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STICKING TO THE MISSION 

Acts 8:1-25 

 

 

One of the greatest pitfalls for any sort of institution or establishment is the losing sight of its 

original mission – forgetting the reason that it exists in the first place. The longer an establishment 

exists and the more complex it gets, the easier it becomes to scratch your head and say, “What are 

even doing anymore? Why do we exist?” A gal named Peggy Noonan surveyed various large, 

American institutions from journalism to government to Wall St. to public schools and made a 

convincing case that “they forgot the mission.” She says, “Name an institution and you will 

probably see a diminished sense of mission, or one that has disappeared or is disappearing. And 

as all these institutions forgot their mission, they entered the empire of spin. They turned more and 

more attention, resources and effort to the public perception of their institution and not to the 

reality of it. Everyone gave their effort to how things seemed and not how they were.” Sounding 

more like the Old Prophet Nehemia she called on institutions to “repair, rebuild, and return.”  

 

Before Jesus Christ ascended back into heaven, He gave His Church a clear mission. And no matter 

who we are and no matter what we do, we can link ourselves to that mission. Matthew 28 by saying 

“Go and make disciples of all nations” baptizing and teaching. In Acts 1:8 He says to be His 

witnesses to the remotest parts of the earth. And I’ve summed up our mission for God in the age 

we are living in this way: to glorify God by communicating to others the good news of the gospel 

with the immediate intention of converting someone to faith in Christ, but with the ultimate 

intention of seeing each believer become a mature, disciple-making member of the body of Christ. 

(Matt. 28:16-20; Ephesians 4). We all know this, but I think there’s an epidemic among Christians 

no one likes to talk about called CMD: Christian Mission Disorder. It comes with some side effects 

like disillusionment, distraction and division. So today from Acts 8:1-25 we want to look at some 

positive mission-driving principles and some negative mission-denying principles to help us 

stick to the mission. Remember that last week in chapter 7 the first drop of blood was shed for 

Christ’s name as Stephen was stoned to death for his powerful witness for Christ.  

 

8:1 “On that day a great persecution broke out against the church in Jerusalem, and all except 

the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria. 2 Godly men buried Stephen and 

mourned deeply for him. 3 But Saul began to destroy the church. Going from house to house, he 

dragged off both men and women and put them in prison. Therefore those who had been scattered 

went about preaching the word.” 

 

I. THE CHURCH SCATTERED. (VV. 1-3) 

 

This church that so far in Acts has been all in one place, enjoying incredible fellowship, feeling a 

sense of awe and wonder as God powerfully protected them is now experiencing great persecution.  

Putting yourself in their shoes, and seeing Stephen stoned to death, you’d have to question, “Why 

would God allow this? How could this happen?” But then you start to realize those questions are 

short-sighted for two reasons: 1) Saul, soon to be the apostle Paul and greatest missionary ever, is 
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introduced as the predecessor of Stephen. 2) As Christians scattered, so did the good news of 

Christ. God uses the evil for good (Gen. 50:20). Verse 1 of chapter 8 explains verse 8 of chapter 

1 – how the gospel advanced beyond Jerusalem. But nobody expected a negative circumstance 

like persecution to be the catalyst for gospel advancement. That’s the first principle we see: 

 

1st Mission-Driving Principle 

Proper response to persecution can result in gospel advancement.  
 

When the church continues trusting God, persecution can have the exact opposite effect as 

intended. This word scatter is where the term Diaspora is derived from it and can be used for 

sowing seed. Just like a tumbleweed breaks off from its root and rolls, dropping seed as it is blown 

about, so the church, forced to pick up roots and be driven by the wind of persecution, is scattering 

the seeds of the gospel everywhere it goes leading to unexpected advancement. Even though it’s 

not desirable and it’s extremely tough, they stick to the mission.  

 

A contrasting mission-denying principle for this would be the temptation to let the difficultly 

of the mission stop you from sticking to it. Part of the reason we don’t advance the gospel and 

make disciples is because it’s just plain difficult sometimes. It requires self-sacrifice. But we’ve 

been given orders and history shows that when the church faces those difficulties faithfully, it can 

have positive results. The bold witness of people like Stephen is powerful.  

 

“5 Philip went down [topographically, in elevation; geographically north] to a city in Samaria and 

proclaiming Christ to them. 6 When the crowds heard Philip and saw the signs he performed, they 

all paid close attention to what he said. 7 For with shrieks, impure spirits came out of many, and 

many who were paralyzed or lame were healed. 8 So there was great joy in that city.” 

