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Introduction 
 If you were here three weeks ago, you’ll remember that we looked at the life of 
Stephen as a man who was “full of the Holy Spirit” and had about him the aura of the 
divine.  We noted how he was a spiritually formed man that we should aspire to imitate.  
There is something about those who are spiritual, and Stephen was spiritual.  When 
someone is deemed a “holy man” or “holy woman” many are drawn to him or her.  We 
want to be spiritual too.  Spirituality is all the rage in our culture.  Tom Cruise has 
practically become a missionary to Hollywood on behalf of Scientology.  Shaul 
Youdkevitch, a Kabbalah guru, counts Madonna as one of his disciples (Kabbalah is a 
form of Jewish mysticism).  So to borrow a word from Madonna, spirituality is in 
“vogue.” 

Another great example is the Beatles.  They’re a group who wore their eclectic 
brand of spirituality on their sleeves and made no attempts to hide their fascination with 
Indian culture and religion, especially a brand of Hinduism called Hare Krishna.  They 
even put the Hare Krishna mantra into their lyrics.  John Lennon, disputably the leader of 
the legendary band, was a man enamored with spirituality.  He learned Transcendental 
Meditation from the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi.  In 1969 he began a friendship with the 
Swami Bhaktivedanta, the leader of the Hare Krishna movement, allowing him to set up a 
temple on his estate in London.  John Lennon was a “spiritual” person.  This last week 
actually marked the 25th anniversary of this prolific song-writer’s death.  He wasn’t 
stoned like Stephen, but he was shot to death as he was entering his apartment in New 
York City. 

Is there a difference between John Lennon and Stephen?  What is spirituality?  Is 
there a distinction between true and false spirituality?  Are Christians to be spiritual?  I 
want us to tackle some of these questions today as we look at the first half of ch. 8 in the 
book of Acts.  In short, what I hope becomes clear to us is just this: genuine spirituality 
desires the Holy Spirit above all else. 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
The Christian Dispersion 
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 Luke’s doing some interesting things in the literary development of his narrative.  
In chapters 1-5 Peter and the apostles dominate the story.  Then in chapter 6, we meet the 
first deacons – the cast of characters begins to grow – and topping the list of these 
Grecian Jews in ch. 6 is Stephen, “a man full of faith and the Holy Spirit” (6:5).  Second 
on that list was Philip.  Well, Stephen becomes the main actor in the rest of chapter 6 and 
all of chapter 7.  Then in chapter 8, guess who the protagonist is?  That’s right – Philip.  
But also notice how at the end of chapter 7 and the beginning of chapter 8 Luke is 
starting to mention the name of Saul a lot.  Guess who takes center stage in chapter 9?  
Saul!  In fact, Saul (who becomes Paul) will pretty much be the hero of the book starting 
in chapter 13 on.  So Luke is very intentional in the way he is relating this story of the 
early church.  It is an “orderly account” (see Lk. 1:3). 
 Luke is doing something else here literarily.  Remember how we said at the very 
beginning of Acts that 1:8 was the programmatic verse for the whole book?  Luke quotes 
Jesus there saying, “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, 
and to the ends of the earth.”  A tripartite commission.  Now look at v. 1 of ch. 8 – “…all 
except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria.”  Same regions, same 
order, no coincidence.  And in ch. 8 we see Philip witnessing to Christ in Samaria – a 
region north of Jerusalem.  The story has progressed.  We’re on to Luke’s second point of 
his thesis statement.  No longer is the Christian church a phenomenon in the Palestinian 
city of Jerusalem.  It is well on its way to reaching the “ends of the earth.” 
 I want us to notice how this expansion of the church into un-charted territory is 
instigated.  Have you ever had a planter’s wart?  You try to scrape it off, perform in-
home surgery to remove it and in digging it out you actually drive the seeds deeper into 
the skin and it spreads.  That’s kind of what happens with the early church.  It had grown 
remarkably in Jerusalem to the point that the religio-cultural leaders stepped up their 
opposition against it.  With the execution of Stephen a full-fledged crackdown was in 
effect – “great persecution broke out against the church” (v. 1) – and leading the effort 
was the relentless Saul.  Stephen’s stone-pummeled body is still fresh in his grave when 
“Saul began to destroy the church [the word used here “suggests sadistic cruelty, like a 
wild boar tearing a victim’s body apart”1].  Going from house to house, he dragged off 
men and women and put them in prison” (v. 3). 
 So we have this violent surgery of sorts, trying to remove the wart of Christianity 
from the Jewish landscape.  But as has been the case down throughout church history, the 
blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church.  The persecution only served to spread the 
unstoppable force that is the church.  “Those who had been scattered,” v. 4, “preached the 
word wherever they went.”  That’s a great line, isn’t it?  They preached the word 
wherever they went.  Do you preach the word wherever you go?  Have any of those along 
the path of your daily life heard the “good news of the kingdom of God and the name of 
Jesus Christ” (cf. v. 12) because of you?  The neighbor across the street, the coworker 
across the hall, the guy at the gym, the classmate in your study group…?  Perhaps a better 
question to ask ourselves from this text is, “Does opposition enhance my witness or 
silence it?”  The catalyst for church growth and geographical expansion in the first 
century was vicious persecution.  I served to spread the gospel message across the 
Palestinian countryside. 
 
