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A Portrait of Paul 
With application to current trends and methods in mission work 1 

It would be difficult to overestimate the importance of the role of the Apostle Paul in the fulfillment of 
Christ’s commission to “make disciples of all nations,” even though Paul himself would be the first to exclaim, 
“Who am I that you should be spending so much time talking about me?” “I am the least of the apostles,” he 
tells the Corinthians, “and do not even deserve to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God” 
(1 Co 15:9). “1 was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man,” he reminds Timothy (1 Ti 1: 
13,14). He tells the Corinthians that it is only “by the grace of God I am what I am” (1 Co 15:10). To the 
Romans he writes: “I glory in Christ Jesus in my service to God. I will not venture to speak of anything except 
what Christ has accomplished through me in leading the Gentiles to obey God” (Ro 15:17,18). 

If we keep this truth in mind, that a study of the life and ministry of St. Paul is really a celebration of the 
saving grace of God in Christ, that it is a testimony to what God can do when he applies to an individual the 
benefits of Christ’s finished work and then calls and equips him for service, we will not embarrass Paul by 
unduly praising him and his work. “Whatever you do,” even when you study Paul, “do it all for the glory of 
God” (1 Co 10:31). 



Having said that, we cannot fail to note also right at the outset that not every Christian is a Paul. Though 
all Christians are equally heirs of salvation, not all Christians are equally gifted. In Romans 12 and 1 
Corinthians 12, Paul speaks about various gifts that the Spirit of God graciously grants to members of the Body 
of Christ. Even a brief perusal of these gifts reveals that Paul was blessed with most of them. He was an apostle. 
He was a gifted preacher, teacher, leader, and administrator. He was an evangelist. He was a worker of 
miracles. He spoke in tongues. God intended to accomplish great things through Paul; therefore he blessed him 
singularly with the multiplicity of gifts needed to carry out the mission committed to him. 

To think of what God accomplished through Paul in just a few short years boggles the mind. In about 
ten years’ time (47-57 A.D.) he established churches in at least four provinces of the Roman Empire—Galatia, 
Asia, Macedonia, and Achaia—very likely also in Syria, Cilicia, and Illyricum, so that he could say, “From 
Jerusalem all the way around to Illyricum, I have fully proclaimed the gospel of Christ” (Ro 15:19). At no time 
before or after has the church expanded so rapidly and into so many cultures in such a short time. 

Then there are Paul’s writings. Thirteen letters, one-fourth of the content of the New Testament, come 
from his pen. These letters contribute the lion’s share of our understanding of the message of Christianity, 
especially of the cardinal doctrine of justification by God’s grace through faith in Jesus. 

It is this Paul, by the grace of God missionary par excellence and by the inspiration of the Spirit author 
of key books of the New Testament, who will occupy our attention in this study. We have intentionally 
narrowed this very broad subject, “A Portrait of Paul,” by subtitling it, “with application to current trends and 
methods in mission work.” The focus of our study, then, will not be so much on the theology of Paul, though 
one can hardly avoid discussing Paul’s theology when one studies Paul, as it will be on Paul’s missionary 
methodology. 

In this first of five parts we will take a brief look at the times in which Paul lived. The second and third 
parts will follow a chronological pattern as we review Paul’s early years and his journeys, giving special 
attention to what we can discern of Paul’s mission strategy. In part four we intend to center our thoughts on 
characteristics of Paul’s missionary message. Finally we will look at Paul’s method of follow-up, how he 
prepared his congregations to get along without him and also to become parents of other congregations. 

PART ONE: THE TIMES IN WHICH PAUL LIVED 
“When the time had fully come,” Paul writes, “God sent his Son” (Ga 4:4). It was not only the fullness 

of time for the coming of the Messiah. It was also the fullness of time for the proclamation of the message about 
the Messiah who did come in fulfillment of God’s promise. 

In a marvelous way the Lord saw to it that the times were right. The petition in the Collect for the 
Church, that God’s Word may not be bound, but have free course and be preached to the joy and edifying of 
Christ’s holy people,” was a blessed reality then to a degree never before and never since realized. 
The Diaspora 

There was first of all the Jewish Diaspora, the scattering of the Jewish people from their homeland. It 
began when they were deported by their enemies, the Assyrians and Babylonians, in 722 and 586 B.C. The 
descendants of the Jewish captives in Assyria became a part of the Diaspora, as did the descendants of the large 
number of Jews in Babylon who chose not to return to their homeland when Cyrus reversed the policy of 
Nebuchadnezzar and permitted transplanted peoples to go home. 

It is likely that the Jewish synagogue came into existence during the time of the exile, as an attempt to 
preserve the Torah in the midst of a pagan environment. The synagogue served a valuable purpose in the spread 
of the gospel in the Mediterranean world. With the presence of synagogues in most of the major communities, 
the message of the Old Testament, its monotheism, its strong moral code and its Messianic prophecies preceded 
the arrival of Paul. By being able to begin his ministry in the synagogue, which he did on almost every 
occasion, Paul had an advantage that many a missionary today doesn’t have. He had a nucleus of people who 
already knew much of the truth, who now simply needed to be pointed to Jesus as the promised Messiah. 
Through the synagogue Paul was afforded a series of advanced posts from which the gospel could be preached. 



Those who have sought to begin mission work in an area where we have no churches know what a 
blessing it is to have a small nucleus as a base of operations. The nucleus at times turns out to be a bitter 
disappointment. We think of early national leaders in some of our world mission fields who subsequently were 
exposed as wolves in sheep’s clothing. But at least we were privileged to gain a foothold in a particular area 
through them. It was the same with Paul. One might have thought that after several attempts he would have 
discontinued his practice of going first to the synagogue since the results were hardly encouraging; but in 
addition to the fact that he dearly loved his fellow Jews, Paul evidently saw it as a good way by which to get his 
foot in the door of a community. That this was also the approach the Lord wanted him to take appears to be 
indicated in Ro 1: 16 where Paul describes the gospel as “the power of God for the salvation of everyone who 
believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.” 

The relatively loose structure of the synagogue permitted Paul to make maximum use of it as his 
launching pad for the gospel. Since the synagogues did not have full-time preachers, any capable adult Jewish 
male might be invited to lead the worship. With his background, Paul would be an ideal “guest preacher.” Luke 
makes it clear that this was Paul’s general practice when, describing Paul and Barnabas’ early work in Iconium, 
he says that they went “as usual into the Jewish synagogue. There they spoke...” (Ac 14: 1). 

Another way by which God prepared the world for the missionary work of Paul was through the 
migration of Jews to Egypt. During the time of the Babylonian Captivity some Jews, in fear of the Babylonians 
and defiance of the Lord, had settled in both Lower and Upper Egypt (Jer 43-46). Migration accelerated from 
the 3rd century B.C. on, during the time that Egypt (and much of the time, Palestine), following the death of 
Alexander the Great, was under the control of the Ptolemies. Alexandria especially, founded in 331 B.C. by 
Alexander the Great, became the home of a large number of Jews. Two of its five quarters were inhabited 
chiefly by Jews. Philo reports that about one million Jews were living in Egypt, about a seventh or an eighth of 
the whole population, a percentage exceeded only in Syria, where over a million Jews lived in the midst of a 
somewhat smaller population.2 

Alexandria was a Greek city. The culture was Greek. The language was Greek. The Jews, as they 
became involved in the trade and business of the city, naturally began to use the Greek language themselves. 
This in time reduced the Hebrew language to a seldom-employed vehicle of communication apart from its use 
in the synagogue. It was apparently in response to the need for a Bible in the language of the people that the 
Septuagint version (LXX) was translated, possibly during the reign of Ptolemy II Philadelphus (284-247 B.C.). 

The LXX became the Bible of the Diaspora, or at least it found a use alongside of the Hebrew text. Paul 
uses it extensively when quoting the Old Testament in his epistles. In about half of his Old Testament quotes he 
uses the exact wording of the LXX, or nearly so. But even more important for Paul’s missionary work is the 
fact that the use of the LXX in the worship of the synagogue would make it possible for non-Hebrew speaking 
Gentiles to participate in the synagogue worship. On his first missionary journey, for example, when Paul was 
given the opportunity in the synagogue at Antioch of Pisidia to speak a “message of encouragement,” he was 
able to direct his address to both the “men of Israel” and “you Gentiles who worship God” (Ac 13:16). These 
Gentiles almost certainly would not have been there had the worship been conducted solely in a language they 
could not understand. When Paul was no longer permitted to speak in the synagogue, it appears that this group 
of “God-fearing Gentiles” (Ac 13:26) left with him and formed the nucleus for the Christian church in Antioch 
(Ac 13:48). The same thing happened in other places in the course of Paul’s journeys, e.g., Thessalonica (Ac 
17:1-4).  

Not only was there movement of Jews from west to east and from east to west. During the time of 
Seleucus 1 (358-280 B.C.), another of the successors of Alexander the Great, large numbers of Jews migrated 
north to Syria, chiefly to Antioch but also to Damascus. From there they traveled still further north, to Cilicia 
and Galatia and then west into the cities of the provinces of Asia, Macedonia, and Achaia. Josephus tells us that 
Seleucus settled many Jews in cities that he founded, Antioch of Syria, Laodicea, Seleucia, Edessa and Berea, 
and then conferred rights of citizenship upon them.3 



After Pompey and the Roman armies conquered Palestine in the 60s B.C., the dispersion of the Jews 
gradually reached to the western end of the Roman Empire. Pompey took some to Rome as slaves. By New 
Testament times more Jews were living outside of Palestine than within it. Estimates of the number of Jews 
living in the Diaspora range from three to seven million. Strabo, the Greek geographer, writes about them: 
“Now these Jews have already gotten into all cities; and it is hard to find a place in the habitable earth that hath 
not admitted this tribe of men, and is not possessed by them.”4 The Alexendrian Jew, Philo, quotes a letter from 
Herod Agrippa I, who ruled from 37-44 A.D., to the Emperor Caligula in which he sought religious and civic 
freedom for the Jews in Cilicia, Pamphylia, Asia all the way to Bithynia, and also Thessaly, Boetia, Macedonia, 
and the city of Corinth. By Paul’s day, then, Jews were living in virtually every part of the Mediterranean 
world, primarily in the cities, where they engaged in business and trade. 

The practical benefit to Paul of this migration to the north and the east is not difficult to see. Where the 
Jews went, their synagogues went and with that an opportunity for Paul to proclaim the gospel to the Jews. But 
not only to the Jews: Paul generally found Gentiles in the synagogues as well as Jews; for many of the Jews of 
the Diaspora, especially of the pharisaical persuasion, were evangelistic in their own right. Recall Jesus’ words: 
“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You travel over land and sea to win a single 
convert, and when he becomes one, you make him twice as much a son of hell as you are” (Mt 23:15). Though 
the message they brought as they sought to win proselytes was far from a perfect one, they did proclaim the 
Bible’s message that there is no God but one, that all the gods of the nations are idols, that the Lord and the 
Lord alone made the heavens and that he alone is worthy of our worship. This was helpful pre-evangelism 
work. When Paul entered a heathen city, he could know that there were already some among the Gentiles who 
had been brought to a conviction that idolatry was folly, that the God of the Old Testament was the one true 
God. He could build on that by pointing to the one true God’s covenant promises and the fulfillment of those 
promises in Jesus of Nazareth. 

We see the gracious hand of the Lord at work here. It was for only a relatively brief period of time that 
there was the kind of openness to foreigners and things foreign among the Jews that brought Gentiles into the 
synagogue. Harnack writes: 

The keener the opposition within Palestine to the foreign dominion, and the nearer the great 
catastrophe came [the destruction of Jerusalem], the more strenuous grew the reaction against all 
that was foreign, as well as the idea that whatever was un-Jewish would perish in the judgment. 
Not long before the destruction of Jerusalem, in all probability, the controversy between the 
schools of Hillel [who spoke out in favor of propagating the faith] and Shammai ended in a 
complete victory for the latter. Shammai was not indeed an opponent of the mission in principle, 
but he subjected it to the most rigorous conditions .... Intercourse with the pagans was confined 
within the strictest of regulations, and had to be given up as a whole.5 

Another way by which the Lord used the Diaspora for his purposes is seen by the status of “religio 
licita” granted to the Jewish religion. Josephus informs us that it was Julius Caesar (d. 44 B.C.) who gave to the 
Jews of the empire a guarantee that they could freely practice their religion. He also granted them exemption 
from military service and the right to collect the annual temple tax.6 The early Christian church came to share in 
this benefit through the decree of Gallio, who served as proconsul of Achaia approximately 51-52 A.D. When 
the Jews of Corinth brought Paul into court, charging him with “persuading the people to worship God in ways 
contrary to the law,” Gallio responded: 

If you Jews were making a complaint about some misdemeanor or serious crime, it would be 
reasonable for me to listen to you. But since it involves questions about words and names and 
your own law—settle the matter yourselves. I will not be a judge of such things (Ac 18:13-15). 

By this action Gallio in effect declared the Christian religion to be nothing more than an offshoot, or 
sect, of Judaism. Thus Christianity was brought under the same protective umbrella as Judaism. 

The privileged position that Judaism enjoyed, and with it Christianity also, was not to last forever. In 70 
A.D. Vespasian put an end to the legal existence of a separate Jewish nation and merged it into the general 



population. But this did not occur until the first major thrust of Christianity into the world through Paul was 
completed, another example of the way God put everything together in such a way as to assure an initial 
unencumbered spread of the gospel. 

Greek Culture 
A second major aspect of God’s preparation of the world for the advance of the gospel through Paul and 

his companions was the spread of the Greek culture throughout the area Paul would be traveling. Alexander the 
Great (356-323 B.C.), who toward the end of his life was not adverse to being looked upon as a god himself, 
was really nothing more than a pawn in the hand of the one true God who was readying all things for the 
fullness of time. Within the space of just a few years, 336-331 B.C., Alexander, a Macedonian, built an empire 
by military might that stretched from Illyricum to India, from Egypt to the Black Sea. Wherever he went, he 
brought with him the Greek culture—its art, its poetry, its literature, its philosophy, and, especially, its 
language. 

Wherever a person traveled in Alexander’s empire, the Greek language was understood and spoken, 
especially in the major cities. All of God’s plans for Paul had to do with words, with a spoken, and later also 
written, message. We see the blessed hand of God at work through Alexander’s Hellenization of the world, 
which made it possible for Paul to be understood no matter where he traveled. Compare the situation then with 
what prevails now in many parts of the world. Some of the nations in Africa have many different languages 
within just one country so that a missionary who is understood in one community cannot be understood in 
another not many miles away. 

Not only was it a blessing of God that the majority of people among whom Paul worked could 
understand the same language; it was also a special gift of God that this language was the Greek language, “the 
richest and most delicate the world has seen,” as Conybeare and Howson put it.8 Those who have had the 
privilege of learning the Greek language and of using it in personal study of the Word and in preparation for 
preaching and teaching, can readily identify with what Conybeare and Howson say. To communicate with 
mankind, God saw fit to put his Word into words. To use the Greek language with all its subtleties and nuances 
as one of his primary means of communication is certainly again not mere happenstance. God wanted his 
message through Paul, which we today of course can hear only through the written Word, to be communicated 
to us as clearly and unambiguously as possible. So he used Alexander to make the beautiful Greek language the 
lingua franca of the area in which Paul would travel. 

There were other less desirable features of Greek culture that Alexander brought with him, namely 
Greek philosophy and religion. The primary philosophies of the day were Epicureanism and Stoicism. 
Epicureanism, named for its founder, Epicurus (341-270 B.C.), held that pleasure was the chief goal of life. But 
because many pleasures are transient and leave painful after-effects, Epicurus pointed to the pleasures of the 
mind as the greatest value. 

Later Epicureanism, however, tended to degenerate into a hedonistic quest for sensual pleasure, with an 
“eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow we die” approach to life. Such was a logical conclusion to this 
philosophy, for though the Epicureans didn’t deny the existence of gods, they held that the gods remained aloof 
from what was going on in the world and that the soul dissipated at death. Paul showed that he understood well 
this philosophy and the hopelessness it generated when, writing to the Corinthians, he said, “If the dead are not 
raised, ‘Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die’” (1 Co 15:32). 

The Stoics took their name from the place where the founder of the philosophy, Zeno (340-265 B.C.), 
did his teaching. He taught in the “Stoa,” the “Painted Porch,” in Athens, the same spot that once had been the 
meeting place of the poets. Unlike Epicurus, who was a deist, Zeno was a pantheist. He identified god with 
nature or with the reason or providence that guides and determines nature. He viewed history as a series of pre-
determined cycles, at the end of which the world will be destroyed by fire; but then it will renewed to repeat 
another cycle with the same end, such a progression to go on forever. 

He saw man as an absolutely helpless pawn in this pre-ordained plan. The best that man can do is simply 
“go with the flow,” submit his will to the divine will of nature, join it rather than try to beat it. Epictetus, a 



spokesman for Stoicism, writes: “Ask not that events should happen as you will, but let your will be that events 
should happen as they do, and you shall have peace. “ Since everything is pre-determined and nothing is 
changeable, one has to learn to accept things as they are with an inward detachment. This is the advice of 
Epictetus: “When you see a man shedding tears in sorrow for a child abroad or dead... do not hesitate to 
sympathize with him so far as words go, and if it so chance, even to groan with him; but take heed that you do 
not also groan in your inner being. “10 

Stoics also denied an after-life or at best intimated that the soul merged with “god” at death. Paul, by the 
way, was most likely also well acquainted with the philosophy of Stoicism since Tarsus was the seat of an 
important Stoic school. 

The Epicureans and Stoics represent the two main ways by which people yet today try to come to terms 
with their earthly existence apart from Christ. Either, like the Epicureans, determine to suck the last drop of 
juice out of life because that is all you have; or, like the Stoics, resign yourself to drift along helplessly and 
hopelessly because you cannot do anything about anything. Both ultimately are empty philosophies of despair. 
To those Greeks brought up on a diet of such “wisdom” came Paul with the “foolishness” of the gospel: 

Where is the wise man? Where is the scholar? Where is the philosopher of this age? Has not God 
made foolish the wisdom of the world? For since in the wisdom of God the world through its 
wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to 
save those who believe (1 Co 1: 19-21). 

But even before Paul came preaching the gospel to turn people’s hearts to the God who gives life and 
meaning and eternity, people were turning away from the hopeless note of the philosophies of the day. Sad to 
say, however, they were turning to an equally hopeless alternative: the mystery religions. Their appeal was that 
they offered what such philosophies as Stoicism and Epicureanism denied people: a guarantee of immortality. 
They often also offered to the initiate protection from the misfortunes and ills of everyday life. With their 
colorful pageantry and ecstatic rites they provided the emotional satisfaction of a “religious experience. “ 
Some of the mystery religions, e.g., the Eleusinian and Dionysian rites and Orphism, had their origins in Greek 
mythology. Others originated in Egypt, e.g., the rites of Isis and Osiris, and still others in the East, e.g., 
Mithraism. 

Although each of the mystery religions had its distinct features, they had certain characteristics in 
common. For one thing, they offered a secret knowledge of divine affairs not available to everyone, which 
Gnosticism would later pick up on and amplify. For another, they were all fertility cults, basing their activities 
on the cycles of the seasons, from death to life. As such they were generally sensual and sexual in their appeal. 
The worship, as is well known, was often accompanied by orgiastic behavior. The rites performed in the 
temples, both in respect to the objects of worship and the actions accompanying the worship, were filthy and 
degrading almost beyond description. Paul appears to be including this kind of worship when he exhorts the 
Ephesians: 

I tell you this and insist on it in the Lord, that you must no longer live as the Gentiles do, in the 
futility of their thinking. They are darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of 
God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts. Having lost all 
sensitivity, they have given themselves over to sensuality so as to indulge in every kind of 
impurity, with a continual lust for more.... Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of 
darkness, but rather expose them. For it is shameful even to mention what the disobedient do in 
secret (Eph 4:17-19; 5:11,12). 

Some maintain that since these mystery religions were especially degrading to women, this helps to 
account for the fact that a considerable number of women were turning to the teaching of Judaism with its high, 
ethical, moral tone. At any rate, Luke makes specific mention of women becoming converts to Christianity 
through the preaching of Paul in the synagogue. In Thessalonica, for example, we are told that “some of the 
Jews were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, as did a large number of God-fearing Greeks and not a few 



prominent women” (Ac 17.4). In Berea, likewise, “many of the Jews believed, as did also a number of 
prominent Greek women and many Greek men” (Ac 17:12). 

The world into which Paul moved with the gospel was also a world that gave much credence to the 
occult. Even educated people believed that an enemy could harass them by means of incantations. Plutarch 
spoke of rites that were instituted to propitiate and keep off evil demons, such as the devouring of raw flesh, 
mangling of bodies, fastings and beatings of the breast, obscene cries at the altars, etc.11 Roland Allen quotes a 
Dr. Bigg: “It is probably not too hard a thing to say that demon worship was the really operative religion of the 
vast mass of the people of the empire.”12 

Astrology, imported from Babylonia, was accepted by many because of its claim to scientific accuracy. 
Those who leaned toward the Stoic philosophy found themselves attracted to astrology because it tended to 
reinforce the fatalistic attitude of the Stoics. Astrology was also seen as a unifying force in the Hellenization of 
the world; for no matter where people lived, no matter how far they were separated by geography or culture, all 
people had the same heavens above them. Astrology could thus serve as a one-world religion. 

