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On December 16, 1944, the Battle of the Bulge began in the Ardennes Forest in western Europe. 

It was a last-ditch effort by the Germans to turn the tide of WWII back in their favor. Since D-Day on 

June 6, 1944, the Allies had been pushing the Germans back into Germany. Now the Allies were very 

close to crossing the Rhine River and entering Germany. So, with their backs against the wall, the 

Germans pulled out all the stops in order to turn the tide back in their favor.  

The Germans planned to retake the ground they had lost and cut off the Allies' supply lines. 

However, they did not push the line of the war back, nor did they cut off the Allies’ supply lines. Instead, 

their counter-offensive created a bulge that ballooned into the Allies’ line. The Germans held this line 

for about a month and then lost all the ground they had gained. 

The German response to the Allied advance was typical of any army in a war. When the enemy 

is gaining ground at some point, it becomes time to put up or shut up. It is time to do your dead level 

best to stop the loss of ground and go on the offensive. Often this does not work because it is too late. 

This is kind of what we see in Acts 13:1-12. The church has been advancing the gospel. Churches 

had been planted in Gentile territory. Jews and Gentiles were coming to faith in Jesus. The gospel was 

pushing back the darkness as people came to faith in Christ. Our enemy, the devil, was seeing his lines of 

defenses fall. He could not stand up to the advance of the gospel. 

 Now it was time for the enemy to go on the offensive. He had to make a stand, so in Acts 13:1-

12, he engages Paul and Barnabas on the frontlines. The question is: Would the Kingdom of God take the 

island of Cyprus, or would the enemy be able to stop the gospel’s advance? 

 Let’s walk through Acts 13:1-12 to get a picture of Paul and Barnabas' mission on the island of 

Cyprus. Before we get into Acts 13, look back at Acts 12:25. Acts 12:25 provides the transition in Luke’s 

narrative from following Peter and the other apostles to Paul. Verse 25 says that Barnabas and Saul 

returned from Jerusalem to Antioch and had John Mark with them.  

 In Acts 13:1-3, the church in Antioch gathered together in worship. Look who was in the church. 

Barnabas, a Jew who was a native of Cyprus. Simeon was called Niger. Niger is the Latin word for black. 

This probably means he was a black man. Then there was Lucius of Cyrene. The text says Lucius was a 

Manaen which means he was a foster brother of Herod the tetrarch. In other words, Lucius was 

adopted. Then there was Saul, who will eventually be known by his Romanized name Paul. Paul was a 

Jew from Tarsus and a former Pharisee and persecutor of the church. Of course, John Mark was with 

them as I am sure there were others. 

What we learn in this brief description of who was in the Antioch church is that the gospel had 

already penetrated the culture from top to bottom. From common folk, all the way to the families of the 

Roman politicians were beginning to trust Christ. The church in Antioch was mostly made up of Gentiles 

with a few Jews. Also, we see that the church was multi-ethnic. The gospel was penetrating the Roman 

culture. 
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Then in v. 2, we see that while they were worshiping, the Holy Spirit told them to: 

Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called 

them. 

 After they had finished fasting and praying, they laid their hands on them and sent them off.  

 It seems that very quickly after being commissioned by the Holy Spirit, v. 4 says that the church 

sent them off. They traveled down to Seleucia, got on a ship, and sailed to Cyprus. They arrived in the 

port city of Salamis, where they began to preach the gospel to the Jews in the synagogues. We also 

learn in v. 5 that Paul and Barnabas had taken Barnabas’ young cousin, John Mark, with them.  

 Verse 6 says they preached over the whole island. They went as far as Paphos. It was in Paphos 

that the enemy launched a counter-offensive.  

Paul and Barnabas met opposition from a Jewish false prophet called Bar-Jesus, who was a 

magician. The name Bar-Jesus means “son of salvation.” Verse 8 tells us that Bar-Jesus was also known 

as Elymas.  

The text says he was a magician, but he was not a magician in the way we think of a magician. 

He did not perform tricks and illusions. He didn’t pull rabbits out of a hat. A magician in that day meant 

he was an occult leader. In other words, he worshipped demons and sought the powers of darkness. 

 We also learn that Elymas worked for Sergius Paulus, who was the proconsul of the island of 

Cyprus. A proconsul was a regional governor for the Roman government. Sergius Paulus was a man with 

power, and he had authority over the whole island of Cyprus. So, for Elymas to work for him meant he 

had the ear of the most important leader on the island. Sergius Paulus was Elymas’ meal ticket. He made 

money by acting like his counselor. He most likely saw himself as the power behind the throne. 

