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The Church Persecuted and Scattered 

On that day [when Stephen was killed] a great persecution broke out against the 
church in Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered throughout 
Judea and Samaria. Godly men buried Stephen and mourned deeply for him. But 

Saul began to destroy the church. Going from house to house, he dragged off 
both men and women and put them in prison, (Acts 8:1-3). 

The death of Stephen triggered the persecution of the church by Saul. Saul was a 
native of the Cilician city of Tarsus. He too being a Hellenistic Jew would have been one 
of those who congregated at the Hellenistic synagogues in Jerusalem. These 
synagogues are the very place that the 7 chosen men had their ministry. One of those 
men was call Stephen and another was called Philip. These men were causing a 
disruption in this synagogue by their continued preaching of Christ. We see that Saul 
had enough and set out on a personal mission to eradicate these men and their 
associates from the synagogue and from Jerusalem. The persecution to follow is 
directly against this group as we see the apostles (and most likely many the Hebrew 
Christians) were not persecuted at this time. 

The attack against this group of Christians was a planned vicious murderous attack. He 
went to where they were gathered in their homes and dragged them out and threw them 
into prison. Saul was the overseer of this attack and herald of the charge against them. 
He was on a mission to destroy them. He must have seen himself as the guardian of 
this Hellenistic synagogue which he believed had been infiltrated by heresy and 
blasphemy –both worthy of death. He was on a mission –however so was God. As we 
will see, Saul found himself fighting against God. 

The attempt to stomp out the fire of the church only spread its burning embers. In the 
words of the early church teacher Tertullian, “The blood of the martyrs became the seed 
of the church.”  

This chapter of Acts marks a turning point. Jerusalem begins to settle somewhat into 
the background. The church continues there but the explosive days of apostolic 
miracles and exponential growth begin to fade. Paul later confirms this when he wrote 
that the gospel came to the Jews first and then to the Greek, (cf. Rom. 1:16).  

Philip in Samaria 

Those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went. 
Philip went down to a city in Samaria and proclaimed the Messiah there. When 

the crowds heard Philip and saw the signs he performed, they all paid close 
attention to what he said. For with shrieks, impure spirits came out of many, and 
many who were paralyzed or lame were healed. So there was great joy in that 
city, (Acts 8:4-8). 
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Now we begin to see the fulfillment of the risen Lord’s commission to his disciples: 
Jesus said, “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,” 
Acts 1:8. Salvation had come to the Samarians! The primary reason that the Holy Spirit 
had come upon the believers in Jerusalem was so they would have power to proclaim 
the salvation that came through Christ, (cf. Acts 1: 4-5, 8). 

Out of great persecution came great joy! Philip1 one of the seven men who were 
appointed by the apostles to lead or oversee the Greek converts, began to take center 
stage. He became the first missionary of the Christian church. Samaria now becomes 
the missionary center for preaching the gospel. This obviously was great joyful news for 
Samaritans who had been isolated from much of the Jewish life in Jerusalem. As you 
may remember Samaritans were disdained by the Jews. Philip obviously a man full of 
the Holy Spirit, much like Stephen, proclaimed Christ with signs and wonders. As a side 
note: It is interesting that up until this point only the Apostles, Stephen and Philip are 
said to have performed signs and wonders. 

Next we will see Philip’s encounter with two men with two different outcomes to hearing 
the truth about Christ: Simon and the Ethiopian.  

Simon the Sorcerer 

9 Now for some time a man named Simon [Simon Magus] had practiced 

sorcery [magic] 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.” 11 They followed him because he had amazed them for a long time with his 
sorcery [magic arts].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, (Acts 8:9-12). 

As we see in verse 10, Simon is regarded by the Samaritans as the grand vizier [high 
official] of the supreme God, the channel both of divine power and divine revelation 
[psychic medium]. Simon or Simon Magus was probably a member of the Median 
priestly tribe which is from the religion of Zoroastrianism. His particular sect was 
commonly called Magus. In its extended sense its followers were practitioners of 
various kinds of sorcery, magic, witchcraft, psychic mediums, spiritualists – often with 
much room for charlatanism, like Elymas, the sorcerer of Paphos in Cyprus, whom we 
will see in Acts 13:6-12, and Acts 19:19a. We see throughout the Old and New 
Testament that witchcraft and sorcery was condemned, (See Additional Notes on 
Sorcery at the end of this section of notes). 