In short, the religious scene that Paul encountered in the Hellenistic world was not unlike ours today. 
Stoicism and Epicureanism are still prevalent philosophies, though the names may have changed. Demon 
worship, astrology, divination, witchcraft, magic, gnostic systems—none of this is unheard of in our day. New 
Age religion is hardly new.13 

It is helpful to note that Paul did not back away from confronting the false philosophies and religions of 
his day. It is also helpful to note how he did this. He did not simply attack them; rather, he vigorously set before 
his hearers the self-authenticating, liberating truth of the gospel. He did not ignore the philosophies of the 
Greeks. He became acquainted with them and then met them head-on with a superior weapon. The “wisdom” of 
Greek philosophy turned out to be no match for the “foolishness” of preaching. 

Nor did Paul, as he went out into the world, simply ignore the magic, astrology, etc. all around him. He 
didn’t dismiss it as idle, harmless superstition that had nothing behind it. He recognized the powerful hand of 
Satan in the various practices of the occult, and he confronted Satan with the even more powerful Word of 
Christ. 

In Philippi Paul was harassed by the demon-possessed girl who had the power to predict the future. He 
knew that it was not the girl herself, but the evil spirit in the girl, who was the real problem. So he ordered the 
spirit, “In the name of Jesus Christ I command you to come out of her!” (Ac 16:18) It did, at that very moment. 
The Word prevailed. 

Ephesus was a center of magic in Paul’s time. Many earned their living from the practice of magical arts 
or the selling of artifacts connected with magic. Paul came with the Word of the Lord, which proved to be more 
powerful than the practitioners of the magical arts. Even some of the sorcerers themselves came to faith and as a 
fruit of faith burned their books of magic (Ac 19:13-20). 

To the believers in Ephesus, this hub of demonic religious practices, Paul writes: 
Be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. Put on the full armor of God so that you can take 
your stand against the devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but 
against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the 
spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.... Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled 
around your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in place, and with your feet fitted with 
the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace. In addition to all this, take up the shield of 
faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. Take the helmet of 
salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God (Eph 6:10-12,14-17). 

From Paul we learn to avoid two extremes when dealing with the philosophies and various “isms” of the 
day. The one extreme would be to ignore them, to pretend that they do not exist. The other would be to center 
our attention on them, to spend the majority of our time on the defensive, attacking them. The golden mean, 
which Paul followed, would be to familiarize ourselves with the major philosophic and religious tenets of the 
people among whom we are called to work and then to confront error by going on the offensive with the 



powerful Word of Jesus Christ, confident that it has the power to free people who are caught in Satan’s web of 
false philosophy or false religion. 

In a most marvelous way God prepared the world for the day when he would send out Paul with the 
gospel. There was the Jewish Diaspora, which provided Paul with a base of operations in community after 
community. There was the Hellenization of the world after the time of Alexander, which gave the world into 
which Paul would travel one basic language as well as empty philosophies and religions, leaving a void that 
only Christianity could fill. We want to look at one further aspect of God’s preparation of the world for the 
spread of the gospel: the “Pax Romana.” 

Pax Romana 
Again, it is hardly by accident that we see the ascendancy of the power of Rome precisely at the time 

God determined to send forth his Son and then to send forth the message about his Son’s finished work to the 
world. Five emperors ruled during this time. With Octavian (31 B.C-14 A.D.), who received the title 
“Augustus” in 27 B.C., the Roman Empire began and with it the Pax Romana. He was followed by the capable 
administrator Tiberius (14-37 A.D.). After the short reign of Caligula (37-41 A.D.), who was assassinated, 
Claudius (41-54 A.D.) became emperor, another able administrator. And then came Nero (54-68 A.D.). 

During this whole period of time, and thus throughout Paul’s missionary career, war had practically 
ceased. The whole Mediterranean world was under one government. Those who enjoyed Roman citizenship 
were in an especially advantageous situation wherever they traveled in the empire. There was a universal 
toleration of all religions, a condition that was to change at the time of Nero. Travel had never been so easy nor 
so safe. The system of Roman roads throughout the empire has been unrivalled till recent times. At considerable 
expense Rome constructed harbors and bridges. Already under Pompey it had succeeded in ridding the seas of 
the Cilician pirates who had made travel by sea a risky business. 

Paul made good use of these advantages God provided at that particular time through the Romans. Much 
of his travel was on two main Roman roads, the Via Sebaste, which stretched all the way from the Euphrates 
through Galatia and Asia to Ephesus, and the Via Egnatia, which began at Byzantium and ran west to Philippi 
and Thessalonica and then across the Balkan peninsula to Dyrrhachium and its port Egnatia on the Adriatic 
coast. The travel that Paul did by sea is well known. His first journey began with a short voyage to the island of 
Cyprus and from there to Pamphylia. Every missionary journey thereafter included lengthy sea voyages, 
culminated by his final voyage to Rome. 

The Pax Romana didn’t guarantee absolute safety. In 2 Corinthians Paul speaks about being “in danger 
from bandits” (2 Co 11:26). Overall, however, it was a time marked by free movement from place to place on 
land or sea. Harnack, for example, mentions a Phrygian merchant who made the journey from Phrygia to Rome 
72 times in his life. 14 

Religious toleration, protection, ease of travel—these were some of the great strengths of the Roman 
rule, strengths which Paul put to good use. There were weaknesses, too, notably Roman cruelty, as seen 
particularly in the spectacles of the amphitheaters. The amphitheaters were built for shows of gladiators. Very 
little opposition was voiced against them. Allen quotes Dr. Bigg: “(There are) but three passages in which 
heathen writers express anything like adequate condemnation” of this activity.15 Pliny and Cicero defended 
them as “affording a splendid training for the eye, though perhaps not for the ear, in the endurance of pain and 
death, and as inspiring disdain of death and love of honorable wounds.” Symmachus expressed anger that some 
Saxons committed suicide in their cells rather than kill one another in public at the show he had prepared in 
honor of his son’s praetorship. 

Such lack of feeling and cruelty carried over into other aspects of life: into the theater and into the 
government of the day. Conybeare and Howson make the judgment that we need not hesitate to take it for 
granted that those who were sent from Rome to dispense justice ... were more frequently like ... Pilate and Felix, 
than Gallio and Sergius Paulus.”16 

What did this mean for the spread of the gospel? Conybeare and Howson go too far when, after 
describing the temper of the times as “essentially both cruel and profane,” they state that “the human race were 



groaning for the better peace of a ‘kingdom not of this world.’”17 The evils of a society will not lead people to 
long for the gospel. But it is true that difficult times tend to make people more ready to listen to a message that 
promises something better, much as today an unbeliever who has just suffered the loss of all he has will tend to 
be more willing to listen to the Christian message than one who has just won a million dollars in the lottery. 
Even the negative aspects of the Roman rule, then,18 served a positive purpose. Paul came preaching in a world 
that quite clearly was far from ideal, a world that left much room for people’s longings for something better. 
Paul’s gospel filled that longing-and then some. 

Three distinct blessings of God to make the times right for the spread of the gospel: the Diaspora, the 
Greek culture, the Roman peace. Paul took advantage of them all: the migration of Jews into the Mediterranean 
world, the synagogue, the Septuagint, the Greek language, the emptiness of Greek philosophy and religion, the 
privileges of Roman citizenship, the relative ease of Roman transportation. 

As we today consider the call to make disciples of all nations, it will do us well also to discern the times 
and take advantage of whatever opportunities the Lord sets before us both here in the United States and abroad. 
As in Paul’s day so today both positive aspects, e.g., modern methods of communication, and negative ones, 
e.g., the breakdown of the family, can be allies of those whose goal is to evangelize their community. 

Paul clearly understood his times and interpreted what was going on around him in terms of how this 
might impact the spread of the gospel. We, too, will want to “read” our society, not simply to marvel at its 
advancement and deplore its disintegration in so many areas, but in order to develop mission strategies that will 
maximize every opportunity to turn loose the one power that saves, the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

PART TWO PAUL’S EARLY YEARS 
In the first part of this study we talked about the marvelous way in which the Lord prepared the -world 

for Paul’s mission endeavors. In this part our emphasis will be on the way the Lord prepared Paul for going out 
into the world with the gospel. The main facts are quite well known to us. From childhood we have thrilled to 
hear the account of the conversion of the Christ- hating Saul, to hear how God turned his life around, to hear 
how this persecutor of Jesus became Jesus’ most ardent supporter. We intend here to look in somewhat more 
detail at how the Lord accomplished this and prepared him for a lifetime of missionary activity. Then we will 
make some applications to preparation for mission work today. 
Pre-Conversion Days 

Paul was born into a world dominated by Greek culture and ruled by Roman might, a world that had 
seen much movement of peoples, particularly the Jews, who now conservatively numbered six times as many 
living outside of Palestine as inside it. Paul was a part of all of this. He was a Jew. He had a good understanding 
of the Greek culture. He was a Roman citizen. Again, it is hardly by accident that the Lord called this particular 
man to be his “chosen instrument to carry my name before the Gentiles and their kings and before the people of 
Israel” (Ac 9:15). 
A Greek 

Three times the book of Acts refers to the fact that Paul was from Tarsus. The Lord identifies the man 
Ananias is to visit in Damascus as “a man from Tarsus named Saul” (Ac 9: 11). During his final visit to 
Jerusalem, when his life is endangered by an out of control mob, Paul identifies himself to his protector, 
Claudius Lysias, the commander of the Roman troops housed in the fortress of Antonia adjacent to the temple: 
“I am a Jew, from Tarsus in Cilicia, a citizen of no ordinary city” (Ac 21:39). Then, when the crowd is quieted 
down, Paul opens his address to it with similar words: “I am a Jew, born in Tarsus of Cilicia” (Ac 22:3). 

Tarsus, Paul says, is “no ordinary1 city.” He makes an effective use of litotes here to emphasize the fact 
that Tarsus was far from an ordinary city, which it was in fact a significant, important metropolis. Tarsus was 
located in Cilicia, a border province, and thus of some importance to the Romans, especially since Cilicia was 
home to the rugged Taurus Mountains and the narrow pass through these mountains, the Cilician Gates. Control 
of that pass was vital to Roman security. The Romans established some control in Cilicia by around 100 B.C. 
and then solidified that control in 67 B.C. at the time of Pompey’s successful military campaign against the 
Cilician pirates. A Roman, well-known to all of us, Cicero, served as proconsul there from 50-51 B.C. 



Cilicia was divided into two parts, the mostly mountainous Western (or Rough) Cilicia and Eastern (or 
Level) Cilicia, which from 25 B.C. on was united administratively with Syria to the east and south. It is likely 
Eastern Cilicia to which Paul is referring in Galatians when he says that some time subsequent to his conversion 
he went to Syria and Cilicia (Gal 1: 21).  

Tarsus was in Eastern Cilicia on the Cydnus River, about ten miles from its mouth, and about thirty 
miles from the Taurus Mountains and the Cilician Gates. At the time of Paul it was the capital of the province 
of Cilicia; but it also held the status of a free city, exempted by Augustus from imperial taxation. 

The city was a center of commerce. The Tarsians had built a road through the Cilician Gates, which 
helped to make the city, already a seaport, also a hub of an important land trade route, situated as it was right 
between the East and the West. It was a large city. Some suggest that at its height it may have numbered close 
to 500,000. And it was prosperous. Situated on a fertile plain, it became well-known for its linen that was 
woven from flax grown in the plain and also for cilicium, woven from goat’s hair, which made coverings that 
gave protection against cold and moisture. Paul undoubtedly would have learned how to work with cilicium. 

Of considerable significance for the work that the Lord had planned for Paul is the fact that Tarsus was a 
center of Greek culture. E. M. Blaicklock writes: 

It became the Athens of the eastern Mediterranean, the ancient equivalent of a university city, 
the resort of men of learning, the home town of Athenodorus (74 B.C.-A.D. 7), the respected 
teacher of Augustus himself, the seat of a school of Stoic philosophers, a place of learning and 
disputation, the very climate in which a brilliant mind might grow up in the midst of stimulus 
and challenge and learn to think and to contend.2 

The geographer Strabo (1st century?) describes the people of Tarsus as avid in the pursuit of culture—of 
philosophy and the liberal arts. F. F. Bruce remarks that, in this respect at least, the citizens of Tarsus 
“surpassed even Athens and Alexandria, whose schools were frequented more by visitors than by their own 
citizens.”3 

Born in Tarsus and raised there, at least for a time,4 Paul had the opportunity to become acquainted with 
Greek culture. Greek may well have been his native tongue. The writings of the Greek poets and philosophers 
were not unknown to him. In Athens he quotes the Cilician poet Aratus (c. 300 B.C.): “We are his offspring,” as 
well as the Cretan poet Epimenides (e. 600 B.C.): “In him we live and move and have our being” (Ac 17:28). 
He quotes Epimenides again when writing to Titus: “Cretans are always liars, evil brutes, lazy gluttons” (Tit 1: 
12). A line from a comedy by another Greek poet, Menander, is found in Paul’s well-known resurrection 
chapter: “Bad company corrupts good morals” (1 Co 15:33). 

From his upbringing in Tarsus, Paul would also have become acquainted with one of the lower elements 
of Greek culture: its gross pagan worship. The chief god of Tarsus was Baal Tars. A secondary deity was 
Sandan, the worship of whom figured heavily in fertility rites climaxed annually by a funeral observance 
representing the death of this god of vegetation. This was followed by a celebration of his resurrection, a 
resurrection celebrated with all kinds of immoral sexual behavior. 

Paul, then, from his formative years in Tarsus would have seen first-hand some of the best and some of 
the worst of Greek culture. From what he had learned in his early years he would be able to speak to the Greeks 
as a Greek. 
A Roman 

Likewise he could speak to the Romans as a Roman. Luke records in Acts the following dialogue 
between Paul and the Roman commander, Claudius Lysias (Ac 22:27,28): 

Claudius Lysias: “Tell me, are you a Roman citizen?” 
Paul: “Yes, I am. “ 
Claudius Lysias: “I had to pay a big price for my citizenship.” 
Paul: “But I was born a citizen.” 

This indicates that Paul’s father was a Roman citizen. It could have gone back even farther than that, of 
course. Just how citizenship was conferred on Paul’s family is not stated. Originally Roman citizenship was 



granted only to freeborn natives of the city of Rome; but by this time the rights of citizenship had been extended 
far beyond this group. At times individuals or groups who had rendered some special service to help the Roman 
cause were awarded with Roman citizenship. Once conferred, citizenship was transmitted by birth. It is possible 
that already at the time of Pompey many of the inhabitants of Tarsus had been granted Roman citizenship. 
Tarsus tended to receive favored treatment because it was in effect the guardian of the Cilician Gates, which 
were so vital to the defense of the Empire. 

At any rate, Paul enjoyed the privilege of Roman citizenship, a privilege which he did not fail to use as 
the situation warranted. There were several such occasions. In Philippi Paul and Silas were beaten. The next 
day the magistrate ordered them to be released. Paul spoke up on behalf of himself and Silas: “They beat us 
publicly without a trial, even though we are Roman citizens, and threw us into prison. And now do they want to 
get rid of us quietly? No! Let them come themselves and escort us out” (Ac 16:37). With these words Paul 
demonstrated that he knew well the protections afforded by Roman citizenship. Every Roman citizen was 
entitled to a fair public trial if he was accused of any crime. He was exempted from certain ignominious forms 
of punishment; and he was protected against summary execution. 

Paul took advantage of these same rights later in Jerusalem, following his third missionary journey. 
Claudius Lysias had given the command for Paul to be flogged. The soldiers were stretching out his body and 
were about to begin the flogging when Paul brought this activity to a halt by asking, “Is it legal for you to flog a 
Roman who hasn’t even been found guilty?” (Ac 22:25). Some two years later, when Festus succeeded Felix as 
governor of Judea, Paul again availed himself of the privilege of Roman citizenship. Festus wanted to bring him 
up to Jerusalem from Caesarea where he had been held prisoner for the past two years. Convinced that he could 
not receive a fair trial in Jerusalem, Paul told Festus, “I appeal to Caesar” (Ac 25:11). To Rome then he went 
where, even though he was under arrest, for two whole years, as a Roman citizen speaking to Roman citizens, 
“boldly and without hindrance he preached the kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ” (Ac 
28:3 1). 
A Jew 

And Paul could also speak to the Jews as a Jew. He describes himself in Philippians as “circumcised on 
the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a 
Pharisee” (Php 3:5). The tribe of Benjamin was one of the two that made up the Southern Kingdom. Though 
Benjamin was drawn into the larger Judah, at least some Benjamites didn’t allow their ancestry to be 
obliterated. Nehemiah mentions certain descendants of Benjamin who settled in Jerusalem and in other 
communities when they returned from captivity (Ne 11:7-9; 31-36). The tribe of Benjamin’s most illustrious 
member up till the time of Paul was King Saul. Was the New Testament Saul/Paul so named because of this 
ancestor? We might note here, by the way, that the name Paul probably was not given later, when he started his 
missionary journeys. It was more likely one of his given names as a Roman citizen, a name which Luke uses 
exclusively of him beginning with his work on the island of Cyprus on his first missionary journey and on to the 
end of the book of Acts (Ac 13:9).5 

We are not told in the Scriptures the circumstances or the time of the migration of Paul’s family to 
Tarsus. They could possibly have been there for several generations. We know, for example, that Antiochus IV 
(175-164 B.C.) transplanted a group of Jewish families there to strengthen his hold on Asia Minor. Jerome (c. 
400 A.D.), however, who lived in Bethlehem for a time, states that Paul’s parents fled to Tarsus from Gischala 
in Galilee during the time of the Roman takeover of Palestine in the first century B.C. 

At any rate, the family, though it lived in a Gentile culture, did not lose its Jewish heritage. Paul calls 
himself “a Hebrew of Hebrews,” likely in contrast to calling himself a Hellenistic Jew. His father and 
apparently father before him were Pharisees; for he describes himself as “a Pharisee, the son of Pharisees” (Ac 
23:6). In his childhood, then, even before his training under Gamaliel, Paul would certainly have become very 
familiar with the tenets of Judaism. A Jewish boy would begin his study of the Scriptures at age five and study 
of the legal traditions of the Jews at age ten. 



And from early on Paul would have learned a trade. Jewish education sought to produce a man who 
could both think and do. A Jewish rabbinical saying went this way: “Whosoever doth not teach his son work, 
teacheth him to rob.” Gamaliel II is quoted as saying: “Excellent is Torah study together with worldly business, 
for all Torah without work must fail at length, and occasion iniquity.” 

This part of his upbringing, too, stood him in good stead, enabling him to support himself through tent-
making so no one could accuse him of evangelizing for financial gain. In his farewell to the Ephesian elders he 
says, “These hands of mine supplied my own needs and the needs of my companions” (Ac 20:34). To the 
Corinthians he writes, “We worked hard with our own hands” (1 Co 4:12). Even though he had the right to get 
his living from the gospel, he chose not to use that right (1 Co 9:6-15). “We worked night and day in order not 
to be a burden to anyone,” he reminds the Thessalonians. He probably preached and taught during the day and 
did his tent-making at night (1 Th 2:9). 

Like his father and father’s father, Paul became a Pharisee, “the strictest sect of our religion,” as he 
himself put it (Ac 26:5). The Pharisees, a name which probably means “separated ones,” denoting their policy 
of strict separation from anything that might smack of moral or ceremonial impurity, are mentioned by Josephus 
as being in existence already by about 150 B.C.7 They probably rose from the ranks of the hasidim, a group of 
Jews who banded themselves together following the return from exile to encourage each other in the study and 
practice of the Law. Many of them joined up with the Hasmoneans against the Seleucids who tried to force 
Hellenization upon the Jews. According to Josephus the Pharisees numbered about 6000.8 

It is likely that Paul was in his early teens when he was sent to Jerusalem to begin his training under 
Gamaliel, since it was after their bar mitzvah that the more promising boys were directed into the rabbinic 
schools. He may have lived in the home of his sister.9 Gamaliel I was one of the greatest rabbis of the first 
century. It was this Gamaliel, “who was honored by all the people,” whose moderate wait-and-see counsel in 
regard to the followers of Jesus was adopted by the Sanhedrin. “If their purpose or activity is of human origin, it 
will fail,” he said. “But if it is from God, you will not be able to stop these men; you will only find yourselves 
fighting against God” (Ac 6:34,38,39). 

In this counsel Gamaliel was apparently reflecting the spirit of the more humanitarian and liberal school 
of Hillel, of which he was a part, rather than the more stringent and conservative school of Shammai.” It was a 
counsel that his most well-known student, Saul of Tarsus, obviously did not follow. 

