Walking in step with the Spirit

Acts 8:1 – 9:31
Key Verse: 9:31 
Last week we studied about Stephen, who was martyred for his faith in Jesus. While standing before the Sanhedrin, he taught the history of God to the Sanhedrin members and challenged them to repent for the sin that was at work in them. But they didn’t repent. Instead, they stoned Stephen to death and persecuted the believers. The sin that was at work in them made them resist the Holy Spirit even though they wanted to obey it. But they didn’t listen to the Holy Spirit who was speaking through Stephen.  They attempted to follow God their own way and this led to the persecution of the believers. One man in particular was very zealous in persecuting the believers because he wanted to serve God. But despite his attempts God spread the gospel to Samaria and Ethiopia and then converted him. In today’s passage Luke records the work of the Holy Spirit in a time when everything seemed hopeless. Perhaps this is why the Holy Spirit’s power is clearly seen in this passage.  Today we can learn how to see God’s work from God’s point of view. As we do so, may God help us to join him in his work and preach the gospel I pray in Jesus name, Amen. 

Chapter 8 verse 1b reads, “On that day a great persecution broke out against the church at Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria.” Stephen’s martyrdom was like a spark that set off an explosion of persecution. The religious leaders had wanted to kill Peter and John but had been persuaded not to. Now their anger boiled over and they were no longer content to just threaten Peter and John. They turned on all of the believers and decided to eliminate them by any means. Verse 3 says, “But Saul began to destroy the church. Going from house to house, he dragged off both men and women and put them in prison. “ Many of these men and women would be sentenced to death. It was a very desperate situation. All the believers could do was bury Stephen, mourn for him, and then flee for their lives. 

It must have been a very difficult time for these people. They had to let go of the things we cherish most dearly- families, friends, careers, and homes. All they had were a few possessions they could carry with them and the gospel. If I were one of them I would have been so frightened I would disappear and assume a new identity. But verse 4 says, “Those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went.” This is very surprising to me because I often feel like I can only study the bible with someone if things are going really well for me. Otherwise I feel like I’m a hypocrite because I’m not as happy as they are. But the early believers teach us that the word of God does not depend on our situations. Humanly speaking they were the worst off, yet they were able to preach the most effectively. God had a purpose in their persecution. In chapter 1 Jesus told the disciples, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” When they were down and on the run God was with them in the Holy Spirit and they could share the gospel with others. From God’s perspective they were not losers or victims. They were powerful messengers of the gospel to Judea and Samaria. 


After giving us a brief glimpse of the situation following Stephen’s martyrdom Luke goes into detail on one man named Philip. Philip was one of the seven chosen to over see food distribution in last week’s passage. But when persecution came he had to set this responsibility aside and flee for his life. Where did he go? Verse 5 says he went to a city in Samaria. Here he proclaimed the Christ. Luke doesn’t tell us what exactly Philip said, but the main message was similar to Jesus’ message when he started his ministry, “The kingdom of God is near, repent and believe the good news!” Only Philip could explain what this really meant. Jesus had come according to God’s promise; he had died on the cross and had been raised to life for everyone’s salvation. The kingdom of God was open even to the Samaritans though they had a long and sad history. Their religion was a mix of Judaism and other pagan beliefs. But now the gospel brought them back to God. Verse 6 says, “When the crowds heard Philip and saw the signs he performed, they all paid close attention to what he said.” Phillip performed miraculous signs and with shrieks, evil spirits came out of many. Luke records that God’s work brought great joy to that city. 

