SAMARIA ACCEPTS THE WORD
Acts 8:1-40 

Acts chapter 8 tells us of how Samaria accepted the word and how an Ethiopian was baptized in the name of Jesus. This simple record of evangelism, however, is a result of a symphonia of many historical revelations of God who works to bring all men before him in the name of Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God. We will see in this passage how each of the elements build up together in perfect harmony to the praises of God. May we worship him.
I.  The church at Jerusalem persecuted and scattered (8:1-4)
Look at the dynamics in 8:1-4. Verse 1a says, “And Saul was there, giving approval to his death.” Who was Saul? He would become the famous apostle Paul. But at this time he was a ringleader of the zealous defenders of the Jewish religion whose target was the followers of Christ Jesus (ref. 7:58; 8:3; 9:1; 9:15; 11:25, 26; 13:9). What was Saul’s part in Stephen’s death? He was giving approval to the stoning of Stephen. What impact did Stephen’s martyrdom have on the congregation at Jerusalem? Verses 1b-2 read, “On that day a great persecution broke out against the church at Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria. Godly men buried Stephen and mourned deeply for him.” How did Saul participate in the persecution against the church at Jerusalem?  Verse 4 reads, “But Saul began to destroy the church. Going from house to house, he dragged off men and women and put them in prison.”  For some unknown reason, Saul did not remain in the background. He came forward to destroy the church. Somewhere in one of his epistles he said that the risen Lord told him that he was kicking against the goads beginning from this time. He couldn’t hide from God. He had to surrender, and it began with his resistance. What else would a man know other than resistance against the Holy Spirit? What else could be the grace of God, except that he sprinkles his blood on the resistance? What happened when the believers scattered to escape persecution? “Those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went.” 
What does the author tell us in this record? Does he tell us that Stephen’s death was meaningful in raising Apostle Paul? Is he reporting the suffering of Stephen and the believers? Or is he saying Jesus’ prophecy of the evangelism of Samaria came true? Perhaps we find what he is speaking of in the word “church,” which is used from here. He uses this word in the description of the fearful and sad experience of the believers who were persecuted. As we had learned, the word “church” is the translation of the Greek word ekklasia, which means “called out.” The believers were literally called out of Jerusalem as people belonging to God for his sole purpose when they escaped from the murderous city. They were no more inhabitants of Jerusalem. I do not know how they could manage to bury Stephen. Verse 3 simply says, “Godly men buried Stephen and mourned deeply for him.” They were godly. They were so sorrowful that they had no room for concern of their own survival. While they mourned and groaned inwardly, they were driven out of the city through persecution. In view of verse 4, that was how they were called out of Jerusalem and were scattered into the world to serve the Lord Jesus. Stephen’s martyrdom ignited the explosive dynamics of the church to become true to her name, ekklasia. It was a fitting name for the bride of the groom Jesus. She is the one who scatters seed with tears. Like her groom, by being destroyed she would give life to the world; by her suffering she would bring healing; by her sorrow she would bring joy to the world. She who sows the seed with tears would harvest the world with joy. She was beautiful. It seems the author is witnessing the lively, ever fresh beauty of the church to us in the dynamic development initiated by Stephen’s martyrdom. We should not shrink back and become a community of locals because of the many burdens inside and out. We may mourn and groan. We may be driven by situations. But may we be an ekklasia.
II.  Philip goes to Samaria (8:5-25)
Verse 5a says, “Philip went down to a city in Samaria…” Who was Philip? He was probably Philip, one of the seven deacons, not the apostle, since 8:1 says all the apostles remained in Jerusalem (ref. 6:5; 8:1). What did Philip do in Samaria? Verse 5b says, he “…proclaimed the Christ there.” What does it mean? It means he publicly announced with a loud cry that God’s anointed Messiah, the promised Christ in the Scriptures, has come to Samaria. That meant he called the Samaritans to welcome God’s anointed King with reverence. It was the declaration of Christ’s reign.