But he did follow the law as taught by the Pharisees. He tells the Galatians: “I was advancing in Judaism 
beyond many Jews of my own age and was extremely zealous for the traditions of my fathers” (Ga 1: 14). “As 
for legalistic righteousness,” he tells the Philippians, righteousness that comes in connection with the law, he 
was “faultless” (Php 3:6). In his defense before Agrippa he simply says, I lived as a Pharisee,” a fact, he says, to 
which anyone who know him either in Tarsus or Jerusalem could certainly testify (Ac 26:5). 

He understood what it meant to be a Jew and thus could meet them on their own turf. He could look 
back on his own life as evidence when he wrote about the Jews: “I can testify about them that they are zealous 
for God, but their zeal is not based on knowledge. They did not know the righteousness that comes from God 
and sought to establish their own” (Ro 10:2,3). Because of that misguided zeal, Paul says of the Jews, “I have 
great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart” (Ro 9:2), a heart that longed to evangelize these people with 
whom he had so much in common. 
A Persecutor 

It took a mighty miracle of God, however, to put that kind of knowledge and feeling into Paul’s heart. 
When we first meet Paul in the Scriptures he is zealously, though mistakenly, upholding the traditions of his 
fathers. At the stoning of Stephen, “I stood there,” he recalls some twenty-five years later, “giving my approval 
and guarding the clothes of those who were killing him” (Ac 22:20). Paul recognized, as clearly as Stephen did 
on the other side, the incompatibility between Judaism as he had been taught and Christianity. It had to be one 
or the other. We see here the same refusal to compromise that marked Paul’s later life as apostle. God re-
channels people’s strengths into his service. 



For a few years, though, it was anything but God’s service in which Paul was involved. “You have 
heard of my previous way of life in Judaism,” he tells the Galatians, “how intensely I persecuted the church of 
God and tried to destroy it” (Ga 1:13). “I once was a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man,” he 
reminds Timothy (1 Ti 1:13). In his defense before Agrippa, Paul confesses: 

I ... was convinced that I ought to do all that was possible to oppose the name of Jesus of 
Nazareth. And that is just what I did in Jerusalem. On the authority of the chief priests I put 
many of the saints in prison, and when they were put to death, I cast my vote against them. Many 
a time I went from one synagogue to another to have them punished, and I tried to force them to 
blaspheme. In my obsession against them, I even went to foreign cities to persecute them (Ac 
26:9-11). 

To the Jews in Jerusalem he says: “I persecuted the followers of this Way to their death, arresting both 
men and women and throwing them into prison.... I even obtained letters from them to their brothers in 
Damascus, and went there to bring these people as prisoners to Jerusalem to be punished” (Ac 22:4,5). 
Conversion and Post-Conversion Days 

It is this man whom the Lord Jesus confronted on the Damascus Road. The account, recorded in Acts 
9:3-9, is familiar, as are Paul’s autobiographical reminiscences of that day.” Our familiarity with this account, 
however, should not be allowed to diminish in our minds the magnitude of what transpired. For Paul it was a 
matter of never-ceasing amazement. Writing to Timothy some thirty years later, Paul says: 

Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to 
save sinners—of whom I am the worst. But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in 
me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his unlimited patience as an example for 
those who would believe on him and receive eternal life (1 Ti 1:15,16). 

The thought of this overwhelming mercy of God toward him simply overwhelms Paul and leads him to 
break out in the beautiful doxology, “Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and 
glory for ever and ever. Amen” (1 Ti 1:17). 

His life was completely turned around from that day forward. He tells the Philippians: 
Whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. What is more, I consider 
everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for 
whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ and be found in 
him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through 
faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith. I want to know Christ 
and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like 
him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead (Php 3:7-11). 

He wanted to know Christ. And he wanted to share Christ: “I am compelled to preach. Woe to me if I do 
not preach the gospel!” (1 Co 9:16). That, of course, is exactly what the Lord had in mind for Paul. Ananias 
relayed to Paul the Lord’s call to service: “The God of our fathers has chosen you to know his will and to see 
the Righteous One and to hear words from his mouth. You will be his witness to all men of what you have seen 
and heard” (Ac 22:14,15). 

Three years after his conversion Paul went up to Jerusalem (Ga 1: 18). While he was praying in the 
temple he fell into a trance, during which the Lord repeated to Paul personally the call he had conveyed to him 
through Ananias. “Go,” the Lord told him. “I will send you far away to the Gentiles” (Ac 22:21). 

These two commissions are possibly combined and summarized by Paul in Acts 26 when he tells 
Agrippa that the Lord told him: 

I have appeared to you to appoint you as a servant and as a witness of what you have seen of me 
and what I will show you. I will rescue you from your own people and from the Gentiles. I am 
sending you to them to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the power 
of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are 
sanctified by faith in me (Ac 26:16-18). 



With utmost confidence Paul can describe himself as “Paul, an apostle-sent not from men nor by man, 
but by Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him from the dead” (Ga 1:1). 

It was to be some time, however, before Paul would be deemed ready to carry out what we today call his 
three missionary journeys. The Lord took about fifteen years following Paul’s conversion, in fact, to prepare 
him for going out into the world with the gospel. Acts chapters 9, 11, 12, 22 and 26, 2 Corinthians 11:29ff, and 
the first, and perhaps second, chapter of Galatians furnish us with the material that fleshes out these years. They 
may be re-constructed as follows: 
1. Conversion and Commissioning, c. 32 A.D. (Ac 9:1-19a) 

Paul heads for Damascus, about 150 miles northeast of Jerusalem, to find followers of “the Way” (Ac 
9:2) whom he might bring back bound to Jerusalem. Josephus tells us that Paul’s Early Years Julius Caesar, in 
47 B.C., had granted the right of extradition to the High Priest.12 Damascus, with its large concentration of 
Jews,13 seemed to be a good place to go for this purpose. 
2. Preaching in Damascus (Ac 9:19b-22) 

We are told that following his conversion “Saul spent several days with the disciples in Damascus. At 
once [Gk., eutheoos] he began to preach in the synagogues that Jesus is the Son of God” (Ac 9:19b-20). 
3. To Arabia (Ga 1: 15-17) 

When one compares Galatians 1: 15 with Acts 9:19ff it is difficult to tell which came first, Paul’s 
preaching in Damascus or his trip to Arabia. This is especially true when one looks at the NIV. In the Galatians 
account Paul says that after his conversion and call he 11 went immediately [Gk., eutheoos, same word as Acts 
9:20) into Arabia and later returned to Damascus “ (Ga 1: 17). There appears to be a conflict, then. Did Paul 
immediately preach in Damascus, or did he immediately go to Arabia? In the Greek of the Galatians passage, 
however, eutheoos comes much earlier in the sentence. The point Paul is making centers on what he did not 
immediately do, not on what he did immediately do. He did not immediately consult any man, nor did he 
immediately go up to Jerusalem to get human authorization for his work. What he did do was go into Arabia. 
This doesn’t preclude his doing something else prior to this as long as it had nothing to do with gaining 
permission from some human being to do what Christ himself had commissioned him to do. 

We are assuming in this chronology, then, that the newly converted Paul immediately began to speak 
about Jesus in the synagogues of Damascus, but that then shortly thereafter he went away to Arabia, after which 
he returned to Damascus to continue preaching until forced to leave. His trip to Arabia, then, would fit between 
verses 22 and 23 of Acts 9. 

Arabia, the kingdom of the Nabateans, was ruled by Aretas IV (9 B.CAO A.D.) during this time. 
Normally its territory was much farther south, but at times it reached as far north as Damascus. Damascus, in 
fact, may have been under the control of Aretas at this time (cf 2 Co 11:32ff) 14; although some maintain that 
the ethnarch mentioned in 2 Corinthians 11 didn’t rule Damascus, but was rather Aretas’ representative to the 
Arabs living under Roman rule in Damascus. 

We can only speculate on what Paul did during the time he spent in Arabia. The fact that Luke, who is 
deeply interested in recording the missionary activity of Paul, is completely silent about this trip, coupled with 
the context of Galatians (Paul doesn’t mention any preaching until the end of the chapter) leads one to conclude 
that Paul did not spend his time in Arabia evangelizing, but being prepared to evangelize. It would thus have 
been a time to meditate, to study, and perhaps to receive further revelations from the risen Lord.15 
4. Return to Damascus (Ac 9:23-25; 2 Co 11:32,33) 

His stay the second time in Damascus was cut short by the combined effort of some Jews and the 
ethnarch of King Aretas to arrest and kill him, an effort foiled by Paul’s friends who lowered him in a basket 
through an opening in the wall. 
5. First Trip to Jerusalem, c. 35 A.D. (Ac 9:26-29; Ga 1: 18-20) 

Paul tells us that “after three years” he went up to Jerusalem. The three years would most logically be 
dated from his conversion. We don’t know how much of the three years he spent in Damascus and how much in 
Arabia. We do know that at the end of this time period he made a brief fifteen-day visit to Jerusalem. The only 



leaders of the church with whom he had a chance to visit were Peter and James, the Lord’s brother; but he also 
spent some time moving about freely in Jerusalem, “speaking boldly in the name of the Lord” (Ac 9:29), 
especially to the Grecian Jews. But when these former allies turned on him and tried to kill him, his new 
Christian friends escorted him to Caesarea and sent him off to Tarsus. 
6. To Syria and Cilicia, c. 35-44 A.D. (Ac 9:30; Ga 1:21) 

This is a silent time in the book of Acts, but it hardly appears to be a silent time in Paul’s life. The 
united province of Syria-Cilicia was Paul’s home country. He spent some ten years in this area, with Tarsus 
likely as his home base. From Galatians and Acts we receive a few clues as to Paul’s activities during these ten 
years. The churches of Judea, where Paul was personally unknown, were hearing the report after Paul was sent 
to Syria and Cilicia: “The man who formerly persecuted us is now preaching the faith he once tried to destroy” 
(Ga 1:23). 

We have a few other clues as to Paul’s activity during this time. There was the letter sent out following 
the Jerusalem Council. It was addressed “To the Gentile believers in Antioch, Syria and Cilicia” (Ac 15:23). A 
second clue: At the beginning of his second missionary journey Paul “went through Syria and Cilicia, 
strengthening the churches” (Ac 15:41). Both of these passages assume the existence of churches in Syria and 
Cilicia, churches which were not founded during Paul’s first journey and therefore must have been there even 
before that. 

We are arguing from relative silence, of course, to maintain that Paul was responsible for the existence 
of many of these churches; but the Galatian passage cited in the previous paragraph, together with these 
passages from Acts 15, do lend credence to the assumption that Paul did much evangelizing of a perhaps more 
spontaneous nature prior to what we today call his first missionary journey. It is also entirely possible that some 
of the suffering for the gospel Paul mentions in 2 Corinthians 11:23-29, much of which is difficult to fit into the 
framework of the three missionary journeys, occurred during these approximately ten years. 
7. To Antioch of Syria, c. 45 A.D. (Ac 11:19-26) 

Situated on the Orontes River about eighteen miles from the Mediterranean, Antioch was the provincial 
capital of Syria-Cilicia and the third largest city in the Roman Empire, after Rome and Alexandria. Located 
right on the dividing line between the Graeco-Roman world and the Orient, it was a center of commerce and a 
melting pot of Western and Eastern culture. Greek and Roman traditions mingled with Semitic, Arabic, and 
Persian influences. 

Jews formed a part of Antioch’s population from its founding in 350 B.C. Proselytes to Judaism were 
also abundant at the beginning of the Christian era.16 The Nicolaus mentioned in Acts 6:5 was one such convert. 

Christianity came quite early to Antioch. Following Stephen’s martyrdom, Jewish believers forced out 
of Jerusalem brought the message to Phoenicia, to the island of Cyprus, and to Antioch. At first they 
evangelized only their fellow Jews; but in time some of the Jews who were natives of Cyprus and Cyrene 
brought the gospel also to the Gentiles in Antioch. 17 

Barnabas, a native of Cyprus (Ac 4:36), was sent from Jerusalem to give guidance and encouragement 
to the church at Antioch, a task for which he was well suited. Barnabas, which means “Son of Encouragement,” 
was evidently a nickname with which the early church tagged this Levite named Joseph (Ac 4:36). Earlier he 
had encouraged the church in Jerusalem to receive Paul (Ac 9:27). Later he would encourage John Mark when 
Paul was ready to give up on him (Ac 15.37-39). 

As the work in Antioch grew, Barnabas felt the need for assistance. He knew Paul, of course, and 
perhaps had heard of his evangelizing work in Syria and Cilicia. At any rate, he traveled to Tarsus, found Paul 
and brought him back to Antioch. There for one whole year Barnabas and Paul taught the church, a church that 
then was ready to part with its pastors in the interest of spreading the gospel even farther than Antioch. 
8. To Jerusalem for the Famine Visit, c. 46 A.D. (Ac 11:27-30; 12:25) 

Before we explore some applications to our present day, we should look briefly at one other incident 
prior to Paul’s first missionary journey, the famine visit to Jerusalem. This visit was significant for two reasons: 



It helps us with our dating of events in Paul’s life since it refers to an incident that historians of that day also 
speak of. Secondly, it illustrates one of the fruits of gospel-preaching: It produces love for the brethren. 

According to Agabus, a man with the spiritual gift of prophecy, a severe famine would spread over the 
entire Roman empire. Luke, exhibiting his interest in historical precision, tells us that this famine occurred 
during the reign of Claudius (41-54 A.D.). Early historians (Suetonius, Tacitus, Eusebius) speak of a series of 
severe droughts during the time Claudius ruled. Josephus tells us about one such famine in Palestine during the 
procuratorships of Cuspius Fadus (c. 44-46 A.D.) and his successor Tiberius Julius Alexander (c. 46-48 A.D.). 
A convert to Judaism, Helena, queen mother of Adiabene, east of the Tigris, and her son, King Izates, provided 
food and money for the famine-stricken in Jerusalem at this time.” Helena, Josephus says, actually traveled to 
Jerusalem as a pilgrim with these gifts, which could well have been about the same time that Barnabas and Paul 
went up to Jerusalem with the offering from the saints in Antioch. In addition to this, papyri found in Egypt 
speak of the high price of grain in Egypt at this time, possibly evidence of a famine-caused shortage.” Dating 
the famine visit to Jerusalem at around 46 A.D. appears, then, to be fairly accurate.20 

The concrete way by which the Christians of Antioch demonstrated their love to their brothers and 
sisters in Jerusalem would be repeated later on an even grander scale when the churches of Asia, Macedonia 
and Achaia joined hands in a generous outpouring of aid to their fellow believers in Jerusalem (cf. 2 Co 8 and 
9). 

This action of the believers in Antioch and later in the other places Paul preached serves as a good 
reminder to us that, though we properly separate justification and sanctification, practically speaking the one 
will not exist apart from the other. Faith expresses itself through love, the first fruit of the Spirit (Ga 5:6,22). 

We can learn some valuable lessons about preparation for the ministry from the way the Lord prepared 
Paul. 

We note first of all the need for a changed heart. “ This is the one I esteem,” the Lord says through his 
prophet Isaiah, “he who is humble and contrite in spirit, and trembles at my word” (Is 66:2). That was the 
Lord’s key step in preparing Paul. Everything else was preliminary. His upbringing in the tenets of Judaism, his 
fine grasp of Greek culture, his Roman citizenship, his zeal, his leadership abilities—all this was supportive, but 
not foundational. We have seen how Paul time and again traced it all back, his whole mission career, to the day 
of his conversion when he personally tasted the grace of God which he then felt compelled to give to others (1 
Co 9:16). 

In our congregational life also, the best way to instill a missionary zeal is not to preach missions as a 
“must do,” but to preach Christ as a “has done.” Let his “It is finished! “ and the angels’ “He is risen!” resound 
in a positive, joyful manner from pulpit and lectern. Let that message continue to touch and change hearts, let it 
create and build up faith, and a result will be, as it was with Paul, zeal on the part of our people to give away to 
others what God has so graciously given to them. 

Secondly, as we look back upon the way the Lord prepared Paul for the ministry, we see the value of a 
broad-based rather than a narrowly-focused education. In addition to the primary requisite of a changed heart, 
we note that Paul went out into the mission field well equipped in two different areas. From his upbringing at 
home and from the time spent in formal training at the feet of Gamaliel it is clear that Paul was very much at 
home with the Scriptures. His sermons and other discourses in Acts and his Epistles abound in quotations and 
allusions to the Old Testament. With his knowledge of the Scriptures, it was not difficult for him to do what he 
did in the synagogue at Thessalonica, for example, where, we are told, “on three Sabbath days he reasoned with 
them from the Scriptures, explaining and proving that the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead” (Ac 
17:2,3). 

Paul was also well prepared in that he knew the society in which he would be working. He knew the 
religions; he knew the philosophies. He knew the weaknesses; he knew the glaring deficiencies. To this world 
he knew Paul applied the Word he knew. These, to a large degree, were his qualifications: his solid grounding 
in the Scriptures and his considerable knowledge of his times. He was comfortable in both worlds and knew 
how to bring the one to the other. 



There is always a certain tension in a seminary’s curriculum. What should be the ratio of so-called 
“theoretical” courses to “practical” courses? Though we have to be careful not to turn a biblical example into a 
biblical precept, it is instructive to note the “theoretical” nature of Paul’s pre-missionary activity training. He 
was well-acquainted with the Word. He was well-acquainted with his times. This would suggest that our pre- 
ministerial training today, with its attempt to give both a deep grounding in the Scriptures and a solid liberal 
arts 
background, is right on the mark. This is not to say that methods courses, e.g., courses in preaching, teaching, 
evangelizing, counseling, administration, are unessential. It is to say that of prime importance is to present as 
candidates for the public ministry of the church men of God who have a good overall grasp of the Scriptures 
and an understanding of the world in which they are going to conduct their ministry. It is interesting to note 
how often the faculty will receive letters from graduates who have been out for a few years and now want to 
express their gratitude for an education that gave them just those skills. 

Thirdly, we see the value of sending mature Christians out into the mission field. Think of the time that 
elapsed before the Holy Spirit told the church assembled at Antioch, “Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for 
the work to which I have called them” (Ac 13:2). This was approximately fifteen years after Paul’s conversion. 
And Paul at his conversion was hardly unacquainted with the Scriptures. Nor was he an exceptionally young 
man. He was possibly in his early 30s at the time the risen Christ appeared to him on the Damascus Road and 
thus about 45 when he began his missionary journeys. 

It is true, of course, that other, younger men accompanied Paul, notably Timothy. John Mark was also, it 
appears, a young man. But Mark went along as a helper and Timothy, it seems clear, was closely supervised by 
Paul and only gradually entrusted with work that he would do independent of Paul’s leadership. 

Add to that Paul’s own requirement that the episkopos should not be a neophyte (1 Ti 3:6), and we have 
some solid counsel to send out into the public ministry of the church those who are at least relatively mature in 
the faith. 

Fourthly, as we look at the Lord’s preparation of Paul for his missionary career, we note that the call 
sought the man and not vice versa. It took a call of the church for him to begin his first missionary journey. On 
behalf of the congregation in Antioch Barnabas called Paul into the ministry of the church at Antioch. And 
when about a year later Paul and Barnabas left on their first journey, it was the church at Antioch that “placed 
their hands on them and sent them off” (Ac 13:3). 

The application of this truth to our ministry is nicely stated by Pastor Edgar Hoenecke in an essay, “St. 
Paul’s Missionary Approach to the Unchurched,” delivered in 1963 to the Arizona-California Pastoral 
Conference: 

For this assignment into the world mission field St. Paul had waited for years, while he worked 
in comparative obscurity along the coast of the Mediterranean in Cilicia near his home city of 
Tarsus.... If the Lord wants to place us into a certain work, he will surely do so at his own good 
time and through the orderly process which he has established, through a call of the Church. In 
the meantime, our best preparation for whatever other post of duty the Lord has in mind for us is 
to exercise patience and faithfulness in the place and duty into which we have been called. 21 

PART THREE: PAUL’S MISSION STRATEGY 
As we brought part two to a close, Paul, together with Barnabas, was serving the congregation in 

Antioch of Syria, the place where the disciples were first called Christians (Ac 11:26). In part three of this study 
we want to trace briefly what followed: the quite familiar course of Paul’s three missionary journeys. Having 
done that, we want to see if we can discern any mission strategy that Paul followed. Then we want to determine 
what part of this strategy, if any, might be applicable to us today as we also seek to “make disciples of all 
nations” (Mt 28:20). 

We note right at the outset that the directive to begin what we today call the first missionary journey 
came from the Lord and that it came to a group of Christians whose desire was to be attuned to the Lord’s will 
for them: “While they (the leaders in the church at Antioch, including Paul and Barnabas] 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”’ (Ac 13:2,3). 
First Journey, c. 47,48 A.D. (Ac 13,14) 

Their first stop was the island of Cyprus, some 100 miles into the Mediterranean southeast of Antioch. 
Did the Holy Spirit give them specific directions to begin at this particular place? It doesn’t appear that this is 
the case. We are told that they were sent on their way by the Holy Spirit, probably a reference to the 
commissioning service at Antioch which included prayer and fasting and laying on of hands (Ac 13:3,4); but we 
are not told that the Holy Spirit told them where to go. 

