
PICK I NG DA N DELIONS
A small boy hears his father complain about the dandelions in the yard. 
So the boy goes out to wage war on them. Enthusiastically he picks every 
head in sight. As he grabs them, the heads white with seeds scatter them 
around the yard. The breeze does its part. The seeds do theirs. The next 
year there are even more dandelions!

If dandelions are to be eradicated, they must be dug out, root and all, or 
sprayed with a potent herbicide. Picking them will simply spread them. 
The same rule has governed the history of the Church. Its opponents 
have played the role of that zealous, but misguided boy. They have 
grabbed and shaken the believers, with the result that the Gospel has 
been spread far and wide! Historians are fond of saying, “The blood of 
the martyrs is the seed of the Church.”

This lesson holds before us the story of how serious persecution of the 
Church began, and how at once it began to spread the Gospel of Jesus. 
In Acts 8 we see the ripples spread in a widening circle, the progression 
of the Christian message from Jerusalem to Judea and Samaria…and 
even into Africa. We are invited into the story.

SAU L A N D T H E GR E AT PER SECU T ION 
acts 8:1–3
Jesus had promised that what began in Jerusalem would reach out to “all 
Judea and Samaria” (1:8). Now His words come true. What brought about 
this “watershed in the life of the church,” as Robert Smith calls it, was the 
start of a “great persecution against the church in Jerusalem” (v.1).
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The tip of the spear thrust against the 
Christians was Saul of Tarsus, who had been 
present at Stephen’s stoning (7:58). He is 
hardly a “youth,” as some commentators 
portray him. The Greek word neanias means 
rather a “young man” between the ages of 
24 and 40. What is youthful about Saul is his 
fanaticism against the Christians. He begins 
“ravaging” the Church (v. 3 — NIV translates 
“began to destroy”). Not a building, of 
course, but “men and women”!

Abandoning the sage advice of Gamaliel, his 
old teacher, Saul attempts to terrorize the 
disciples into submission by violence. But the 
attempt to nip the movement in the bud only 
prunes the Church for more rapid growth. 
The believers are “scattered” (v. 1) like seed 
before a howling wind.

Some students wonder if this persecution 
was aimed at the Hellenists, while the 
Hebraists were left unbothered, but Luke 
himself says “they were all scattered… 
except the apostles” (v. 1). This may have 
been a temporary scattering for some while 
their enemies raged, since there were still 
“disciples” in Jerusalem only a short time 
later, after Saul’s conversion (9:26). What is 
striking about all this is the courage of the 
apostles, who stayed put in the face of the 
persecution, and the determination of the 
scattered believers not to keep their mouths 
shut. The seeds scattered by persecution are 
about to germinate!

T H E SA M A R I TA N PEN T ECOST 
acts 8:4–25
The “Acts of the Apostles” vividly depicts 
acts by others besides the apostles. Two 
of them are part of the company of those 
magnificent seven deacons. Stephen gave 
his stirring speech and became the Church’s 
first martyr. Now we read of the magnificent 
mission exploits of another deacon, Philip. 
He is not, we must note, the only one 
“preaching”! All who were scattered took 
part in proclaiming the message (v. 4). That 
ought to make us, who like to think that only 
pastors can “preach,” take notice.

Paul is the best-known missionary of the 
Early Church, but Philip has the distinction 
of taking the first “mission journey” to a new 
ethnic group. He went “down to the city of 
Samaria” (v. 5 — a manuscript variant reads 
“a city,” not “the city”). Was it Samaria, 
some 35 miles north of Jerusalem, re-named 
Sebaste by Herod years earlier? Or perhaps 
Gitta, a town later identified as the home of 
Simon Magus, whom we will shortly meet? 
Whatever the case may be, in this outreach 
the Church ceased being merely Jewish. It 
crossed a cultural boundary and welcomed 
Samaritans, a people neither Jewish nor 
fully “Gentile.” Jesus had done so already 
with the woman at the well (John 4), and her 
fellow townsmen had received and believed 
in Jesus’ message. Now Philip does the 
same, with rousing success.

