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Introduction:  I can think of all kinds of seemingly negative events that have

been turned into good.  Can there ever be, even in death, a good outcome?  Certainly

the death of Jesus would be an example of this being true.  Can you think of any?

There was Stephen from Acts 6-7.  In fact, Paul shares with us inspired wisdom

when he writes:   Romans 8:28 (ESV)  28 “And we know that for those who love

God all things work together for good,[a] for those who are called according to

his purpose.”  Footnotes:  Romans 8:28 Some manuscripts God works all things

together for good, or God works in all things for the good

Wherever the Gospel is preached there will be:

I.  Problems with Persecution.

Tertullian (2nd-3rd century) said:  “the blood of martyrs is the seed of the church.”

II Timothy 3:10-12 (ESV)  10 You, however, have followed my teaching, my conduct,

my aim in life, my faith, my patience, my love, my steadfastness,  11 my persecutions

and sufferings that happened to me at Antioch, at Iconium, and at Lystra—which

persecutions I endured; yet from them all the Lord rescued me.  12 Indeed, all who

desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted,

The martyrdom of Stephen caused the dispersal and scattering of the church

outside of Jerusalem and Judea.  That must have made a tremendous impact on

Paul as well, because in Acts 9 (the very next chapter) it is said he was converted

from a murderer of the Church’s members to one of its leaders.  Paul himself

would suffer for the church himself and eventually die for the Faith.

II Corinthians 11:23-28 (ESV)  23 Are they servants of Christ? I am a better one—

I am talking like a madman—with far greater labors, far more imprisonments,

with countless beatings, and often near death.  24 Five times I received at the hands

of the Jews the forty lashes less one.  25 Three times I was beaten with rods. Once

I was stoned. Three times I was shipwrecked; a night and a day I was adrift at

sea;  26 on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, danger from robbers, danger

from my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in the

wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false brothers;  27 in toil and hardship,

through many a sleepless night, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold

and exposure.  28 And, apart from other things, there is the daily pressure on me of

my anxiety for all the churches.



II Corinthians 12:7-10 (ESV)  7 So to keep me from becoming conceited because

of the surpassing greatness of the revelations, a thorn was given me in the flesh, a

messenger of Satan to harass me, to keep me from becoming conceited.  8 Three

times I pleaded with the Lord about this, that it should leave me.  9 But he said to

me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”

Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of

Christ may rest upon me. 10 For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with

weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak,

then I am strong.

Sometimes persecution strengthens the church.  Look at China, even South

America, Africa, and Russia.  These areas have shown explosive growth over the

years inspite of having to meet behind closed doors and persecution always being

a real threat for those who were found out.

Historically centuries ago, even the church growth in America was primarily the

result of persecution in Europe.

Here in Acts, for the first time, we see the Gospel being shared with a different

audience.  Samaritans were seen not as Gentiles, but heretic, half-breed Jews.

Acts 8:4-25 (ESV)  4 Now those who were scattered went about preaching the

word.  5 Philip went down to the city of Samaria and proclaimed to them the

Christ.  6 And the crowds with one accord paid attention to what was being said by

Philip, when they heard him and saw the signs that he did.  7 For unclean spirits,

crying out with a loud voice, came out of many who had them, and many who

were paralyzed or lame were healed.  8 So there was much joy in that city.   9 But

there was a man named Simon, who had previously practiced magic in the city

and amazed the people of Samaria, saying that he himself was somebody great.  10

They all paid attention to him, from the least to the greatest, saying, “This man is

the power of God that is called Great.”  11 And they paid attention to him because

for a long time he had amazed them with his magic.  12 But when they believed

Philip as he preached good news about the kingdom of God and the name of

Jesus Christ, they were baptized, both men and women. 13 Even Simon himself

believed, and after being baptized he continued with Philip. And seeing signs and

great miracles performed, he was amazed.   14 Now when the apostles at Jerusalem

heard that Samaria had received the word of God, they sent to them Peter and

John,  15 who came down and prayed for them that they might receive the Holy

Spirit,  16 for he had not yet fallen on any of them, but they had only been baptized

in the name of the Lord Jesus.



