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ATTRACTING ATTENTION; CONVICTING THE HEART 
Acts 13:4-12 

 
SERMON NOTES FOR LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 

Today’s passage tells us of the beginning of Paul’s first missionary journey. It shows the 
methodology of Barnabas and Saul: go to a familiar territory and target the Jews, knowing 
that you will also attract the Gentiles. But it also shows us how Barnabas and Paul dealt 
with spiritual opposition in the person of Elymas. When we get to that part of today’s 
text, you may be surprised to see what it was that made the difference in their 
presentation of the gospel. 
 
Modern Christians are drawn to the spectacular. In so many ways we have been formed 
more by popular culture than by Biblical culture. We like splashy, explosive events that 
lead to showdowns; hence the popularity of all the reality television shows. We like 
dramatic events and conflict that is easily resolved within a reasonable time period.  
 
Too many modern Christians will think that the importance of this story is found in the 
way that Paul dramatically addresses Elymas and pronounces judgment on him. All of 
that happened and all of it was necessary. But the true story is found in the summary 
sentence in verse 12: Sergius Paulus was astonished at the teaching of the Lord. That is 
what led to him believing the gospel. The spectacular signs and wonders got his attention, 
but it was the word that converted him. And behind it all, the event that made the word 
stick with him was the prayer and fasting in Antioch that had preceded this missionary 
journey and that was probably continuing even as Barnabas and Saul were now on their 
journey.  
 
Prayer, fasting and the constant employment of the word of God; that is where true 
spiritual power is found and where true spiritual warfare takes place. 

 
Signs and wonders may attract attention but the Word of God convicts the heart. 

 
 
I. THE JOURNEY BEGINS – 13:4-5 
 

Barnabas and Saul traveled to familiar territory as they begin their journey. Luke does 
not record whether or not the Holy Spirit specifically directed Barnabas and Saul to 
Cyprus, but that was the direction they traveled when they left Antioch. Commentators 
tells us that Seleucia was 16 miles from Antioch and Cyprus was 60 miles away.  
 
David Peterson makes the following four points about why they may have chosen Cyprus. 

 
 The homeland of Barnabas. 
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 An important mining and trading center. 
 A convenient stopover point for a sea journey to what is now southern Turkey. 
 The word had already been spread among the Jews there – Acts 11:19 

 
When they arrived in Salamis, Barnabas and Saul preached to the Jews first but they also 
attracted the attention of the Gentiles. They boldly proclaimed the word of God in the 
synagogues. The Greek makes it clear that this was clear preaching of the gospel; it was 
not the “gospel whispering” that we have seen believers do at other times in this book. 
But why preach in the synagogues? 
 
Barnabas and Saul were coming from the metropolitan area of Antioch and from a church 
that had both Jewish and Gentile believers. They were quite comfortable with Gentiles 
coming to faith but their first act was to proclaim the word of God in the synagogues of 
the Jews. 
 
A number of years ago I served under a pastor who commented that, even though Paul 
was the apostle to the Gentiles, he was always going to the Jews. His thought was this was 
a bad habit of Paul’s; he just couldn’t shake himself away from seeking the salvation of 
his countrymen. Was that view correct? 
 
Not necessarily. F. F. Bruce says Paul’s was not a methodology of emotional dependency 
but a methodology based on theology. As Paul stated in his letter to the Romans, the 
gospel was for the Jew first and then for the Gentile. He sought to be obedient to God’s 
order for salvation by seeking out the Jews before turning to the Gentiles. He was being 
obedient to God’s revealed will. (Romans 1:16) 
 
Paul is acting out of his theological convictions. But there is another reason why he 
preaches in the synagogues first. In going to the Jews first, he discovered among the 
Gentiles the “God-seekers” and the “God-fearing” and the “devout converts to Judaism” 
who eagerly embraced the gospel. They embraced the gospel even more eagerly than did 
the Jews because they realized they did not have to become Jews in order to become 
Christians. 
 
John Mark is assisting Barnabas and Saul. His function with the team on this trip was to 
be a helper. He was a subordinate authority, an assistant. He was involved in ministry 
with them but he was operating at the same level as Barnabas and Saul. 

