CHRIST MUST HAVE OUR SOLE & TOTAL ALLEGIANCE

Acts 8:1-25
Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, we live in an age of pluralism and pluralism simply means that you cannot say one religion is right and others are wrong. They’re all equally valid ways of worshipping God – whoever or whatever that may be. That we live in an age of pluralism is probably a good indicator that we also live in an age of paganism. Paganism is often tolerant like that, unless and until it meets some other religion that claims to be the only true religion. 
In our text this morning we see the Gospel beginning to go out from Jerusalem and Judea to Samaria; which is to say, the Gospel is beginning to go out from the confines of Judaism with its only one true God to a pluralistic society, a pagan society that allows for many religions. 
Maybe we need to remind ourselves again of what Samaria was. Samaria was the old northern kingdom of Israel. Around 920 BC, Rehoboam, Solomon’s son, came to the throne in Israel and Jeroboam led a rebellion against Rehoboam and established the northern kingdom. Often in the Old Testament the northern kingdom is referred to as Israel, or Ephraim – because Ephraim was the largest tribe in it. And from then on the southern kingdom, the kingdom of David, is usually referred to as Judah. To prevent people from going down to Jerusalem to worship, Jeroboam set up new worship centres in Dan in the north and in Bethel in the south, just north of Jerusalem. The northern kingdom lasted for two hundred years. In 722 it was destroyed by the empire of Assyria. The Assyrian empire had a policy of mixing up all the various ethnic groups within it so that no particular ethnic group could become powerful and make a bid for independence. So many Israelites from the northern kingdom of Israel were transported out to other parts of the Assyrian empire while samples of all the other ethnic groups in the Assyrian empire were brought into Israel. The result was that the Samaritans were a very mixed bunch of people, racially, culturally and religiously. And it became a very pluralistic area of the world. 
And that is our world today. What does the Bible say about it? We are confronted with four main actors in our story today and it is almost as if God wants to teach us, through them, something about how we ought to think about religion and about faith in God. There is Saul the persecutor; Philip the preacher of Christ; Simon the practitioner of power religion, we might say; and then there is Peter who brings the power of the Holy Spirit. If I try to sum up what the text is saying to us today we might put it this way: driven by persecution, the gospel goes to Samaria where it meets the pagan world and it demands total and sole loyalty to Jesus Christ. First of all, then, 

1. SAUL THE PERSECUTOR
Saul is a Jew and Saul is a Pharisee. He certainly does not believe that one religion is as good as another. He believes the old creed received from Moses: Yahweh is God. There is no other. That faith had been given to Israel to preserve intact in the world and they had suffered persecution from the heathen to preserve that faith. They had suffered exile in Babylon for the sin of deviating from that faith and worshipping other gods. And that was not going to happen again! not on Saul’s watch anyway. So he was going to stamp out this new-fangled idea about Jesus. He was going to deal with these people who claimed that Jesus of Nazareth was the Messiah. Saul was not going to let the temple of Israel’s God be blasphemed as Stephen had just done. That temple was sacred. That was holy. That was the very dwelling-place of God. If mankind, Jew or Gentile, was ever going to know God, it would be through that blessed and beautiful gold-decked temple in Jerusalem. As a matter of fact, in order to be a true believer in the only one true God you had to become a Jew! God had given this temple to Israel. Therefore, Jesus could not be the Messiah because Jesus had spoken about tearing down this temple and building another, and Steven had preached that. 
Jesus had meant, of course, the temple of his body. True, he also meant the temple in Jerusalem. But that would only be an evidence of what he was doing spiritually. Jesus meant his body. That would be destroyed. But then his physical body would be resurrected. And his spiritual body, the church, would be raised up and built throughout the world: that would thenceforth be the temple in which God lives and from which he works in the world today. 
Whether Saul was the ring-leader in the death of Steven we don’t know, but he was, as we read, “in hearty agreement,” and from that day he launched a bitter persecution; “dragging off men and women, he put them into prison.” Saul’s devotion to the honour of God was wonderful but it was, as he later described it, “zeal without knowledge.”
 Saul had made a fundamental mistake about religion. Saul had identified the worship of the one true God with the worship of Israel. It was almost as if Saul had turned that round the other way, as if worshipping with Israel was crucial, rather than worshipping the one true God. 
Jesus had met this way of thinking in his disciples once. They saw a fellow healing in his name but he wasn’t one of the twelve and they thought they should stop him. And Jesus said, “No, just because he doesn’t walk with us doesn’t mean to say he’s not one of us. He is truly preaching and healing in my name and whoever (like that fellow) is not against us, is for us.”
 That was the mistake of the Sanhedrin. That was the mistake of Saul the Pharisee. They had identified the cause of God with themselves, personally almost, rather than the other way round. And when we make our cause the cause of God we will resort to our own human means to rescue it instead of leaving it in the hands of God. You see, to a certain extent Saul was right. There is only one God and he does demand total allegiance. But God is well capable of looking after his own cause. And if you have to resort to persecution to defend the cause of God then maybe it’s not really God’s cause you’re seeking to defend; maybe it’s really your own cause you’re fighting for. 
So there is Saul the persecutor. Secondly, we come to

