
The Book Of Acts: Verse-by-Verse 

____________________ 

 

Study Notes: Acts 18:18-23 

 

 

Brief Summary: In the narrative that follows, Luke traces Paul’s movements 

from Corinth to Ephesus, Caesarea, Jerusalem, and Antioch … and then 

back through Galatia to Ephesus. This puts Paul in Corinth for two years and 

Ephesus for three. 

 

• The Extended Stay At Corinth: v. 18 

 

“Paul stayed on in Corinth for some time.” Gallio had made such a 

landmark decision – giving Christianity the cover of Judaism as approved 

religion of Rome. This probably happened in the summer or early fall of 51 

A.D., so it’s likely Paul remained in Corinth for that winter.  

 

• Paul Shaves His Head: v. 18 

 

“… He [Paul] had his hair cut off at Cenchrea because of a vow he had 

taken.” 

 

Paul had taken some type of (Old Testament) Nazarite vow. It included 

refraining from alcohol, allowing, not cutting one’s hair, and pursuing a time 

of intense devotion to God. 

 

Once the vow was fulfilled, the person was to appear in Jerusalem and 

offer a sacrifice of a female and male lamb. They also were instructed to 

burn the hair shaved from their heads in the fire. 

 

• The Port of Cenchreae: v. 18 

 

Paul sailed from Corinth for Syrian Antioch. Corinth had two major ports. 

Cenchreae was the eastern port of Corinth, which was in the district of 

Achaia on a large island-like mass of land connected to the Greek 

mainland by a narrow isthmus. Cenchreae was on the east side of the 

isthmus while its counterpart Lechaion was on the west. These ports were 

named after the sons of the Greek god, Poseidon. Phoebe, who hand-



 2 

delivered Paul's letter to the Romans, was possibly a deaconess of the 

church in Cenchreae (Romans 16:1). 

 

• Ephesus, The Great: v.19  

 

“Then Paul left the brothers and sailed for Syria, accompanied by Priscilla 

and Aquila. They arrived at Ephesus…” 

 

1st-century Ephesus was the greatest commercial city of Asia Minor north of 

the Taurus range. It had been a city since Neolithic times (10,000 BC to 3000 

BC), but it came to full prominence under the Roman Empire. 

 

As the second most important city of the Roman Empire, its populace was 

largely educated and wealthy, and its buildings were richly decorated. It 

became prominent under the ancient Greeks, who built the famous Temple 

of Artemis (one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World). 

 

One of the outstanding features of Ephesus was its vast harbor, which 

required constant dredging because of the alluvium carried down by the 

Caÿster river. Because of this “silting” Smyra eventually replaced Ephesus as 

the primary seaport for the Maeander Valley. 

 

Ephesus was the administrative seat for the province of Asia and a free 

Greek city. It had its own senate and civic assembly.  It was an assize town 

– meaning that it had Roman governor who presided over court cases and 

administered justice. 

 

Roman Ephesus is unoccupied and has been greatly excavated over the 

years by Austrian archaeologists, who have restored some of the buildings.  

 

Luke tells us that when Paul, Priscilla and Aquila arrived at Ephesus, Paul 

went his separate way. It’s very likely that Priscilla and Aquilla financed 

Paul’s next move to Ephesus. When they arrived, it seems that Paul stopped 

working alongside them in their leatherwork business. Again, it’s possible 

that the couple financed Paul’s ministry so that he could give his full 

attention to it. 

 

Priscilla and Aquila probably left the Corinthian branch of their business in 

the care of a manager and opened a new branch in Ephesus. (There is 
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some thought that they had done the same thing when they were forced 

to flee Rome during Claudius’ diaspora.) 

 

Following his usual pattern, Luke tells us that on the first Jewish sabbath, “He 

himself went into the synagogue and reasoned with the Jews.”    

 

There was a large settlement of Jews at Ephesus. As early as 44 B.C., the 

Jews were granted permission to build a synagogue.  

 

• Declining To Stay: v. 20-21 

 

In Paul’s first and second missionary journeys, he stayed at some locations 

and basically skipped others.  At times, he is welcomed at the synagogue; 

at others, the synagogue rulers are unreceptive, so Paul and company are 

forced to go to the Gentiles or are driven out of the region. 

 

At Ephesus, Paul receives a very open reception.  Luke writes, “When they 

asked him to spend more time with them, he declined. But as he left, he 

promised, “I will come back if it is God’s will.” 

 

Why did Paul refuse to stay? There are several possible answers: 

 

1. He was at the end of his Nazarite vow and needed to go to Herod’s 

temple to offer a sacrifice and burn his hair. 

 

2. One of Israel’s seven annual feasts are about to happen.  It could have 

been Passover, but we don’t know. Luke didn’t tell us, and Paul doesn’t 

mention it in his epistles. 

 

• Antioch, Galatia, and Phrygia: vv. 22-23 

 

“When he landed at Caesarea, he went up and greeted the church and 

then went down to Antioch. After spending some time in Antioch, Paul set 

out from there and traveled from place to place throughout the region of 

Galatia and Phrygia, strengthening all the disciples.” 

 

Paul landed at Caesarea Maritima (Caesarea on the Sea) - Palestine’s 

chief port on the Mediterranean. It was directly west and a bit north of 

Jerusalem. Luke says that Paul went up and greeted the Church and then 

went down to Syrian Antioch. What city was up from Caesarea Maritima?  
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It’s Jerusalem. 

 

John McArthur: “The prepositions give it away …. you go up to Jerusalem 

and you go down from Jerusalem. It’s a drastic change, altitude-wise.” See, 

also: Micah 4:2; Isaiah 2; Mark 10:33 

 

Paul went up and greeted the Church (meaning Jerusalem) and then went 

down to Syrian Antioch. This was not simple. Bruce: “… A journey of about 

1500 miles is covered in these two verses and in Acts 19:1.” Paul travelled 

inland some 65 miles just from Caesarea Maritima to Jerusalem. Then he 

went down to Syrian Antioch. The date was likely the early summer of AD 

52 to the early spring of 53. 

 

It was the Church at Antioch that was instructed by the Spirit to send Paul 

and Barnabas out on their first missionary journey. After that, Paul and 

Barnabas returned to Antioch and reported on their trip. Years later, Paul 

returns to Antioch and gives the Church a full account of his second 

missionary expedition. After that, he will embark on his third and last 

missionary journey. 

 

Initially, Paul would have gone in a northerly direction, then travelled west 

through the Cilician Gates, over the Taurus mountain range, and then gone 

from one location to another in the area of Galatia and Phrygia. 

 

In verse 23, Luke says that Paul was “strengthening all the disciples.” As the 

students of missions have pointed out, Paul revisited the churches of Pisidian 

Antioch, Iconium, Lystra and Derbe – all these being church locations he 

had established during his first missionary journey (chapters 13 to 14) and 

consolidated during his second (16:6). 

 

John McArthur: “You know where he went on the third journey? Same 

place he went on the second journey. You know where he went on the 

second journey? Same place he went on the first journey. [Paul’s] pattern 

of evangelism was … You strengthen the converts and let them do the 

work, right? …. Paul went back to the same group three times. You see, you 

can run around like a madman, trying to give everybody the gospel once, 

or you can build yourself into a few people and let them multiply.” 

 

Next time: A preacher named, Apollos. 

 