The gospel brought healing and salvation to the Samaritans who repented and believed. This was a great miracle and it helped the people in that city to be freed from following a man named Simon who did magic tricks to gain everyone’s attention. We don’t know what kind of magic Simon did. Perhaps he was like one of the Egyptian magicians in Moses’ time or perhaps he was just an illusionist. Either way Luke tells us that “all the people, both high and low, gave him their attention and exclaimed, ‘This man is rightly called the Great Power of God.’ They followed him because he had amazed them for a long time with his sorcery.” But when Philip came proclaiming the good news of the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, all the people started believing Philip and being baptized. Even Simon himself believed and was baptized. And he followed Philip everywhere, astonished by the great signs and miracles he saw.” How did Philip manage to convince everyone to follow him instead of Simon? Was it because his miracles were even more spectacular? No, Philip simply preached the good news of the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ. This simple message had great power. The name of Jesus Christ set the Samaritan people free from the spell of darkness that had been cast on them by Simon. Their souls were awakened to the reality of the Holy Spirit’s presence with them. They listened to the life-giving word of God and tasted eternal life. They decided to receive baptism from Philip and identify themselves as Jesus’ people. 

This is an encouraging story about the spread of the gospel, but does it pertain to us today? We don’t see magicians like Simon running around but there are many people like Simon who deceive people and get them to follow them instead of the Holy Spirit. How can we help these people who follow the wrong thing? Philip teaches us that the name of Jesus Christ has great power. The name of Jesus Christ can set people free. The name of Jesus Christ can restore them as worshipers of God with a clear life direction and purpose. 


After Philip preached the word in Samaria the apostles in Jerusalem heard about what was going on. So they went to see God’s work first hand. When they arrived they prayed for the new believers to receive the Holy Spirit, because the Holy Spirit had not yet come upon them; they had simply been baptized into the name of the Lord Jesus. When Peter and John placed their hands on them, they received the Holy Spirit (14-17). 

Here we learn that the role of the apostles was still essential even though the gospel was spreading rapidly through people like Philip. It was through their prayer and laying on of hands that the Holy Spirit came to the new converts in Samaria. This shows us that God used the apostles as overseers of his work. Philip respected the apostles and submitted to their authority and guidance. He didn’t try to start his own church. He was in harmony with the apostles with the help of the Holy Spirit and the Holy Spirit could work mightily. 

This was quite different than Simon who even though he believed in the gospel and was baptized tried to buy the ability to give the Holy Spirit to others. His real motive was exposed. He wanted to get back into the spotlight. Peter rebuked him plainly. He was not part of the ministry at all. He needed to repent of his wickedness and seek God’s forgiveness. Peter told him to pray, but instead Simon asked Peter to pray for him. Exposing his hypocrisy, Peter protected the new converts in Samaria. There was no compromise. If Simon didn’t repent, he was an enemy of God. In this way, God established the superiority of the gospel over the power of darkness. Peter and John testified about the Lord Jesus to the people of Samaria. Then they returned to Jerusalem. 

After this an angel of the Lord called Philip to go south to the desert road. Philip did not question but started out, in obedience to the angel’s command. On the way he met an Ethiopian eunuch who was a worshipper of the God of Israel. Even though he was a gentile he recognized the God of Israel and so made a long and difficult journey to the temple in Jerusalem to worship God. On his way home he was sitting in his chariot reading the book of Isaiah. Then the Spirit told Philip, “Go to that chariot and stay near it.” Philip ran up to the chariot. He asked the eunuch, “Do you understand what you are reading?” “How can I,” he said, “unless someone explains it to me?” The eunuch needed a Bible teacher. Philip began with the passage he was reading and told him the good news about Jesus. This man went from having no clue what Isaiah was talking about to realizing that Isaiah was talking about what God did for him. God loved him so much he sent his one and only Son Jesus to die for him. God loved him so much that he sent Philip just to preach the gospel to him. The man was overcome and wanted to be baptized that minute. Philip baptized him, then disappeared and never saw the eunuch again. But it didn’t matter. He had the gospel in his heart and returned to Ethiopia rejoicing. To this day Ethiopia is a Christian country. Here we learn God’s care for one man who was seeking him. God seeks those who are seeking him. Moreover, God uses men like Philip, who simply obey the leading of the Holy Spirit as his coworkers to seek and save lost ones. Truly effective evangelism is done through absolute obedience to the Holy Spirit. 