 Yet, we see that Sergius Paulus was not an idiot. He knew something was not right. He knew his 

life was not right with God. It also seems he knew Elymas did not know the way of salvation because 

when Paul and Barnabas showed up preaching the gospel, he sent for them. He wanted to hear the life-

giving message of the gospel. He wanted to hear about Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. 

 Then we see in the last part of v. 8 that Elymas opposed the message of the gospel. He sought to 

stop the proconsul from hearing the gospel. Elymas knew the Kingdom of God was advancing and that 

he was losing ground. So, he tried to twist the message of the gospel and stop the gospel’s advance.  

 Yet, in vv. 9-11, the Apostle Paul would not allow Elymas to interfere with the preaching of the 

gospel. He looked at Elymas and condemned and cursed him for his opposition to the gospel. Look at 

what Paul said to him in vv. 10-11: 

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? 
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. 

 Paul’s words were incredibly hard, and we may even think he overreacted. But look what 

happened. Elymas was unable to corrupt the gospel, and as a result, the proconsul believed in Jesus. 

Look in v. 12: 

Then the proconsul believed, when he saw what had occurred, for he 

was astonished at the teaching of the Lord. 

 Elymas couldn’t stop the governor from believing the gospel. When Paul struck Elymas blind, he 

showed Sergius Paulus that the power of the gospel was real. However, it was not the act of power that 
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saved Paulus but the power of the gospel that brought him to faith in Christ. Verse 12 says that he was 

astonished at the teaching of the Lord. 

 Here is the main point: Just because the Holy Spirit has commissioned His people to be His 

witnesses does not mean the task will be without opposition. I want to show you four principles that we 

see in vv. 1-13. 

1. Witnesses are Commissioned from Local Churches (vv. 1-3). 

 In vv. 1-3, we find the church praying and fasting. The way I read vv. 1-3 is that the church in 

Antioch was going about the normal routine of worshipping Jesus. Then in their normal rhythm of life 

centered on the gospel, the Holy Spirit called out Paul and Barnabas to be missionaries.  

This is what the local church does. As it does its normal life of discipleship and living life 

centered on the gospel, the Holy Spirit calls his people to be witnesses. When we fast, pray, disciple 

others, and regularly gather for worship, the Holy Spirit calls out His people as missionaries to go to the 

nations, and He also calls us all up to be witnesses right where we live.  

 This may seem like a no-brainer, but it is not. I think sometimes we believe witnesses come from 

other organizations or programs. Sometimes we think we must have a special conference to raise up 

missionaries. However, what is comforting is that in the normal rhythm of church life, the Spirit calls out 

witnesses and missionaries.  

What we need to remember is that the local church is God’s plan to take the gospel to the world. 

Witnesses and missionaries come from local churches who do normal life together. 

 Think about it, when the Holy Spirit got ready to send out Paul and Barnabas, they did not have 

a missions conference or an evangelism conference or form a new organization or begin the Cooperative 

Program like we have as Great Commission Baptists. They did not start a seminary.  

No! It is from local churches where witnesses and missionaries are equipped, called, and sent 

out to the world with the gospel.  

 There is nothing wrong with organizations or conferences that help train witnesses and 

missionaries to be sent to the nations. However, the frontline for sending witnesses and missionaries is 

the local church. The local church is God’s plan for sending the gospel to the world. 

 We should never fret about who will train or send out witnesses or missionaries. As long as the 

church exists, witnesses will be commissioned and sent out to the nations and neighborhoods. 

I remember clearly sitting in a worship service one Sunday morning, and the Holy Spirit put it on 

my heart to surrender to full-time ministry. It was just a typical Sunday, but we were singing, and I heard 

the gospel preached, and I remember the Lord impressing on my heart that this was what He wanted 

me to do--to preach the gospel. Then I told my pastor, and he and others began to work with me to 

prepare me for full-time ministry. 

Perhaps this is you. You come to worship Sunday in and Sunday out, and then on some 

particular Sunday, the Spirit of God impresses on your heart that you are called to go to the nations as a 

missionary or called to go into full-time vocational ministry or to take the gospel to the neighborhood 

right where you live. You don’t know exactly how to do it, but you know you need to begin moving your 

life in that direction. 

2. Witnesses are Sent on Mission (vv. 1-5). 
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 It’s not enough to be commissioned, but witnesses must be sent. They must go. In vv. 1-5, we 

learn that after Paul and Barnabas are sent out by the church, they leave where they lived and went 

where God had called them to go.  

