
The Book of Acts: Verse-by-Verse 
_________________ 

 
Study Notes: Acts 16:1-5 

 
 
• A Brief Summary: 
 
The Messianic Pharisees insisted that the Gentile Christians at Antioch 
become circumcised and follow the Mosaic Law. 
 
The Jerusalem Council sent a letter to the Antiochene Christians advising 
them to refrain from sexual immorality and to avoid the meat and blood 
from animals sacrificed to pagan gods. 
 
Paul and Barnabas had a sharp disagreement over taking John Mark 
with them on their second missionary journey.  Paul and Silas went to 
Galatia, while Barnabas and John Mark went to Cyprus. 
 
• A Disciple Named Timothy: vv. 1-2 
 
“Paul came to Derbe and then to Lystra, where he found a disciple 
named Timothy, the son of a believing Jewish woman and a Greek 
father. The brothers in Lystra and Iconium spoke well of him.” 
 
Paul and Silas travelled through Cilicia and eventually crossed the Taurus 
mountain range through the “Cilician Gate” – a passageway that leads 
to the Anatolian Plateau. They entered Galatia’s south-eastern region.  
They returned to the sites of their first missionary journey; Derbe, Lystra, 
Iconium, and (probably) Pisidian Antioch. 
 
At Lystra … “Paul found a disciple named Timothy, the son of a believing 
Jewish woman and a Greek father.” According to 2 Timothy 1:5, Timothy, 
his mother Eunice, and his grandmother, Lois, all came to faith during 
Paul’s visit to Lystra. 
 
• Timothy’s Heritage:  
 
Timothy was the son of a believing Jewish woman and a Greek father.  



 2 

Under the strict provisions of the Mosaic Code, this would have been 
prohibited. However, there is historical evidence that the Jews in Galatia 
had married into the dominant Gentile families. 
 
• The Circumcision Debate: v. 3 
 
Paul evidently saw great potential in young Timothy. John Stott notes, 
“His Jewish-Greek parentage would give him an entrée into both 
communities.”  
 
“Paul wanted Timothy to accompany him, so he took him and 
circumcised him on account of the Jews in that area, for they all knew 
that his father was a Greek.” 
 
Paul’s critics: “Wasn’t Paul being hypocritical by refusing to circumcise 
Gentile Christians at Antioch, but insisting on it in Timothy’s situation?” In 
addition, he refused to allow Titus (a full Greek) to be circumcised See: 
Galatians 2:3-5 
 
• Patrilineal or Matrilineal? 
 
Timothy’s mother (Eunice) was a “believing Jew”, but his father was a 
Gentile. Did that make Timothy Jewish or Gentile?  
 
The Old Testament: A strong emphasis upon patrilineal heritage: 
Jewishness was passed down from father to son. The Patriarchs (Avot): 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. The four Matriarchs: (Imahot): 
Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah. 
 
Because of this progression, the Jewish people trace their heritage 
through Jacob. Genetically speaking, this makes Judaism a patrilineal 
heritage. 
 
Over time (by the 1st and 2nd century) the idea of Jewishness changed  
from a purely genetic, patrilineal model to that of a matrilineal model: A 
child of a Jewish mother and a Gentile father was regarded as a Jew, 
while a child of a Jewish father and a Gentile mother was not. 
  
Why? Two theories: 1. Historically, mothers were responsible for a child’s  
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upbringing. 2. Jewish synchronization of culture with Roman law. 
 
In Timothy’s case, his larger family and Jewish community recognized 
him as Jewish, not Gentile … “Paul … took him and circumcised him on 
account of the Jews in that area, for they all knew that his father was a 
Greek.” 
 
• How do we reconcile Paul’s refusal to circumcise Titus with his 

straightforward decision to circumcise Timothy?  
 
Dr. John Piper’s outline: 
 
1) Titus was a pure Greek, but Timothy had a Jewish mother and Greek 
father. 
 
2 Timothy 3:15: Timothy had been taught the Old Testament scriptures 
since he was a child. Piper: “In other words, his Jewish mother brought 
him up as a Jew.”  
 
Timothy’s mother had taught him the Torah, but his father had refused to 
allow him to be circumcised.  
 
The Result: By becoming circumcised, Timothy became more 
acceptable to the Jewish community. Timothy would not be moving 
from Gentile status to Jew status. 
 
Titus’ story was different.  For him to be circumcised would be following 
the Pharisee’s insistence that he first become a Jew and then progress 
to a Messianic Jew.  
 
2) The people Paul resisted in Galatians 2:3-5 were false brothers. The  
Jews to whom he catered in Acts 16:3 were not even Christians.  
 
Titus was being pressured by what Paul called “false brothers”. They were 
insisting that Titus submit to a work of law to be accepted.  
 
Timothy’s situation was different.  Paul knew that an uncircumcised 
Jewish evangelist would immediately be rejected by the Jewish 
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community which categorically believed that circumcision marked a 
man as a Jew. 
 
3) Titus was a “test case” in Jerusalem (Galatians 2:1), but Timothy was 
to be a constant travel companion (Acts 16:3).  
 
John Piper: In Titus’ case a clear theological issue was at stake. In 
Timothy’s case, what was at stake was how unbelieving Jews might best 
be won to Christ. See: I Corinthians 9:19-20 
 
In Titus’ case, Paul refused to allow him to be circumcised because it 
would move him from the freedom of grace back to the bondage of 
the Law. In Timothy’s case, “This same freedom allowed him to remove 
the stumbling block of Timothy’s lack of circumcision.” – John Piper 
 
• Strengthening The Churches: vv. 4-5 
 
“As they went from town to town, they delivered the decisions handed 
down by the apostles and elders in Jerusalem for the people to obey. So 
the churches were strengthened in the faith and grew daily in numbers.” 
 
Timothy was probably “ordained” before he left Lystra with Paul and 
Silas. See: 2 Timothy 1:6 With this accomplished, Paul, Silas and Timothy 
travelled from town to town, delivering the decisions contained in the 
James’ letter.  
 
It was important for the Gentile Churches to be on the same page 
regarding the four apostolic prohibitions.  It also safeguarded them 
against further meddling by the Messianic Pharisees. 
 
“The churches were strengthened in the faith and grew daily in 
numbers.”  This is a direct parallel to the events in Acts 2: “And the Lord 
added to their number daily those who were being saved.” – Acts 2:47 
 
At the end of the day, the wisdom of the Jerusalem Council’s decision 
was evident by the fact that, wherever their letter was read and 
incorporated, the churches grew in numbers and stability. 