Philip vs. Simon 
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 Now one of the members of the Christian dispersion was a man named Philip.  He 
comes on the scene in v. 5, but remember, as I mentioned, we’ve already been introduced 
to Philip as one of the Seven back in ch. 6.  And also recall that the prerequisites for 
being one of the Seven were that you had to be “known to be full of the Spirit and 
wisdom” (6:3).  So Philip, not unlike Stephen, is known to be a “holy man.”  He’s the 
kind of guy who has a spiritual charge.  When he goes down (elevationally mind you) to 
Samaria his words and deeds begin to draw a crowd.  He “proclaimed the Christ there” 
(v. 5) undoubtedly pointing out how Jesus fit the messianic expectations of the 
Samaritans (an errant half-sibling of the Jews).  He talked the talk.  His words were the 
words of wisdom.  But more than that, he walked the walk – his actions demonstrated 
intense spiritual energy: “miraculous signs,” evil spirits coming out of people with 
shrieks, paralytics and cripples supernaturally healed.  Of course, people paid close 
attention to him.  Philip was, you could say, a spiritual guru. 
 The thing is, you see, there was already a spiritual guru in those parts.  Looking at 
v. 9 – “…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” (vv. 9-11).  So here’s a guy named Simon who’s known to be 
highly spiritual.  He too performed amazing miracles and appeared to possess some of the 
divine power and persona.  Is there any difference?  Is spirituality spirituality? 
 Well, the Bible seems to indicate very clearly that it’s not, that all spirituality is 
not the same.  Philip’s brand of spirituality seems to be altogether different than Simon’s.  
When Philip, the Christian, came to Samaria he didn’t collaborate with Simon or seek to 
coexist alongside him or seek to complement his work, he sought to convert him!  The 
Christian faith and the Christian form of spirituality conflicted with what Simon was 
doing.  So whoever “the divine power known as the Great Power” was, he/she/it was not 
the same as the God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Jesus.  These were substantively 
different forms of spirituality. 
 This was obvious to the Samaritans for when they heard Philip’s words and saw 
his miracles they recognized immediately the difference and felt compelled to switch 
camps.  They were baptized as followers of Jesus.  Not only that, but Simon himself 
detected a fundamental distinction and he “believed and was baptized” (v. 13).  Yahweh, 
the covenant God of the Bible, is not Marduk, is not Baal, is not Molech, is not Ra, is not 
Zeus, is not Caesar, is not the “Great Power,” is not Allah, is not Buddha, is not Krishna.  
He’s simply not.  I’m sorry, but as convenient as it may seem to roll them all into one (à 
la John Hick or the Bahá’ís) the Bible leaves absolutely no room for it.  In fact, the 
Christian Scriptures maintain that our God is marvelously unique and vastly superior to 
other gods and therefore practitioners of other spiritualities should abandon their pursuits 
and convert.  As C.S. Lewis says, “If Christianity was something we were making up, of 
course we could make it easier.  But it is not.”2  So first of all, spirituality can be false if 
it’s based upon the wrong spirit/deity/power/force.  [If you want to dispute this point, 
please come talk to me afterwards or give me a call sometime this week; my number’s on 
the back of the bulletin] 
 But secondly, and a more provocative idea at least in my mind, we see here that 
spirituality can also be false if it’s generated from the wrong motives.  Simon the shaman 
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became Simon the Christian, at least ostensibly.  But in the rest of today’s text we get a 
little bit more insight into the psychology behind Simon’s ersatz conversion.  He became 
a disciple of Philip right away, following him around everywhere taking mental notes at 
how he did what he did.  When the apostles back in Jerusalem got wind of what was 
happening through Philip up in Samaria they sent Peter and John as representatives of the 
Jerusalem church.  And Simon was obviously in awe of their spiritual stature and he 
envied their abilities.  We read, “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’” (vv. 18-19).  This 
of course drew Peter’s sharp rebuke – “your heart is not right before God” (v. 21).  But 
Simon was unable to make sense of this call for repentance because his words made 
obvious the fact that he hadn’t genuinely experienced the Holy Spirit himself.  He didn’t 
know God and therefore didn’t know how to talk to him (cf. v. 24). 
 So what are we to make of this account?  Spirituality had appeal for Simon.  
When he observed the power that accompanied the name of Jesus Christ, he wanted that 
for himself.  But why did he want it?  Look back at v. 9 when he was the only guru on the 
block “he boasted that he was someone great.”  That attitude remained in him when he 
set his sights on Christian spirituality.  His astonishment at Philip’s signs and miracles 
were not, “Whoa look at what God can do!”  They were, “Whoa if only I could do that!”  
Do you see the vast difference?  The same thing prompted his absurd offer of money for 
the apostles to grant him the power he perceived them to have to give the Holy Spirit to 
people – “Look here’s what I got, if I give this to you can you give me the ability to lay 
my hands on people and give them this Holy Spirit too?!”  Despite being baptized, his 
heart was still bitter and captive to sin.  And extrabiblical sources indicate that he never 
did repent. 
 Now most of us probably aren’t tempted to commit “simony” in the way the 
Oxford Dictionary defines it – “the buying or selling of ecclesiastical privileges” – but 
let’s not dismiss his sin so easily as a potential trap for ourselves.  Maybe it’s just me and 
the temptations inherent in my position, but I know I struggle with this all the time.  Part 
of the reason why I went to Wheaton College was because I had read Billy Graham’s 
autobiography as a high schooler and I wanted to be the next Billy Graham.  In college I 
sat under a preacher that could keep a sanctuary full of hundreds of congregants riveted 
on his polished words that seemed to effortlessly and smoothly fly from his mouth and 
glide through the silent, still air like arrows that pierced people’s hearts.  And when he 
really got going in the Spirit he would put his arms behind his back and thrust with the 
rhythmic cadence of his words.  I so wanted to be like him that when I preached at the 
nursing home I’d try to copy his moves and looked like a big, giant chicken bobbing its 
head back and forth while clucking. 
 When I meet or listen to godly men or women who are full of the Spirit and are 
used mightily by God, I want to be like them, not necessarily always so that I can attain 
to their enjoyment of and fellowship with God, but so that I can equal their level of 
admiration in other people’s eyes.  Many times my thirst for spirituality is not totally a 
thirst for the Spirit – God the Holy Spirit.  That is false spirituality which is good for 
nothing. 

