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PAUL’S FIRST MISSIONARY JOURNEY
Most of the Acts of the Apostles deals with Paul’s missionary journeys.  We read of his
commissioning in Acts 13.  Our account starts and ends in Antioch but it is not the same
town.  Confused?  Don’t be.  Prior to the Romans this whole region was ruled by people
with the family name of Antioches.  So lots of places got named “Antioch” just as lots of
places and streets in America are named “Washington.”  
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SCRIPTURE
Now in the church at Antioch there were prophets and teachers: Barnabas,
Simeon who was  called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen a member of the
court of Herod the ruler, and Saul.  2While 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.”  3Then after fasting and praying they laid
their hands on them and sent them off.  

4So, being sent out by the Holy Spirit, they went down to Seleucia; and from
there they sailed to Cyprus.  5When they arrived at Salamis, they proclaimed
the word of God in the synagogues of the Jews. And they had John also to
assist them.  6When they had gone through the whole island as far as
Paphos, they met a certain magician, a Jewish false prophet, named Bar-
Jesus.  7He was with the proconsul, Sergius Paulus, an intelligent man, who
summoned Barnabas and Saul and wanted to hear the word of God.  8But the
magician Elymas (for that is the translation of his name) opposed them and
tried to turn the proconsul away from the faith.  9But Saul, also known as
Paul, filled with the Holy Spirit, looked intently at him  10and said, “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?  11And now
listen—the hand of the Lord is against you, and you will be blind for a
while, unable to see the sun.” Immediately mist and darkness came over
him, and he went about groping for someone to lead him by the hand. 
12When the proconsul saw what had happened, he believed, for he was
astonished at the teaching about the Lord.  

13Then Paul and his companions set sail from Paphos and came to Perga in
Pamphylia. John, however, left them and returned to Jerusalem;  14but they
went on from Perga and came to Antioch in Pisidia. And on the sabbath day
they went into the synagogue and sat down.  15After the reading of the law
and the prophets, the officials of the synagogue sent them a message, saying,
“Brothers, if you have any word of exhortation for the people, give it” (Acts
13:1-15 NRSV). 

INTRODUCTION
Christians in every generation have struggled with discouragement as they sought to serve
God.  Mary Moffat, while serving as a missionary, once wrote, “Could we but see the
smallest fruit, we could rejoice midst the privation and toils which we bear, but, as it is,
our hands do often hang down.”

The Apostle Paul was not immune to discouragement.  Early in his first missionary
journey he faced obstacles that could very well have overwhelmed him with despair and
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spelled the end of his work.  He knew from experience that it is tough to look up when
you are feeling down.  But Paul learned to trust not in his own strength or luck but in the
grace and greatness of God.  It’s tough to look up when you are feeling down unless you
look up to God.

The Church today faces many challenges not the least of which is how to witness to the
Gospel in an increasingly fearful and violent world. But God is bigger than our fears,
bigger than our maladies, bigger than all the obstacles we face in life as we seek to be
God’s faithful servants.

1. LOOKING UP WHEN YOU ARE FEELING DESERTED
It’s tough to look up when you feel deserted.

Paul’s first major setback was the loss of John Mark.  Mark was a valuable member of the
group.  He is described in verse 5 as their “assistant” (hyperetes). Jewish grave
inscriptions and various papyri use this word (hyperetes) that is translated as “assistant” to
refer to a synagogue attendant who handled the scrolls, as does Luke also in his Gospel
(4:20). This has caused many scholars to say that Mark was responsible for handling
scrolls containing what we call the Old Testament together with a collection of the sayings
of Jesus.  He was also responsible for teaching new Christians.

We are told that it was at Perga that Mark left the group to return to Jerusalem.  Perga was
a city in Pamphylia, a geographically small and economically poor province on the
southern coast of Asia Minor (modern day Turkey).

We do not know why Mark left but this is usually explained as a combination of
homesickness, the rigors of travel, dissatisfaction with Paul's assuming leadership over
Mark's cousin Barnabas, and unhappiness at leaving Cyprus so soon.  It may also have
been that Mark objected to such a direct approach with Gentiles as had been the case with
the Proconsul of Cyprus who converted to Christ.  Those who propose this idea say that
Mark may have been concerned about the effect that news of a direct Christian mission to
Gentiles would have in Jerusalem and on the church there and may have wanted to have
had no part in it.  Today we take it for granted that the Gospel is for everyone so it is hard
for us to imagine that this was a major controversy in the early church.