As we read in last week’s passage, Saul was in charge when Stephen was stoned to death. Saul thought he was righteous and upright - even while he was committing murder. However, even he couldn’t deny that Stephen was different than others.  As he was being stoned to death Stephen was praying. He prayed: "Lord, do not hold this sin against them" (7:60). Saul condemned Stephen to death, but even after killing him he wasn’t satisfied. The more he tried to erase Stephen's prayer from his memory, the more it resounded in his soul. He found no respite from the anxiety of his conscience. So he redoubled his efforts to “serve” God. He breathed out “murderous threats against the Lord’s disciples. He went to the high priest and asked him for letters to the synagogues in Damascus, so that if he found any there who belonged to the Way, whether men or women, he might take them as prisoners to Jerusalem.” Saul set out on the 140-mile journey from Jerusalem to Damascus, but before he reached his destination a light from heaven flashed around him. He fell to the ground and heard a voice say to him, "Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?" "Who are you, Lord?" Saul asked. "I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting," he replied. "Now get up and go into the city, and you will be told what you must do” (6). Up to this moment, Saul thought he had been serving God but he had actually been persecuting the Lord. Saul’s world flipped upside down. Jesus was the Lord and the gospel was true. And instead of condemning him for what he had done Jesus gave him a command. Look at verse 6. "Now get up and go into the city, and you will be told what you must do." The Risen Jesus also forgave all of Saul's sins unconditionally. The Risen Jesus embraced him with the grace of God. By meeting Jesus personally through his visit, Saul realized that Jesus is God himself. He also realized that he was a sinner who was destroying the work of God. Paul would later write in 1 Ti 1:15, “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners--of whom I am the worst." He admitted freely that he was a sinner and that Jesus is the Savior. He said in Romans 7:24-25, "What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God--through Jesus Christ our Lord!" After meeting Jesus, Saul became Paul. 
What about the other people that were with Paul? What happened to them? Verse 7 says, “The men traveling with Saul stood there speechless; they heard the sound but did not see anyone.” Strangely, the men didn’t see anything. This teaches us that God speaks to each person individually. We don’t know what happened to them but this event clearly didn’t have the same impact on them as it did on Paul. We shouldn’t dismiss the work of the Holy Spirit that we see in others. If we do then we’re really missing out.

What happened after this? Paul got up from the ground, but when he opened his eyes he couldn’t see. So he got help and was led into Damascus. Then the Risen Christ called to a believer named Ananias in a vision, "Ananias!" "Yes, Lord," he answered. The Lord told him, "Go to the house of Judas on Straight Street and ask for a man from Tarsus named Saul, for he is praying. In a vision he has seen a man named Ananias come and place his hands on him to restore his sight" (11,12). Then Ananias answered, "Lord, I have heard many reports about this man and all the harm he has done to your saints in Jerusalem. And he has come here with authority from the chief priests to arrest all who call on your name" (13,14). It is amusing that even Ananias who was a disciple resisted God’s will at first. Even disciples have their own ideas and direction. But Jesus commanded him to go and help him. He said to Ananias in verses 15,16, "Go! This man is my chosen instrument to carry my name before the Gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel. I will show him how much he must suffer for my name." 

God had a definite plan to fulfill world salvation work through Paul. The world was very dark and hopeless. The believers were helpless to do anything because of all the persecution. But Jesus believed that the world salvation plan of God would be accomplished. What did Ananias do when he was told to go and help Paul? He went to Paul in obedience to God's command. Then he placed his hands on Paul and immediately something like scales fell from Paul's eyes and he could see again. Paul got up and was baptized and after taking some food, he regained his strength. Ananias listened to God. He was very fearful to go to Paul but when he was willing to obey God's word, God gave him strength to overcome fear. In this way, Ananias helped Paul see again. We learn from Ananias that we must overcome our fear and believe that God can change people the way he did Paul.

