Acts 15:41



 is the continuative use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “Now” or “Then.”  With this we have the third person singular imperfect deponent middle/passive indicative from the verb DIERCHOMAI, which means “to go or travel through” a geographical area.


The imperfect tense is a descriptive imperfect, which describes a past action without reference to its completion.


The deponent middle/passive functions as an active voice, Paul producing the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact and reality.

Then we have the accusative direct object from the feminine singular article and proper noun SURIA with the connective conjunction KAI and the proper noun KILIKIA, meaning “Syria and Cilicia.”  The manuscript evidence for the exclusion of the article is better than for its inclusion.  The difference being that with one article the two districts are considered parts of the same entity and that with the articles they are considered two different geographical/political entities.  In either case the meaning of what is being said is not changed.

“Now he was traveling through Syria and Cilicia,”

 is the nominative masculine singular present active participle from the verb EPISTERIZW, which means “to strengthen” (BDAG, p. 381).


The present tense is a descriptive present for what was occurring at that time.


The active voice indicates that Paul was producing the action.


The participle expresses attendant circumstances.

Finally, we have the accusative direct object from the feminine plural article and noun EKKLĒSIA, meaning “the churches.”
“strengthening the churches.”
Acts 15:41 corrected translation
“Now he was traveling through Syria and Cilicia, strengthening the churches.”
Explanation:
1.  “Now he was traveling through Syria and Cilicia,”

a.  The beginning of the second missionary journey first takes Paul through the area of Syria, of which Antioch was the capital city and lay in the northern part of this Roman province.  Paul would probably have not gone south or east, but north, since he was heading toward Cilicia and the Roman province of Asia.  Whatever churches were outside the city of Antioch on the way north to Cilicia, Paul would stop at and teach a message of encouragement.


b.  The next Roman district into which Paul went was Cilicia, which was Paul’s own home territory, for the capital city of Cilicia was Tarsus.


c.  “Although no details of the churches of Cilicia are given in the NT, they were no doubt important.  There was a considerable Jewish settlement, for the Cilicians gave their name to a synagogue in Jerusalem (Acts 6:9), to which Paul (21:39; 22:3) would have belonged.  He himself returned to Tarsus for some years after his conversion (9:30; 11:25), and the letter from the Jerusalem Council was addressed to Cilicia among others (15:23).  Paul visited Cilician churches (15:41), subsequently passing through the Cilician Gates into Lycaonia, a journey he repeated later (18:23).”


d.  From Cilicia Paul headed west into the district of Pamphylia, and the first city he would come to would be Derbe.
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2.  “strengthening the churches.”

a.  Paul had two purposes on this missionary journey.



(1)  The first purpose is stated here—to strengthen the churches.



(2)  The second purpose is discussed as we go through the next chapter of Acts—to go where no man had gone before and establish churches.


b.  Strengthening the churches does not have anything to do with physical construction of the church building, but with the spiritual strengthening of the souls and spirits of the believers who comprised the already-established churches.


c.  The means by which believers are strengthened in the spiritual life is through the teaching of the word of God.  There is no other method.  They are not strengthened by fellowship, prayer, or singing, which are all necessary expressions of the spiritual life, but do not strengthen it.  The New Testament teaches about the strengthening of believers through the word of God in the following passages.



(1)  Acts 9:22, “Now Saul kept on being strengthened even more and kept on confounding the Jews who lived in Damascus, by proving that This One is the Christ.”



(2)  Acts 14:21-22, “Then after proclaiming the gospel to that city, and having made quite a few disciples, they returned to Lystra and to Iconium and to Antioch, strengthening the souls of the disciples, by encouraging [them] to continue in the faith and [saying], ‘It is necessary that we enter into the kingdom of God through many afflictions.’”



(3)  Acts 15:32, “Judas and Silas, themselves also being prophets, encouraged and strengthened the brethren by a long message.”



(4)  Rom 1:11-12, “Because I desire to see you, in order that I might share with you a considerable spiritual gift with the result that you might be strengthened.  But that means to receive encouragement together with you through the doctrine in each other, both yours and mine.”