17 Then they laid their hands on them and they received the Holy Spirit.  18 Now

when Simon saw that the Spirit was given through the laying on of the apostles'

hands, he offered them money,  19 saying, “Give me this power also, so that anyone

on whom I lay my hands may receive the Holy Spirit.”  20 But Peter said to him,

“May your silver perish with you, because you thought you could obtain the gift of

God with money!  21 You have neither part nor lot in this matter, for your heart is

not right before God.  22 Repent, therefore, of this wickedness of yours, and pray

to the Lord that, if possible, the intent of your heart may be forgiven you.  23 For I

see that you are in the gall of bitterness and in the bond of iniquity.”  24 And Simon

answered, “Pray for me to the Lord, that nothing of what you have said may come

upon me.”  25 Now when they had testified and spoken the word of the Lord, they

returned to Jerusalem, preaching the gospel to many villages of the Samaritans.

Wherever the Gospel is preached there will be:

II.  Problems with Understanding.

Whenever the gospel message is shared, it is done so against the backdrop of

what a person already thinks he knows to be true.

Elizabeth Barrett Browning writes:

Earth’s crammed with Heaven,

And every common bush afire with God,

But only he who sees takes off his shoes—

The rest sit round it and pluck blackberries.

In the world of Philip there was a widespread belief in magic.  In our story there is

a man by the name of Simon who had achieved god-like status because of his

magic skills.

“We have reliable information from Justin Martyr, himself a native of Samaria,

that Simon lived there and later moved to Rome where he continued his mischief.

Later, Irenaeus records how he travelled around with a certain Helen, a former

slave, and said that she was the incarnation of “Thought” (a Gnostic power).

Hippolytus, another writer about heresies, tells a nice story about how Simon was

worsted in a disputation with Peter.  At last, Simon said “that if he were buried

alive he would rise again on the third day.  Commanding a grave to be dug, he

ordered his disciples to heap earth upon him.  They did as he commanded, but he

remained in it until this day.  For he was not the Christ.” (I.H. Marshall, Acts,

p.155)



Unlike real miracles, magic is an illusion (like the promises of sin).  It is no more

many times than a sleight of hand or just knowing something your audience doesn’t.

Illus. Black Magic

What is the difference between miracle and magic?

1.  Both claim ties to the supernatural realm.  One is good; the other can be evil.

2.  Magic is about how; miracles are about who and a relationship with God.

3.  Magic gives attention to the performer while miracles always should have God

     receiving the glory and credit.

Magic is all about me getting attention and acclaim, etc.). Miracles where they

may be for me, they are not about me.  They produce a witness for God!

Some people think that being a Christian is the same as being religious.

Listen to:  Acts 17:22-23 (ESV)  22 So Paul, standing in the midst of the Areopagus,

said: “Men of Athens, I perceive that in every way you are very religious (KJV

says “too superstitious”).  23 For as I passed along and observed the objects of

your worship, I found also an altar with this inscription: ‘To the unknown god.’

What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you.

We cannot buy our way to heaven.  God will not be in our debt. God cannot be

used for our own selfish purposes. And using God’s power and influence instead

of loving Him is the mistake Simon made.

We cannot bring God down to our level.  John Stott reminds us “ever since that

day [of Simon’s lowering God for his own purposes], the attempt to turn the

spiritual into the commercial, to traffic in the things of God, and especially to

purchase ecclesiastical offices has been termed ‘simony’.” (The Spirit, the World,

and the Church, p.151).

Being a Christian is not like covering all the bases, i.e., just in case...

Just as a matter of teaching, there are other misunderstandings here in our text

that exist today.



Certainly there is a variation in the record as to when the Holy Spirit becomes

involved in conversions.  Polhill says, “The Spirit cannot be tied down to a set

pattern.  Clearly, however, both baptism and receipt of the Spirit are normative to

the experience of becoming a Christian believer” (1992:117).  Generally, though,

baptism and the reception of the Spirit are closely linked in practice and time.  We

are not the heretics for requiring baptism like Jesus, His Apostles and the early

Church.