2. PHILIP THE PREACHER OF CHRIST

This is really rather funny in a way. Jesus of Nazareth is the Son of Man. That’s what Daniel had called him in his prophecy and he meant by that title, Son of Man, that Jesus would receive the kingdoms of the world and therefore he is standing at the right-hand of God. Saul is doing his utmost to stamp out the belief that the Messiah has come and that Jesus of Nazareth was the Son of Man. And yet all Saul achieves is exactly the opposite! Those who fled Jerusalem because of his persecution, we read, went about taking the good news of the Word wherever they went (v.4). And because the church in Jerusalem is thus scattered and Philip therefore has no need to carry on doing his work as a deacon any more, he also flees to Samaria and proclaims Christ to them. 
You see, Jesus said that the Christians would be his witnesses – in Jerusalem and then in Samaria and then to the uttermost parts of the earth. And so it proves to be. And brothers and sisters, there’s a lot going on in this world at the moment that is working against Christianity; in the subtle way of the pluralism of the West; and in the horrible way of the onslaught of Islam. But we need not fear it. We must not fear the wrath of man, for always God makes the wrath of man, and the sin of man, to praise him, to work for the cause of his kingdom. The apostles, for whatever reason, may be confined to Jerusalem, but that doesn’t stop the people proclaiming to all and sundry why they had had to leave Jerusalem. And the reason was Jesus Christ. 
And Philip, because he is the first to take the Gospel to the next circle out from Jerusalem, is given the power to work “the signs of apostles” to demonstrate that this new faith is from God. So we read that he also healed many and cast out evil spirits (vv.6-7).
 
We need to think about this for a moment. Demon possession is especially found in pagan cultures that have never had the gospel. What is one of the most interesting phenomena in the New Testament is the demon possession that was present in Judah and Galilee during Jesus’ ministry. What is especially interesting about it is that we never read of demon possession in Israel in the Old Testament. It’s a completely new thing in Israel. Furthermore, as you compare the earlier with the later writings of the New Testament, mention of demon possession and the miraculous gifts fades out. And when we think about that and read the history of missions in the world, we see the same pattern. 

What happened when Jesus came into the world proclaiming and bringing the kingdom of God was this: the devil very well understood what the coming of Jesus into the world two thousand years ago was all about; he knew that it meant the end of his spiritual domination of the Gentile nations. So when Jesus began his ministry it was as if he sent in the shock troops en masse to confront this threat. You see this also in the fact that whenever Jesus spoke to demons before he called them out of whomever they possessed, they recognised him and they trembled and almost, in a way on one occasion, pleaded for mercy.
 They feared him. And down through history as the gospel has gone into new areas where it has never been before, missionaries have often, if not always, had to deal with demon possession. But as the gospel establishes a beach-head, as it were, in a new culture, demon possession tends to fade away; or at least it becomes much less. For, you see, when Philip cast out demons in Samaria as Jesus did in Israel among the Jews, he was binding the strongman. He was despoiling the strongman of his possessions and his power over yet another culture. And as Jesus and his servants have done this as the gospel has gone around the world, so we see that what Jesus said in Matthew chapter twelve is true. The Jews had accused him of casting out demons by the power of Beelzebub, but he says, “If I cast out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God has come upon you.” And you can’t have two kingdoms in the same patch of real estate. Where Christ’s kingdom has come, the devil’s kingdom must retreat. 
So there is Saul the persecutor. There is Philip the preacher of Christ. Thirdly, we come to 
3. SIMON THE PRACTITIONER OF POWER-RELIGION

