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The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

In Acts 8, Luke recounts how the Gospel spread from Jerusalem to Judea and especially into Samaria.  While persecution was the immediate cause, Luke makes it clear this was according to God’s purpose and plan.  
Twice, in verses 1 and verse 4, He describes the disciples as having been scattered.  This isn’t the term for throwing chaff to the wind so it is blown to oblivion.  This is the term used to describe the farmer casting his seed so it takes root in fresh soil and grows. 

Here was the fulfillment of Jesus’ prophesy.  “You shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria.”   

Yet, in our verses, you will see the focus is on a confrontation with one individual, Simon, described in verse 9 as a man who practiced sorcery.

Verse 10 will tell us how the Samaritans in the past had given him their attention.  With Philip’s arrival and preaching the Gospel, the same verb is used in verse 6 to describe the people’s response.  Now, they paid attention to him.  The influence of Simon and his magic was being overthrown.
Using the strategy, if you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em, Simon verse 13 says, “believed”.  The challenge here wasn’t just magic, but whether magic would be admitted into the church.
Let’s read the text,…and pray.

It’s fair to ask what this story has to do with us, today.  As we look more carefully at the passage, I hope we will see the parallel issues that you and I face.  We may not be in Samaria, but we are in America.  The challenge of coming away from the false beliefs and evil within our culture is similar.  It is too easy to bring them into the church.
Notice with me how Luke contrasts the magic of Simon with the  Christianity of Philip, and then, Peter.  
Both Christianity and magic shared the same objective of getting people’s attention and holding it, but there the similarity ends.  

Verses 9 and 11 underscore that Simon amazed people.  He appealed to their emotions such as fear and wonder.  As a result verse 10 tells us he attracted a broad following of high and low, rich and poor, powerful and weak.  
Simon was a celebrity, a phenomenon.  They called him “the Great Power.”  (vs. 10) Going to watch Simon was like going to a concert.  It gave people the opportunity to be part of something bigger than themselves, part of something powerful, something godlike.

Philip in preaching the gospel was very different.  Where the people had paid close attention to Simon, verse 6 says as Philip preached, they paid close attention “to what he said.”  His appeal was to minds and hearts, to recognize in the healings and exorcisms, the presence of the Kingdom and the power of Christ’s name to free people from bondage to sin and Satan.  

Simon’s magic had left people further bound to superstition and the demonic.  Through Philip’s preaching they believed in Christ, were freed and (vs. 8) the city was filled with joy.

Now it was Simon’s turn to be amazed.  Verse 13 says Simon himself believed and was baptized.  Here was more power than he had ever known, real power.  He wanted it for himself.

In our house, it has always been a big deal when someone brings home a new card trick.  It isn’t enough to see it just once.  Everyone demands to see it again and again, circling around the card shark, trying to figure out how the trick is done.  

Something like that was happening in verse 13 with Simon.  He kept following Philip around, trying to figure how, how does he do these things.

Then, when Peter and John arrived from Jerusalem, began laying hands on people and praying for them to receive the Holy Spirit, and they did!  To Simon, this was even greater magic.  Here were the greater powers!  

So he offered to pay them money in exchanged for the secret, whatever key would give him the ability to do what they were doing.  Can you imagine the following he could have?

Look at how Peter responds in verse 20.  Peter offers no gentle correction but a curse, just as he did with Ananias and Sapphyra:  "May your money perish with you, because you thought you could buy the gift of God with money!” 

I might have expected Peter to denounce Simon’s practice of magic, just as I might have expected Luke to describe exactly what kind of magic Simon had been practicing to attract such a following in the first place.  But we are never told, because the entertaining, or even captivating details, were beside the point. If only the devil had just been in the details, but he was not.  The devil was in Simon’s heart just as he had filled the heart of Ananias.

In verse 21, he names the charge: “You have no part or share in this ministry, because your heart is not right before God.”

In verse 22, he follows his call to Simon to repent and pray to God for forgiveness, “for having such a thought in your heart.”

In verse 23, he expands his point, “For I see that you are full of bitterness and captive to sin.”  That is, bitterness, in the sense of poison, of what leads to ruin.  

What did Peter see?  He saw a man who would turn salvation on its head, like an inverted, broken cross.  He saw a man for whom faith in Christ was a means to his own ends.  He regarded God as someone who had the same lusts he did so he appealed to those lusts.  Simon’s heart hadn’t changed.  His ambition was as self-centered and blinding as ever.  For him Christianity was another means to the same end.  
Let me take this one step further.  Peter saw a man who presumed to try and bend God’s will to his own will, to acquire God’s power so it became his power, to become the medium of God’s favor.  