What was the response of the Samaritans? Verse 6 says, “When the crowds heard Philip and saw the miraculous signs he did, they all paid close attention to what he said.” What was the result?  Verses 7-8 say, “With shrieks, evil spirits came out of many, and many paralytics and cripples were healed. So there was great joy in that city.” What was unusual about this outcome?  The positive response was unusual because traditionally, the Jews and the Samaritans did not get along, as we learn in John’s gospel chapter 4. You can take note of the surprise of the apostles in the dispatch of Peter and John to help the new Samaritan converts. What could have been the reason of the revival?  Some people think the unusual outcome is the result of Jesus’ influence in his earthly ministry. From when he met the Samaritan woman, he visited the area many times and preached the gospel there. The response was still surprising. We might find a clue as to what happened in verse 6b, which tells us that “they all paid close attention to what he said,” and from the description in verse 14 that they accepted the word of God. Finally, we may remember Jesus’ prophecy of the work of the Holy Spirit in 1:8. When we put together all of the above, we may come up to recognizing the groans of God over Samaria from the time of Israel’s division. The revival was the fruit of the zeal of our Lord who finally has come to us as the word, who sustained Samaria by his long suffering and faithful bearing of their sin. How can a man tap the majestic flow of God’s work which is obvious here? Philip proclaimed the Christ, Jesus. Then he was given a rare chance to witness the revival. I am not talking about the art of how to be a successful revivalist. I think the Samaritan ministry gives hope to those who seek God’s face in the preaching of the gospel of his Son.
Recorded in verses 9-24 is an episode related to a man named Simon. Who was Simon? He was a man who possessed some power given by evil spirits, and the Samaritans followed him. Why had the Samaritans followed Simon?  Look at 9-10. “Now for some time a man named Simon had practiced sorcery in the city and amazed all the people of Samaria. He boasted that he was someone great, and all the people, both high and low, gave him their attention and exclaimed, ‘This man is the divine power known as the Great Power.’ They followed him because he had amazed them for a long time with his magic.” What made the Samaritans to follow Philip? Look at verse 12. “But when they believed Philip as he preached the good news of the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized, both men and women.” Simon fascinated them for a long time. They were impressed with him. But they believed Philip. That means they were persuaded by the integrity of Philip. The integrity came from the good news of Jesus Christ that Philip was bound to preach. Philip overcame evil with good as he held onto Jesus’ name. Verse 13 gives us an understanding that the conversion of the Samaritans was not that Jesus’ name won the popularity contest against Simon. It says, “Simon himself believed and was baptized. And he followed Philip everywhere, astonished by the great signs and miracles he saw.” What do you learn in the Samaritans’ total conversion?  We should learn that integrity wins. We should pray that Jesus’ name may become the integrity of each of us. As the Samaritans showed, we all believe, or believe in something or someone. From that aspect, the gospel ministry is the work of conversion. There comes, therefore, temptation for gospel workers to use Jesus’ name to get converts. We should not forget that the Samaritans believed Philip, who believed Jesus. A gospel worker must first believe Jesus’ name himself or herself. Then there follows the work of conversion. When you are converted, there comes the conversion of others. His name is not the means for the conversion. That is what Simon did and that is why Peter rebuked him. We should not forget that Philip proclaimed Jesus’ name. That was his integrity.
Look at verse 14. “When the apostles in Jerusalem heard that Samaria had accepted the word of God, they sent Peter and John to them.” What does it mean that Samaria accepted the word of God? It means they believed that Jesus is both Lord and Savior. What was so significant about the evangelism of Samaria that the apostles sent the top two leaders? As we think about it based on the previous section, the surrender of the Samaritans to God in the name of Jesus meant the undoing of 700 years of shame, and the shaking off of the age-old yoke of sin and guilt. The news was the glory to God in the highest and peace to men in Judah and Samaria. It is not surprising that the apostles dispatched the top two leaders.
What did Peter and John do at their arrival? Look at verses 15-17. “When they arrived, they prayed for them that they might receive the Holy Spirit, because the Holy Spirit had not yet come upon any of them; they had simply been baptized into the name of the Lord Jesus. Then Peter and John placed their hands on them, and they received the Holy Spirit.” What could have been the difference between being baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus and receiving the Holy Spirit? I do not know the exact answer. In light of Romans 8:2, I may assume that the latter means being dominated by the Spirit instead of the sinful nature, which we can not shake off as long as we live. In light of Acts 1:8, it means you are no more your own, but an instrument to witness Jesus’ name. You are compelled to teach the gospel of Jesus. Your satisfaction is in the proclamation of Jesus’ name. That work becomes your food. I would dare to say that being baptized with the Holy Spirit causes you to become crazy for Jesus’ name. You consider all things rubbish, even what is profitable or beneficial. You are for Jesus, not the other way around. You can never be lukewarm. We pray for 120 who are baptized by the Holy Spirit. 