In any case, Paul's strong opposition to Mark rejoining them (as recorded in Acts 15:37-
39) suggests that Mark's departure on this first missionary journey was for reasons more
than merely personal.  In chapter 15 we read that Paul and Barnabas wanted to return to
the churches they had started but unfortunately this is what happened:

Barnabas wanted to take John, also called Mark, with them,  but Paul did not
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think it wise to take him, because he had deserted them in Pamphylia and
had not continued with them in the work.  They had such a sharp
disagreement that they parted company (15:37-39).

Paul felt hurt and betrayed by Mark’s departure and he felt hurt by the subsequent enmity
it created between him and Barnabas.

All of us have experienced the hurt that comes from trusting someone only to have that
someone let us down.  Or we have known the pain of going through some type of
suffering and have felt like no one cares, that everyone has deserted us.

But few Christian workers have ever been so overwhelmed as William Carey, the “Father
of Modern Missions,” during his first years in India.  Everything seemed against him. His
wife, who had never wanted to come to India to begin with, was hostile and struggling
with her emotional health. His four children were continually contracting tropical
diseases. His co-worker, John Thomas, squandered all their money, leaving Carey
virtually destitute. The local authorities opposed him at every turn. In his diary he said he
had no earthly thing or person to depend on but he finished his entry by writing, “Well, I
have God, and his Word is sure.”

Paul felt discouraged because Mark had deserted him, Barnabas argued with him, the
mission work was diminished and new Christians were being neglected.  But Paul trusted
in God.  And part of trusting in God means believing that God does not give up on people
and he can bring good out of bad.

It took time but eventually, Paul, Barnabas and Mark reconciled.  We know this because
in Paul's letters he refers in endearing terms to both Barnabas (see 1 Cor 9:6;) and John
Mark (see Col 4:10; 2 Tim 4:11; Philem 24). They became the best of friends.  When Paul
writes to Timothy just before his death, he says, "Get Mark and bring him with you, for he
is very useful in serving me" (2 Tim 4:11). As Fosdick put it, "No man need stay the way
he is."  By the grace of God the man who was once a deserter became the man whom, at
the end, Paul wanted beside him.

Furthermore, the mission work was not diminished as Paul thought, but through the
conflict the mission force was actually doubled as Barnabas went with Mark to form one
team and Paul gained a new partner in Silas (Silvanus) for another (Acts 15:39-40).  One
early tradition tells us that Mark got as far as Alexandria in Egypt and founded the church
there.  Egyptian Christians to this day have a high regard for Mark.

The new Christians were not ignored but gained an invaluable resource.  Through his
experience with handling many scrolls and the challenge of teaching new believers, John
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Mark decided to simplify things by putting down on one scroll the essence of the “Good
News” concerning Jesus.  This scroll came to be known as the Gospel According to Mark
and later became part of what we call the New Testament.  For many years afterwards, the
church used The Gospel of Mark to teach new Christians the basics of the faith and what
it means to follow Jesus.

It’s tough to look up when you feel deserted unless you look up to God.

2. LOOKING UP WHEN YOU ARE FEELING SICK
It’s also tough to look up when you are feeling sick.

We read in verse 14 that Paul did not stay in Perga but instead headed for a city called
Pisidian Antioch in the province of Galatia (remember that name “Galatia”). The city
stood on a plateau 3,600 feet above sea-level. To get to it Paul and Barnabas would have
to cross the Taurus range of mountains by one of the most difficult roads in Asia Minor, a
road which was also notorious for robbers and bandits.  (This may have been yet another
reason why the young John Mark did not wish to go with them.)  But why didn’t they stay
and preach in Perga? Why did they head off on a dangerous route?

Not long afterwards Paul wrote a letter to the people of  Antioch in  Pisidia and the
surrounding towns. That letter is now known as the Letter to the Galatians (for all these
towns were in the Roman province of Galatia). In the letter he says, “As you know, it was
because of an illness that I first preached the gospel to you” (Gal 4:13 NIV).

The challenge of dealing with a persistent illness is two-fold: getting an accurate diagnosis
and paying the bill when the tests are complete.   

A rancher in Idaho had a sheep dog named Max.  One day the rancher came home and
found Max curled up just inside the front door.  The rancher nudged the dog but the dog
didn't move. So the rancher picked up the dog and drove to the office of the local
veterinarian.  The rancher said, "Max is sick, can you help him?"  The vet checked the
dog, and said, "Sorry, your dog is dead."  The rancher said, "He can't be. Check him
again."  The vet examined the dog again and said, "I'm sorry, but your dog is definitely
dead."  The rancher said "Are you sure?"  The vet walked into another room and returned
with a cat which he placed on the table. The cat jumped onto the dog's back and dug in her
nails. From there, the cat jumped on the dog's head. She scratched the dog's nose. She bit
the dog’s ear. Then the cat jumped down and walked away.  The rancher said, "You're
right. Max is gone. So how much do I owe you?"  The vet said, "That'll be $845.” 
“$845!” complained the rancher, “How can you justify that?”  The vet replied, “Forty-five
dollars for the office visit, and eight hundred for the cat scan." 
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Anyway, when Paul came to Galatia he was a sick man. Could this illness have been what
Paul had in mind when later he spoke of a “thorn in the flesh” which in spite of much
prayer remained with him (2 Cor 12:7-8)?  Many guesses have been made as to what that
thorn was – or “stake” as it probably should be translated. The oldest tradition is that Paul
suffered from terrible headaches and so the word “stake” was a metaphor for the piercing
pain he endured. 