In the case of the Samaritan church the Spirit is withheld until it can be declared

legitimate and sanctioned by the Apostles (Conzelmann 1987:65).  Another

commentator, Haenchen, is wrong in jumping to the conclusion that speaking in

tongues being absent in this experience meant the Holy Spirit was as well

(1971:304).  This is an exception and certainly not normative.  In fact, most

conservative commentators (Stott 1990:157) would believe that a person could

receive the gift of the Holy Spirit (as he suggests the Samaritans had) without

demonstrating miraculous gifts.  I know that was my experience.

Our passage in Acts 8, regarding what some call the “Samaritan Pentecost,” is

not a proof text for the controversial practice of confirmation (i.e., the laying on of

hands to receive the H.S.).  Larkin says, “If God had not withheld his Spirit until

the Jerusalem apostles came, converts on both sides of the cultural barrier might

have found Christ without finding each other. (1995:128).  Crouch crudely calls it

a “validation of half-breeds” (1974:99).

Even those who practice confirmation cannot agree on how it should be done, and

with good reason.  Confirmation has no scriptural basis.  “The picture of apostles

scurrying...up and down the eastern end of the Mediterranean in an attempt to

keep up with the rapid expansion of the Christian gospel, with little time for anything

but ‘confirmation services,’ is amusing but incredible.” (Stott 1990:157).

As we will see later on in the book of Acts, the laying on of hands had different

purposes for different occasions.  Sometimes it was for setting people apart for

ministry (Acts 6:6), healing (Acts 9:12), and receiving the Holy Spirit (Acts 8:17-

19 and 19:6).  The laying on of hands was not done in every case for the Holy

Spirit to come on the people.  It is not said to have happened at Pentecost in

Jerusalem (Acts 2), nor did it happen with the Gentile Pentecost in the case of

Cornelius (Acts 10:44).

We dare not put God in a box!



There are a number of different accounts of baptisms within the book of Acts.

The variations that exist have plausible explanation, in my opinion.  Half the letters

that the Apostle Paul would pen do not even mention baptism.  Should we assume

from that Paul did not feel baptism was important (whether it is interpreted water

baptism or spirit baptism)?  Of course not!

III.  Problems with False Conversions.

“The call to Calvary must be recognized for what it is: a call to discipleship under

the lordship of Jesus Christ.  To respond to that call is to become a believer.

Anything less is simply unbelief.”  (John MacArthur, The Gospel According to

Jesus, p.36).

Simon is actually condemned by the apostles...

Illus.  Jinelle (Lagalo).... “I’ve tried and I’ve tried and I just don’t think I’m a

Christian (anymore).”  Control has to be relinquished.  Works theology (R.C.).

Her father divorced her mother.  She was trying, but she was just going through

the motions. She had been baptized. She had said that she believed in Jesus and

took Him as her Lord and Savior.  None of these things mean a person is saved.  If

a person has not truly trusted in Jesus in faith and repented of sin nothing we do

will make us a part of Jesus’ Church.

It should be obvious that Simon Magus did not really accept Christ or his demands

on Simon’s life.  He thought the gift of God was for personal gain and manipulating

people to keep them under his control and influence.

When he offered to purchase this power, the J.B. Phillips translation literally

follows the Greek text where it says:  But Peter said to him, “To hell with you and

your money!  How dare you think you could buy the gift of God?” (8:18ff)

Conclusion:  There are two parables in Matthew 13 that are helpful here.  Just

like in the parable of the Wheat and Weeds (Tares) it is not always easy to know

who is really a follower of Jesus.  We will not know until the Harvest.  Many

people fall away after good starts in the faith, too, like in the Parable of the Sower.

Yet, others start slow like the Gospel writer, Mark.  He was the one who deserted

the Apostle Paul early, but became a devoted and invaluable friend for the Apostle

later in his life.



We must not be discouraged by what others do or don’t do.  We must keep our

eyes on Jesus alone who is the author and perfecter of our faith.  He alone is our

standard and model.

I want to encourage everyone here to share his/her faith in every way possible.

Let someone see Jesus in you.  It does not matter how young or old you are.

Illus. The Life You’ve Always Wanted, p.25ff., John Ortberg - INSERT