This is the essence of magic, or sorcery.  And Simon was the first anti-Christ.  James wrote (3:16), “For where you have envy and selfish ambition, there you find disorder and every evil practice.  That was the bitterness about to be unleashed in the church.


At its core, sorcery isn’t about unusual powers or abilities, or the spirit world.  Sorcery is about the human heart and its lust for divine power, its lust to harness it for one’s own purposes.
I would like to say Simon was a faith healing televangelist who thrills and excites but in the end gives people nothing of value but takes from them the treasure that he values.  I would like to say it and be done with it.  But there is more to it.
Simon was the product of his culture.  Samaria as many of you know had once been part of Israel and familiar with the Lord and his covenant.  But a civil war following Solomon’s death in the 10th century BC left Samaria adrift spiritually.  And drift it did, 

By the first century AD, Samaria had a distant shadowy memory of God.  They had fragmentary ideas about God, only bits of truth easily manipulated and misunderstood.

American culture isn’t that different.  As the knowledge of God is suppressed or distorted, what remains in many of our most learned places is little more than inscriptions on buildings and monuments from the Bible.  The atmosphere here, too, is rife for sorcery.  
The Gospel of Jesus Christ calls for a complete about face.  First and foremost Christ has shown us, taught us and suffered for us not so we can seek things from God, but offer ourselves to him, and he accepts us.  This is our greatest need and our highest good.

Jesus emptied himself, suffered, and died for our sins because the Kingdom of God is not about striving after power, prestige, fame or big numbers.  It is about renouncing striving and learning to act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.  
When Jesus taught us to pray, “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth,” that is the end of self-centered ambition.  When Paul wrote, “Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life,” (I Thess. 4:11), he buried it.

Jesus has shown us the purpose of a relationship with God is not that we have our way with him but that he has his way with us.  It is not that we are lifted up before men but that Christ is lifted up so others might receive him.  Yes, we are taught to seek, to ask, to knock, and for the Holy Spirit no less, not for the sake of power but for the sake of glory, Christ’s glory.

How often are our prayers like the plea Simon made to Peter?  We hope to gain some advantage for ourselves.  How is that different from sorcery?  Pray for it or pay for it, sometimes there is not much difference.

Until the Lord changes us, we remain the product of our culture.  You know the one question people ask me about Atonement that I just can’t stand?  How big is your church?  To be asked that question is far more revealing to me than any answer I am going to give them.  Is the size of a church a measure of spiritual power or godliness?  

“Bless me, Lord, and bless my church.  Give us lots and lots of of money and people and power.”  But is this spiritual power?  Is it where spiritual power lay?  This is how Americans define success.  When Christians define success for themselves or their churches in these terms, can you see what is really happening?  Christianity has just become another means to that end.  And to believe this is how God wants us to think shows how mislead we are – by the same impulse that mislead Simon.
At the end of his ministry, just hours or even minutes before he was led away, he prayed, “Father, the time has come, Glorify your Son, that your Son may glorify you…I have brought you glory by completing the work you gave me to do.”  
What was it he had done?  He had lived a life of unqualified devotion to God as his Father.  He tried not to be the center of attention.  He rejected celebrity status.  He lived simply.  He ministered the grace of God to people.  In this he distinguished himself from every other person on the planet.
At the end of Peter’s confrontation, he said to Simon, “Repent of this wickedness and pray to the Lord.  Perhaps he will forgive you…”  What did Simon say, “Pray to the Lord for me…”  You have more power than I do, Peter.  Pray for me
Simon still did not understand.  God’s favor is his mercy to those who come to him for mercy.  His favor is the restoring, life-changing presence of the Holy Spirit to proud rebels who open their hearts in surrender to their crucified Savior.  

It is not about power.  It is about knowing the Lord.  This week I did a study of all the verbs used to describe the Holy Spirit.  I will leave you with this list lest you think Christianity is anything like magic.
The end to which Philip preached and baptized, and Peter and John laid on hands and prayed for the new believers, was that the Holy Spirit filled them.  Not an “it” that can be manipulated or “tapped into”, but a person who glorifies Jesus, by testifying, revealing, teaching, compelling, convicting, guiding, warning, speaking, encouraging, working and praying within us.  
Through fellowship with him, who makes Christ known to us, we come to experience peace, joy, love, power in specific acts of service that reflect Christ, love, a sound mind.  So we are warned against   lying to him, testing him, grieving him, quenching him, and speaking blasphemy against him.  
He is not a means to our end.  We are the means to his end, the glory of Christ in us.  God grant that ours be the Christianity of the Bible rather than the Christianity of our culture.
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