My guess is I’m not the only one who struggles with this form of faux spirituality.  
What is it for you?  Do you want to spiritual?  I hope so?  Do you recognize that there’s a 
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stark difference between Christian spirituality and all other kinds?  If you’ve answered 
yes and yes, then you still need to ask yourself why you want to be spiritual.  To win or 
impress a girlfriend?  To get more business?  To mimic the charisma of someone you 
admire?  To feel good about yourself?  Because spirituality’s kind of hip now?  Why do 
you want to be spiritual? 
 
Samaritan Pentecost 
 Let’s go back again and look more closely at what transpired in vv. 18 and 19.  
“When Simon saw that the Spirit was given at the laying on of the apostles’ hands,” he 
didn’t ask that he might receive the Spirit too.  No!  He asks, he bribes the apostles so 
that he can get the power to dispense the Spirit like they do.  That’s a crucial clue in 
stating positively what genuine spirituality is (we’ve already stated negatively what it is 
not).  Positively, genuine spirituality desires the Holy Spirit above all else. 

Now some of you are probably wondering if I am going too delicately step around 
the huge theological problem that is presented in vv. 14-17.  What’s the theological 
problem?  Well in Roman Catholic teaching and in Pentecostal teaching this incident is 
taken as the norm for Christians – a two-stage initiation: faith/baptism followed by a 
subsequent instance where the Holy Spirit comes permanently onto a believer 
(confirmation for Catholics or the “baptism of the Holy Spirit” for Pentecostals).  Most 
others want to say that faith/baptism/reception of the Holy Spirit all go hand-in-hand – a 
one-stage initiation.  This text is a big point of division for some.  The Samaritans had 
been baptized into the name of Jesus, but Luke is clear that the Holy Spirit hadn’t come 
on them yet. 

I’m not go too deep into it.  But I will say that I really firmly believe that the rest 
of the NT teaches that when a person is regenerated and allowed to see the ugliness of sin 
and the beauty of Christ and trusts him for salvation that person at that moment becomes 
the temple of the Holy Spirit; that person receives him as a down payment guaranteeing 
more to come and a seal confirming his authenticity and a guide securing his 
sanctification.  So Paul can say in Romans 8:9, “if anyone does not have the Spirit of 
Christ, he does not belong to Christ.” 