 

II. THE CHURCH IN SAMARIA. (VV. 4-25) 

 

Notice that those who were scattered, weren’t silenced. Like Philip, they went about preaching 

the word of Christ. Philip is someone we ran into in chapter 6 (v. 5) who is just like Stephen, full 

of faith and the Spirit. Acts 21:8 calls him an evangelist. And because he’s a Hellenistic (Greek-

influenced) Jew, he’s the perfect guy to reach out to the Samaritans. Luke is moving us away from 

a sole focus on Jews, to the fringes of Jews – the Samaritans somewhere between Gentile and 

Jew (Luke’s biggest reveal that shocks everyone is coming though in Acts 10 when even the pure 

Gentiles receive the Spirit of God). This man who ended up in a place he never planned on and is 

used by God there and perfect for it and I think there’s a lesson here: God specifically puts us in 

places we never planned on to further His work.i  

 

I like the description of his ministry where unclean spirits are cast out and the paralyzed and lame 

are healed, causing much rejoicing. It reminds us of Jesus’ ministry. Please note that these are not 

televangelist miracles. These miracles are undeniable, immediate, public miracles just like 

Christ’s. And notice that the miracles aren’t an end in themselves. When people saw the miracles, 

they paid attention to Philip’s message about the Messiah. 
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2nd Mission-Driving Principle 

The mission always comes back to the message of Christ. 
 

It’s about the message! Not the miracles or anything else. I always think of that quote where it’s 

said, “Preach the gospel always and if necessary, use words.” I get that, it’s important to model 

Christ and the gospel, but people have to hear it too! Faith comes by hearing the good news of 

Christ. It’s a great that we can be salt and light for Christ in the world by doing good deeds but the 

main thing is the message. There’s a social gospel out there where there is so much emphasis on 

ending world hunger and poverty that the message is diminished. We can end world hunger and 

make sure everyone has clean water, but what people need more than that is the living water of 

Christ and their spiritual hunger satisfied. The mission-denying principle here would to let other 

things, even good things distract us from the mission.  

 

Just this week in one my own conversations the whole vaccination and unvaccinated debate ruined 

a good time. Vaccinated or not, it’s irrelevant to the mission and can turn away those we’re trying 

to reach. The whole narrative is meant to divide and conquer. But what’s really more important? 

Who’s vaccinated and who isn’t? Or who has Christ and who doesn’t? One is eternal. One is not. 

There’s a lot of things going on today that can get in the way of what matters most and what matters 

is the forgiveness, freedom and life that Christ brings. But Philip is then contrasted with Simon. 

 

9 “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, 10 and all the people, both high and 

low, gave him their attention and exclaimed, “This man is rightly called the Great Power of 

God.”[he was likened to a demi-god] 11 They followed him because he had amazed them for a 

long time with his sorcery. 12 But when they believed Philip as he proclaimed the good news of 

the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized, both men and women. 13 

Simon himself believed and was baptized. And he followed Philip everywhere, astonished by the 

great signs and miracles he saw.” 

 

Simon was a man of dark power, who has some real and probably some fraudulent magic arts 

going on. He boasts of how great he is. If you have to do that, you’re probably not that great. 

Proverbs 27:2 says, “Let another praise you, and not your own mouth — a stranger, and not your 

own lips.” Simon has a power, but Philip’s power is greater. Simon uses his lesser power to point 

people to himself, while Philip uses the greater power to point people to Jesus. 

 

3rd Mission-Driving Principle 

We point people to Christ, not ourselves. 

 

Whatever gifts and talents God has given us, we are to use them for His mission, not to draw 

attention to yourself. And there is that temptation is ministry. That’s exactly what Simon is going 

attempt. Shortly he’ll try to buy the power that the apostles have so that he can draw more attention 

to himself and make more money. He becomes the first charlatan in the Bible, desiring to use the 

Spirit and gospel for personal gain. 
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14 “When the apostles in Jerusalem heard that Samaria had accepted the word of God, they sent 

Peter and John to Samaria. 15 When they arrived, they prayed for the new believers there that 

they might receive the Holy Spirit, 16 because the Holy Spirit had not yet come on any of them; 

they had simply been baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. 17 Then Peter and John placed their 

hands on them, and they received the Holy Spirit.” 