It is more likely that they traveled to Cyprus because this seemed a logical place to begin. For one thing, 
Cyprus was the home of Barnabas. For another, the Christian gospel had already been proclaimed at least to a 
degree in Cyprus by some of the Jewish Christians who had been scattered after Stephen’s martyrdom (Ac 11: 
19); so there would be a nucleus to work with. Another factor: There was a fairly sizeable number of Jews on 
the island of Cyprus, guaranteeing a synagogue in most Cypriot cities. One further reason for going to Cyprus 
may well have been its strategic location, situated as it was on the shipping lanes between Syria, Asia Minor, 
and Greece. 

Cyprus, a senatorial as opposed to an imperial province, was administered by a proconsul, who was 
appointed by lot by the Roman senate and served in office for one year.2 It is at Cyprus that Luke calls Saul of 
Tarsus “Paul” for the first time (Ac 13:9) and also begins to place his name before the name of Barnabas. In the 
future the only time he puts the name of Barnabas first is when the two men are at the Jerusalem Council 
following the first journey (Ac 15:12), a recognition no doubt by Luke of Barnabas’ standing in the Jerusalem 
church. 

On Cyprus, as far as we are told, Paul and Barnabas preached the Word at two places only, the two key 
cities of the island. They began at the synagogue in Salamis on the east coast. Salamis was the most important 
city of the island and the administrative center for its eastern half. The capital of Cyprus, though, was the 
second city the missionaries visited, New Paphos, a Greek settlement 90 miles to the southwest of Salamis. 
Paphos was known for its shrine to Aphrodite. It is here that Paul and Barnabas brought the Word to the 
proconsul, Sergius Paulus (c. 46-48) at his invitation; and it was here also that Paul confronted the sorcerer 
Elymas with the powerful Word of the Lord that struck him blind for a time. We are told that when Sergius 
Paulus saw what happened, he believed. It wasn’t the miracle that changed his life, though. Luke tells us that 
“he was amazed at the teaching about the Lord” (Ac 13:12).3 

Moving on from there, Paul and Barnabas and John Mark, who had come along on the journey as an 
assistant, sailed to the mainland port of Perga in the province of Pamphylia, at which point John Mark returned 
home. Since Perga was the chief city in Pamphylia, and Pamphylia did have some Jewish settlements, it is 
somewhat surprising that Paul spent no time, so far as we know, evangelizing in Perga, though he did do so on 
their way back to Antioch (Ac 14:25). 

William Ramsay spends quite a bit of time promoting the theory that Paul suffered from an attack of 
malaria in the lowlands of Pamphylia and so pushed on quickly to the higher altitude of Pisidian Antioch.4 This, 
says Ramsay, is what Paul is referring to when he tells the Galatians, “It was because of an illness5 that I first 
preached the gospel to you” (Ga 4:13). And this, Ramsay maintains, is Paul’s “thorn in the flesh” (2 Co 12:7). 
Not everyone agrees with Ramsay. Arndt-Gingrich lists several suggestions that various scholars have advanced 
as to the identity of Paul’s thorn: epilepsy, hysteria, periodic depressions, headaches, severe eye trouble (Ga 
4:15), and a speech impediment. 

We aren’t going to solve this problem here, nor do we have to do so in order to learn from it. Through 
his “thorn in the flesh,” whether it is connected with his visit to Perga or not, the Lord taught Paul that in a 
Christian’s life obstacles are actually opportunities through which the Lord can carry out his work. “My grace is 
sufficient for you,” he told Paul, “for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Paul learned that lesson well. 
Think of his response: 



Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest 
on me. That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in 
persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong (2 Co 12:9,10). 

Paul exemplifies a faith attitude that is marked by trust in the promises of God, trust that, as he himself 
put it, “in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his 
purpose” (Ro 8:28). Those involved in mission work today, whether it be in this country or abroad, like Paul 
should not expect an obstacle-free ministry. Hostility, indifference, and meager results can discourage and 
depress. Faith, though, will cling to God’s promises. It will not focus on what hasn’t been done. It will not 
allow obstacles to lead one to conclude that it can’t be done. Instead it will remember and treasure God’s 
assurance that the gospel is the power of God for salvation and that it will accomplish what God desires and 
achieve the purpose for which he sent it (Ro 1:16; Isa 55:11). 

Luke gives evidence of his careful work as an historian when he describes the next city that Paul visited 
as “Pisidian Antioch.” Actually this Antioch was in Phrygia, right on the border of Pisidia; but to distinguish it 
from another Antioch in Phyrgia it was commonly known as Pisidian Antioch. It was the most important city of 
the southern portion of the Roman province of Galatia, which formerly had consisted of the regions of eastern 
Phrygia, Pisidia, and western Lycaonia. In 25 B.C. Augustus had added these regions to the old kingdom of 
Galatia to the north and made of this whole area the province of Galatia. 

Antioch was made a Roman colony in 6 B.C. to help protect Roman interests in the region. The great 
Roman road, the Via Sebaste, which stretched from Ephesus to the Euphrates, ran through the city. Its 
population was a mixed one, made up of Greeks, Romans, native Phrygians, and Jews. According to Josephus, 
Antioch was one of the places where Antiochus III (223-187 B.C.) had settled Jews.6 Paul, therefore, had no 
problem finding Jews. On the Sabbath he and Barnabas entered the synagogue where he had the opportunity to 
address both Jews and Gentile “God-fearers” (Ac 13:16). 

Paul’s message in Antioch’s synagogue is the longest such message Luke has preserved for us. We will 
look at it in more detail in part four when we explore Paul’s mission messages. At this point we simply want to 
note that in Antioch there began the pattern which was to be repeated often in Paul’s travels: an initial 
acceptance of Paul and his message that was followed by strong resistance to and rejection of Paul on the part 
of some. “Many of the Jews and devout converts to Judaism7 followed Paul and Barnabas,” Luke tells us (Ac 
13:43); but then when on the next Sabbath almost the whole city gathered to hear the word of the Lord, “the 
Jews ... were filled with jealousy and talked abusively against what Paul was saying” (Ac 13:45). 

We do not have to conclude that the Jews mentioned in this verse are the same as those mentioned in 
verse 43. It appears rather that a congregation consisting of Jews and Gentiles was formed in Antioch and that it 
was a group of unbelieving Jews, joined later by some high-standing Gentiles (Ac 13:50), that opposed Paul 
and Barnabas and expelled them from the city. 

Before we leave Antioch we should take note of one other significant point. Not only was a 
congregation established in Antioch, but “the word of the Lord spread through the whole region” (Ac 13:49). A 
better translation here for the word “spread” might be “was being carried.”’ The Word spreads when it is 
carried. Those who did the carrying of the Word aren’t specified. The passive verb emphasizes what was 
happening rather than who was doing it. But the context suggests that the carriers weren’t Paul and Barnabas 
but rather those in Antioch to whom these two missionaries brought the gospel. 

The next stop, Iconium, about 80 miles from Antioch, was an ancient Phyrgian town that had been 
transformed by the Greeks into a city-state. Though under Rome, it remained strongly Greek in character. 
Ramsay calls it “the Damascus of Asia Minor” because, like Damascus, it was blessed with much water, a good 
climate, rich vegetation, and great prosperity. 

Again it was the synagogue to which Paul and Barnabas went first, and again “a great number of Jews 
and Gentiles believed” (Ac 14: 1). And, as at Antioch, “the Jews who refused to believe stirred up the Gentiles 
and poisoned their minds against the brothers” (Ac 14:2). In time Paul and Barnabas were forced to leave; but 



not before, even in the face of stiff opposition, they had “spent considerable time there, speaking boldly for the 
Lord” (Ac 14:3). 

Lystra, their next stop, was only 20 miles from Iconium, but it was in another district of Galatia. Lystra 
and Derbe are called “Lycaonian cities” by Luke (Ac 14:7), a further testimony to Luke’s accuracy. Ramsay 
notes the fact that between 37 and 72 A.D., and at no other time, Iconium was on the Phrygian side of the 
regional border between Phrygia and Lycaonia.9 

Lystra was an ancient Lycaonian village turned into a Roman colony by Augustus in 6 B.C. He brought 
Roman soldiers and their families into the city, making it the easternmost of the fortified cities of Galatia. 
Though the ruling class was made up mostly of Roman army veterans, the population consisted chiefly of 
uneducated Lycaonians, who spoke their own language. 

Apparently there were not many Jews in Lystra, although it appears to have been the home of Timothy 
(Ac 16:1-3). At least we have no record of Paul preaching in the synagogue. Paul rather appears to have done 
his evangelizing in the open air, where a certain lame man listened to him and was healed by Paul. Following 
this healing there came another of the addresses of Paul that we plan to look at later. 

After he was stoned and left for dead by the mob that was aroused by the unbelieving Jews who had 
followed him from Antioch and Iconium, Paul moved on to his final stop on the first journey, Derbe, about 60 
miles from Lystra. Derbe was in the southeastern part of the Lycaonian region of Galatia and the home of the 
Gaius mentioned in Acts 20:4, who was among those who went back with Paul to Jerusalem with the offering 
gathered for the needy believers there.  

Paul was blessed with good results in Derbe: “They preached the good news in that city and won a large 
number of disciples” (Ac 14:21); but we know nothing of the composition of the congregation that was formed. 

We will leave discussion of the final part of Paul’s first journey, his return to strengthen and encourage 
the believers of the congregations he had founded, to our final essay that will look at Paul’s follow-up. At this 
point we skip over this and take note of the fact that the journey ends where it begins, in Antioch of Syria, the 
place “where they had been committed to the grace of God for the work they had now completed” (Ac 14:26). 
This was the calling body; so to this group of believers comes their report. Note how it is worded. Paul and 
Barnabas don’t speak of their successes, of how everything worked out according to their plans. Rather they 
reported “all that God had done through them and how he had opened the door of faith to the Gentiles” (Ac 
14:27). 
Second Journey, c. 49-52 A.D. (Ac 15:36-18:22) 

Though the Jerusalem Council, which took place c. 49 A.D. between the first and second journeys of 
Paul (Ac 15:1-35), was of great importance to the early church, for the sake of time we are going to pass it by 
and move on to Paul’s second journey. We want to continue to focus on the places to which Paul traveled and 
the people to whom he brought the gospel to see if we can discern any pattern that would suggest a pre-
determined mission strategy on Paul’s part. 

Paul’s words to Barnabas at the outset of the second journey remind us that, though Paul saw himself by 
the Lord’s commission primarily as a church planter,” he also had a shepherd’s heart. “Let us go back and visit 
the brothers in all the towns where we preached the word of the Lord,” he suggested to Barnabas, “and see how 
they are doing” (Ac 15:36). The disagreement that arose at that time between Paul and Barnabas as to the 
advisability of giving John Mark another chance is well known. When they could not agree, they went their 
separate ways, Barnabas taking his cousin Mark and returning to Cyprus. With that Barnabas passes out of the 
picture of Acts; but the young man he encouraged turned out to be a good investment of Barnabas’ time and 
energy. As he matured, he became a valued helper of both Paul and Peter in their later years and, probably 
sometime shortly after 65 A.D., wrote the Gospel that bears his name. 11 

Paul, then, chose another companion, Silas (Ac 15:40), who is also known as Silvanus (1 Th 1:1; 2 Th 
1:1), which was probably his Roman cognomen. Silas apparently was a highly respected member of the 
Jerusalem congregation since he was one of the two men asked to convey to the church at Antioch the decisions 
of the Jerusalem Council (Ac 15:22). He was also, along with Paul, a Roman citizen (Ac 16:37). 



Silas was, as it turned out, one of three men who accompanied Paul on at least parts of his second 
journey. In re-visiting the cities of southern Galatia that had been evangelized on the first journey, Paul came to 
Lystra and there invited Timothy, the son of a Gentile father and Jewish mother, to accompany him and Silas. It 
was at least in part on the basis of the recommendation of the congregations in Lystra and Derbe that Paul 
extended this invitation (Ac 16:1-3). He first had Timothy circumcised to avoid giving offence to the Jews of 
the area who knew that his father was a Greek. 

Having re-visited the Galatian churches, where was Paul to go next? The logical step would be to extend 
the gospel to the province immediately to the west, to Asia, another senatorial province. Asia consisted largely 
of the old kingdom of Pergamum. Pergamum’s last king, Attalus III, had in 133 B.C. bequeathed his kingdom 
to Rome in return for Rome’s agreeing to allow the city of Pergamum and other Greek cities in the area to 
remain free from tribute. 

Paul’s plan, apparently, was to bring the gospel to Asia, possibly to the cities along the Via Sebaste, 
which ended in Ephesus. But “he was kept by the Holy Spirit from preaching the word in the province of Asia” 
(Ac 16:6). He turned north, therefore, with the intention of heading into the senatorial province of Bithynia and 
its important cities along the Black Sea, all of which were connected by an elaborate road system. But at the 
border of Mysia, the northern region of the province of Asia, the Lord again intervened. “The Spirit of Jesus 
would not allow them” to enter Bithynia (Ac 16:7). 

In this way, by a process of elimination, Paul ended up where the Lord wanted him to be, at Troas, on 
the eastern shore of the Aegean Sea. Troas was a seaport once controlled by the Greeks. After the break-up of 
Alexander the Great’s empire it fell into the hands of the Seleucids. At Paul’s time it was a Roman colony. It is 
here that the “we” narrative of Acts begins (Ac 16: 10), an indication that Luke now joins the missionary team 
as a fourth member. Luke evidently remained with Paul until Paul left Philippi on his second journey. He then 
rejoined Paul when Paul returned to Philippi at the close of his third journey. Thereafter Luke appears to be a 
constant companion of Paul.12 

Troas, though, is remembered not only as the city where Luke joined Paul, Silas and Timothy. Of more 
significance is that Troas is where Paul in a vision received the “Macedonian call.” He and his companions 
concluded that this call, “Come over to Macedonia and help us,” could have had only one source and one 
meaning. It was God himself who was telling them to cross the Aegean into Europe and to bring the people 
there the greatest help anyone could bring, the help afforded by the gospel (Ac 16:9, 10). 

Paul visited three cities in Macedonia: Philippi, Thessalonica and Berea. Philippi, on the Via Egnatia, 
the road that stretched from Byzantium in the east to the Adriatic Sea on the west, was a strategic commercial 
center. Luke calls it “the leading city of that district of Macedonia” (Ac 16:12).13 Philippi was a Roman colony, 
administered by two chief magistrates.14 As was often the case with Roman colonies, a large contingent of 
Roman army veterans called Philippi home. 

There were very few Jews in Philippi, not enough, it appears, to start a synagogue, which required but 
ten men.15 So Paul had to alter his normal approach; but he still went first to those who had some connection 
with Judaism. On the Sabbath he went to a place along the river where, apparently, he had been told that the 
Jews gathered for prayer. One convert, the “God-fearer” Lydia, provided a place for Paul and his three 
companions to stay. We know very little else about Paul’s work in Philippi except for his evangelizing and 
baptizing the jailer and his family. But we are given a clear indication that Paul’s work there did bear fruit. 
After their release from prison, we are told that Paul and Silas “went to Lydia’s house, where they met with the 
brothers and encouraged them” (Ac 16:40). These “brothers” apparently had been brought into the church 
through what we today might call raw mission work, though there may well have been more God-fearers and 
proselytes in Philippi than Lydia who were led by the Spirit through Paul’s gospel preaching to trust in Jesus as 
the Messiah and their Savior. Other Philippian believers are mentioned by name in Paul’s letter to the church at 
Philippi: Epaphroditus, Euodia, Syntyche, and Clement. 

It was a different story in Thessalonica, about 100 miles southwest of Philippi. It was the largest and 
most prosperous city of Macedonia and was the capital of one of the four administrative districts of the province 



as well as the capital of all of Macedonia. Thessalonica had a substantial Jewish population. Paul, therefore, 
could begin his ministry there in the synagogue, where he spoke on three Sabbath days. Again the gospel 
proved itself to be the power of God for the salvation of both Jews and Greeks, although it appears that 
especially the Gentiles in the synagogue were receptive to the gospel. Luke tells us that “some [Gk., tines] of 
the Jews were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, as did a large number [Gk., pleethos polu] of God-fearing 
Greeks and not a few [Gk., ouk oligai] prominent women” (Ac 17:4). Evidently Paul spent time also working 
among the heathen in Thessalonica since in writing to the church at Thessalonica he says, “You turned to God 
from idols to serve the living and true God” (1 Th 1:9). 

Jealousy on the part of the unbelieving Jews cut short Paul’s stay in Thessalonica. Jason, in whose home 
Paul and Silas appeared to have been staying, was required to post a bond to the city officials,16 likely in the 
form of some kind of guarantee that Paul would no longer preach in Thessalonica (Ac 17:5-9). 

His new Christian friends brought him to Berea, some 50 miles southwest of Thessalonica. Berea was in 
a third district of Macedonia, though not it but Pella was the chief city of this district. And Berea wasn’t on the 
main road, the Via Egnatia. It is quite possible that this was not a part of Paul’s planned itinerary, but that he 
ended up there because that is where he was sent by the brothers in Thessalonica for safety’s sake.17 

But whatever the cause of his visit to Berea, it was certainly blessed by God. We are told that Paul and 
Silas “went to the Jewish synagogue” and that “many of the Jews believed” (Ac 17:10,12). In addition “a 
number of prominent Greek women and many Greek men” were brought to faith (Ac 17:12). Luke is usually 
careful to identify Greeks as “God-fearers” or proselytes if he wants us to see them as persons who to a certain 
degree were connected with the synagogue. But even though Luke doesn’t identify them that way here, the 
sentence structure is such that it would appear that these Greek men and women were among those to whom 
Paul preached in the synagogue. 

The unbelieving Thessalonian Jews, not content to have pushed Paul out of their city, followed him to 
Berea. Concern for his safety led the “brothers” in Berea to personally escort Paul all the way to Athens. Again, 
this does not seem to be part of a pre-arranged itinerary, but rather the attempt of friends to get Paul far away 
from these Jews of Macedonia, who were relentless in their pursuit. Athens, a five day voyage from Berea, was 
also in a different province, that of Achaia. 

Athens, conquered by Rome in 146 B.C., had been given the status of a free city. Though it had reached 
its peak in the fifth century B.C., it was still the cultural and intellectual center of Greece. In other respects, 
though, it had been far eclipsed by Corinth, the capital of Achaia. The population of Athens at this time is 
estimated to be only about 10,000; Corinth, on the other hand, was the fourth largest city in the Roman Empire, 
with a population of about 250,000. 

Only Paul had been forced to leave Berea; Silas and Timothy had remained there. The men who had 
escorted Paul to Athens returned to Berea with the request of Paul for Silas and Timothy to rejoin him in 
Athens. But Paul didn’t sit by idly while waiting for their arrival. Instead he did mission work—in two places: 
“He reasoned in the synagogue with the Jews and the God-fearing Greeks, as well as in the marketplace (Gk., 
agora] day by day with those who happened to be there” (Ac 17:17). 

Luke gives us his address when he was invited to appear before the Areopagus, probably a board or 
review committee that made judgments on matters of public teaching, an address that we will examine when we 
look at Paul’s mission message. At this point we will take note only of the fact that, though Paul’s outward 
success in Athens was apparently the most limited of any of the places he visited, yet at least one of the 
members of the Areopagus, Dionysius, along with a woman named Damaris and “a number of others” (Ac 
17:34), who may have been Jews or Gentiles, became believers. As far as we know, however, no congregation 
was formed in Athens at this time. 

Paul’s final second journey destination was Corinth, situated on the narrow isthmus between Attica to 
the north and the Peloponessus to the south. It was already at Paul’s time an ancient city. Archeologists have 
discovered remains from the third millennium B.C. Homer in the Iliad, c. 1200 B.C., called the city “wealthy 



Corinth.” In 146 B.C. the Romans destroyed the city and in 46 B.C. it was reestablished by Julius Caesar. It was 
the seat of the Roman proconsul who from Corinth administered the senatorial province of Achaia. 

Corinth was a center of commerce. A mainland East-West route passed through it; and several sea routes 
converged on its two harbors, Cenchrea on the east and Lechaeum on the west. Cargo was hauled by land 
across the narrow isthmus. In some cases, if the ship was small enough, the whole ship was pulled overland on a 
system of rollers from one side of the isthmus to the other. 

Corinth’s reputation for immorality is well known. Its temple of Aphrodite had more than 1000 female 
prostitutes. If a Corinthian was shown on a stage in a Greek play, he or she generally was portrayed as a drunk 
or a prostitute. The verb “to corinthianize” found its way into the Greek language, meaning to live like a 
Corinthian in the practice of sexual immorality. 