(5)  Rom 16:25-26, “Now to Him who is able to strengthen you according to my gospel and proclamation about Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery, which has been concealed during the eternal ages, but now [the mystery] is revealed through even the prophetic Scriptures by the command of the eternal God, having been made known to all the Gentiles for the purpose of obedience to doctrine,…”



(6)  1 Cor 1:5-8, “that in everything you have become rich in Him by means of all communication of doctrine and all knowledge (just as the testimony concerning Christ was guaranteed in you), so that you are not lacking in any gift, while eagerly awaiting the revelation of our Lord Jesus Christ, who will also strengthen you until the end, the blameless ones on the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.”



(7)  1 Cor 14:4-5, “The person who speaks with a foreign language strengthens himself, but the one who communicates divine revelation strengthens the church.  Moreover I wish that you all spoke in tongues, but even more in order that you might communicate divine revelation.  Now the one who communicates divine revelation [is] greater than the one who speaks in a foreign language, unless he translates, in order that the church might receive spiritual strengthening.”



(8)  1 Cor 14:26, “Therefore, what is the point, brethren?  When you assemble, each person ought to have a song of praise, [or] ought to have a teaching, [or] ought to have a divine revelation, [or] ought to have a message in a foreign language, [or] ought to have a translation.  All things must happen for the purpose of spiritual strengthening.”



(9)  Eph 6:10-17, “Finally, continually become strong by agency of the Lord [the Holy Spirit], that is, by means of the strength produced by His power.  Put on the full armor from God in order that you may always be able to hold your ground against the strategies produced by the devil, because our struggle is not against blood and flesh, but against rulers, against authorities, against world-rulers of this darkness, against the spirit-forces of evil in the heavenlies.  Therefore, take up the full armor from God, in order that you may be able to stand your ground during the evil day, and after having done everything, to hold your ground.  Therefore, hold your ground, after you have put your combat belt around your waist with truth, and after you have put on the breastplate of righteousness, and after you have put combat boots on your feet with readiness from the gospel of peace [reconciliation], along with everything else, after having taken up the shield of faith, by means of which shield you will be able to extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one; and grasp the helmet of deliverance and the sword from the Spirit, which is the Word of God.”



(10)  Col 1:23, “Inasmuch as you persist in the sphere of doctrine, having been established [strengthened] not only firm ones but also unshifting ones from the confidence in the gospel which you have heard and which was proclaimed in all creation which is under heaven, concerning which gospel, I, Paul, myself have become a servant.”



(11)  1 Thes 3:2, “and so we sent Timothy, our brother and co-worker of God, to strengthen you and to encourage [you] concerning your doctrine,”



(12)  2 Thes 2:15-17, “Consequently therefore, brethren, stand firm and take hold of the traditions, which [traditions] you have been taught whether through oral communication or through a letter from us.  Now may our Lord Jesus Christ and God our Father, who loved us and has given infinite encouragement and comfort and intrinsically good confidence because of grace, begin to encourage and strengthen your hearts in every undertaking and good matter.”



(13)  2 Thes 3:3, “Nevertheless the Lord is faithful, who will strengthen you and protect from evil.”



(14)  Heb 13:9, “Do not permit yourselves to be misled by various and strange teachings; for [it is] good that the heart be regularly strengthened by means of grace, not by means of foods, in the sphere of which [foods] those who walked were not benefited.”



(15)  2 Pet 1:12, “Therefore, I intend to constantly remind you about these things, although you have known and have been strengthen by means of the truth that you have.”



(16)  2 Pet 3:17-18, “But you, beloved, since you know this in advance, be on your guard, in order that you do not lose your own strength by being carried away by the deception of unprincipled men, but continue to grow in the sphere of grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.


d.  Paul went back to the established churches to strengthen these believers further, and he did so by teaching them the word of God.  If we want spiritual strength, we have to learn the word of God, and then have faith in the influence of God the Holy Spirit (the other means of spiritual strengthening).


e.  What would have been Paul’s primary message?  The contents of the letter from the Jerusalem church addressing the fact that the Gentiles did not need to be circumcised or live according to the ritual observances of the Mosaic Law, that is, become proselyte Jews.


f.  There are two reasons why Paul took the northern land route to return to the cities of Galatia.  First, he didn’t want to travel by ship with Barnabas and John Mark and go back to Cyprus, and second, he wanted to announce the results of the Jerusalem conference to all the Gentile believers along the way from Antioch to Derbe, especially since the letter of the council was addressed to the churches of Syria and Cilicia (Acts 15:23).

� Bromiley, G. W. (1988; 2002). The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, Revised (1:699).  Eerdmans.
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