Then the church laid hands on them to send them out. The laying on of hands did not impart any 

kind of special gift. It was simply the way the local church said, “Brothers, we are with you in this great 

endeavor. As you go, we go. We are part of you, and our hearts go with you. We will pray for you and 

support you.” 

 We have done this more than once here at Grand as we send individuals and families out with 

the gospel. It is my prayer that we continue to teach and disciple so that we will see the Holy Spirit 

commission and send out and more students, adults, and families to take the gospel to the nations from 

our little local church.  

3. Witnesses will Face Opposition (vv. 6-11). 

 In vv. 6-11, we see that not long after they arrive, they begin to encounter opposition. My gut 

feeling is that even before they had this encounter with Elymas, the magician, things were already 

difficult.  

Let’s face it, traveling in the first century was not easy. They did not have our modern travel 

conveniences. Perhaps you know, as I do, that even with our modern travel conveniences that travel for 

mission work is still not easy. 

 Nevertheless, we learn that they went to the island of Cyprus. Now, going to Cyprus in the first 

century was considered a real treat. It actually was a vacation destination. Cyprus was called the Happy 

Isle because of its perfect climate and abundant resources. Going to Cyprus was like traveling to Hawaii 

or the Caribbean. 

 However, on the Happy Isle, they had an unhappy encounter with an occult leader. As I 

mentioned earlier, Elymas, the magician, was a Jewish false prophet and practiced demonic occult 

magic. He worked for Sergius Paulus, who was the governor of the island.  

 Sergius Paulus was an intelligent man who was seeking truth. He had heard that Paul and 

Barnabas were preaching the gospel of Jesus Christ, and so he wanted to meet them and hear the 

gospel. Elymas did not want him to hear the gospel because he knew if he heard it, then he would 

believe it, and his gravy train would be gone. He would also be outed as a false prophet and lose his 

source of income and position of influence on the island.  

 So, in order to stop the governor from hearing the gospel, he began to work against Paul and 

Barnabas. He began to say things to the proconsul to turn him away from Christ. But Paul would not 

allow Elymas to twist the gospel.  

 Micah 3:9 must have come to Paul’s mind because he applied the prophet’s words to Elymas 

when he condemned him. Micah 3:9 says: 

Hear this; you heads of the house of Jacob and rulers of the house of 

Israel, who detest justice and make crooked all that is straight. 

 Yet, Paul’s words were much more direct and also given with a curse, so that struck Elymas blind 

for a period of time. This may seem harsh to us, but we must remember that the Apostle Paul knew the 

value of being struck blind by the Lord. It was being struck blind by Jesus that led him to faith in Jesus. 

Perhaps Paul thought that being stuck blind might wake Elymas up. 



 5 

 Nevertheless, by striking Elymas blind, it cleared away the opposition to the gospel. Now Sergius 

Paulus could hear the message accurately taught. It was the clear teaching of the gospel that astonished 

him and led him to trust Christ.  

 I want us to consider two kinds of opposition that we will face as we are witnesses and 

missionaries.  

The first kind of opposition is Difficulty. Remember that John Mark was on this trip with Paul and 

Barnabas. Acts 15:38 says that in Pamphylia, Mark left Paul and Barnabas. In other words, before the 

trip was finished, he left them and went home. We learn that later when Barnabas wanted to go back 

and strengthen the church where they had been that he wanted to take Mark with them. However, Paul 

did not want to take him because he had left them in Pamphylia. Paul and Barnabas parted ways over 

this disagreement. 

 Friends, mission work is hard and dangerous work. Even short-term trips are hard. However, 

leaving your home country and moving to another country for the sake of the gospel is even harder. 

Everything you are familiar with is gone, and life becomes very difficult. 

 You see, John Mark was kind of like many modern American Christians who want to do mission 

work. He grew up with a privileged life. He probably thought going on a mission trip with his older 

cousin Barnabas might be fun.  

Many young modern Christians missionaries romanticize mission work. They envision success by 

simply showing up on the field, teaching the gospel, and then seeing people come to faith in Christ. 

However, it rarely works that way.  

Usually, it is difficult from the very beginning. Travel is harsh, and supplies are in short supply. 

Sleep does not come easy, and then sickness hits. There are language barriers. Friends, the difficulty is 

the most basic opposition we will face as witnesses and missionaries.  