 

So this is an interesting account and critical for us to understand. The Samaritans believe in Jesus, 

but the apostles but they receive the Holy Spirit only when the apostles lay hands on them 

(assuming this is talking about a delayed Spirit baptism, not filling; were baptized with water but 

not the Spirit). When we were beginning the book of Acts I made the comment that Acts not a 

manual for church practice. It’s a transitional book and this particular account is one of the 

clearest reasons why. If we were to treat this as a manual for church practice, we might start praying 

for people who say they believe to receive the Holy Spirit. However, what happened here is unique. 

It’s not even the regular pattern even in the book of Acts so it’d be a great mistake to treat this as 

normative church practice considering the clear New Testament teaching on the work of the Spirit. 

Acts is simply describing what happened in this historical moment (Lk. 1:1-4; Acts 1:1).   

 

The clear, New Testament epistles teach that someone receives the Holy Spirit the moment they 

believe in Christ and are sealed forever by Him (Ephesians 1:13-14). As someone listens to the 

gospel message and believes, they are saved as the Spirit invisibly baptizes them into Christ. The 

new believer probably doesn’t even know it happened, but from the moment someone trust Christ 

alone as Savior, they are set apart for God forever. They have a new and perfect position with God. 

They’ve been justified, forgiven of all their sin and they can now grow and be filled with the Spirit 

as they walk by the Spirt. From there on out, it is not a question of salvation but of rewards. Romans 

8:9 says plainly if you have believed, you have the Spirit. This is important because it rules out a 

somewhat popular 2nd blessing doctrine which is often based on this Samaritan account. The 2nd 

blessing doctrine is the idea that you can be saved by believing but you’re baptized by the Spirit 

only when you fully surrender your life to Christ or have leaders pray over you. 

 

The answer to what is going on in this account is found in the historical, cultural context. Context 

is king. And what we know from the context and other passages, is that Samaritans and Jews got 

along about as well as Jews and Palestinians today. Back when Assyria took the 10 tribes of the 

northern kingdom of Israel into captivity in 722 B.C., the unpopulated region was resettled by 

Gentile colonists sent in by the Assyrians (2 Kings 17:24) and the remnant of Jews left in the land 

(poor farmers), against the Law of Moses, married some of them resulting in mixed Jew/Gentile 

descendants. Jews called them mutts or half-breed Jews because of their impure bloodline. On top 

of that, they developed religious deviations from the orthodox Jews.ii They even had a rival 

temple built on Mt. Gerizim.  

 

John 4:9 says the Jews had “no dealings with the Samaritans.” You might recall the Samaritan 

woman at the well who said, “How is it that you, being a Jew, ask me for a drink since I am a 

Samaritan?” and how she argued with Him about the proper place of worship. Jesus’ disciples 

were shocked that He would even walk through Samaria to get to Galilee because a typical Jew 
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going from Judea in the south to Galilee would walk all the way around Samaria. When Jesus 

wasn’t welcomed in some of the Samaritan villages, they said, “Lord, do You want us to command 

fire to come down from heaven and consume them?” That’s how James and John received the 

nickname Sons of Thunder and that’s how great the animosity was between them.  

 

So by delaying the reception of the Spirit by the Samaritans until the apostles laid hands on 

them, Christ is humbly making them realize, “Salvation is of the Jews” (John 4:9) and is saying, 

“I am serious about the unity of My Church. You aren’t going to start The Church of the Good 

Samaritan on Mt. Gerizim that will compete with The Church of the Sanctimonious Jew on Mt. 

Zion.” The old rivalry has to go. They are to be united under the apostolic authority and teaching, 

understanding that they are one in Christ, and all sons of God through faith in Christ (Gal. 3:26-

29). The temple argument is over now that we are the temples who worship in spirit and truth. 

 

4th Mission-Driving Principle 

The unity of Christ’s body is a powerful testimony. 
 

If a believing community is going to be a powerful collective witness in advancing the gospel, it 

must be committed to unity. Jesus prayed we would have a oneness so that the world would know 

that He was sent by the Father (John 17). Unity is attractive, it allows us to accomplish more, and 

when we stand together for the truth and the true gospel, we naturally stand united against false 

gospels out there. A mission denying principle would be to extend fellowship to those with a false 

gospel. We unify around the truth. That’s why I emailed you about Dallas Jenkins, producer of 

The Chosen, and his extended fellowship with Mormons. By saying things like “we love the same 

Jesus and want to make the same Jesus known,” he is not helping, but hindering the mission. We 

don’t have the same Jesus at all or the same gospel. 
 