It was in Corinth that Paul met fellow Jews and tent-makers, Aquila and Priscilla, who had been forced 
to leave Rome because of Emperor Claudius’ decree, c. 51 A.D., that all Jews must leave Rome. And it was 
also in Corinth that Paul was rejoined by Silas and Timothy, whom he had sent from Athens back to Macedonia 
(cf 1 Th 3:1-6). 

We remember Corinth for a number of reasons. At Corinth the proconsul Gallio18 in effect ruled that 
Christianity was merely a sect of Judaism, hence a religio licita. At Corinth the Lord in a vision graciously gave 
Paul a personal word of encouragement, much needed after a rather discouraging time in Athens and after 
having been forced to leave each of the cities of Macedonia he had visited. The Lord told him: “Do not be 
afraid, keep on speaking, do not be silent. For I am with you, and no one is going to attack and harm you, 
because I have many people in this city” (Ac 18:9,10). 

But especially we remember Corinth as a place where the Lord permitted Paul to remain for a year and a 
half, the second longest stay we know of in his missionary journeys. During this time the gospel spread beyond 
Corinth, as Paul indicates when he begins his second letter to Corinth with the greeting, “To the church of God 
in Corinth, together with all the saints throughout Achaia” (2 Co 1:1). In Romans, written from Corinth at the 
close of his third journey, Paul mentions by name one of those saints in Achaia outside Corinth: Phoebe, who 
was from Cenchrea (Ro 16: 1). 

He began his work in Corinth in the place where, if at all possible, he always began: “Every Sabbath he 
reasoned in the synagogue, trying to persuade Jews and Greeks” (Ac 18:4). But when Jewish opposition and 
abuse made it impossible for him to continue there, he went next door to the house of the Gentile “God-fearer,” 
Titius Justus, and apparently used his home as the base from which he now brought the gospel to the pagan 
Gentiles. His synagogue preaching did bear at least some fruit, though. The ruler of the synagogue himself, 
Crispus, and his whole family became believers. The greeting in I Corinthians 1:1, “Paul, called to be an apostle 
of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and our brother Sosthenes, indicated that the successor of Crispus, Sosthenes 
(Ac 18:17), may also have become a follower of Christ, although we cannot be sure that the same Sosthenes is 
meant in both passages. 

After a brief stop in Ephesus, across the Aegean Sea from Corinth, where he “went into the synagogue 
and reasoned with the Jews” (Ac 18:19), Paul left Aquila and Priscilla there; and he returned to his home base 
of Antioch in Syria, after visiting the church in Jerusalem (Ac 18:22). He spent some time there, possibly parts 
of 52 and 53 A.D., and then set off on what we today call his third journey. 
Third Journey, c. 53-57 A.D. (Ac 18:23-21:17) 

The third journey is different from the first two in that Paul did not plant the seed in as much untouched 
soil as before. He spent the majority of his time in one place, Ephesus, prefaced by another visit to the churches 
of Galatia and concluded with a revisit of the churches in Macedonia and Achaia. 

It is in Ephesus that we meet Apollos for the first time. For our purposes it is sufficient to note that, 
though Paul is certainly the key man, he did not lack helpers. It was the husband and wife team, Aquila and 
Priscilla, who filled in the gaps of Apollos’ knowledge of the gospel (Ac 19:26). And then it was Apollos who 
built on Paul’s foundation in Corinth or, to use Paul’s picture, who watered what Paul had planted (1 Co 3:6). 
Luke tells us that Apollos went to Corinth from Ephesus with a letter of recommendation from the believers in 



Ephesus, and that in Corinth “he was a great help to those who by grace had believed. For he vigorously refuted 
the Jews in public debate, proving from the Scriptures that Jesus was the Christ” (Ac 19:27,28). 

Ephesus was the capital and most important city of the Roman province of Asia, founded in the 12th or 
11th century B. C. by Ionian colonists from Athens. From 133 B. C. it had been under Roman rule. Situated at 
the mouth of the Cayster River, it was a seaport; but since the harbor kept on getting filled with silt, by New 
Testament times its importance as a trading center had diminished somewhat. 

Its greatest claim to fame was its temple for the worship of the multi-breasted fertility goddess, Artemis. 
The temple, supported by 127 columns, each 60 feet high, was one of the seven wonders of the ancient world. It 
was four times the size of the Parthenon in Athens. 

The Lord gave Paul much time in Ephesus, three months in the synagogue, where he was “arguing 
persuasively about the kingdom of God” (Ac 19:8); and then, when the usual opposition arose, he took the new 
believers with him and taught daily in the lecture hall of Tyrannus. “This went on for two years,” Luke tells us 
(Ac 19:10). In his farewell to the Ephesian elders, Paul reminds them, “For three years19 I never stopped 
warning20 each of you night and day” (Ac 20:31). 

Once again, it appears that the nucleus for the congregation at Ephesus came out of the synagogue, but 
that it didn’t stop with this nucleus. Luke, in fact, tells us that during the time that Paul was teaching in the 
lecture hall of Tyrranus “all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of the Lord” 
(Ac 19: 10). This was likely the time during which the other congregations of Asia were founded, notably the 
churches mentioned in Revelation 2 and 3. 

Paul’s stay in Ephesus was unusual in another respect. As in Corinth, he did not leave because he was 
forced to leave, though the riot stirred up by Demetrius the silversmith did occur right at the time Paul had 
planned to take his leave of Ephesus. Luke tells us: “Paul decided 21 to go to Jerusalem, passing through 
Macedonia and Achaia. ‘After I have been there,’ he said, ‘I must visit Rome also”’ (Ac 19:21). His intention 
would not be to do mission work in Rome, which had already been evangelized, but to use Rome as a base of 
operations for the evangelization of Spain. After leaving Ephesus, he writes to the Romans from Corinth: 

Now that there is no more place for me to work in these regions, and since I have been longing 
for many years to see you, I plan to do so when I go to Spain. I hope to visit you while passing 
through and to have you assist me on my journey there, after I have enjoyed your company for a 
while.... Now, however, I am on my way to Jerusalem in the service of the saints there. For 
Macedonia and Achaia were pleased to make a contribution for the poor among the saints in 
Jerusalem.... After I have completed this task ... I will go to Spain and visit you on the way (Ro 
15:24-26,28). 

We do not know for sure whether Paul did get to Spain,22 since this visit would have taken place 
sometime after the time frame of the book of Acts.23 We do know, however, that the Scriptures record no 
further church planting work of Paul’s after Ephesus. Following his revisit of the churches in Macedonia and 
Achaia, Paul heads up to Jerusalem with the offering. He is imprisoned in Caesarea for two years, after which, 
because of his appeal to stand before Caesar, he is put on board ship to Rome, where he is imprisoned for 
another two years. And with that Acts comes to an end. 
Summary of Paul’s Strategy 

In this brief review of Paul’s journeys we have been on the lookout for clues to Paul’s mission strategy. 
A number of factors suggest themselves: 
1 . Paul was flexible in his itinerary. 

This is not to say that his journeys were more or less an aimless wandering as he waited for some kind 
of signal from the Lord as to where to go. His general goal was “to preach the gospel where Christ was not 
known” (Ro 15:20). He also made specific plans to fulfill this goal. On his journeys he was sent out by the Lord 
through the church, but in general his itinerary does not appear to have been determined directly by the Lord. 
Undoubtedly it was he and Barnabas who decided to make Cyprus the first stop on the first journey; and then 
these two men would have made the decision to sail to Perga and to bring the gospel to Galatia. On his second 



journey Paul apparently had determined to preach the gospel in the province of Asia. At the end of his second 
journey, he told the Ephesians that he would come back and spend more time with them. He did just that. And 
at the end of his third journey he didn’t return to Ephesus, but rather had the Ephesian elders come out to the 
coast to meet him, because this was in keeping with his plan to get to Jerusalem in time for the day of Pentecost 
(Ac 20:16). And always in the back of his mind was his long-range goal to bring the gospel to Spain. 

There appears to be order and direction, then, in Paul’s travels, but there was no rigidity. We note two 
evidences of Paul’s flexibility. One was his openness to the Lord’s leading. When the Lord directed his steps to 
Troas and from Troas to Macedonia and thus away from the evangelization of Asia at that time, Paul willingly 
adapted his plans to the Lord’s direction. He fully realized that it is the Lord who opens doors, not man, and that 
therefore God’s plans had priority over his. 

Then there was Paul’s response to setbacks and opposition. When, as a result of his persecution in 
Thessalonica, he was brought to Berea and then as a result of persecution in Berea he was brought to Athens, he 
didn’t grumble about how the unfortunate circumstances had put a crimp into his plans. He simply went to work 
preaching where he was. And when his trip to Rome didn’t turn out as he had planned, at least not for some 
time, he spent the two years there, not complaining about the way things never work out as expected, but 
preaching the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ. 

This would suggest to us today the need to strike a proper balance between careful planning and goal-
setting in both our home and world mission work and a wholesome flexibility that is open to the leading of the 
Lord. It is not Paul, but another of the pillars of the church, James the Lord’s brother, who warns us not to be 
overconfident about our own plans: “Now listen, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that 
city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money.’ Why, you do not even know what will happen 
tomorrow” (Ja 4:13,14). 

We can become so caught up in five-year, ten-year, etc., plans that we fail to catch the gentle nudging of 
the Lord to move in directions different from what we have plotted. “Macedonian calls” can still occur today, 
both on the home and world mission field. Not every call is the call of God, of course; but the Lord can still 
lead his church in this way. The newly converted Paul’s humble petition, “Lord, what wilt Thou have me to 
do?”, is a good prayer for mission planners today as they seek to chart out the mission thrust of our church body 
in the years to come. 
2. Paul carried on his work largely in the most strategic cities of an area. 

Of the thirteen cities mentioned by name in which Paul worked during his three journeys, all but Berea 
and possibly Lystra and Derbe, fit into this category. And even these cities were not insignificant. Though Pella 
was the most important city in the third district of Macedonia, in New Testament times Berea was a large city. 
And though Lystra and Derbe were not as large and influential as Antioch and Iconium, they were the chief 
cities in the Lycaonian district of the province of Galatia 

As we have seen, the cities in which Paul planted churches were generally commercial centers. They 
were on main trade routes; nearly all of them were on the most important highways connecting east and west. 
They were key provincial cities. They were places where diverse ethnic and cultural groups lived and to which 
they traveled and intermingled. For the most part, so far as we know, Paul did not work in the interior of the 
provinces, but confined his efforts to these key urban centers. 

Paul evidently saw these cities as hubs from which the gospel could radiate out into the rest of the 
province. That is exactly what appeared to happen. He preached the gospel in Antioch of Pisidia and “the word 
of the Lord spread through the whole region” (Ac 13:49). He preached the gospel in Thessalonica and the 
Lord’s message rang out from there into the rest of Macedonia and even into Achaia and beyond (1 Th 1:8). He 
preached the gospel in Corinth and it spread into the surrounding province of Achaia (2 Co 1:1; Ro 16:1). He 
preached the gospel in Ephesus and “all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word 
of the Lord” as “the word of the Lord spread widely” (Ac 19:10,20). Paul thus evangelized whole provinces or 
regions of provinces by evangelizing the strategic city of the province or region. 



Having made this assertion, that Paul sought to bring the gospel to strategic urban centers, we should 
listen, however, to a slight rebuttal by Roland Allen, who, while conceding that “all of the cities, or towns, in 
which he [Paul] planted churches were centers of Roman administration, of Greek civilization, of Jewish 
influence, or of some commercial importance,” nevertheless contends that 

St. Paul was less dependent upon these natural advantages than we generally suppose.... 
Concentrated missions at strategic centers, if they are to win the province must be centers of 
evangelistic life. In great cities are great prisons as well as great railway stations ... A 
concentrated mission may be a great prison or a great market. It may be a safe in which all the 
best intellect of the day is shut up, or it may be a mint from which the coin of new thought is put 
into circulation .... We are sometimes so enamored with the strategic beauty of a place that we 
spend our time in fortifying it while the opportunity for a great campaign passes by unheeded or 
neglected.24 

In short, Allen contends that for Paul a city became a strategic city because that was his intent. It was 
not merely the location, but how that location was used, how Paul carried out his ministry there, that made a 
particular city a strategic hub for the expansion of the gospel. 

Paul’s practice of bringing the gospel first to the key cities of an area appears to be a wise way of 
carrying out the Great Commission yet today, both on the home front and on the world mission field. Following 
Paul’s itinerary cannot help but impress upon a person how important the cities were to Paul and especially 
those cities with a strategic composition and location. If anything, the city is of even more significance for 
mission work today than in the time of Paul; for that is the place to which people are coming in ever-growing 
numbers. At the present time about 50% of the world’s population lives in cities. That figure is expected to 
reach 65% by the year 2000 A.D.25 

But, as Allen brings out, though location is important, it is not all-important. Merely to start a mission in 
a city, a strategically placed and composed one at that, as opposed to starting one’s work in the countryside, 
does not guarantee the spread of the gospel. Right from the beginning there needs to be a clearly-articulated and 
faithfully-followed philosophy of ministry, a statement of mission, that clearly conveys the intent of building, 
under God’s gracious blessing, not merely a fortress for the preservation of the gospel but a launching pad for 
the expansion of the gospel. 

One of the beautiful byproducts of the gospel is the security it brings, the certainty of one’s standing 
with God and the strengthening fellowship of other believers. Peter, James, and John experienced such security 
on the Mount of Transfiguration. They didn’t want to come down. But the Lord had other plans for them. So the 
Lord has plans for his church today. The gathered church is also meant to be the scattered church. If that is 
recognized and put into practice, then what a blessing it is when the gospel is brought to major metropolitan 
areas. There are so many people right within these areas to whom the church scattered can bring the gospel; and 
likewise as some of the Christians fan out into the surrounding communities, they can carry the message with 
them wherever their travels take them. Thus, as in Paul’s day, the church moves out from a central location in 
ever- widening circles. 
3. Paul’s work in the synagogue served as a “bridge” to the community. 

We have already touched on this in part one of this study, but we are coming back to it here because it 
was an essential part of Paul’s overall mission strategy. If there was a synagogue in the city, that is the place 
where Paul, apparently without exception, began his work. 

One reason, certainly, was the unique position of the Jews in God’s plan of salvation. Paul tells the 
Romans: 

Theirs is the adoption as sons; theirs the divine glory, the covenants, the receiving of the law, the 
temple worship and the promises. Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human 
ancestry of Christ, who is God over all, forever praised (Ro 9:4,5). 

It was only right, therefore, that the gospel should first be offered to the Jews (Ac 13:46). But Paul did 
not look upon this simply as an obligation. His heart went out to his fellow Jews. “I could wish that I myself 



were cursed and cut off from Christ,” he says, “for the sake of my brothers, those of my own race, the people of 
Israel” (Ro 9:3,4). 

There may well have been yet another reason, however, for Paul’s heading to the synagogue as soon as 
he entered a city. By doing so he could begin his work where he would be most likely to receive at least an 
initial hearing—and not just from the Jews. Ramsay reminds us that by inaugurating his mission work in a 
synagogue of the community, Paul also “ was always sure of a good opening for his Gentile mission among the 
‘God-fearing,’ who formed part of his audience in every synagogue.”26 

Here in the synagogue he would find people, both Jew and Gentile, who were acquainted with the Old 
Testament, who were at least somewhat cognizant of the Messianic prophecies. Paul could build upon that 
knowledge and point them to Jesus as the fulfillment of these prophecies. 

The result? Within a relatively short period of time the Holy Spirit could bring into existence a 
fellowship of believers, a Christian congregation, which could then serve as the nucleus to work with Paul in 
bringing the gospel of Jesus to the people around them. 

In no case that we know of did Paul fail to gather such a congregation of believers, even though his 
major work generally came to be outside of the synagogue because the opposition of unbelieving Jews 
eventually forced him to leave the synagogue. The initial work in the synagogue turned out to be the “bridge” to 
bring the gospel to a wider audience. 

The Lord provides similar bridges today. It is possible that we do not appreciate them as highly as we 
should, for quite often they have caused considerable problems. It is not difficult to document that many an 
original nucleus, whether on the home or the world mission field, has turned out to be a bitter disappointment, 
e.g., a Peter Chang or Victor Chang-led group in Hong Kong or Taiwan or an obstructionistic little nucleus in a 
home mission congregation that bitterly opposes anything that threatens the status quo and causes the 
missionary no end of grief. We will want to remember that Paul’s synagogue experiences were not of the “they 
lived happily ever after” variety either. They did, however, provide a way in to the community. 

So it is today. Perhaps the original nucleus doesn’t remain intact. Perhaps there is dissension. Perhaps 
some leave. In this writer’s twenty years of ministry in California, that was more the rule than the exception in 
the history of our new missions. The fact remains, however, that these nuclei, weak and frail as they may have 
been, served as bridges to the community. It is the way Paul started wherever he could. It is the way the Lord 
provides entrance into many a mission field yet today. We should not shy away from using them if the Lord sets 
them before us. 
4. Right from the beginning Paul established heterogeneous churches. 

When Paul entered the synagogue, he faced a heterogeneous group of Jews and of Gentile “God-fearers” 
or proselytes. The congregations that were formed as a result of his synagogue preaching were similarly 
composed. Again and again there was repeated the pattern that we see, for example, in Berea: “Some of the 
Jews [of the synagogue] were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, as did a large number of God-fearing Greeks 
and not a few prominent women” (Ac 17:4). We might also add the fact that the church that sent out Paul and 
Barnabas on their journeys, Antioch of Syria, was likewise a heterogeneous church, a blending of Jews and 
Gentiles. 

One of the strongest contentions of the Church Growth Movement is that the church grows best when 
the gospel is brought to homogeneous groups and when homogeneous rather than heterogeneous congregations 
are organized. If there is any one principle that is the distinguishing mark of the Church Growth Movement in 
the writings of its “father,” Donald McGavran, it is this homogeneous unit principle. McGavran bases it on a 
faulty exegesis of Matthew 28:19, where he interprets panta ta ethnee (“all nations”) as each homogeneous unit 
in society, the “castes, tribes, peoples, ethnic units of mankind.” 27 The world is a mosaic, McGavran contends, 
consisting of a very large number, perhaps tens of thousands, of homogeneous units, and “if God’s plan for the 
salvation of the world is to be carried out, a mighty multiplication of living congregations must occur in most 
pieces of the mosaic, in most countries. “ 28 



This principle undergirds McGavran’s whole approach to church growth. C. Peter Wagner, after 
defining a homogeneous unit as “a group of people who consider each other to be ‘our kind of people,”’ writes: 
“Of all the scientific hypotheses developed within the Church Growth framework, this one [the homogeneous 
unit principle] as nearly as any approaches a ‘law.’...Show me a growing church, and I will show you a 
homogeneous unit.”’ McGavran writes: 

The Christian Faith will spread better if it takes account of distinguishable pieces of the mosaic, 
and encourages the multiplication of churches in each piece. Becoming a Christian ... must not 
mean leaving that segment of society and joining this. Rather it must mean remaining in that 
piece of the mosaic and there living the life of the new creation.30 
There is no other way in which the multitudinous pieces of the human mosaic can become 
Christian.... Requiring converts to join conglomerate congregations will hinder the church from 
rapidly spreading to panta ta ethne.31 
Men like to become Christians without crossing racial, linguistic, or class barriers.32 
In most cases of arrested growth of the Church, men are deterred not so much by the offence of 
the cross as by non-biblical offences [e.g., requiring people to cross linguistic, class, or racial 
barriers].33 
The great obstacles to conversion are social, not theological. 34 

McGavran speculates that the Jews, who “liked to become Christian without crossing racial barriers,” 
stopped becoming Christians once Gentiles predominated and they had to join a “house church full of Gentiles. 
So they turned sorrowfully away.”35 It is also his opinion that in the initial turnings to the Christian faith in 
northern Europe, failure to follow the principle “that men like to become Christian without crossing barriers 
kept whole countries out of eternal life for centuries.”36 

Like his mentor McGavran, C. Peter Wagner is guilty of some faulty exegesis in his attempt to use 
Scriptures to back up the homogeneous unit principle. He states that research “has shown reasonably 
conclusively that evangelistic efforts based on the notion that all kinds of people should be encouraged to join 
the same local congregation are generally ineffective”; and then he seeks to support this contention with this 
appeal from the Scriptures: 

Conglomerate congregations,... Acts 6:1-7 seems to be teaching us, were generally not 
feasible.... Paul’s Epistles and the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) affirmed the validity of culturally 
distinct churches for culturally distinct people. 37 

One doesn’t have to look very deeply into the Acts 6:1-7 account of the distribution of food to the two 
different groups of widows in Jerusalem to realize that Luke is hardly telling us by this incident that one 
shouldn’t establish a heterogeneous congregation. Nor was the purpose of the decisions of the Jerusalem 
Council to set up two culturally distinct churches.38 

Even apart from other quite obvious theological deficiencies in the various statements quoted above, the 
contention that the early church grew when the homogeneous unit principle was followed and failed to grow 
when it was ignored is a conclusion that simply cannot be reached from a careful study of the book of Acts. Just 
the opposite, in fact, appears to be the case. One can hardly think of two more heterogeneous groups than Jews 
and Gentiles. Yet, so far as we can gather from Acts and the epistles, never did Paul establish separate Jewish 
congregations and Gentile congregations. The two were one, not just in the Una Sancta, but in the visible group 
gathered together around the Means of Grace. 