That’s not to say that there can’t be subsequent special visitations of the Holy 
Spirit or growth into new levels of his awareness and cooperation with him (there should 
be actually), but I just don’t think what we have in Acts 8 is normative for Christian 
experience.  You don’t have to wait after your conversion to get the Holy Spirit and you 
certainly don’t have to have someone lay his hands on you to get the Holy Spirit.  I think 
Geoffrey Lampe is accurate in his description of this occasion – “An unprecedented 
situation demanded quite exceptional methods.”3  The spread of the gospel outside 
Jerusalem and in Samaria of all places was indeed unprecedented.  This case is, as John 
Stott calls it, “historically exceptional”4 in order to accentuate the fact that the gospel had 
firmly bridged two groups previously so greatly divided – Jews and Samaritans – and 
made them one in Christ. 
 This is a theme that we’ll get to take up more when the church begins to expand 
into Gentile territory in a few short chapters.  But I agree with Ajith Fernando when he 
looks at v. 25 and says that “it is heartening to see the same John, who had earlier asked 
Jesus whether to call down fire on some Samaritan villages (Luke 9:51-55), now 
preaching the gospel to them.”5  Genuine spirituality will break down prejudices and 
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psychological barriers in your mind, be they ethnic, cultural, economic, educational, or 
what have you. 
 Back to the main point: Philip was full of the Holy Spirit.  Peter and John had 
lived with the Spirit ever since Pentecost.  Now the Samaritan believers were recipients 
of the Holy Spirit.  It has been called by some the Samaritan Pentecost.  The spirituality 
of Simon which had dominated for some time was replaced by a genuine spirituality – a 
faith founded upon the gospel of Jesus and lived in the power and vivacity of the Holy 
Spirit.  It is a way of life that hungers for and consistently feeds upon God himself as he 
dwells upon you. 
 
Conclusion 
 We’re all called to be spiritual, to pursue spirituality (that is, a faith that is more 
than just dry mental assent or rote ethical conformity but rather a vital, powerful 
relationship with the divine).  We’re all called to that and that’s available to everyone, not 
just an elite class of “holy men/women.”  But more than that, there is a deep hunger and a 
real longing for spirituality that’s inherent within us as humans.  And the only spirituality 
that truly satisfies is Christian spirituality. 
 John Lennon was a deeply troubled, empty, and disillusioned man.  You know 
him for his songs like “Imagine” or for being the man who described his belief system in 
interviews just weeks before his death in December, 1980, as “‘Zen Christian, Zen pagan, 
Zen Marxist’ or nothing at all,” 6 but did you know that sometime during 1977 John 
Lennon declared himself to be a born-again Christian?  His widow, Yoko Ono, has tried 
hard to cover this up, but two different biographies have revealed this period in his life.  
One biography says it lasted for “a matter of months,” while another suggests it was 
“about two weeks.”  But it seems that Lennon was deeply impacted by watching Billy 
Graham and Pat Robertson on television and for a brief period attended church, peppered 
his conversations with “Thank you Jesus,” and “became convinced that Jesus was 
personally protecting [his son] Sean.”  One of his biographers writes, “One day [Lennon] 
had an epiphany – he allowed himself to be touched by the love of Jesus Christ, and it 
drove him to tears of joy and ecstacy [sic].” 
 But Lennon’s “conversion” seems to have been much like Simon’s – a deep 
interest in spirituality, but not so much in the Spirit.  “In his final years,… [he] was living 
a life dictated by astrologers, numerologists, clairvoyants, psychics, herbalists, and tarot-
card readers.”  He wanted things from God, but not God himself. 

Why do you want to be spiritual?  What is it you want from God?  Do you want 
power, prestige, to be thought of as “spiritual?”  Do you want peace, purpose, 
happiness…?  Or do you just want God?  The psalmist was a spiritual person and he 
reflects genuine spirituality well when he writes, “One thing I ask of the Lord, this is 
what I seek: that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, to gaze 
upon the beauty of the Lord and to seek him in his temple” (Ps. 27:4).  Don’t 
misunderstand, many of those things in their proper form come with spirituality – people 
like Philip and Peter and John had an ability to influence people; v. 8 states very plainly 
that “there was great joy in that city;” the Samaritans experienced forgiveness and 
reconciliation with Jerusalemites; etc… – but those things are just bonus features.  
They’re secondary.  The true goal of spirituality is a deeper intimacy with, appreciation 
of, and pleasure in God and God alone.  Genuine spirituality desires the Holy Spirit 
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above all else.  Let’s focus our hearts on the excellencies of God and ask him for more of 
himself as the Worship Team comes forward to lead us in more worship. 
 
Benediction 
May God grant you a thirst for him and may the Spirit be within you a never-ending, 
thirst-quenching spring of water welling up to eternal life. 
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