Look at verses 18-19. “When Simon saw that the Spirit was given at the laying on of the apostles’ hands, he offered them money and said, ‘Give me also this ability so that everyone on whom I lay my hands may receive the Holy Spirit.’” What did Simon request of Peter? He asked for the giving of the Spirit at the laying on of hands in exchange for money. I do not know why he was interested in this ability. Perhaps he wanted to be a successful evangelist. He seems innocent, and his intention did not seem to be bad. At worst, his ignorance could have been considered a laughing matter in our culture. But Peter was very stern. About what did Peter rebuke Simon? Look at verses 20-23. Peter answered: “May your money perish with you, because you thought you could buy the gift of God with money! You have no part or share in this ministry, because your heart is not right before God. Repent of this wickedness and pray to the Lord. Perhaps he will forgive you for having such a thought in your heart. For I see that you are full of bitterness and captive to sin.” Then Simon responded, “Pray to the Lord for me so that nothing you have said may happen to me.” What does Peter mean that Simon was “full of bitterness and captive to sin?” Peter rebuked the man’s completely degenerated nature. The literal meaning of the words “full of bitterness” is “gall of poison,” and “captive to sin” is “bond to iniquity.” Simon knew only one trick. He poisoned others’ minds to make them do what their nature desires to do. He knew only one way to do that, that is, “making a deal.” He did not know what it is to participate in the ministry and share the burden. His heart was not right with God. His heart was tuned to his desire. He was a slave to bitterness which dominated his heart, and to sin which bound him.
What could be the integrity which Peter teaches that Simon lacks? Peter said, “Repent of this wickedness and pray to the Lord. Perhaps he will forgive you for having such a thought in your heart.” The integrity comes through repentance in the forgiveness from the gracious Lord Jesus. Perhaps Peter was recalling his own example. When Jesus taught that it is difficult for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God, Peter protested, saying he had left everything to follow Jesus. That means he still had bitterness until that time. Later, when he was writing his first epistle, he would praise God for the privilege to suffer for Christ. There was no longer any bitterness. I do not know if Peter was totally free from bitterness at this point. But one thing is clear. He knew that there comes healing from bitterness when a man repents and receives the forgiveness of his sin. Along with this comes the integrity. We may learn that the evangelism of Samaria was done through the healing of the bitterness and the forgiveness of sins. We should pray for our healing from bitterness and sins. 
What did Peter and John do afterward? Verse 25 says, “When they had testified and proclaimed the word of the Lord, Peter and John returned to Jerusalem, preaching the gospel in many Samaritan villages.” What do you learn from them? There is no trace of struggle with the foolishness of Simon. They were bound to the task of proclaiming the word of the Lord. What does it mean to proclaim the word? They probably used many words. But when the people heard them say many things, they were reminded of Jesus.
III.  Philip preaches Jesus to an Ethiopian eunuch (8:26-40) 

Obviously, the ministry in Samaria was growing and it needed Philip even more as the numbers increased. Look at verse 26. “Now an angel of the Lord said to Philip, ‘Go south to the road—the desert road—that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.’” What did Philip do? Verse 27a says, “So he started out …” What do you learn from Philip’s attitude in leaving the ministry in Samaria and going to the desert? He was ready to go anytime. He was bound to his calling to go, if we think about this fact in the word “ekklasia.”
Whom did Philip encounter on his way to the desert? “So he started out and on his way he met an Ethiopian eunuch, an important official in charge of all the treasury of Candace, queen of the Ethiopians. This man had gone to Jerusalem to worship, and on his way home was sitting in his chariot reading the book of Isaiah the prophet.” What is the significance of the Ethiopian’s devotion to worshiping the God of Israel, and why is it significant? The significance is so that we may learn that the work of the Holy Spirit is real and true. Genesis 1:2 says the Spirit was hovering over the earth. Romans 8:27 says the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God’s will. Here, we read about a Gentile who traveled from the east of Africa to Jerusalem to worship the God of Israel. We do not know when, but perhaps in the time of Solomon Ethiopians learned the faith in the God of Israel. Now the eunuch hears Jesus’ name through Philip, and Ethiopia would remain a Christian nation to this day. The interesting thing is that neither Philip nor the Ethiopian eunuch knew anything about the whole project. In Philip’s encounter with the eunuch, we may learn that the work of the Holy Spirit is real and is happening.