This is not to say that at times it may not be wise to think in terms of establishing separate congregations 
within a community. There may be a language barrier which makes it difficult, if not impossible, for two groups 
to worship together; or there may be a very pronounced cultural barrier, which would make both groups feel 
much more at ease and comfortable worshiping with “their own kind of people.” We are thinking here not only 
of racial, but also of economic and other cultural differences. Congregations tend to develop their own 
personalities through a combination of things, not the least of which is the socioeconomic level of the majority 
of their members. People who feel “at home” in one congregation may not feel that way in another. When the 



circumstances permit it, there is certainly nothing unscriptural in having a multiplicity of congregations from 
which to choose. 

On the world mission level, likewise, circumstances may at times dictate that work be done among a 
specific class of people in the recognition that in a particular society people have been conditioned for 
generations not to cross over certain boundaries. One has to work with the situation as it is. 

But to say that the Scriptures direct us to such a pattern of church planting is entirely unwarranted. The 
pattern the book of Acts presents is, in fact, just the opposite. The gospel is for panta ta ethne, for all nations, 
regardless of race or color, caste or class. The ideal, then, would always be to seek to plant and nurture 
heterogeneous congregations right from the beginning, yet without failing to recognize that different ethnic, 
economic, and social groups will require us to use different mission strategies if we are to effectively reach 
these groups with the gospel.  
5. Paul concentrated his efforts in areas where the gospel had not yet been preached. 

We do not have to spend any time developing this statement since Paul himself made it clear that this 
was an essential element of his mission strategy (2 Co 10:13-16; Ro 15:20); but we do well to ask what place 
this strategy should have in our mission strategy today. 

The situation is different, of course. We are well beyond the days of the early spread of the gospel. 
There are very few areas left in the world that have not heard of the name of Jesus. Yet on the other hand there 
are many areas in the world today that are not being served by Christian missionaries. Quite an imbalance, in 
fact, exists. According to statistics from Ralph Winter’s United States Center for Word Mission in Pasadena, 
California, 91% of missionaries from North America are working in areas of the world where the church has 
already been established and has a relatively strong presence, while only 9% are attempting to reach those 
among whom there is no, or only a minimal, Christian witness. 

The statistics presented by Waldo Werning are quite similar:  
About 90% of Christian leadership works with 10% of the world’s population. We are told that if 
all Christian communities would reach effectively through evangelistic thrusts into their own 
communities, less than 20% of the world would be reached. Most non-Christians in the world 
have no Christian neighbors. 39 

The situation is critical, especially when we think of the vast number of people living right now, an 
estimated 9% of everyone who ever lived.40 The majority of that number not only is not at the present time 
being served by Christian missionaries, but cannot be since the areas in which these people live are closed to 
the missionary. 

If, as we assume you would agree, Paul’s strategy of bringing the gospel to places where others were not 
bringing it has relevance yet today, then it appears that we need to step up efforts at alternate ways of doing 
mission work. One way is through the use of radio to broadcast the gospel into otherwise inaccessible areas, 
something that we have barely begun to do. It appears that we should be expanding our efforts in this area. 

We could also be doing more to utilize lay people as informal missionaries, businessmen and 
technicians of various kinds, who are welcome in some places into which the missionary cannot enter. To make 
maximum use of such people, training courses could be designed and then offered to those who have the 
opportunity to freely enter nations closed to the formal spread of the gospel. 

Could we not also make use of theologically trained people in this way? Could they not offer some skill 
they possess or for which they have taken special training to a nation in need of that skill and then enter that 
country, not as clergymen, but as teachers? They would then have a chance, on an informal basis, to give an 
answer to those among whom they labor regarding the hope that is in them. The present situation requires new, 
creative approaches to bring the old, and only, saving truth to the many who may never have the opportunity to 
hear it if we rely on traditional mission methodology. It strikes this essayist that if Paul, resourceful man that he 
was, were living today, he would be exploring every possible vehicle for the spread of the gospel to those 
haven’t heard it. 



 The need for such resourcefulness applies equally to the homefront. Although no legal barriers in our 
nation prevent Christians from evangelizing the unchurched, other kinds of barriers may make it extremely 
difficult to reach certain groups, e.g., those who are turned off by the “institutional church,” the intellectuals, 
the apartment dwellers, the very poor, and those of a different race or culture. If traditional evangelistic 
approaches seem to be ineffective, then let other ways be tried. It is the message that is timeless and must not be 
changed; but the methods, the ways by which Christians bring the message to others, are not timeless. Methods 
can and should change according to the times and circumstances as we seek to be all things to all men that by 
all possible means we might win some. 

PART FOUR: PAUL’S MISSION MESSAGE 
One Basic Message 

It is not difficult to discern a common thread that is woven into the fabric of all of Paul’s mission 
messages. Already at the time of his conversion the risen Lord had made it clear that Paul would bring one 
basic message to Jew and Gentile alike. He told Ananias, “This man is my chosen instrument to carry my name 
before the Gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel” (Ac 9:15). He told Paul directly, “I am 
sending you to them [to the Jews and to the Gentiles] to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, 
and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who 
are sanctified by faith in me.” (Ac 26:17,18). 

Paul would accomplish this by preaching Jesus, crucified and risen. Through him and through him alone 
was rescue from Satan, forgiveness of sins and a place in the family of God. His message would be centered 
around the cross and the empty tomb. 

We don’t have to spend much time demonstrating that Paul did just that. “Christ sent me,” says Paul to 
the Corinthians, “to preach the gospel” (cf 1 Co 1:17), which he defines as “the message of the cross” (1 Co 
1:18). “We preach Christ crucified, “ he emphasizes (1 Co 1:23). “When I came to you, brothers,” he writes, “I 
did not come with eloquence or superior wisdom as I proclaimed to you the testimony about God- For I 
resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1 Co 2:1,2). “1 want to 
remind you of the gospel I preached to you,” he tells them; and then he goes on to describe that gospel: “Christ 
died for our sins according to the Scriptures,... he was buried .... he was raised on the third day according to the 
Scriptures” (1 Co 15:1,3,4). This was, as he puts it, a message of “first importance” (1 Co 15:3). 

It wasn’t just in Corinth that he preached that message. To the Galatians he writes: “Before your very 
eyes Jesus Christ was clearly portrayed as crucified” (Ga 3: 1). In the synagogue of Antioch of Pisidia he 
preached about the death and resurrection of Jesus through whom alone there is forgiveness of sins (Ac 13:28-
38). In Thessalonica, also in the synagogue, “on three Sabbath days he reasoned with them from the Scriptures, 
explaining and proving that the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead” (Ac 17:2,3). In Athens, both in the 
Agora and before the Council of the Areopagus, he preached “the good news about Jesus and the resurrection” 
(Ac 17:19). In Ephesus, “he told the people to believe in the one, coming after (John the Baptist], that is, in 
Jesus” (Ac 19:4). 

Paul put first things first. He first established the foundation and then built upon that foundation. And 
the foundation was always the same wherever he went and whatever people he worked among; for, as he tells 
the Corinthians, “no one can lay any foundation other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ” (1 Co 
3:11), There could not be more than one gospel. Any other “gospel” than the good news of forgiveness of sins 
through Jesus, crucified and risen, is, as he tells the Galatians, “really no gospel at all” (Ga 1:7). 

Here is perhaps the place to mention briefly a “gospel substitute” that has made quite a bit of headway 
in our day, the so-called “liberation gospel.” The liberation gospel, or theology of liberation, goes beyond the 
social gospel (which also continues to have its proponents) in that it argues “that the church must become 
actively engaged in helping to revolutionize society, getting rid of the oppressors and the causes of 
oppression.”1 

E.H. Wendland, in an essay entitled, “An Evaluation of Current Missiology,” points clearly to the 
weakness of such a “gospel”: 



It should be quite clear from Scripture that the theology of liberation with its almost total 
emphasis upon the things of this world makes a mockery of the Christian’s real spiritual 
assurance which rests in the Savior’s promise of the forgiveness of sin and the hope of 
everlasting life. One critic, J. D. Gort, has called it a “kind of liberation which is 
undistinguishable from what is offered by the politician, philosopher, physician, social worker, 
psychiatrist and economist” and which leads to “a new enslavement.” One would certainly 
hesitate to preach a “gospel of liberation” to a conscience troubled by sin or to a person who 
cries to God for help at the graveside of a loved one. 
Our own Synod’s statement This We Believe says it well: “We reject ... all attempts to interpret 
eschatological passages in the New Testament ... symbolically, or see these eschatological events 
taking place not in the end of time, but concurrently with history.” As Christians our final goal is 
to be found in a new heaven and a new earth, to be consummated when the Lord Jesus comes 
again.2 

Paul likewise had no use for a social gospel or a liberation gospel. Though “the whole fabric of society 
in the cities of the Empire was built upon slavery,”13 we do not find so much as one word or even a veiled hint 
in Acts or Paul’s epistles that the business of the church was to eradicate slavery. Nothing but Christ crucified 
and risen, that was Paul’s message. 
Different Approaches 

But as similar as Paul’s basic mission message was as he traveled from place to place, his was very far 
from a “canned speech” approach. He communicated the one message in a manner relevant to each situation. 
Edgar Hoenecke says it well when he speaks of “the complete freedom from hidebound rules in St. Paul’s 
approach and his remarkable flexibility in adapting himself and his message to all sorts of people and situations. 
“ Paul, he writes, “is the greatest exponent and teacher of Christian doctrine after Christ, and yet one will search 
in vain for a set pattern of dialectic preaching or teaching in his sermons.”4 

The three mission messages of Paul that Luke has preserved, at least in summary form, bear this out. 
They are preached in three dissimilar situations to three dissimilar audiences and serve as a fine example of 
what Paul means when he says, I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save 
some” (1 Co 9:22). 
Antioch of Pisidia (Ac 13:16-41) 
The first is his sermon in the synagogue at Antioch of Pisidia on the first journey. A typical synagogue service 
began with a recitation of the Shema (Dt 6:4-9), followed by the prayers. Then would come two readings, one 
from the law and the other from the prophets. The prayers were sometimes said in the vernacular; the 
Scriptures, however, were always read first in Hebrew and then, if necessary, in the Greek of the Septuagint or 
in a paraphrase of the spoken language of the country.5 

This would be followed by an address, often, as here, called a “message of encouragement” (Gk., logos-
parakleeseoos), which could be given by any competent Jew in attendance. Paul responded to the invitation of 
the synagogue rulers to offer such a “message of encouragement” with an address heavily laced with Old 
Testament references. Such an approach would only be logical, since the audience here, of course, would be 
somewhat to very knowledgeable of the Old Testament. 

He begins by briefly summarizing Old Testament history from Abraham to David (vv. 16-22) to make it 
clear that he is not preaching a new religion. Secondly, he proceeds from David to the Savior, Jesus, descended 
from David, as promised by God and as testified to by John the Baptist,6 in this way demonstrating once again 
that the message he is preaching does not contradict but fulfills the Old Testament (vv 23-25). Thirdly, what 
happened to Jesus in Jerusalem, both his death at the hands of the people and their rulers, and his resurrection, 
fulfilled the Scriptures (vv 26-37). Paul concludes, fourthly, with an announcement of forgiveness and 
justification through Jesus, a justification “from everything you could not be justified from by the Law of 
Moses,” as well as a warning not take this message lightly (vv 38-41). 



Most likely Luke intended this relatively lengthy message to serve as an example of all of Paul’s initial 
sermons in the synagogues he visited.7 Paul’s point of contact was what he and the synagogue worshipers had 
in common: the Old Testament Scriptures. From that common starting ground Paul proceeded to his message: 
the heart and center of the Scriptures, Jesus Christ, crucified and risen, through whom alone there is forgiveness 
and justification. 
Lystra (Ac 14:15-17) 

At Lystra the audience was considerably different. Though, as a Roman colony, it would have been 
inhabited by a considerable number of Roman soldiers, active or retired, it does not appear that Romans, or at 
least any sizeable number of them, were in Paul’s audience. And even though Timothy, a half-Jew, was 
apparently from Lystra, it does not appear that Jews were a major part of his audience either. His audience, 
rather, consisted largely of uneducated, unsophisticated Lycaonians. 

Paul’s address in Lystra, then, is an example of the way he brought the Word to untutored pagans. It was 
precipitated by Paul’s healing of a lame man, which led the people to conclude that Paul and Barnabas were the 
gods Hermes and Zeus! It is quite possible that the people were acquainted with the ancient legend of Philemon 
and Baucis, which was well-known in southern Galatia.9 According to this legend, Zeus and Hermes, disguised 
as mortals, once came to the “Phrygian hill country” seeking lodging. They asked at a thousand homes and no 
one took them in. Finally a very poor couple, Philemon and Baucis, did welcome them and gave them a 
sumptuous meal that almost depleted their meager resources. In appreciation Zeus and Hermes transformed 
their cottage of straw and reeds into a temple with a golden roof and marble columns, and he appointed 
Philemon and Baucis priest and priestess of the temple. As for the inhospitable people, Zeus and Hermes 
destroyed their homes. 

It could well be that, seeing the healing of the crippled man and remembering the legend, the people 
didn’t want to make the same mistake twice and ignore the gods when they appeared. Rather they determined to 
offer sacrifice to them, an act that Paul and Barnabas emotionally protested by tearing their clothes. 

In his response Paul begins, not with the revealed knowledge of God in the Scriptures, but with natural 
knowledge. He asserts that he and Barnabas are not gods, but are human beings who have come to bring the 
Lystrans good news about the living God. He then points the Lystrans to God as Creator, “the living God, who 
made heaven and earth and sea and everything in them,” and to God as Preserver: “He has shown kindness by 
giving you rain from heaven and crops in their seasons; he provides you with plenty of food and fills your 
hearts with joy.” And he calls them to “turn from these worthless things” [i.e., worship of the creature rather 
than the Creator] to the worship of the one true God. 

In his message at Lystra, Paul doesn’t talk about Jesus and his death and resurrection at all; but this is 
undoubtedly because the people, in their desire to offer sacrifice to Paul and Barnabas, didn’t allow Paul to 
finish his message. What we have here, then, is an approach to evangelism, pre-evangelism, if you will, which 
would have led, if the occasion had permitted, into the greater things the one true God had done for the Lystrans 
and all mankind. 
Athens (Ac 17:22-31) 

Labeling Paul a “babbler,”10 (Ac 17:18) the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers brought Paul to a meeting 
of the Areopagus so that his teaching could be formally examined. As Paul stood before this council, he didn’t 
quote the Jewish Scriptures as at Antioch 11; nor did he develop his argument from the God who gives rain and 
crops in their season as at Lystra. His point of contact, rather, was the altar he had seen with the inscription, “To 
an Unknown God.” “What you are worshiping as something unknown,” he tells them, “I am going to proclaim 
to you”12 (vv 22,23). 

In the course of his address in which he tells the Athenians who The Unknown God is (vv 24-29), Paul 
demonstrates the folly of idolatry and also skillfully puts down both the deism of the Epicureans and the 
pantheism of the Stoics. 

God is not to be pantheistically equated with the world; for God “ made the world and everything in it.” 



God is over and above the world and therefore cannot possibly “live in temples built by hands”” nor can 
he, the Creator of man, be diminished to “an image made by man’s design and skill” from things like gold or 
silver or stone. 

Yet though the God who made the world is over and above the world, he did not adopt a hands-off 
policy, as deistic philosophy asserts. On the contrary, “he himself gives all men life and breath and everything 
else.” “He determined the times set for [men] and the exact places where they should live.” And his purpose in 
doing this was “that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him.” Far from wanting to be aloof from his 
creation, God desired fellowship with it. 

Paul uses excerpts from two Greek poems to back up his contention that God is both the Creator, and 
thus separate from, and the Preserver, and thus deeply concerned about his creation: “In him we live and move 
and have our being” (Epimenides, c. 600 B.C.), and “We are his offspring” (Aratus, c. 315-240 B.C.). 14 Both 
poems are in honor of Zeus. Obviously, as Longenecker puts it, 

By such maxims Paul is not suggesting that God is to be thought of in terms of the Zeus of Greek 
polytheism or Stoic pantheism. He is rather arguing that the poets his hearers recognized as 
authorities have to some extent corroborated his message. In his search for a measure of common 
ground with his hearers, he is, so to speak, disinfecting and rebaptizing the poet’s words for his 
own purposes.15 

Having made clear who The Unknown God is, Paul concludes with a call to repentance: 
In the past God overlooked such ignorance [i.e., worshiping created images rather than the 
Creator), but now he commands all people everywhere to repent. For he has set a day when he 
will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed. He has given proof of this to all 
men by raising him from the dead (vv 30,31). 

Did Paul know that when he spoke these words before the Areopagus he was directly contradicting the 
Athenian tragedian, Aeschylus? About 500 years before this day, when describing the institution of the 
Areopagus by Athene, the city’s patron deity, Aeschylus put these words into the mouth of the god Apollo: 

When the dust has soaked up a man’s blood,  
Once he is dead, there is no resurrection.16 

It would have been easier, of course, for Paul simply to have affirmed the immortality of the soul. That 
the Greeks, at least many of them, could readily have accepted. But Paul’s purpose was not to please, but to 
proclaim the truth. 
We look next at some 
Key Characteristics of Paul’s Mission Message 
1. His message was contextual and conciliatory, but not compromising. 

His message was contextual, that is, it was related to the cultural context of the society in which it was 
proclaimed; and it was non-polemical in tone. He did not set out to alienate his audience, but to woo and win it. 
But though his message was contextual and conciliatory, it was never compromising. Roland Allen compares 
the uncompromising nature of Paul’s missionary message with the weak, anemic mission philosophy of his day, 
a philosophy not unknown today, which saw as the missionary’s task “not to call men from the heathen temple 
into the Church of God but to trim the dimly glowing lamp of God in the heathen temple, and to pour into it a 
few drops of the oil of Christian doctrine till it shines with a new radiance.”17 In Paul’s message, Allen correctly 
asserts, 

There was no weak condoning of the offence of idolatry, no eager anxiety to make the best of a 
false religion, no hazy suggestion that every religion, if only it is rightly understood, is a worship 
of the true God and a teaching which leads to Him. St. Paul gave his hearers a perfectly clear, 
definite understanding of what was required of them. To enjoy the hope set before them they 
must be prepared for a complete break with the past.... there was no easy road to Christ’s glory, 
no making the best of both worlds, no hope of salvation but in Christ. 18 



In all three of his mission messages Paul refuses to compromise. He tells those in the synagogue at 
Antioch: “Through (Jesus] everyone who believes is justified from everything you could not be justified from 
by the Law of Moses” (Ac 13:39). In Lystra, he calls the practice of idolatry “worthless”19 (Ac 14:15) and 
therefore urges the Lystrans to turn away from it. In Athens, he ends his message on the one truth he knew the 
council of the Areopagus would have the most difficulty accepting, the resurrection. He was uncompromising, 
since only the truth sets people free (Jn 8:32). 

There are boundaries, then, beyond which one will not go if he is determined to be a faithful transmitter 
of the gospel. But this does not mean that, within proper bounds, one won’t seek to tailor his message to the 
audience. Charles Kraft uses the term “receptor oriented communicator.” Such a one, he says, “is careful to 
bend every effort to meet his receptors where they are. He will choose methods of presentation that are 
appealing to them, he will use language that is maximally intelligible to them.”20 

Prof. Wendland, in the essay cited above, “An Evaluation of Current Missiology,” applies this truth to 
the world mission field: 

When, for example, an American is doing mission work in Africa, he should be aware that he is 
working among people who think in different patterns, speak in a different language, and express 
themselves in other ways. People coming to Christ should not be made to feel that he is a 
“foreign” Christ. Neither should they worship in situations which reflect an entirely foreign 
culture. “The gospel in context,” as someone has expressed it succinctly, “brings Christ as both 
Savior and Brother.”21 

But at the same time Wendland sounds the same caution we have voiced above: “Where native custom 
and culture come into conflict with the teachings of Scripture, we’ll not be afraid to proclaim the truth no matter 
how disturbing this might be to cultural sensitivities.”22 Sensitivity to the truth and sensitivity to the situation of 
the people to whom we want to bring the truth—when both of these factors are present, our approach will be 
contextual and conciliatory, and yet without compromising the message. 
2. His message was persuasive, but not dependent on the power of human logic. 

Paul knew quite well that he had no power to convert anyone. He realized that the power of sin and 
Satan over people were greater than his power to overcome these enemies. He knew that human beings weren’t 
born with a little spark of the divine in them that he simply had to fan into a flame. The fact is that the people to 
whom he came were dead, “dead in...transgressions and sins” (Eph 2:1). He couldn’t raise a dead person. 