Paul is the best-known missionary of the Early 
Church, but Philip has the distinction of taking the 

first “mission journey” to a new ethnic group.
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The Samaritans owed their origin to the 
Assyrians, who imported foreigners after the 
fall of the north in 722 BC and many native 
Israelites were deported (2 Kings 17). Those 
foreigners intermarried with the remaining 
Jewish natives, producing a mixed race with 
a mix of theological beliefs. They worshipped 
Yahweh, but looked for someone called Ta’eb 
(the Restorer), a messianic deliverer who 
would be a “new Moses.” The Samaritans 
eschewed Mt. Zion and worshipped instead 
on Mt. Gerizim. There grew a centuries-long 
hostility between Samaritans and Jews.

All that began to change with the arrival of 
Philip, who “proclaimed to them the Christ” 
(v. 5) and performed the kind of “signs” Jesus 
Himself had done, “for unclean spirits…came 
out of many…and many who were paralyzed or 
lame were healed” (v. 7). Philip’s ministry went 
even further than healing and exorcism. “When 
they believed Philip… they were baptized, both 
men and women” (v. 12). It was a repeat of the 
wonder and joy of Pentecost in Jerusalem. Only 
one thing was yet missing. This “Samaritan 
Pentecost” still needed the endowment of the 
Holy Spirit.

 “Now when the apostles at Jerusalem heard 
that Samaria had received the word of God, 
they sent to them Peter and John” (v. 14). We 
must not suppose that they came because 
Philip’s message was somehow deficient. 
Nor should we say that the baptism he 
administered was suspect because “they had 
only been baptized in the name of the Lord 
Jesus” (v. 16 — NIV reads “simply” instead 
of “only”). Luke is not here pitting baptism 
against the Holy Spirit. He is, instead, reporting 
that the apostles, as designated leaders of the 
Church, must validate this new evangelistic 
outreach to a new people group. Their 

appearance is a sign that the Church approves 
this radical extension, the incorporation of 
Samaritans. These former enemies, Jews and 
Samaritans, are now to be united in Christ. 
That’s headline news! A new people group has 
been welcomed into the Church.

That helps to explain what may baffle us who, 
after all these centuries, try to understand the 
sequencing of baptism and the giving of the 
Spirit in this book. Here in Samaria, baptism 
precedes the giving of the Spirit. Later on in 
Caesarea, the sequence is the reverse. At the 
home of Cornelius (10:44–48), the Spirit will 
“fall” on those listening, and they will then be 
baptized. In both stories, though the sequence 
varies, the giving of the Holy Spirit comes at 
the hands of the apostles. The point seems to 
be not the sequence, but the authorizing and 
acceptance of a new mission by the apostles.

A N A STON ISH ED ON LO OK ER , 
SI MON T H E SORCER ER
While this story is unfolding, Luke zooms his 
camera in for a close-up of an onlooker who is 
astonished by what he sees. “There was a man 
named Simon, who had previously practiced 
magic in the city and amazed the people… 
saying that he himself was somebody great” (v. 
9). He reminds us of the host of fortune-tellers 
and palm readers that still flourish among 
us today. This writer beheld some of them 
operating booths in the very shadow of the St. 
Louis Cathedral in New Orleans! Simon Magus, 
as we now call him, had had everyone’s ear 
(v. 10). People said he was “the power of God” 
(cf. Luke 22:69 — there a designation of God 
Himself!). But Simon can see that something 
far greater than his magic has arrived. In short 
order, Simon himself believed in Jesus and was 
baptized (v. 13).
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Why has Luke included his story? Simon’s 
story shows us that not all the newly baptized 
understood Christian teaching. What’s more, 
there was still a sinful spirit at work in some of 
the new converts. As he followed Philip around, 
Simon’s entrenched love affair with power 
moved him to ask, “Give me this power also, 
so that anyone on whom I lay my hands may 
receive the Holy Spirit” (v. 19). He even offered 
to pay them for the privilege! As happened 
earlier in the story of Ananias and Sapphira 
(Chapter 5), Peter utters a sudden startling 
rebuke, “May your silver perish with you, 
because you thought you could obtain the gift 
of God with money!” (v. 20). Unlike Ananias and 
Sapphira, Simon is offered a way out if he will 
“Repent…and pray” that he might be forgiven 
(v. 22). Subdued, Simon answers, “Pray for 
me… that nothing of what you have said may 
come upon me” (v. 24). Nothing more is said of 
him in Acts.