This Simon Magus shows up in various postapostolic writings such as the Gnostic 
Heresies of Irenaeus and the writings of Justin Martyr etc. A sorcerer among them was 
deceiving the people. Irenaeus (prominent second century Christian teacher/apologist) 
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 Not to be confused with the Apostle Philip who stayed in Jerusalem 
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records that Simon was the source of Gnosticism2 (a belief that knowledge is the key to 
salvation). Irenaeus quotes First Timothy 6:20, “Timothy, guard what has been 
entrusted to your care. Turn away from godless chatter and the opposing ideas of what 
is falsely called knowledge, which some have professed and in so doing have departed 
from the faith.” Irenaeus believed that this passage is referring to Gnosticism and that 
the sect of Simonians was derived from Simon. 

The account here in Acts states that Simon believed, was baptized, followed the 
preacher around and was amazed. 

Simon himself believed and was baptized. And he followed Philip everywhere, 
astonished [amazed] by the great signs and miracles he saw, (Acts 8:13).  

Reflective Question: Are these the characteristics of those who are saved? Simon 
believed, was baptized, followed around a godly man, and was amazed. Is this all there 
is to being a true Christian? Is there something more? What about fruit? Mt. 3:10: “The 
ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will 
be cut down and thrown into the fire.”  Mt. 7:16: “By their fruit you will recognize them.” 
What about repentance? Mt. 3:8: “Produce fruit in keeping with repentance.” What 

about perseverance? James 1:4: “Let perseverance finish its work so that you may be 
mature and complete, not lacking anything.” What about being born-again? John 3:3. 

Jesus said, “No one can see the kingdom of God unless they are born again.” We 

don’t know for sure the final outcome for Simon, although the indicators here and 

later seem to point to someone who holds to his former way of life. 

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, (Acts 8:14-17). 

We see that Peter and John went to inspect the work being reported in Samaria, and 
perhaps to address the issue of the practice of sorcery which was common in Samaria 
at that time. The earlier Hebrew ban on any of the apostle’s entering any city of the 
Samaritans (Mt. 10:5) had been rescinded by the unlimited commission of the risen 
Christ (Acts 1:8). Peter and John prayed that the Samaritans receive the Holy Spirit 
which had not come upon them yet. It is clearly implied that the reception of the Holy 
Spirit was marked with external manifestations. The specific manifestations are not 
listed here nor are they listed regarding the thousands that believed and were baptized 
in Jerusalem, except those gathered for prayer on the Feast of Pentecost. 

The extent of these manifestations in this chapter has been a subject of much debate. 
Much of these debates tend to use these passages as proof texts to validify a 
denominational doctrine for or against modern apostleship, laying on of hands and 
speaking in other or new tongues or languages. Today, the debate too often tends to 
serve the purpose of denominational rule –often resulting in pride, arguments and 
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 Gnosticism is still present today with various groups who believe that a continual taking in knowledge of 

God is a work unto salvation. 
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division. Much of this debate is not helpful at this point, and is often a distraction to 
understanding the nature and purpose of what Luke was trying to communicate to his 
audience. For the scope of our study it is probably best not read too much into this 
passage beyond the author’s intent. 
 
What we do know for sure is that the Samaritan’s salvation was confirmed by the 
representatives from Jerusalem. Peter and John saw and heard it for themselves. 
Understanding the tense relationship between the Samaritans and those in Jerusalem 
that had occurred for generations makes sense for the reason Peter and John needed 
to go to Samaria to confirm and see firsthand the evidence that the Samaritans received 
salvation through Christ. An important point here is to declare that salvation was not 
only for the Jew but also for the whole world. Not only that they believed but they 
received the Holy Spirit as well—being included into the body of Christ. There was also 
a problem in that town with a man called Simon that needed to be addressed. 

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 After they had further proclaimed the word of the Lord and testified about 
Jesus, Peter and John returned to Jerusalem, preaching the gospel in many 
Samaritan villages, (Acts 8:18-25). 

Simon revealed his heart and true intentions and was quickly rebuked by the Apostle 
Peter. Peter called him to repent for Simon’s heart revealed that he was still held 
captive to the sin that had held him previously. Calling for Simon to repent was a 
restorative act on Peter’s part. Simon was terrified, fearing punishment, but we see no 
indication here that it lead to repentance. 