 
Barnabas and Saul were always training young men for the ministry. We, also, should be 
always training. Too often we give in to the temptation to do the work ourselves because 
we are focused on the idols of efficiency and accomplishment. We should constantly look 
for opportunities to train; sometimes by doing something new but often by teaching new 
people how to do what we do. 
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Luke does not give us a great deal of detail about the ministry in the synagogues in 
Salamis. Luke’s account focuses on the basics of what Barnabas and Saul were doing. But 
that is about to change when the scene moves to Paphos. 

 
Paphos is the capitol of Cyprus. There, Sergius Paulus serves as the proconsul. We know 
from the text that he wanted to hear the word of God. It may even have been that he had 
summoned Barnabas and Saul to Paphos so he could hear the message they were 
proclaiming. But before they could speak directly with him, they would have to deal with 
the devilish distraction of Elymas the magician. 

 
II.  SPIRITUAL OPPOSITION – 13:6-12 

 
ELYMAS IS A POSEUR – 13:6-8 

 
We don’t know if Elymas was the first one to oppose Barnabas and Saul on this journey, 
or if there had been others. But his opposition was significant and is a great lesson for us 
to consider.  

 
There are a couple of descriptions that tell us right off the bat that Elymas was trouble.  

 
First of all, he is said to be a magician. The word that is used for “magician” is from the 
same word that is used to describe the three wise men who sought out Jesus after his 

birth: “magos” and “magi.” But his magic was not of the same level and type as their 

magic. They were probably astrologers who studied the skies and the stars. Elymas was 
more of a street level magician, someone who ran con games to fool people into thinking 
that he was somebody who could conjure up great power upon demand. He relied on 
bluster and slight-of-hand to fool people. Elymas is more sorcerer than friendly magician. 
No wonder Paul’s rebuke of him is so strong. (Bruce) 

 
Second, Luke tells us that he was a “false prophet.” Not in the sense that he was able to 
prophesy and, maybe, get some things wrong. But in the sense that he claimed the ability 
to speak God’s thoughts when he was nowhere near knowing what God’s thoughts would 
be. He purported to speak in the name of the Lord when he had no such authority. (Bruce) 

 
Third, his name was bar-Jesus. His name was probably bar-Joshua, since Jesus is the NT 
version of the name Joshua. But Luke may be recording his name as bar-Jesus to highlight 
the fact that he was a devilish alternative to the true Savior. (Peterson) 

 
David Peterson makes a great point. The words “Jewish” and “sorcerer” do not belong 
together. God had strictly prohibited his people from getting involved with magic and the 
occult – Deut 18:10; 2 Kings 17:17; Jer 27:9; Ezek 12:24. 

 
Barnabas and Saul did not encounter false prophets at every synagogue but here they 
did. Why? Probably because of the presence of Sergius Paulus. Deceivers are drawn to 
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people in power. They attach themselves for their own personal benefit. This man was 
an apostate Jew who used the power of the court for his own benefit. (Peterson) 

 
SERGIUS PAULUS IS INTERESTED IN THE WORD – 13:7 

 
As proconsul, Sergius Paulus was the highest political leader in that area. Historians tells 
us that he was a member of a noble family that had distinguished itself through its service 
to the empire. (Bruce) 

 
He is described by Luke as being a man of intelligence. The word used for intelligence 
means “being able to understand with discernment, intelligence, sagacious, wise, with 
good sense.” There was something about what he had heard that made him want to hear 
more of the message. (Peterson) 

 
Either he had summoned Barnabas and Saul to Paphos because he had heard of their 
ministry in Salamis, or else he had heard about them once they arrived in Paphos. But 
either way, he was interested in hearing about Jesus.  

 
But the question I ask is, If Sergius Paulus is a man of intelligence, why is he allowing a 
Jewish false prophet to hang around him? Elymas was a hanger-on, a sycophant; one who 
received some of his status from his relationship to the proconsul? Elymas stayed close 
to Sergius Paulus at his own initiative, not at Sergius Paulus’ request or need. Why would 
he tolerate such a man in his entourage? Sergius Paulus may have seen Elymas as a 
harmless distraction, but in fact, Elymas held the potential to distract Sergius from 
hearing the gospel. 

 
ELYMAS OPPOSES THE WORD – 13:8 

 
Elymas engaged in active opposition to the word of God. It was not simply resistance. 
He was resolute in his opposition to Paul.  

 
Elymas tried to turn Sergius Paulus away from the word. We are not told the specifics of 
what Elymas was doing, but we are told the manner in which he was doing it. It was 
continuous action; he was doing everything he could to keep him away from the faith.  