Was it a lasting change of heart, or did Simon’s 
submission simply camouflage a twisted 
journey that led him further into error? Early 
Church historian Eusebius identified Simon 
Magus as the “father” of the Gnostic heresy 
that bedeviled the Church for a long time. 
While we do not know that for sure, we can 
be certain that Simon left his name to history. 
The later evil practice of buying and selling 
ecclesiastical offices is still called “simony.”

For us who read Acts today, Simon’s story is a 
cautionary tale of what danger awaits when we 
find ourselves jealous of the positions, spiritual 
gifts, or adulation other people receive.

PH I LI P A N D T H E 
ET H IOPI A N EU N UCH 
acts 8:26–40
Philip’s mission travels were only just begun. 
His next stop, unplanned and unexpected, 
would take him into the Judean desert. “Now 
an angel of the Lord said to Philip, ‘Rise and 
go toward the south to the road that goes 
down from Jerusalem to Gaza.’” (v. 26). 
Philip had learned to listen and obey God’s 
promptings, so “he rose and went” (v. 27).

There were actually two Gazas. The first was 
“old Gaza” (or “desert Gaza”), a Philistine city 
on the Mediterranean coast that had been 
destroyed in a war in 93 BC. A new city of 
Gaza was built a generation later. Philip, who 
had been north of Jerusalem for weeks, now 
headed southwest, not knowing whom he 
would meet.

Paul Maier writes, “If Simon seemed an 
unlikely Christian, so did the very next convert 
recorded in Acts… here on a moving chariot, 
[Philip] encountered a pilgrim returning 
from worship at Jerusalem, reading aloud 
to himself from the scroll of the prophet 
Isaiah” (First Christians, p. 36). The man is 
“an Ethiopian, a eunuch, a court official of 
Candace, queen of the Ethiopians, who was 
in charge of all her treasure. He had come to 
Jerusalem to worship” (v. 27).

Each part of that description needs 
explanation. “Ethiopia” as used by Luke 
does not refer to the Abyssinian kingdom of 
our own time, but to the land just south of 
Egypt now known as Sudan. A eunuch was 
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a man who had been castrated (on purpose) 
for dedicated service to the royal class, 
something common in the Ancient Near East. 
His physical condition would ensure that he 
could serve without distraction. He had come 
to worship. According to Deut. 23:1, eunuchs 
were barred from the temple, but this man 
was serious enough about the faith of Israel 
(and wealthy enough as well!) that he had 
obtained a scroll of Isaiah to read. Maier 
surmises that he was either a proselyte to 
Judaism (see Acts 2:11) who had undergone 
a ritual washing and circumcision, or a “god-
fearer” (see Acts 13:16, 26) who, though 
not circumcised, attended synagogue and 
read the Scriptures. He was certainly both 
literate and capable. The Candace whom he 
served (“Candace” was a title of all Ethiopian 
queens, not a personal name) had made him 
her “treasury secretary.”

Philip’s approach to this man is instructive. 
First, and most obviously, he went to meet 
the eunuch where he was. Instead of loitering 
in Jerusalem waiting for prospects, Philip 
headed down a desert road and approached 
the man’s chariot. At the Spirit’s prompting, 
he literally “ran” up to and alongside the 
chariot (v. 30). This is a good reminder to us 
who desire to reach people that the Great 
Commission says “Go ye” and not “Sit ye”! We 
must meet people where they are.

The second thing Philip did was listen. Philip 
“heard him reading Isaiah” (v. 30), which in 
turn cued the question he asked the man: 
“Do you understand what you are reading?” 
The listening precedes the talking, as it must 

for us in our encounters with people. How 
patiently do we listen?