How did Philip get the chance to have Bible study with him?  Look at verses 29-31. The Spirit told Philip, “Go to that chariot and stay near it.” Then Philip ran up to the chariot and heard the man reading Isaiah the prophet. “Do you understand what you are reading?” Philip asked. “How can I,” he said, “unless someone explains it to me?” So he invited Philip to come up and sit with him. What was the Ethiopian’s question?  The eunuch was reading this passage of Scripture: “He was led like a sheep to the slaughter, and as a lamb before the shearer is silent, so he did not open his mouth. In his humiliation he was deprived of justice. Who can speak of his descendants? For his life was taken from the earth.” The eunuch asked Philip, “Tell me, please, who is the prophet talking about, himself or someone else?” How did Philip help the eunuch? “Then Philip began with that very passage of Scripture and told him the good news about Jesus.”
What was the good news about Jesus according to Isaiah’s prophecy in verses 32-33? Jesus, who was deprived of justice, whose life was taken from the earth, was the good news. What did the eunuch ask Philip after the Bible study? “As they traveled along the road, they came to some water and the eunuch said, ‘Look, here is water. Why shouldn’t I be baptized?’” And he gave orders to stop the chariot. Then both Philip and the eunuch went down into the water and Philip baptized him.” What did the eunuch mean? He meant that he surrendered to Jesus—whom he learned was humble, not powerful, who was deprived of justice, not a conqueror, whose life was taken from the earth—as his Lord and Savior. Recalling that he was a worshiper of the God of Israel, his conversion is surprising, especially since he was moved with the poor Jesus in Isaiah. How could the humble Jesus be the good news to the royal official, who was second to the Queen in his country? He was confessing that Jesus is more than all he had. He accepted Jesus. We should learn from his example what it meant that the Samaritans accepted the word. It meant that they accepted Jesus who is worthier than all these. If so, then we should learn that the conversion to the faith in Jesus happens through the communication of God the Spirit to the soul of man. When a man hears the gospel, he knows Jesus is glorious. It is not done by persuasion, reasoning or manipulation, as Simon the sorcerer tried and was subsequently rebuked. We should pray for the Lord Jesus to call his people, even 120, who recognize the worth and glory of him.

What happened after the baptism of the eunuch? Look at verses 39-40. “When they came up out of the water, the Spirit of the Lord suddenly took Philip away, and the eunuch did not see him again, but went on his way rejoicing. Philip, however, appeared at Azotus and traveled about, preaching the gospel in all the towns until he reached Caesarea.” What do you learn in the story of Philip? We do not understand what all these sudden developments—like the reaching out of the gospel of Jesus Christ to Samaria and even to Ethiopia, initiated by Stephen’s martyrdom—mean, until we read 8:39-40. “When they came up out of the water, the Spirit of the Lord suddenly took Philip away, and the eunuch did not see him again, but went on his way rejoicing. Philip, however, appeared at Azotus and traveled about, preaching the gospel in all the towns until he reached Caesarea.” We witness here the zeal of the Lord. World evangelism was not done step by step, or systematically, as we often think—from Jerusalem to Judea, then to Samaria and the ends of the earth. From the beginning, it was clear that the work was done by God himself. We only need to stop resisting the Holy Spirit and obey him, that is, by being cleansed especially of our bitterness and sin with the blood of Jesus Christ, moment by moment. The example of the apostle Philip tells us how he cut off all other things but remained faithful to the name of Jesus by the help of the Spirit. He was very blessed that he was used by God when he surrendered to the guidance of the Spirit. The evangelism of Samaria, the reaching out to Ethiopia, the pioneering of Azotus and Caesarea, all the big work that he did, and whatever else there may be, meant nothing to him. For him, Jesus was everything. We saw that Stephen’s martyrdom was the Lord’s work. Here, we see that the creation of the apostle Philip was the Lord’s work as well. May the Lord Jesus who was there with Stephen, with Philip, who is here with us, open our eyes that we may see his glory and surrender to him. Then the task of world evangelism will be done, and the kingdom of our Lord will come.