 
This in keeping with other accounts of spiritual opposition that Luke gives us in Acts. 

 
a.  Acts 8:9-13, 18-24 – Peter in Samaria. 

 
b.  Acts 16:16-21 – Paul in Philippi. 

 
c.  Acts 19:13-20 – Paul in Ephesus. 

 
Elymas was probably desperate to distract Sergius Paulus because he could see that his 
position was severely at risk. (Peterson) 
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PAUL ENGAGES IN SPIRITUAL WARFARE WITH ELYMAS – 13:9-11 
 

Paul experienced an extraordinary filling of the Holy Spirit that empowered him for 
spiritual warfare. The phrase “filled with the Holy Spirit” does not indicate that Paul had 
not been filled with the Spirit earlier. But Luke uses it to designate a special “filling” that 
enabled him to do and say what he was about to do and say. At that moment he needed a 
special filling of the Holy Spirit; God gave it to him. 

 
Paul declared God’s hand of judgment on Elymas and pronounced a temporary judgment 
on him. 

 
Paul addressed Elymas’ evil intention and purpose. He said: 

 
1)  You son of the devil. The devil is called the “father of lies.” Elymas’ word cannot be 

trusted. 
 

2)  You enemy of all righteousness 
 
3)   Full of all deceit and villainy. To be full of deceit means to engage in craftiness and 

underhanded methods to get what you want. To be full of villainy to be 
unscrupulous, willing to defraud others for your own personal gain. 

 
He charged him with the evil nature of his opposition. “Will you not stop making crooked 
the straight paths of the Lord?” 
 
Paul’s accusations are made in rapid fire fashion, with the most damning accusation 
coming in the final phase, “perverting the straight paths of the Lord.” But in reality, what 
else can Elymas do, when every descriptor of him we have is that of a crooked man? 

 
Paul pronounced a sentence on Elymas. The hand of the Lord is upon you. It is not 
Barnabas and Saul that Elymas has been opposing, but God himself.  

 
The seriousness of the pronouncement of judgment is seen in the repetition that Paul 
uses as he pronounces it on Elymas. Emphatic reference to Elymas’ blindness: (1) blind 
(2) unable to see; stacked on top of each other. A harsh judgment befitting of his 
transgression.  

 
But note that this was not a lasting judgment but a temporary judgment. His blindness 
would be for a season. His blindness was for an appointed time; he was not struck 
permanently blind. Some commentators think this was a judgment that was intended to 
get Elymas’ attention and to give him time to think about who it was he was opposing. It 
is somewhat ironic that it is Paul, who had come to faith in Christ during his time of 
blindness, who would be pronouncing the same type of judgment on Elymas.  
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God upheld Paul’s pronouncement of judgment by immediately striking Elymas blind. 
Elymas had to resort to asking for help from others to take him and guide him by the 
hand.  

 
How quickly the mighty and the proud fall. Elymas had been boisterously working against 
God’s purpose and in an instant he is humbled by God (and forced to acknowledge the 
truth of what he had been trying to pervert.) 

 
God both pronounced judgment on Elymas’ sin but he also showed his mercy, by making 
his blindness effective for a temporary period of time. Though judged Elymas was being 
given a period of time in which he could repent.  

 
In the same way, there is a time coming for each of us to acknowledge Jesus’ name as the 
name above every other name. We will either do it willingly or unwillingly – Phil 2:9-11 

 
SERGIUS PAULUS BELIEVES THE GOSPEL – 13:12 

 
Sergius Paulus observed this scene as it played out in front of him. This was a power 
struggle and a demonstration of “signs and wonders” in public, not in private. 

 
This is a very important point to note at this point in the story: Sergius Paulus saw the 
miracle and was impressed, but it was the teaching of the Lord that astonished him. He 
saw the confrontation and the miracle but it was the teaching of the Lord that caused him 
to believe. 

 
Which is interesting to note because Luke does not tell us how much Barnabas and Paul 
had been able to say before Elymas interrupted. But however much it was, it was 
sufficient to bring him to conviction. 

 
God may not give signs and wonders to accompany his Word but his Word is what 
changes hearts, not signs and wonders. 

 
Consider these two observations that David Peterson makes. 

 
It should be remembered that even in Acts the signs are rare and are usually related to 
the movement of the gospel into some new area, the overcoming of some form of 
spiritual opposition, or the winning of some particularly significant figure for Christ. 