That’s what Simon really was and he must have been pretty good at it. He “astonished the people of Samaria” (v.9). And they gave him a lot of air-time, for we read that “he astonished them with his magic arts” (v.11). They even called him “the Great Power of God” (10). But the interesting thing is that while the Christians who had to flee persecution went about talking about the good news of the Word of Christ and Philip, when he preached, proclaimed Christ, Simon preached himself. We read in verse nine that “he claimed to be someone great.” And that, congregation, is not a bad indicator whether you’re meeting someone who is a messenger from the true God or someone who is preaching a false religion. In the end the people were convinced of the truth of Philip’s message of “the good news about the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ” (v.12). And they believed Philip and they were baptized. And Simon himself believed and was baptized. 
But there is something not quite right about Simon’s conversion. About the reception of the gospel by the people in Samaria in general we read that, “There was much rejoicing in that city.” But when we read about Simon’s reception of the gospel, we read in verse thirteen, “He continued on with Philip and as he observed the signs and the great miracles taking place, he was constantly amazed.” What really seems to have struck Simon was not that his sins were forgiven and therefore he rejoiced like the other Samaritan converts. What really seems to have struck Simon was that Philip had greater power than he did. So later, when he sees that power manifested by Peter and John, he tries to buy it for himself. Simon is captivated by power. He had always claimed to be someone great; he was known as “the Great Power of God” (v.10) and nothing seems to have changed. 

Perhaps, by that prayer at the end of the story (v.24), we should understand that Simon really was converted. But that’s not the case before then. It seems that Simon still viewed religion pretty much as so many do in our world today: that one is as good as another. They’re all pretty much the same. They all get you in touch with the spiritual world, even if that only be your inner self, the source of inner strength. Yet, while none of these religions are not essentially different, some might have benefits that others don’t. So Simon, who had amazed all Samaria for some time by his spiritual prowess, was now constantly amazed by Philip and Peter’s spiritual prowess. 
I remember being at a family conference once. You know these family conferences where everybody is brought together to discuss the young delinquent’s offending; the police are there and the justice system’s there and the psychiatrist or the psychologist is there and other people may be invited. I was invited on this occasion and I met the psychiatrist and she asked me who I was and I said was the family’s minister and she said, “Oh that’s interesting, I’m into spirituality too.” That’s a typically pluralistic attitude. 
The other day I was flicking through one of Beccy’s new nursing texts and it’s got a section on spirituality. It talked about how helpful it can be to pray with someone because “there’s power in prayer;” and how sometimes it’s good to ask people what they find gives them meaning in life. The whole tone is that one thing is as good as another. You see, it’s the practice of spiritual exercises and rites; it’s the act of prayer itself that is important, not whom you may or may not be getting in touch with through those spiritual techniques, whether meditation or prayer or whatever. 
When Peter meets this pluralistic way of thinking in Simon he will have none of it, and he’s very direct about it. He’s every bit as exclusivistic as Saul was. For Peter, religion is not first of all a matter of power. It’s certainly not a matter of us having spiritual powers to get the world somehow to work my way. For Peter, religion is first of all a moral matter. He says to Simon, “May your silver perish with you because you thought you could obtain the gift of God with money. You have no part or portion in this matter, for your heart is not right before God. Therefore, repent of this wickedness of yours and pray the Lord that, if possible, the intention of your heart may be forgiven you, for I see that you are in the gall of bitterness and in the bondage of iniquity” (vv.20-23).