The most likely explanation is that he was the victim of a vicious recurring malaria fever
which was common along the low coastal strip of Asia Minor. A traveler says that the
headache characteristic of this malaria was like a red-hot metal stake through the head;
and another likens it to a dentist's drill boring through a man's temple. It is most likely that
this malaria attacked Paul in low-lying Perga and that he had to make for the plateau
country to shake it off.

Paul may have been discouraged but he did not give up. Even when his body was aching
Paul never ceased to be a witness for Christ.  God did answer Paul’s prayers but it was not
the answer Paul expected.  God did not remove the pain but said instead, "My grace is
sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness" (2 Cor 12:9 NIV).  Paul
then said, “Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ's
power may rest on me.”

There have been faithful Christians in every age who have struggled with ill health.  John
Calvin talked about experiencing pain on a daily basis and he may have also had a terrible
lung disorder.  Martin Luther had painful bowel obstructions.  Charles Spurgeon, the
“Prince of Preachers,” battled deep depression.  In our own day, Joni Eareckson Tada is a
quadriplegic and the late Billy Graham had Parkinson’s.  To this list add millions of other
believers whose names are not known to us but whose pain has been real and so has there
witness.  For they have learned that God’s grace is sufficient for them and they are glad to
have Christ’s power work through their weakness. Have we learned that God’s grace is
sufficient for us and that God’s power can work through our weakness?

It’s tough to look up when you are feeling sick unless you look up to God.

3. LOOKING UP WHEN YOU ARE FEELING HUMBLED
It’s tough to look up when you feel humbled.

Paul came to the people of Galatia as a short, bow-legged, balding and seriously ill man. 
How did they receive him?  With open arms.  “Even though my illness was a trial to you,
you did not treat me with contempt or scorn. Instead, you welcomed me as if I were an
angel of God, as if I were Christ Jesus himself” (Gal 4:14).
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Paul wanted to bring a message of comfort to them (for that was their request) but it was
they who spent so much of their time comforting Paul during his sickness.  “I can testify
that, if you could have done so, you would have torn out your eyes and given them to me”
(Gal 4:15).

It must have been humbling for Paul to be on the receiving end.  He was a proud and self-
sufficient man who believed his mission was to help others and he may have found it
uncomfortable or even embarrassing to be so helpless and needy.  But God often uses
humbling or even embarrassing situations to let his grace break through.

Doug A. Schneider tells about the time he was a young man sent to a remote mission
outpost in Africa:

Upon our arrival, I was instructed my sleeping quarters were in the church,
so I placed my cot in front of the pulpit and turned in for the night. Within
minutes, several folks had slipped into the church. I lay motionless on my
portable bed, staring straight up. Could it be? Yes, there was a service that
night. The church was packed!  Finally, the pastor arrived, went behind the
pulpit and started the service, graciously ignoring me. Then a youth
ensemble came forward, formed a half-circle just in front of me, and sang.
Soon the service ended. I realized there was nothing I could do, so I sat up
in my pajamas and shook hands with the people as they left.

Many of you already know the story of what happened to me some years back, when I was
leading a service at a church in Illinois.  There was a part in the service where I needed to
introduce my wife but for the life of me I could not remember her name and when a name
did pop in to my head it was “Sally.”  (Not Sandy!)   I’m never going to live that down. 
But what I may not have mentioned before was that after the service there were a number
of men in the congregation who came up and thanked me.  They took no end of
consolation in the fact I had slipped up that way, a situation they themselves had
experienced on more than one occasion.  God does work through humbling and even
embarrassing situations.

CONCLUSION
The late John Stott, the well known pastor and scholar from Great Britain, has said that
discouragement is the major hazard of Christian ministry.  Discouragement can take many
forms.  People may let us down.  Our bodies may let us down.  Circumstances may get us
down.  But God is bigger than our problems.  He can actually take the context of our
discouragement, turn it around, and allow his grace to work wonders beyond what we
could expect.  It’s tough to look up when you are feeling down unless you look up to God. 
Keep looking up to God!

7