Only the Holy Spirit could quicken the dead heart and lead it to call Jesus “Lord” (1 Co 12:3); and the 
Spirit would accomplish this miracle through the gospel, “the power of God for the salvation of everyone who 
believes” (Ro 1:16). “Eloquence” or “Superior wisdom” (1 Co 2: 1) on the part of the speaker could not give 
the gospel a boost, nor could “wise and persuasive words” (1 Co 2:4). It was the “Spirit’s power” (1 Co 2:4) 
through the gospel, not Paul’s persuasiveness, which would work the mighty work of faith. 

Yet at the same time Luke uses a number of verbs to demonstrate that when Paul proclaimed the Word, 
both in the synagogue and in the community, he did so in a very persuasive manner. He uses dialegomai 
(‘to discuss, argue, dispute’; usually translated in the NIV as ‘to reason’) several times: In Thessalonica he 
“reasoned with them [Jews and Gentiles in the synagogue] from the Scriptures, explaining (Gk., dianoigoon, ‘to 
open up, expound’] and proving [Gk., paratithemenos, ‘to set alongside, explain’] that the Christ had to suffer 
and rise from the dead” (Ac 17:2,3). In Athens he “reasoned in the synagogue with the Jews and the God-
fearing Greeks, as well as in the marketplace day by day with those who happened to be there” (Ac 17:17). In 
Corinth “every Sabbath he reasoned in the synagogue” (Ac 18:4). In Ephesus, at the end of his second journey, 
he “went into the synagogue and reasoned with the Jews” (Ac 18:19). Upon his return to Ephesus on his third 
journey, he “entered the synagogue and spoke boldly (Gk., eparreesiazetio there for three months, arguing 
persuasively [Gk., dialegomenos kai peithoon] about the kingdom of God” (Ac 19:8). When he was put out of 
the synagogue, “he took the disciples with him and had discussions daily [kath’ heemeran dialegomenos ]in the 
lecture hall of Tyrannus” (Ac 19:9). Before Felix, Paul “discoursed [again a form of dialegomai] on 
righteousness, self-control and the judgment to come” (Ac 24:25). 



Luke uses the verb peithoo (“to persuade”). One such use was mentioned above (Ac 19:8). It is also 
used in 18:4 of Paul in the synagogue at Corinth “trying to persuade [epeithen, a conative imperfect) Jews and 
Greeks.” 

In 9:22, shortly after Paul’s conversion, Luke uses the word sumbibazoo (“to join together”; Thayer: “to 
cause a person to unite with one in a conclusion or come to the same opinion”; hence, “to prove, demonstrate”): 
“Saul grew more and more powerful and baffled the Jews living in Damascus by proving [sumbibazoon] that 
Jesus is the Christ.” Three years later, when Paul went up to Jerusalem for the first time, “he talked and debated 
[Gk., sunezeetei, ‘to seek or examine together’; ‘to discuss or dispute’] with the Grecian Jews” (Ac 9:29). 

It wasn’t just Paul who handled the Word with such confidence in its efficacy. We are told that when 
Apollos went to Corinth, “he vigorously refuted [Gk., diakateelengcheto, ‘to refute thoroughly’] the Jews in 
public debate, proving [Gk., epideiknus] from the Scriptures that Jesus was the Christ” (Ac 18:28). 

Why would Luke use such words when he as well as Paul knew well that it was not the skill of the 
speaker but only the power of the Holy Spirit that could demonstrate, persuade, prove to people that Jesus was 
the Christ? There is no contradiction here at all. Paul had utmost confidence in the power of the Word, and it is 
precisely this confidence in the Word that would have led him to preach and teach it in such an unashamed, 
bold, confident, persuasive and forceful manner. He knew that he was handling the dunamis, the power, of God. 
He expected results since God himself had promised them (Is 55: 10,11). 

We can do the same. Whether it be out on the world mission field, in a home mission congregation or in 
a long-established congregation, whether the message is being proclaimed to one or to a multitude, whether the 
recipient is a believer or an unbeliever, we can, with Paul, be positive, optimistic, confident in our 
proclamation. With Paul, we can put our whole heart and all our being into it because we know it will be 
effective. We don’t have to rely on any gimmicks. Paul didn’t. Just the Word, that’s all we need. Through its 
powerful message God will accomplish his gracious purpose. 
3. His message was accompanied by signs and wonders, but was not dependent on them. 

A look at the place of signs and wonders in the ministry of the gospel is especially pertinent to our 
times. An issue of Christianity Today a few years back featured sympathetically “America’s Pentecostals—
Who They Are, What They Believe and Where They Are Going.”23 Executive editor, Terry Muck, in an 
editorial that set the tone for the articles that followed, wrote: 

The part of our church called Pentecostal has made crucial contributions to the body of Christ. 
Without those contributions, today’s church would be far less than it is. 

He speaks of a threefold contribution of Pentecostalism: 
3) Its contribution to evangelism 

Pentecostal and charismatic churches are our nation’s and the world’s fastest growing churches. The 
Assemblies of God denomination, for example, has grown by about 400 percent, from just over 500,000 
members in 1965 to over 2 million in 1985. C. Peter Wagner estimates the number of Pentecostals and 
charismatics worldwide to be about 178 million.24 

2) Its contribution to church life 
Pentecostals and charismatics are offering new alternatives in worship, Bible study, use of ministry gifts 
and approaches to culture. Muck writes, “If there is a cultural problem we can all agree on, it is the 
secularism of our age.... To combat this trend, Pentecostals have emphasized a felicitous biblical truth: 
They live as if the supernatural realm really exists. Further, to avoid the tendency of many Christians to 
dichotomize reality into the secular public and religious private, they expect the supernatural to invade 
the natural.” 

3) Its contribution to appreciation of the work of the Holy Spirit 
Muck asserts that “for the single act of resensitizing us to the importance of the third member of the 
Trinity, the Holy Spirit, we owe the Pentecostal church an immense debt of gratitude.”25 
Church Growth Movement leader C. Peter Wagner strongly endorses the charismatic movement because 

he sees it as a way by which churches grow.26 He speaks of three waves of the Holy Spirit in the 20th century: 



the first resulting in the Pentecostal Church; the second resulting in the charismatic movement; and then a “third 
wave,” as he calls it, a movement of the Holy Spirit through the evangelical and fundamentalist churches world-
wide. He writes: 

The Church Growth Movement is strong because it is capable of observing the Third Wave 
movement of the Holy Spirit and incorporating this divine phenomenon even if it wasn’t part of 
the movement in the 60s or 70s.... 
It [i.e., the Third Wave movement) is an observable, valid movement and one of my goals is to 
incorporate it into the Church Growth Movement of the 1980s.... MC510, a course on signs, -
wonders, and church growth, is evidence of this.... [It] is by far the most popular course at Fuller 
Seminary….” Before the 1980s are through, I believe the Third Wave will penetrate institutions 
such as Dallas Theological Seminary and Moody Bible Institute.28 

John Wimber, an adjunct professor at Fuller and pastor of the charismatic 5,000 member Vineyard 
Christian Fellowship of Anaheim, California, was the teacher of MC510. He had been, from 1975 to 1978, 
Director of Church Growth at fuller Evangelistic Association in Pasadena, California.29 He is a contributor to a 
book, Church Growth; State of the Art, edited by C. Peter Wagner, that, along with McGavran’s Bridges of God 
and Under-standing Church Growth, should be read by those who want to understand the fundamentals and the 
present situation of the Church Growth Movement.30 Wimber’s contribution is a chapter entitled “Signs and 
Wonders in the Growth of the Church.”31 Wimber begins by talking about the significance of “signs and 
wonders” for church growth: 

In examining the growth of the church worldwide, one thing is clearly evident. Not only is the 
church flourishing, it is often growing as a direct result of the effect of “signs and wonders”....In 
Latin America, for example, there were 50,000 Protestant Christians in 1900 .... At the present 
rate of growth there will be 100 million Christians in that region by the year 2000. Professor 
A.M. Rasmussen of Oral Roberts University reports that the phenomenon of healing is a major 
emphasis of church growth in the countries of Latin America.... 
In Africa, where there were only four million converts in 1900, conservative predictions estimate 
that by the turn of the century there will be 351 million Christians on the continent. The fastest 
growing Lutheran church in the world is in Ethiopia, where 470,000 have joined that 
denomination since 1960. After extensive research, denominational leaders found that the church 
is increasing at such a rapid rate because 60 to 80 percent of the new believers became Christians 
as a result of first-hand experience with signs and wonders.... 
After Communism took over China in 1950, Christianity was thought to be all but stamped out. 
Now the most conservative estimate is that over fifty million Christians are active behind the 
bamboo curtain. Those involved in researching Christianity in China report that there are three 
main reasons for the growth of the church in that country. First, Confucianism and then Marxism 
left the people with a spiritual void which could only be fulfilled through Christ. Second, when 
the Communist forces overran the country, those who had already been converted maintained a 
strong, loving witness in the face of severe persecution. Third, there have been spontaneous 
outbreaks of signs and wonders in every province throughout China.32 

Wimber then, after noting that “in the Western world, particularly in the United States, Canada, and 
Europe, the church is not growing in the dramatic way that it is elsewhere in the would,” seeks to explain its 
lack of growth: 

One explanation for this is that because of its rational, empirical worldview the Western church 
has omitted a main factor of keeping the church alive and vibrant before a watching world: 
supernatural signs and wonders.... We have, it seems, excluded God and his power from our 
theology and thus from our churches. Fearing that which we could not control or understand, we 
have thrown the baby out with the bathwater. We have said, “It simply does not exist.” When 



confronted with manifestations of God’s power, we have rejected such things with the excuse 
that they are too divisive.33 

More than any other issue, it is the influence of materialism and antisupernaturalisin that inhibits 
Westerners from experiencing evangelistic power as illustrated in the New Testament.34 

Wimber asserts that there is a close relationship between signs and wonders and the growth of the New 
Testament church. “The church grew,” he says, “whenever the gospel was preached, and signs and wonders 
followed.”’ He uses Paul’s ministry at Corinth to illustrate his point: 

Perhaps the activity best suited to the use of [extraordinary] spiritual gifts is the area of 
evangelism. This was Paul’s testimony to the Corinthians concerning his initial efforts in their 
lives-, “My message and my preaching were not in persuasive words of wisdom, but in 
demonstration of the Spirit and of power” (1 Co 2:4, NASB). In Athens, he had used persuasive 
words with meager results. At his next apostolic stop, Corinth, many believed. It appears that in 
Corinth Paul combined proclamation with demonstration, as Christ had done throughout his 
ministry.... I call this type of ministry that Paul had in Corinth power evangelism.... The 
explanation of the gospel comes with a demonstration of God’s power through signs and 
wonders—In order to see God’s church multiply as it is doing in the rest of the world, the 
Western church must become involved in power evangelism.36 

Our purpose here is not to enter upon a discussion of the whole charismatic movement. That, obviously, 
is a subject in itself.37 But what we do want to do is examine the contention of men like Wimber that so-called 
“power evangelism,” that is, preaching combined with signs and wonders, rather than preaching alone, is what 
made the New Testament church grow and that such power evangelism is the means by which the Holy Spirit 
will cause the church to grow today. We will narrow that down even further by looking at the connection 
between Paul’s preaching and the signs and wonders that he performed. 

Luke, in his account of Paul’s missionary journeys, records six occasions when Paul performed signs 
and wonders. In Paphos on the island of Cyprus, Sergius Paulus “sent for Barnabas and Saul because he wanted 
to hear the word of God” (Ac 13:7). Elymas “tried to turn the proconsul from the faith” (Ac 13:8). Paul, “filled 
with the Holy Spirit” (Ac 13:9), struck Elymas blind. “When the proconsul saw what had happened, he 
believed, for he was amazed at the teaching about the Lord” (Ac 13:12). 

In Iconium, Paul and Barnabas entered the synagogue and “spoke so effectively (Gk., houtoos hooste) 
that a great number of Jews and Gentiles believed” (Ac 14:1). He remained there for a time, “speaking boldly 
for the Lord, who confirmed (Gk., marturounti) the message of his grace by enabling them to do miraculous 
signs and wonders” (AC 14:3). 

In Lystra, he healed the man lame from birth. The result was that the people began to worship Paul and 
Barnabas as gods and in their desire to offer sacrifice to them apparently didn’t let Paul finish his message (Ac 
14:8-18). 

In Philippi, Paul drove an evil spirit out of a slave girl, for which he and Silas were beaten and 
imprisoned. Following the earthquake, Paul and Silas “spoke the word of the Lord to him [the jailer] and to all 
the others in his house ... and he and all his family were baptized” (Ac 16:32,33). 

In Corinth, Luke does not record any miracles, but Paul, writing to the Corinthians, says, “The things 
that mark an apostle-signs, wonders and miracles—were done among you with great perseverance” (2 Co 
12:12). 

In Ephesus, “Paul entered the synagogue and spoke boldly there for three months, arguing persuasively 
about the kingdom of God” (Ac 19:8). This was followed by two years of daily discussions in the lecture hall of 
Tyrannus, “so that all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of the Lord. God 
did extraordinary miracles through Paul, so that even handkerchiefs and aprons that had touched him were 
taken to the sick, and their illnesses were cured and the evil spirits left them” (Ac 19:10-12). Toward the end of 
Paul’s stay in Ephesus, “many of those who believed now came and openly confessed their evil deeds. A 
number who had practiced sorcery brought their scrolls together and burned them publicly.... In this way [i.e., 



as unbelievers saw believers’ faith in action] the word of the Lord spread widely and grew in power” (Ac 
19:18-20). 

In Troas, while engaged in speaking to a group of fellow believers, Paul raised Eutychus from the dead 
(Ac 20:9, 10). 

There is no mention of signs and wonders being performed in any of the other places in which we have a 
record of Paul proclaiming the Word: Damascus, Jerusalem, Antioch of Syria, Salamis, Antioch of Pisidia, 
Derbe, Perga, Thessalonica, Berea, Athens, and Rome. An argument from silence is not conclusive, of course. 
Paul certainly may have performed more miracles than Luke records; but what is instructive is that, as Ramsay 
puts it, “the marvels recorded in Acts are not, as a rule, said to have been efficacious in spreading the new 
religion.”38 

Of the miracles of Paul, only one, striking Elymas blind at Paphos, could possibly be construed as 
leading a person to faith. But even here, as we brought out earlier, it wasn’t the miracle that converted Sergius 
Paulus. Luke connects his coming to faith with “the teaching about the Lord” (Ac 13:12). 

The truth of the matter is that all of the examples drawn from Paul’s ministry are fully in line with such 
normative statements as Romans 10: 13ff. 

“Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” How, then can they call on the one 
they have not believed in? And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? 
And how can they hear without someone preaching to them? ... Consequently, faith comes from 
hearing the message, and the message is heard through the Word of Christ. 

The failure of Wimber and others in the Pentecostal/charismatic camp to recognize this stems from their 
failure to recognize and appreciate the power that the gospel has in and of itself. Note how Wimber separates 
God’s power from the gospel: “The explanation of the gospel comes with a demonstration of God’s power 
through signs and wonders.” The gospel, according to Wimber, apparently is something that is simply 
explained, something that human logic can chew on and make a rational decision about, while signs and 
wonders display God’s power and thus move one to make a favorable decision about the gospel. 

A denial of the inherent power of the gospel leads one to look elsewhere for power. Paul, on the other 
hand, saw that the real power lay in the gospel itself. It was “the power [Gk., dunamis] of God for salvation” 
(Ro 1: 16). The difference between Paul’s reception at Athens and at Corinth did not lie in the fact that in 
Athens Paul relied on human persuasion and in Corinth on Spirit-wrought signs and wonders. The message was 
the same in both places; but in Athens the seed fell for the most part on the beaten path as the Athenians 
exercised their prerogative to reject the message that had the power to save them. 

What purpose, then, did signs and wonders serve in the ministry of Paul? Three purposes come to mind: 
1)Paul’s signs and wonders helped to authenticate him and his message. These 
were “things that mark an apostle” (2 Co 12:12). For example, Paul used 
the “miraculous signs and wonders God had done among the Gentiles” (Ac 15:12) through 
himself and Barnabas as a way of demonstrating to the Jews in Jerusalem that his gospel was the 
same divinely-given message as theirs. 
2)Paul’s signs and wonders at times served the purpose of attracting hearers, 
thus preparing the way for preaching (cf Lystra).39 
3) Paul’s signs and wonders were “illustrations of the character of the new 
religion.”40 People would be led to see that Christianity was a religion of 
love. Heathen magicians and exorcists would heal to line their pockets. Paul did so out of love. 

What about signs and wonders today? It is an obvious fact that Pentecostal and charismatic churches are 
experiencing remarkable growth. It is not so clear however, how much of this growth is contributing to the 
growth of the Una Sancta. Church Growth people for the most part equate the visible and invisible church. 
McGavran, for example, writes. 

The Church Growth perspective takes a high view of the church.... We hold the church to be a 
necessary part of God’s plan for the salvation and discipling of men and nations. They must not 



only believe in Jesus Christ but must become responsible members of his church.... Believers 
must become a part of the church; otherwise the reality of their belief is in question.”41 

C. Peter Wagner puts it this way. “Each person who makes a commitment to Christ should be 
encouraged to make a simultaneous commitment to the Body of Christ.42 How many are in reality—by the 
influence of signs and wonders—making a commitment merely to a church body without having been 
previously brought into Christ’s Body is something that only the all-seeing eye of God knows. But of this we 
can be sure: If people are truly being brought into the Body of Christ, and we pray that this is happening, they 
are coming in by the same means Paul used and which Christ commissioned his Church of all time to use: the 
powerful gospel of Jesus Christ, which alone can overcome the power of Satan, sin, and death. 

There remains yet the question: Should we expect signs and wonders yet today? In his People’s Bible 
commentary on First Corinthians, Carleton Toppe gives a careful answer, one that this writer endorses: 

As far as “gifts of healing” and “miraculous powers” are concerned, these gifts were granted to 
believers only when and where the Spirit willed, even in the days of the apostles. Certainly God 
has always been able to perform miracles of healing through whom he wills, but it is another 
matter for an individual Christian to prove that he or she has that power today. Many so-called 
“miracles” are counterfeit. Sober-minded Christians also question whether miracles of healing 
are as necessary today as they were when they served a special purpose in the early days of the 
Christian church. Furthermore, they recognize that the great works of spiritual healing God is 
constantly accomplishing are far more vital than the miraculous physical healing charismatics 
profess they can perform.43 

To accomplish these “great works of spiritual healing” one must do battle with the powerful “spiritual 
forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Eph 6:12). Only the more powerful Word of the gospel will be able to 
win that victory (Eph 6:13ff). Let works of physical help and healing serve, as with Paul, the subsidiary purpose 
of attracting hearers and demonstrating the love of our Savior, a love that his followers seek to emulate. 

PART FIVE: PAUL’S FOLLOWUP 
In this final part of our study of Paul’s mission message and methodology we want to look at two main 

aspects of Paul’s follow-up strategy. We will note that he nurtured those he had evangelized and that he 
established indigeneous churches. 

Paul nurtured those he had evangelized 
He did this in a number of ways: 
1. Already on his first visit, he sought to build upon the basic gospel message. 

In many cases this was not possible, at least to any great degree, since more often than not he wasn’t 
permitted to remain in a place for any great length of time. But when he did have that opportunity, he went far 
beyond the basics. As a result of his stay of three years in Ephesus, for example, he was able to tell the elders of 
that congregation: “I have not hesitated to proclaim to you the whole will of God” (Ac 20:27). He didn’t leave 
anything out. His goal was, as he told the Colossians, “to present everyone perfect [Gk., teleion, ‘complete’] in 
Christ” (Col 1:28). 

Even when he did not have such a lengthy period of time at a place, Paul crammed as much 
teaching as he possibly could into the number of days the Lord gave him. He fed the people, 
even brand-new believers, meat as well as milk. Though he may have spent as few as three 
weeks in Thessalonica, during that brief time he managed to find time to teach them not just the 
basic message of sin and grace, but even the doctrine of the Antichrist (2 Th 2)1 

2. He revisited personally the churches he founded in order to strengthen the believers in their faith. 
On the first journey, having reached the city of Derbe in the region of Lycaonia, Paul and Barnabas 

turned around and retraced their steps: “They returned to Lystra, Iconium and Antioch, strengthening the 
disciples and encouraging them to remain true to the faith. ‘We must go through many hardships to enter the 
kingdom of God,’ they said” (Ac 14:21,22). Their work of “strengthening the disciples” most assuredly 
consisted of further teaching of the Word. 



At the beginning of the second journey, Paul, along with Silas, “went through Syria and Cilicia, 
strengthening the churches” (Ac 15:41), churches probably founded sometime prior to Paul’s first journey. 
They also revisited the churches of Galatia. As a result of this visitation, “the churches were strengthened in the 
faith and grew daily in number” (Ac 16:5). 