 However, when we think back to John Mark, the good news is that he eventually learned to 

temper his expectations. He learned to trust God and persevere through the difficulties. He learned that 

although mission work is difficult and there is much opposition, Christ is faithful.  

 We learn later from Paul’s letters that Paul and Mark eventually reconciled. Mark actually 

became very helpful to Paul. Mark continued to do mission work with Barnabas, and later, he connected 

with the Apostle Peter penned Peter’s account of Jesus’ life called the Gospel of Mark.  

Mark is an excellent example for us of how a young missionary begins his mission work, makes 

mistakes, repents, recovers, and grows up in his faith. Then he keeps moving forward with Christ even 

when it is difficult. 

 The second opposition we will face is direct confrontation. Like the Allies in WWII in the Battle of 

Bulge learned. The enemy does not take kindly to losing ground. When this happens, the enemy will 

step up its attacks.  

 Paul and Barnabas were on the front lines of the battle. As they spoke the truth of the gospel, 

Elymas was not going to allow the gospel to be proclaimed without opposition. What we learn very 

quickly is that to speak the truth of the gospel can be very costly and put you on the frontlines of the 

spiritual battle. Sometimes when we are witnesses, we will receive outright attacks. To obey Christ and 

go as a witness and a missionary can be very costly.1  

 
1 R. Kent Hughes, Preaching the Word: Acts, 178. 
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 Bottom line: There is a cost for obeying Christ and serving His church. Friends, if you never share 

your faith, you will never look like a fool. If you never stand for righteousness on biblical social justice 

issues like abortion, you will never be rejected. If you never reach out to the needy, you will never be 

taken advantage of. If you never pour your heart out for those broken by sin, you will never have your 

heartbroken. If you never go to the nations, then you will never have to say goodbye to your family, you 

will never have to put your childrens’ lives at risk, and never wreck your health serving God. 

Brothers and sisters, if you never go to Cyprus, you will never experience the difficulty of 

mission work. If you never go to Cyprus, you will never be confronted by Satan and spiritual warfare. If 

you never go to Cyprus, you will never have to lay it on the line by taking up your cross and following 

Jesus into a difficult situation.  

However, if you never go to Cyprus, you will never experience the power of God at work in you. 

You will never taste the joy of seeing the Lord save the lost. You will never be part of the spiritual 

victory.2 This work of the Holy Spirit leads us to our last point 

4. Witnesses will See Salvation (v. 12). 

 The last work of the Holy Spirit we see in our text is that the Spirit saves the lost as we proclaim 

the gospel. Look at v. 12 again: 

Then the proconsul believed, when he saw what had occurred, for he 

was astonished at the teaching of the Lord. 

 Although Paul and Barnabas encountered opposition to the message of the gospel, which did 

not prevent the Holy Spirit from bringing salvation to Sergius Paulus, Paul’s condemnation stunned the 

proconsul. Still, it was the teaching of the gospel that astonished the governor and brought him to 

saving faith. 

When we persevere in proclaiming the gospel, we will see the Holy Spirit do amazing things. 

Brothers and sisters, let’s keep proclaiming the gospel to those who have yet to believe. Let’s not grow 

weary in doing good, for in due time, we will see a bountiful harvest. Let’s stick to the task and see it 

through to the end so that we see Jesus save the lost. He calls us to join Him. He will do the work. All we 

need to do is go and share the simple but astonishing message of the gospel. 

 So, what do we do when we face the opposition of our enemy who wants to take back the 

ground that has been lost? When our enemy tries to keep us from advancing the gospel into his territory 

and retake the ground he has lost, this is what we should do: 

Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might. 11 Put on 

the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the 

schemes of the devil. 12 For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, 

but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic 

powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in 

the heavenly places. 13 Therefore take up the whole armor of God, that 

you may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to 

stand firm. 14 Stand therefore, having fastened on the belt of truth, and 

having put on the breastplate of righteousness, 15 and, as shoes for your 

feet, having put on the readiness given by the gospel of peace. 16 In all 

 
2 Ibid. 
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circumstances take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish 

all the flaming darts of the evil one; 17 and take the helmet of salvation, 

and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God, 18 praying at all 

times in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication. To that end, keep 

alert with all perseverance, making supplication for all the saints. 

 So, when we are in the heat of the battle, and perhaps there is a bulge in our line, and it seems 

like the enemy is regaining ground, we must strengthen our hearts with Jesus words to Peter:  

And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock [the rock of the gospel] I 

will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it. 