What did Paul do after his conversion? At once he began to preach in the synagogues that Jesus is the Son of God. This is another surprising thing to read in this passage. If it were me I would want to make sure I understood the gospel before I preached it. But Paul immediately began to preach the gospel. We could take this as an example of why we should be zealous. But Paul wasn’t just zealous he was filled with conviction that Jesus is the Son of God. It was not something he came up to by himself or something that he came up to quickly. He wrote about this in Galatians, 1:11-17,  “I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that the gospel I preached is not of human origin. 12 I did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it; rather, I received it by revelation from Jesus Christ. For you have heard of my previous way of life in Judaism, how intensely I persecuted the church of God and tried to destroy it. 14 I was advancing in Judaism beyond many of my own age among my people and was extremely zealous for the traditions of my fathers. 15 But when God, who set me apart from my mother’s womb and called me by his grace, was pleased 16 to reveal his Son in me so that I might preach him among the Gentiles, my immediate response was not to consult any human being. 17 I did not go up to Jerusalem to see those who were apostles before I was, but I went into Arabia. Later I returned to Damascus.” 
It wasn’t easy for Paul to set everything aside that he believed in. He had to overcome many things in himself but he knew one thing for sure. Jesus is the Son of God. When he held onto this one thing he could speak powerfully to his listeners. Look at verse 21. "All those who heard him were astonished and asked, 'Isn't he the man who raised havoc in Jerusalem among those who call on this name? And hasn't he come here to take them as prisoners to the chief priests?'" Also, it was not easy for him to preach the gospel because of his old Jewish friends' persecution. The Jews conspired to kill him (23). Paul was in a conflict that seemed to have no way out. He could not go back to Jewish society since he had been converted. Also, he could not gain the trust of believers since he had done so much harm to the people of Jesus.
Paul was in a difficult situation, but he did not give in to the situation. He did not take a neutral stand. Paul was great because from the beginning he stood on Jesus' side clearly and preached the gospel. Paul preached the gospel of Jesus, so God could work mightily through him. Look at verse 22. "Yet Saul grew more and more powerful and baffled the Jews living in Damascus by proving that Jesus is the Christ." When Paul preached the gospel wholeheartedly, he was in danger of being killed. But his followers rescued him. Look at verse 25. "But his followers took him by night and lowered him in a basket through an opening in the wall." The Lord trained Paul to depend on God alone and to preach the gospel with a life-giving spirit.

When Paul went to Jerusalem, he tried to join the disciples, but they were all afraid of him. When everyone else was steering clear of Paul, suspecting that he was an agent of the Jewish rulers, Barnabas did his best to persuade the disciples that Paul's conversion was genuine and real; he spoke of his fearless preaching in Damascus. At last, the disciples accepted Paul into their fellowship. After this Paul spoke boldly in the name of the Lord in Jerusalem. So the Jews tried to kill him there as they had in Damascus. And as in Damascus the believers rescued Paul only instead of lowering him in a basket they took Paul down to Caesarea and sent him to Tarsus. Look at verse 31. “Then the church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of peace. It was strengthened; and encouraged by the Holy Spirit, it grew in numbers, living in the fear of the Lord.”
In this passage it is very easy to focus on the acts of Philip and Paul because they did such an excellent job of preaching the gospel. It’s also very easy to focus on the hardship that the early church experienced. But we see that what started with great persecution led to a time of peace where the church was strengthened and encouraged by the Holy Spirit. We see that God went ahead of the early Christians to reach all Judea and Samaria according to his own plan. We see that the Holy Spirit worked in the believers and those who heard their message. In addition we see that he worked in Saul who was the least likely person to be chosen to serve the gospel. Everything that we read about in today’s passage testifies to the Holy Spirit. So what about today? We are not as hard pressed as the early church but many times I feel like I’m powerless to do much. A lot of the students on campus seem like they just don’t care about anything the bible has to say. It’s easy to get discouraged. But this passage teaches me that there is power in the gospel. Power to make us into new creations who walk in step with the Holy Spirit. When Philip and Paul walked in step with the Holy Spirit, that’s when they were about to powerfully testify to the gospel. So it wasn’t their power but the Holy Spirit’s. May God help us to surrender our own ideas and embrace the gospel. May it become the meaning of our lives I pray in Jesus name, Amen. 