At the start of the third journey, Paul once again “traveled from place to place throughout the region of 
Galatia and Phrygia,2 strengthening all the disciples” (Ac 18:23), making this now the fourth time Paul had 
visited the Galatian congregations. He then came to Ephesus, where he had already briefly presented the gospel 
on his second journey (Ac 18:19-21). Now it was time for a more in-depth presentation of the Word. At the 
close of the third journey Paul revisited the churches he had founded on his second journey: He “set out for 
Macedonia [where he had founded congregations in Philippi, Thessalonica and Berea]. He traveled through that 
area, speaking many words of encouragement to the people, and finally arrived in Greece, where he stayed three 
months [probably in Corinth]” (Ac 20:1-3). His entire third journey, in fact, was more of a nurturing than an 
evangelistic journey. 
3. He utilized co-workers in the revisitation of churches, 

Co-workers were important to Paul. On relatively few occasions do we find Paul alone. Usually it was 
just a temporary situation, when for one reason or another he had left a companion or was waiting for one to 
join him. At Athens, for example, Paul was by himself for a time, having been brought there from Berea 
because of persecution; but he was soon joined by Silas and Timothy. It doesn’t take much reading in the 
epistles of Paul to see what value these co-workers were personally to Paul (cf. the long list in Ro 16; also Col 
4:7ff; Phm 23; Php 2:22; 4:3; Tit 3:12,13; 2 Ti 4: 11). Paul was clearly a team player.3 Our present world 
mission policy of making sure to send out more than one missionary to a field certainly has scriptural precedent. 

Not only were these team members a blessing to Paul, however. Paul was also a blessing to them. As 
Paul had earlier been an apprentice under Barnabas, so, in the course of Paul’s long and fruitful ministry, many 
were apprentices under Paul. As Jesus had called the Twelve to be with him before he would send them out to 
preach (cf. Mk 3:14), so these men were with Paul, some on a more regular basis than others, receiving from 
Paul a one on one seminary training. These men, then, Paul would send out, not only to start new missions, but 
especially, from what we can glean from Acts and the epistles, to nurture those that had been started. 

Take just one example: Timothy. On his second journey, Paul sent this young man as his emissary from 
Athens to Thessalonica to “strengthen and encourage” the Thessalonians in their faith, “so that no one would be 
unsettled” by the trials they were undergoing (1 Th 3:2,3). On his third journey Paul dispatched Timothy from 
Ephesus on a difficult mission to Corinth, a congregation beset with problems (1 Co 4:16; 16:10). And shortly 
before leaving Ephesus, Paul sent Timothy on ahead to Macedonia (Ac 19:22). 

When Paul was imprisoned for the first time in Rome, he made plans to send Timothy from Rome to 
Philippi. He tells the Philippians: “I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon.... I have no one else 
like him, who takes a genuine interest in your welfare.... He has served with me in the work of the gospel” (Php 
2:19-22). Later Paul left Timothy in charge of the work in Ephesus (1 Ti 1:3). 

Paul was well aware of the devil’s power, that he would work on the new believers both from within and 
without. “I know that after I leave,” he told the elders of the church at Ephesus, “savage wolves will come in 
among you and will not spare the flock. Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in 
order to draw away disciples after them. So be on your guard!” (Ac 28:29-3 1). That is why Paul himself, 
through his visits and revisits, did what he could to prepare the flocks for the overt as well the subtle attacks of 
the old evil foe. And that is why what Paul couldn’t do in person for the congregations he had founded he 
would seek to carry out through faithful co-workers. Nurture was as important as the initial proclamation of the 
gospel. 
4. Through his letters he nurtured the congregations he founded. 

These letters, which are such a blessing to the church today, were likewise a great blessing to the 
congregations which Paul had been privileged to found. They, no less than Paul’s personal message and that of 
his co-workers, were instruments of nurture. In them Paul would never fail to emphasize the doctrine upon 



which the church rises and fall, that of justification by God’s grace through faith through the redemption that 
came by Christ Jesus. And then he would deal with the issues of sanctification that the particular congregation 
to which he was writing faced at that time. 

Paul’s great concern for nurturing those whom he had evangelized has a bearing on contemporary 
mission work both at home and abroad. Evangelism methodology that begins and ends with a one-time 
presentation of the basic law-gospel message may well be a tool by which the Holy Spirit brings people to faith. 
But there needs to be more. Follow-up, nurture, which strengthens the new Christian and also equips him or her 
for a life of Christian service, is also a vital necessity. 

The same applies on the world mission field. People who are evangelized and then too quickly left to 
fend for themselves tend to be easy prey for the savage wolf of false doctrine. They need to be given the 
opportunity to grow up in their salvation now that they have tasted that the Lord is good (cf 1 Pe 2:2), to “grow 
in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Pe 3:18), that they might become “mature, 
attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ” (Eph 4:13). No “quickie” program of evangelism will 
accomplish that. 

We also note in passing the value of the printed Word and printed expositions of the Word. What is in 
print can reach some who might not be reached by the spoken message; and, what is in print can be referred to 
and studied over and over again. Production of The People’s Bible is a step in the right direction. Could we not 
be doing even more by freeing up qualified persons among us to carry out writing assignments through which 
God’s people can be nurtured? 
Paul established indigenous churches 

An indigenous church is a church which is able, to stand on its own two feet, a church which is self-
administering, self-financing, self-disciplining, and self-propagating.4 The whole point of Roland Allen’s 
provocative book, Missionary Methods-St. Paul’s Or Ours?, is that Paul’s purpose was not simply to convert 
individuals but to establish independent churches from which the gospel would radiate to the surrounding area. 
That was Paul’s strategy from the outset, Allen maintains, a strategy that should be ours also from the beginning 
stages of a mission’s existence if we expect it to achieve indigeneity. Allen writes: 

If the first converts are taught to depend upon the missionary, if all work, evangelistic, 
educational, social is concentrated in his hands, the infant community learns to rest passively 
upon the man from whom they received their first insight into the gospel.... A tradition very 
rapidly grows up that nothing can be done without the authority and guidance of the missionary, 
the people wait for him to move, and the longer they do so, the more incapable they become of 
any independent action.5 

Paul, Allen maintains, “set up no organization intermediate between his preaching and the establishment 
of a fully organized indigenous church.”6 Right from the beginning the churches Paul established were self-
administering, self-financing, self-disciplining, and self-propagating. 
1. An indigenous church is a self-administering church. 

There is no doubt that the churches Paul founded became self-administering in very short order. A key 
reason for Paul’s revisitation of these churches, in fact, in addition to that of nurturing them through the Word, 
was to appoint spiritual leaders. This action, of course, would aid the congregations in administering their own 
spiritual affairs. 

At the close of the first journey, we are told that “Paul and Barnabas appointed elders for them in each 
church and, with prayer and fasting, committed them to the Lord, in whom they had put their trust” (Ac 14:23). 
When Paul wrote to the Thessalonians there was already a recognized and active group of spiritual leaders. He 
urges the Thessalonian believers, “Respect those who work hard among you, who are over you in the Lord and 
who admonish you. Hold them in the highest regard in love because of their work” (1 Th 5:12,13). It was to the 
elders of the church at Ephesus that Paul spoke his farewell (Ac 20:17-38). Paul addresses the Epistle to the 
Philippians to “all the saints in Christ Jesus at Philippi, together with the overseers7 and deacons”8 (Php 1:1). 
Sometime following his release from prison in Rome, Paul evidently traveled to Crete with Titus and brought 



the gospel to the people of this island. He then left Titus behind in Crete with the instruction to “appoint elders 
in every town” (Tt 1:5). 

From the examples given, we can safely assume that Paul made sure that such spiritual leaders were put 
into place in all of the congregations he established.9 And Paul expected these leaders to lead. They, not he, 
were to “direct the affairs of the church” (1 Ti 5:17). Paul refused to use the authority he had unless it was 
absolutely necessary (2 Co 1:24). He accepted the church’s absolution of a sinner as his absolution (2 Co 2:10). 
Paul also permitted these congregations, under their own local leaders, to develop their own structures and 
forms. Allen rightly argues that Paul did not demand a unity of customs in the congregations he founded and 
that neither should we today. He laments that fact that  

if a traveler returns from visiting our Indian or Chinese Christians the first thing that he tells us is 
that he was delighted to find himself worshipping in a church where the language indeed was 
strange and the worshippers of another color, but that in every other respect he felt quite at 
home. He found the same sort of ornaments, the same service, the same Prayer Book, the same 
hymns with which he was familiar.10 

Our missions, both here in the United States and especially in radically different cultures around the 
world, do not have to become clones of the mother church. Paul, says Charles Kraft, aimed for a “dynamic 
equivalence” church, i.e., a church “that produces the same kind of impact on the people of the society of which 
it is a part as the original church produced upon the hearers.”11 

A church that is self-administering is more likely to take the initiative and develop its own identity 
peculiar to the society and culture in which it has been planted and thus be more likely to attract the interest of 
those living around it. Take the example referred to above: worship. Paul gives virtually no instructions to the 
newly formed congregations regarding forms of worship. The worship that developed in Corinth, for example, 
was, could well have been different from the worship of the Christians in Jerusalem. Though Paul had to guide 
this worship somewhat because of certain excesses (cf. 1 Co 14), he did not attempt to stifle it and squeeze it 
into a mold of his making. 

Within certain bounds, there should be a freedom to innovate, both on the home and world mission 
front, a freedom to utilize the best forms available from the culture, or, if none exist, to create appropriate ones. 
E. H. Wendland concludes a brief discussion of how to handle the question of worship in the church in Africa 
with the words: 

Here we must marvel at the foresight of the fathers. It is as though they looked to the centuries 
ahead and anticipated the problem. In the Augsburg Confession they put it in these words: “It is 
not necessary for the true unity of the Christian church that ceremonies, instituted by men, 
should be observed uniformly in all places” (Article VII).” 

We will not be in disagreement, it is quite certain, over the fact that a prime goal of mission work is to 
establish such self-administering indigenous churches. On the home mission front this is accomplished fairly 
easily, if the mission pastor is only willing to let loose the reins as people who have the gifts to provide spiritual 
leadership are brought into the church. On the world mission field, though, it is another story. It is not quite so 
easy to determine how soon this self-administration should be granted. 

The way Paul dealt with the churches he established is not quite parallel to the situation on the world 
mission field today, It can be safety assumed, given Paul’s own injunction that an elder “must not be a recent 
convert” (1 Ti 3:6), that Paul drew his first leadership from the ranks of the Jews and Gentiles of the synagogue. 
Even in places where there may not have been synagogues, e.g., Lystra and Philippi, Paul still had the 
opportunity to work with people who already had an acquaintance with the Old Testament. It would have been 
much easier for Paul to have chosen elders almost immediately than it is for a missionary today who is working 
almost exclusively with people who heretofore have had absolutely no acquaintance with the Scriptures.13 If 
Paul felt it necessary to take the time to do as much nurturing as he did, even though many in his original 
groups may well have been quite knowledgeable of the Scriptures, it is not unreasonable to assume the need for 
an even greater amount of time for nurture today. 



The principle, nevertheless, remains the same: The ultimate goal is an indigeneous church. An 
indigeneous church is a self-administering church. Missionaries will strive to reach that stage as soon as 
possible, and until that time will seek to avoid giving the impression that they are permanent fixtures, without 
whom the mission could never grow and prosper. 
2. An indigeneous church is a self-financing church. 

Roland Allen devotes a whole chapter of Missionary Methods—St. Paul’s or Ours? to the question of 
mission financing.”14 He presents some compelling arguments for his case. Allen makes three main points. 
First, Paul didn’t seek financial help for himself, though he recognized he had the right to do so (2 Th 3:7-10; 2 
Co 11:7). He did on occasion accept gifts (2 Co 11:8), but not from those to whom he was preaching. He 
refused to do anything that would make it appear that he had come to receive, that his object was to make 
money. 

Our expatriate missionary practice today is somewhat the same in that our missionaries do not ask for 
any support for themselves from those to whom they are bringing the gospel. Others back home are making it 
possible for them to devote their time to this work, much as the Philippians helped Paul so he could carry on his 
mission work in Thessalonica (Php 4:16). 

Secondly, Allen notes that Paul didn’t take financial support to his converts. Every congregation was 
financially independent. The basic principle was: “Everyone who receives instruction in the word must share all 
good things with his instructor” (Ga 6:6). The only times we know of that funds went from one congregation to 
another were times of acute needs, e.g., the famine offering from Antioch of Syria to Jerusalem (Ac 11:27-30) 
and the offering from Macedonia, Asia and Galatia to Jerusalem (2 Co 8 and 9). A comparable situation today 
might be the relief offering our Synod’s Committee on Relief sent to the Cameroon a few years back to aid 
victims of a volcano eruption. 

“That one church should depend upon another for the supply of its ordinary expenses as a Church, or 
even for a part of them,” Allen writes, “would have seemed incredible in the Four Provinces.” 15 

Obviously, a much different situation prevails today. Why is this? Allen responds: 
This habit of taking supplies with us is due chiefly to two causes: first, the amazing wealth of the 
church at home and the notion that reverence and devotion depend upon the use of expensive 
religious furniture to which our luxury has accustomed us, and secondly, the prevalence of the 
idea that the stability of the church in some way depends upon the permanence of its buildings.... 
The externals of religion precede the inculcation of its principles.16 

Allen then lists eight reasons why, in his opinion, mission stations should not be provided with outside 
funds, the two most significant, in this essayist’s opinion, being the following 17: 

1. Financial subsidy tends to pauperize the converts. 
Since they can’t provide what they have been led to see as essential to a mission, i.e., property and 
buildings, they learn to become passive recipients. Allen writes: “By supplying what they cannot supply 
we check them in the proper impulse to supply what they can supply. Foreign subsidies produce abroad 
all the ill effects of endowments at home, with the additional disadvantage that they are foreign. The 
converts learn to rely upon them instead of making every effort to supply their own needs.”18 
2. Financial subsidy tends to maintain the unity by threats of withdrawal of financial support. 
Backing up one step, the promise or hope of financial subsidy can become an artificial means of 
establishing a fellowship that only the Holy Spirit can rightfully establish as he leads us “to agree with 
one another” and to be “perfectly united in mind and thought” (1 Co 1:10). Likewise, the fear of the loss 
of subsidy can become an artificial means of preserving that fellowship, a fellowship that “will fail,” 
writes Allen, “the moment that any other and stronger motive urges in the direction of separation, “ “ 
e.g., greener pastures elsewhere. That this is more than a hypothetical problem is open knowledge to 
anyone involved in the administration of a world mission field. 
Allen also points out that Paul observed the principle that every church should administer its own funds. 

The reason we have trouble following that principle today is the large output of funds from the outside for 



which the missionary is accountable. If all funds come from the nationals, then it is natural that they would 
handle them also. 

We do not presume to have all the answers to the questions pertaining to the financing of a mission 
field; but it does appear wise, both from Paul’s example and from the argumentation Allen presents, that our 
mission money would best be expended by using it exclusively, or nearly so, to support the expatriate 
missionaries, with the goal of getting them in and out and on to another field as soon as possible. 

We might want to think somewhat along the same lines in our home mission work. Perhaps a certain 
amount of start-up money could simply be given to a solid nucleus, which, after a certain period of time, would 
no longer be dependent on the Synod, either for subsidy or for further funding. In that way our home missions, 
too, could more quickly become self-financing. 
3. An indigenous church is a self-disciplining church. 

If the terminology “self-administering” were understood as properly administering not only the physical 
affairs of the church but also and especially its spiritual affairs, then we would not have to list “self-
disciplining” as a separate mark of an indigenous church. Some who write on indigeneity, however, pass over 
quite lightly the need for sound, thorough indoctrination in the Word so that the church can then on its own 
properly administer also its spiritual affairs, as Paul certainly expected the congregations he founded to do. 
Roland Allen, for example, drastically underestimates the amount of instruction that Paul gave to his converts. 
He writes: “Paul seems to have left his newly-found Churches with a simple system of Gospel teaching, two 
sacraments, a tradition of the main facts of the death and resurrection, and the Old Testament.”’ A careful 
reading of Acts and the epistles, however, reveals that Paul taught more than the basics. In each place, by letters 
or by visitation, he did just what he told the Ephesians elders he had done in Ephesus. He nurtured the new 
believers by proclaiming the whole counsel of God. 

Paul, therefore, would have little use for those who advocate only a minimum of nurture from the Word 
on the part of the missionary. Donald Gilliland is another such an example. He writes: 

While Paul was successful, above all others, in planting churches and in nurturing new 
Christians, he accomplished this, for the most part, by leaving neophyte Christians to seek out 
the answers to the questions posed by their new life. The traditional mission pattern has been for 
the missionary to stay, often for years, in one place, in a culture not his own, and to form the 
church by his own theological convictions, rather than showing the church how to think for 
itself. Paul would have been criticized by knowledgeable Jews for not providing a guidebook for 
recent converts. Instead ... he insisted that each and every believer become an authentic 
Christian, able to think through the new faith and act upon it.... The Spirit in the life of the 
believer is so dynamic and transforming that missionaries ought to be able to rest from many of 
their worries about doctrine, morality, church growth, leadership, finances, standards, and a long 
list of other things that we feel must be carefully managed.... The written text of the Bible is 
certainly the supreme source of the truth. Yet, the Holy Spirit is an active and true guide in the 
life of every believer and we must trust him to speak directly to the regenerated human spirit. 21 

As Gilliland in Reformed fashion separates the Spirit from the Word, thus minimizing the need for thorough 
instruction in the Word, he sets a mission on a disaster course. Following his suggestion to let the Spirit guide 
apart from the Word invites another spirit into the church who is bent on destroying, not building. 

As we brought out in the previous section, Paul took whatever time was necessary to nurture carefully 
those he had evangelized. Richard Lauersdorf emphasizes this in an essay entitled, “Developing Indigenous 
Churches—The Scriptural Principles Involved.” He writes: 

We have to ask, “Should not a fourth ‘self’ be added to the indigenous [self-governing, self-
propagating and self-supporting] formula? Indeed does not Scripture demand that we add a 
fourth? If we want to build indigenous churches, as Scripture outlines, we must plant churches 
which will be not only self-governing, self-propagating, and self-supporting, but also self-
disciplining. We must plant churches which know God’s Word, which follow that Word in 



practice, and which can detect and correct departures from that Word. In short, we must sow the 
solid seed of the Word.22 

Lauersdorf’s suggested fourth “self,” “self-disciplining,” has been incorporated into the WELS World 
Mission Handbook. Under the heading “Self-discipline” we read: 

In order to assure a sound scriptural and evangelical practice, church planting Lutheran pastors 
will not be satisfied with only a vague, enthusiastic or emotional response to the proclamation of 
the gospel. The Savior has bid us to “Make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of 
the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have 
commanded you.”... Missionaries strive to plant churches which know God’s Word, which 
follow that Word in practice and which can detect and correct departures from the Word. 23 

As the Handbook states, “It may take a long time to develop doctrinal awareness” to produce “an orthodox 
confessional Lutheran church” in a world “confused by the wooing of pseudo-Christianity.”’ But there is no 
short cut to God-pleasing disciple-making. 
4. An indigenous church is a self-propagating church. 

We have already discussed this to a certain degree in Part Three of this series under the heading “Paul’s 
Mission Strategy”; so we will go lightly here. Paul made it quite clear that the purpose of church leaders was 
not just to feed the flock, although this is far from an unimportant part of their calling. Their purpose also was 
to train God’s people for ministry so that the body of Christ might be built up, both externally and internally, as 
each part does its work (cf. Eph 4:11-16). Paul told Timothy: “The things you have heard me say in the 
presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others” (2 Ti 2:2). A 
church becomes self-propagating when the taught become the teachers. 

That there is always the danger of the pall of “institutionalism” settling upon the second generation 
church and beyond is quite clear from a reading of the letters to the seven churches of Asia Minor, especially 
the churches in Ephesus, Sardis, and Laodicea. (Re 2:1-7; 3:1-6, 14-22). Preservation of the institution can 
become the primary objective of a congregation or a church body rather than propagation of the gospel. When, 
quite correctly, propagation of the gospel is at the top of the agenda, then more emphasis will be placed on 
equipping the saints for ministry than on preserving the institution for posterity. Survival goals will give way to 
training for ministry goals. 

We have spent some time reviewing the marvelous way that the Lord used Paul to carry out his work of 
spreading the gospel. Paul is unique, of course. None of us can ever hope to come close to duplicating all he 
was privileged to accomplish in his life. On the other hand, we do share certain privileges along with Paul. It 
was the Holy Spirit who converted him, called him, directed him, and encouraged him. The same Holy Spirit 
has done and is continuing to do the same for us. 

Paul’s greatest treasure was the gospel and its message of a universal reconciliation. And his treasured 
title was “ambassador” for the Christ who had accomplished this reconciliation. We have the same gospel of 
reconciliation and the same exalted title. May we, with Paul, never cease to be amazed the gospel and to find 
joy and fulfillment in our calling as Christ’s ambassadors. 
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