 

*Additional Notes on Sorcery as mentioned in the Bible 

Sorcery is the use of spells by witches and wizards, divination, magic, and speaking to 
spirits by mediums. These practices on any level are clearly condemned in the Bible. 
The word sorcery in Scripture is always used in reference to an evil or deceptive 
practice.  

Even with this clear instruction from the Bible, those who call themselves “Christians” 
still play on the edges (flirt) with this practice through cultural holidays, entertainment, 
and drug/alcohol use. Many downplay its impact by saying, “we don’t mean it as evil –
we are just having fun.” Be warned! Satan takes it seriously and he’s looking for any 
opportunity to deceive you and get a foothold so we will not take God’s word seriously. 
God is clear about turning away from all forms of evil. We need to remember what God 
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did say and understand that God means what he said. The apostle Paul lists sorcery as 
one of many sinful practices that mark the lives of unbelievers: “Now the works of the 
flesh are evident: sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife 
. . . and things like these. I warn you, as I warned you before, that those who do such 
things will not inherit the kingdom of God,” (Galatians 5:19-21).  

Interestingly, the New Testament Greek word translated “sorcery” is pharmakeia, which 
is the source of our English word pharmacy. In Paul’s day, the word primarily meant 
“dealing in poison” or “drug use” and was applied to divination and spell-casting 
because sorcerers often used drugs along with their incantations and amulets to conjure 
occult power. Sorcerers were common in the culture of ancient Egypt, (cf. Exodus 
7:11; Isaiah 19:3). We also see sorcery in the kingdom of Babylon, especially in 
association with King Nebuchadnezzar, (cf. Jeremiah 27:9; Daniel 2:2).  

It is interesting today that many who are involved in drug use are connected to sorcery 
on some level through new age philosophies; entertainment such as movies, the occult, 
preoccupation with the idea of alien beings, magical theme parks, video games; or 
altering the mind for spiritual enhancement or enlightenment. For the unbeliever it 
appears to lead them deep into atheism. For those who claim to be followers of Christ it 
weakens their relationship with God and thereby many build up a pseudo-relationship 
through religion aligning themselves with people that live nominally and lukewarmly 
toward the LORD –instead of striving toward holiness. “Since we live by the Spirit, let us 
keep in step with the Spirit,” (Galatians 5:25). 

Sorcery is an attempt to bypass God’s wisdom and power and give glory to Satan 
instead. God has no tolerance for sorcery. In Deuteronomy 18:10-12, sorcery is listed 
among the sinful practices of the nations surrounding Israel. God calls it an 
abomination: “There shall not be found among you . . . anyone who practices divination 
or tells fortunes or interprets omens, or a sorcerer or a charmer or a medium or a 
necromancer or one who inquires of the dead, for whoever does these things is an 
abomination to the LORD. And because of these abominations the LORD your God is 
driving them out before you.” 
 
Malachi also speaks of God’s judgment on those involved in sorcery: “Then I will draw 
near to you for judgment. I will be a swift witness against the sorcerers,” (Malachi 3:5). 
 
Apparently, sorcery will still be practiced in the end times. Spiritual Babylon, 
representing the false religious system of the last days, will deceive “all nations” with 
sorcery (cf. Revelation 18:23) before judgment falls. The book of Revelation says that 
sorcerers “will be in the lake that burns with fire and sulfur, which is the second death” 
(Revelation 21:8; see also Revelation 22:15).  
 
Sorcery is clearly sinful and is not to be part of Christian living on any level. There is a 
wisdom that is “earthly, unspiritual, of the devil,” (James 3:15). Our wisdom comes from 
God, (cf. James 3:17), not from deceiving spirits.  

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Gal%205.19-21
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Exod%207.11
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Exod%207.11
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Isa%2019.3
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Jer%2027.9
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Dan%202.2
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Deut%2018.10-12
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Mal%203.5
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rev%2018.23
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rev%2021.8
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rev%2022.15
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/James%203.15
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/James%203.17
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Reflective Question:   In what areas of your life have you given the Devil a 
foothold by entertaining some form of sorcery?  

 
 
 
What’s Your Next Step?  

Every passage of Scripture requires a response back to God. Respond back to God 
with statements or questions about the focal verses. This is really a form of prayer that 
might include asking for understanding, forgiveness, wisdom, direction, and strength in 
regards to what you are reading in the focal verse. 

Focal Bible Study Guide Form (click here)  

 
Your Feedback or Additions are welcome (click here)  
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