18 When Simon saw that the Spirit was given at the laying on of the apostles’ hands, he offered 

them money 19 and said, “Give me also this ability so that everyone on whom I lay my hands 

may receive the Holy Spirit.” 20 Peter answered: “May your money perish with you, because 

you thought you could buy the gift of God with money! 21 You have no part or share in this 

ministry, because your heart is not right before God. 22 Repent of this wickedness and pray to 

the Lord in the hope that he may forgive you for having such a thought in your heart. 23 For I 

see that you are full of bitterness and captive to sin.” 24 Then Simon answered, “Pray to the 

Lord for me so that nothing you have said may happen to me.” 25 “So, when they had solemnly 

testified and spoken the word of the Lord, they started back to Jerusalem, and were preaching 

the gospel to many villages of the Samaritans.” 
 

So as you can see, it’s understandable why many students of the Bible question Simon’s faith. His 

heart still isn’t right. He wants to purchase the ability to impart the Holy Spirit, probably with the 

hope that he’ll have more money, power and recognition. His name lives in infamy because it 

became a new vocabulary word. Look up simony in your dictionary – “buying and selling of 

ecclesiastical privileges and offices.”iii Simony was prevalent during the Dark Ages of the Holy 

Roman Empire. The church became bureaucratic – a religious/political beast hungry for money 

and power. During that whole Dark Ages period which lasted more than 1,000 years, that visible 
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church was distracted from its mission by an erroneous kingdom-now theology. Kingdom-now 

theology teaches that there is no literal, future reign of Christ on earth but the church is “building 

the kingdom” right now. Ideas have consequences and that theology taken to its realistic ends is 

what produced things like the Holy Wars and Vatican City and selling salvation or other spiritual 

blessings for money. The church lost its mission. It saw itself not as pilgrims and strangers and 

ambassadors of the kingdom in the world, who are praying for the kingdom to come, but more like 

Christian kings who were going to Christianize the world. The truth is, the closer it gets to Christ’s 

return, the worse the world gets. The kingdom doesn’t come until Christ does and He’s the only 

one who has the power to take this world back from Satan.  

 

We can’t say for certain whether Simon believed or not. His faith seemed like it was more in the 

miracles of God than the God of the miracles, but his negative example is helpful to learn from. 

He reminds us that each of us must decide for Christ. As we share the gospel, salvation is an 

individual decision people must make. We can’t buy it. We can’t earn it. We just trust in Christ.  
 

5th Mission-Driving Principle 

Individuals must make a decision for Christ. 
 

His example also reminds us of the second half of the mission statement today that those who are 

saved are called to grow in sanctification and make disciples themselves. If Simon is a carnal 

believer, God is going to chasten him. Every newborn believer has to learn how to walk again. 

They have to unlearn the ways of sin, Satan and fallen society and instead be transformed by the 

renewing of their minds, learning new values, new priorities, and a new mission. Christ is looking 

for disciples, not just converts. We want to present every man mature in Christ, seeing them 

become a useful and fruitful, productive member of the body of Christ (2 Peter 1).  
 

6th Mission-Driving Principle 

Every believer is responsible to grow and make disciples themselves. 
 

The apostles are a good example of that. Whereas previously they went nuclear on the Samaritans, 

ready to push the red button, they’re now preaching the gospel to them and loving them. Aren’t 

you glad God gives us second chances? 

 

Yesterday I was playing fetch with my yellow lab. Retrieving is what she lives and breathes. 

Yesterday I threw the ball in a direction she wasn’t expecting and lost it. And it didn’t matter what 

I did or said, trying to get her attention, that dog would not acknowledge anyone until she found 

that ball. She was so focused on that one thing. One mission. As we go about our lives, may we 

too be on point.whatever we do and wherever we are, may we have a singlemindedness to the 

mission of advancing the gospel. In a world where it’s easy to become distracted, divided, and 

disillusioned (just caught up in the busyness of life and church) may we not lose sight of the 

mission. By your grace may we stick to the mission. 

 
i Darrel Bock, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Baker), 321. 
ii Homer Kent, Jr. Jerusalem to Rome: Studies in Acts (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 1972), 78. 
iii Kent, 80. 