 
The overall message of Acts is that the work of God is advanced in the world by Spirit-
filled messengers who proclaim the gospel faithfully and boldly. A sustained and 
concentrated ministry of prayer is a key to effective evangelism and will be essential if 
the influence of false prophets, astrology and the occult are to be overcome. From time 
to time, God in his sovereign grace may grant special, supernatural answers to such 
prayer in the form of accompanying signs.  
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APPLICATION  
 

PREACH THE GOSPEL TO DISCOVER THE SEEKER 
 
In the early days of SCF we used to have long discussions about the “right to relationship.” 
The context for these discussions was the debate over confrontational gospel versus 
relational evangelism. We were very much in tune with wanting to share the gospel 
relationally, but we took it too far. We might go years building a relationship with 
someone before we would ever open our mouth and share the gospel with them. We 
thought that somehow the gospel depended on them being able to like us and relate to 
us in order to win a hearing. We tended to spend a lot of time building relationships only 
to discover that the other person had no interest in hearing the gospel. We could have 
made that discovery much earlier if we had been bolder on the front end.  
 
That is not to say that we discard those who are not initially interested in hearing the 
gospel, and default into only spending time with those who want to hear what we have 
to say. But it is to say that the best way to discover where God is moving in drawing 
people to himself is to preach the gospel and see how they respond to the message.  
 
What would happen if our paradigm changed and we proclaimed the gospel much earlier 
in the relationships that we are forming with others? 
 

EXPECT SPIRITUAL OPPOSITION 
 
Until recently, the most likely spiritual opposition that we would face in America would 
be that of disinterest and maybe some ridicule. But we are starting to see here what 
missionaries have been seeing in other parts of the world. Active opposition, even 
demonic opposition, to the proclamation of the gospel. 
 
One of the reasons for this increased oppositions is the increasing influence of witchcraft 
and aberrant religions. As America, and the West, continues to slide away from a Judeo-
Christian sense of God being separate and apart from that which he created, demonic 
activity and opposition is on the increase.  
 
We don’t need to bone up on Demonology 101 to know how to handle these situations, 
but we also don’t need to be thrown off our game and lose our footing when we do 
encounter active opposition. The best way to prepare is to prepare ahead of time. As we 
are proclaiming the gospel we need to understand that we are entering the enemy’s 
territory. So we need to have a plan for what we are going to do. 
 

PRIORITIZE THE WORD 
 
Sergius Paulus saw the signs and wonders but it was the preaching of the Gospel that 
convinced him to believe. We need to know how to engage in spiritual warfare but we 
need to be even more committed to engaging in the proclamation of the Word.  
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So often we get distracted by spiritual warfare and our desire to be mighty demon slayers. 
And we end up looking like the disciples – Mk 9:14-29 
 
But we know we can always depend upon the Word when it is proclaimed – Isa 55:8-11. 
 

PRIORITIZE YOUR SPIRITUAL PREPARATION 
 

Barnabas and Saul’s spiritual preparation was an essential part of their success in 
proclaiming the word and overcoming spiritual opposition to the gospel. 

 
As is true in so many areas of life, if we wait for the need to arise before we prepare, it’s 
too late. We need to be prepared before we go into battle. We need to prepare through 
prayer and fasting.  

 
 
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
PREACH THE GOSPEL TO DISCOVER THE SEEKER 
 
 What are some approaches you take to identify yourself as a Christian when you are 

meeting someone(s) for the first time? 
 What are some questions that you like to ask to help you determine someone’s spiritual 

receptivity? 
 What’s your favorite method of sharing the gospel? 
 
EXPECT SPIRITUAL OPPOSITION 
 What question(s) or opposition gives you the most trouble when you are making the 

case for Christ? 
 What have you learned from previous experiences of opposition that help you now? 
 
PRIORITIZE THE WORD 
 Knowing the Word and living the Word is the “day in and day out” reality of being a 

Christian. Can you name an area of your life, or an area of ministry, where you can say 
that the Word of the Lord has gone forth and not come back void?  

 It may be that the Lord has directed you into concentrating your growth in a particular 
area of the Word. What area is that? What kind of progress are you making? 

 
PRIORITIZE YOUR SPIRITUAL PREPARATION 
 In the context of our study in Acts, spiritual preparation specifically means “fasting and 

praying.” How are you doing in those areas? Do you have any plans to make any 
changes?  

 Is there something else you would add to the list of things you do for spiritual 
preparation? 


