any man, when he 
beheld the serpent of brass, he lived” (Num. 21:8-9). Within months after God 
miraculously delivered the Hebrew people from Egyptian bondage, the people’s 
faith grew stone cold. Their attitude was disturbing.

Consequently, God sent judgment in the form of serpents, whose bite was 
deadly to many people. As a remedy, Moses was instructed to make a brass 
likeness of the vipers and place it on a pole. Then, the proclamation was made 

Reflection Connection
Why do you think so many 
people believe their own good 
works save them? Explain. If 
someone were to ask you, what 
does it mean to be saved by 
grace through faith in the blood 
of Jesus, how do you think you 
would answer? Be prepared to 
share your thoughts with the 
entire group.

When Christ 
anoints a man 
as a missionary 
to preach His 
Gospel nothing 
can stand in 
the way!
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that whoever had been bitten by the poisonous serpents could look to Moses’ 
brass serpent and live. Whereas in the first snapshot of salvation, we learned 
that we are saved by the blood of another; in this visual, we are reminded that 
salvation comes to us by the bruising of another. If we are saved, it will be because 
we look to the Lord Jesus and no other. Sin has a serum and it flows from the 
cross of Jesus Christ ( John 3:14-16).

The third picture of salvation Paul paints for us is land. For 40 years Israel 
wandered in the wilderness. Afterward God was ready to take them into a new 
land, a land flowing with milk and honey, the land of Canaan ( Josh. 5:13-15). 
Joshua stood tall as God’s general. Moses had a purpose specifically given to 
him by God. When he passed off the scene, Joshua stood up to fight for Israel. 
The clear lesson we learn about God’s promise of salvation is that we receive it 
through the battling of another.

The fourth and final picture of promised salvation is a leader (cp. Deut. 18:18). 
Once Israel established themselves in the new land, a Kingdom was born. In 
addition, the golden age was experienced when David sat on the throne. The 
promise of God’s salvation is ratified by the birth of another (Luke 2:11).

Second, salvation is provided (vv. 26-37). God sent Jesus to provide salvation. It 
was through Him Israel as well as the entire world would be delivered. Such 
was Paul’s secret as he read the Old Testament and observed its exact fulfillment 
in Jesus of Nazareth. Salvation’s fulfillment was clearly seen in His crucifixion. 
He came into a world with a prescribed path which ended in a bloody cross. 
His itinerary was written far in advance. At the cross Jesus purchased our 
salvation: “God was in Christ reconciling the world unto Himself ” (2 Cor. 5:19). 
Furthermore, the promise of salvation was fulfilled in His resurrection. He took 
the penalty for our sin which meant death. Then, He conquered that penalty by 
coming out of the tomb (Rom. 10:9)!

Finally, salvation is presented (vv. 38-52). What does salvation bring to your life? 
Does being a Christian really make a difference? According to the Bible it does! 
Salvation brings remission. Our biggest problems are not economic. Nor are 
they vocational or even health issues. Instead our problems are caused by sin. 
Salvation remedies sin. Second, salvation brings righteousness. In other words, 
not only are our sins removed through remission, our souls are restored to God’s 
favor through righteousness (cp. Rom. 3:24, 28; 5:9).

Wrap Up
None of us are worthy of the great and gracious salvation God gives. The 
good news is that doesn’t even matter. We don’t have to be worthy. In fact, 
if we think we are worthy, that is positive proof we’ve never experienced 
the grace of God. People try many things to make themselves acceptable 
to God. Whether it’s good works, good behavior, good beliefs or whatever. 
Nothing earns our relationship to God except the death of God’s own Son. 
By faith, today receive what Christ has done for you.

Golden Greek Nugget
Luke uses the term “minister” 
to describe the work of a man 
named John Mark. So often in 
our day when we hear the term 
“minister” we think of a pastor, 
or a music minister, or youth 
minister, or perhaps a children’s 
minister. The Greek word Luke 
used literally translates “under 
rower.” It was used primarily as 
one of many on a team of men 
who rowed the larger boats. In 
that sense, it was another word 
for “helper” or “assistant.” John 
Mark’s primary focus was to 
assist Paul and Barnabas in their 
ministry. Unfortunately, John 
Mark was not up to the task 
on this journey. Later, Mark 
would become very useful to 
the Apostle Paul’s work (2 Tim. 
4:11).

Reflection Connection
Do you think there is sig-
nificance to the land of Israel 
today? Why or why not? Is there 
still a Divine purpose for Israel’s 
future? Explain.