Third, “beginning with this Scripture he told 
him the good news about Jesus” (v. 35). 
The Bible text that served as the launching 
pad for Philip’s witness was Is. 53:7–8, a 
portion of the prophecy of the Suffering 
Servant who bore the sins of all like a lamb 
led to slaughter. What a wide open door for 
speaking the Good News of Jesus! Speak 
he did, and the Spirit-led encounter brought 
faith and a baptism. Speak we also must, 
not merely of a program or a congregation, 
but particularly of Scripture and the Good 
News of Jesus, still the best news after all 
these years. How willing are we? How eager 
to speak of “the hope that is in you” (1 Peter 
3:15)? How prepared to employ the Word of 
God as Philip was?

Though it was not the “3,000 souls” of 
Pentecost Day, it was no less a marvel that 
this one man from Africa was joined to the 
joyful company of disciples. In God’s economy, 
one is a very important number! Tradition 
suggests that this man of Ethiopia who went 
joyfully on his way home did something about 
it there, and the result was the beginning of 
the Coptic Church in Africa. Another boundary, 
the “color barrier,” had been crossed. Philip 
too must have rejoiced as the Spirit “carried” 
him away, traveling north, preaching all the 
way. So the seed was scattered and God’s 
Church grew. It is a joy still to be experienced, 
a joy prepared for people also today, even you 
and me.
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PE R SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
acts 9:1–42

Lord God, who made the human heart and can turn our hearts with Your 
grace, speak to my heart in this time of study. Encourage me by the story of Saul’s 

turning. Graciously turn me to Your purpose. For Jesus’ sake. Amen.

Review
1. What is the cautionary lesson we learn from Simon Magus?

2. What are the instructive and encouraging lessons we learn from Philip in his meeting with the eunuch?

Acts 9:1–19
3. Can you think of another event in the history of the Church more important than Saul’s conversion, narrated 

three times in Acts (22:3–16 and 26:9–18)?

4. Write down whatever you can learn about Damascus from footnotes, Bible dictionaries, Wikipedia, etc. How 
far was it from Jerusalem? How large? Do you have any idea why Saul wants to go there?

5. Who is the subject (the change-agent) in this story?

6. How might the medical profession describe what happened to Saul?

 a) He was struck by lightning

 b) He had a nervous breakdown

 c) He suffered a stroke, hallucinated, and was temporarily blinded

 d) He had a psychological trauma due to religious fanaticism

 e) He suffered from repressed guilt for his role in persecutions

7. Why do you think Saul was blinded?

8. What role will Saul be given (see v. 15)? What makes Saul an ODD choice for this role? A GOOD choice?

9. Why do you think Saul “must” suffer (v. 16)?
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10. How does Saul (Paul) reflect on this experience in 1 Cor. 9:1 and 15:8?

11. When have you, like Ananias, obeyed the Lord even when you had doubts? What happened?

12. Do you think some people are “out of reach”? If so, how does this story challenge that assumption?

13. How would you finish this sentence: “I believe that God has chosen me to …”?

Acts 9:20–31
14. Saul begins to preach “immediately” (v. 20) in the synagogues. Where do you think he has acquired the 

necessary knowledge to do this?

15. Compare vv. 20–29 with Gal. 1:15–21. What more do you learn about these earliest years of Saul’s Christian 
walk?

16. How is Saul rescued from a plot against his life (v. 25)? Can you think of an Old Testament story of a great 
leader rescued in a similar conveyance?

17. What special role does Barnabas play here? Whom have you (or could you) serve as a “Barnabas”?

Acts 9:32–42
18. Which of Jesus’ miracles come to mind as you read this section? Compare the raising of Tabitha with Matt. 

9:25, Luke 17:11–17, and John 11:1–44.

19. Tabitha was raised, but Stephen was not. How would you explain God’s mysterious ways to Stephen’s widow 
or mother?

Memory Challenge

ACTS 9:15 NIV “But the Lord said to Ananias, ‘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.’”
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