The first missionary journey

We left off with some of the followers of Christ having gone to Antioch and converting several non-Jew Greeks (Gentiles) there. So the church in Jerusalem sent Barnabas to help, and he enlisted Paul's help. Together they preached and taught for a year, establishing the first Gentile church. This is also where the disciples were first called Christians. The date was now about AD 47.

In Acts 13:1-3 we read:

Now there were in the church at Antioch prophets and teachers, Barnabas, Simeon who was called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen a member of the court of 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.” Then after fasting and praying they laid their hands on them and sent them off.

So thus began the church's first missionary journey. Barnabas and Paul brought Barnabas' cousin John (also called Mark) along with them. They sailed from Seleucia (on the coast near Antioch) to Cyprus, (which is also where Barnabas was from), landing at Salamis. They preached in the Jewish synagogues as they made their way across the island to Paphos, where they rebuked the evil sorcerer Elymas. They then sailed on to Asia Minor, landing at Perga in the province Pamphylia (southern part of modern Turkey). At this time John (Mark) left them and returned to Jerusalem. Stott states that he “had had enough,” conjecturing that perhaps he was scared of the swamps of Pamphylia where supposedly Paul caught malaria which then damaged his eyesight. Paul and Barnabas went on to Antioch at Pisidia in the Galatia province, where Paul preached in the synagogue, converting many Jews. But when the unbelieving Jews contradicted Paul's message, he made a bold move and turned his attention to the Gentiles (a move he would later repeat often):

The next Sabbath almost the whole city gathered to hear the word of the Lord. But when the Jews saw the crowds, they were filled with jealousy and began to contradict what was spoken by Paul, reviling him. And Paul and Barnabas spoke out boldly, saying, “It was necessary that the word of God be spoken first to you. Since you thrust it aside and judge yourselves unworthy of eternal life, behold, we are turning to the Gentiles. For so the Lord has commanded us, saying,



'I have made you a light for the Gentiles,


that you may bring salvation to the ends of the earth.'”


Acts 13:44-47

But then those opposing Jews drove them out of the city, and Paul and Barnabas went on to the Galatian towns Iconium, Lystra and Derbe. In Lystra they are regarded as gods after Paul heals a lame man, which they have to correct. Then again the opposing Jews rose against them, and proceeded to stone Paul, leaving him for dead. But Paul is miraculously healed and they move on to Derbe. After preaching in Derbe, they start retracing their steps back through all the towns they had preached, encouraging and strengthening the new churches and appointing elders to care for them.

When they arrived back at Antioch, where the mission had started, they reported to the church there of what all God had helped them to accomplish, especially “how He had opened a door of faith to the Gentiles” (Acts 14:27). But the church's rejoicing soon gave way to controversy, for a group arrived from Jerusalem of so-called “Judaizers,” who started teaching that unless Gentile converts were circumcised and kept the law of Moses, they could not be saved (Acts 15:1-5):

But some men came down from Judea and were teaching the brothers, “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.” And after Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and debate with them, Paul and Barnabas and some of the others were appointed to go up to Jerusalem to the apostles and the elders about this question. . . . When they came to Jerusalem, they were welcomed by the church and the apostles and the elders, and they declared all that God had done with them. But some believers who belonged to the party of the Pharisees rose up and said, “It is necessary to circumcise them and to order them to keep the law of Moses.”

Peter had come to Antioch, and even he was siding with the Judaizers. The influence of the Judaizers had penetrated even to the Galatian churches, which prompted Paul to write the first letter to the new churches. In his letter to the Galatians he publicly rebuked Peter:

But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he stood condemned. For before certain men came from James, he was eating with the Gentiles; but when they came he drew back and separated himself, fearing the circumcision party. And the rest of the Jews acted hypocritically along with him, so that even Barnabas was led astray by their hypocrisy. But when I saw that their conduct was not in step with the truth of the gospel, I said to Cephas before them all, “If you, though a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you force the Gentiles to live like Jews?”


Galatians 2:11-14

Then Paul went on to assure them that salvation is by God's grace alone:

We ourselves are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners; yet we know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of the law no one will be justified.


Galatians 2:15-16

So the church at Antioch sent Paul and Barnabas to the “Council of Jerusalem” to settle the matter around AD 49-50. After much debate, Peter (who by now had realized his mistake) recounted of his conversion of Cornelius, a Gentile (Acts 10) and how he (Peter) had made no effort to force circumcision or other Jewish laws on him, seeing now that it was the Pharisees that were still trying to control this new movement of Christianity. So Paul and Barnabas continued to relay the wondrous works that God had performed through them on their missionary journey. Finally, James, the brother of Jesus, settled the argument with scripture from the Old Testament, but, in order to help the conscience of weak Jewish Christians and promote Jewish-Gentile fellowship within the church, they settled on asking the Gentile converts to voluntarily follow certain Jewish food and marriage regulations.