Peter has not come to Samaria, and Philip did not come to Samaria, with the latest version of something that was already on the shelves: only he brought the up-graded version: MS Religion 2006 or something like that. Philip and Peter were preaching the message about the kingdom of God; the only God there is, the God who is the Lord, Yahweh, the God of Israel, who gives his spiritual power as a gift, gratis, to whomsoever he will; who demands that we put our hearts right with him; for whom certain things are sin and wickedness. 
#
And sin and wickedness are not just a matter of outward acts, because Peter rebukes Simon about the intentions of his heart, his motives. 
#
And forgiveness is not received if we just perform the right religious ceremonies. 
Forgiveness is a matter of the grace of God. “Pray the Lord that, if possible, your sin may be forgiven you.”
 It’s not something we can do for ourselves. For Simon’s heart was in bondage. It was captivated by iniquity. It was enslaved to Neitzsche’s god, the “will to power.” God must do it if it was going to be done at all. And Simon recognized this because he ended up pleading with Peter to pray for him. 
That is the gospel brothers and sisters, for Simon Magus of Samaria two thousand years ago, and for us and all mankind throughout the world today. There is no other. Our problem is moral. We’ve rebelled. We’ve offended a holy God and he will punish us unless we receive his mercy upon repentance. Jesus Christ must have our sole and total allegiance. So fourthly, we come to 
4. PETER WHO BESTOWS THE HOLY SPIRIT

Now a question arises: why, when the apostles in Jerusalem heard that Samaria had received the Word of God, did they send Peter and John? And another question: how come the believers in Samaria did not receive the Holy Spirit when they were converted as was the case with those who repented in Jerusalem? 
We need to do a little revision here. The Holy Spirit does two main works in the heart of the believer.
 
First of all, he enlightens our thinking to enable us to understand and believe the gospel. In other words, he causes us to be born again. That work the Holy Spirit has always done, even in the Old Testament, otherwise nobody could ever have believed in God truly in the Old Testament either, because by nature, since Adam, we are all dead in trespasses and sins. We are dead so far as divine spiritual influences are concerned. We cannot receive the things of God. We cannot understand them. We need to be born again. That’s the first thing the Holy Spirit does and thus he brings people to salvation in Christ. 
Secondly, in the New Testament there is another work that the Holy Spirit does in every believer that he only did in a very few believers in the Old Testament. That work is to give us the power of the Holy Spirit or, in the words of Acts one, verse eight, to give us “the Holy Spirit in power” – to use our spiritual gifts in the service of the gospel and the church. In the Old Testament only the prophets, priests and kings had the Holy Spirit with that kind of power. That’s why they were anointed to their particular offices. But for these New Testament times, Jesus told the disciples that they must wait in Jerusalem until the Holy Spirit would come upon them, until the whole church, all the Christians then present, would be anointed with power, so that the whole church would then “be my witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria and to the uttermost parts of the earth.” And thus the whole church from that day on is empowered for its world-wide mission. 
But now here are these Samaritans. They are the first of a race other than Jews to hear the NT gospel. Would they really receive the Holy Spirit on the same basis and with the same power as Jewish believers? Remember the problem with Saul and the rest of the Sanhedrin? They were persecuting the church at this very moment, partly because they identified the real work of God directly with Israel. If you wanted to become a believer in the true God you had to become a Jew and “the Jews have no dealings with the Samaritans.”
 Samaritans were sub-par, worse than Gentiles really. And this way of thinking had to be knocked out of the early church right from the very beginning, because the disciples even thought that way when they were with Jesus. I mentioned that incident earlier.
 
So in this instance the Lord did not give the Holy Spirit in power to the new Samaritan believers automatically upon their conversion. To show the Jewish Christians and the apostles, indeed, very clearly, that the Samaritans were to be received into the church on exactly the same basis as anybody else, he gave the Samaritans their very own Pentecost. He sent Peter and John, the two most prominent apostles, to lay hands on them that they might receive the Holy Spirit in power in a very obvious way. And it was obvious. Simon could see that something was different. He could see that they had received the Holy Spirit in power (v.18). We are not told what he saw but it would seem from the experience of Pentecost and also from the experience of the first Gentile converts in the household of Cornelius in chapter ten – that we will come to, Lord willing – it would seem that the Samaritans spoke in tongues. 
That is not something that happens to all new converts as many Pentecostals and Charismatic believers today say. It didn’t actually happen to very many converts in the New Testament; only to the first Jewish converts, the first Samaritan converts, and the first Gentile converts, for the very special reason of demonstrating that all mankind, Jews, hybrid Jews – the Samaritans, and Gentiles, were all received into the church on the same basis with the same rights and the same privileges. 
CONCLUSION

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, the world of Simon Magus, Samaria of two thousand years ago, is the world we live in again today. This kind of thinking is all around us and in some ways even some Christians are not listening and thinking clearly and carefully about their faith. We live in a world that glorifies tolerance of almost everything. And of course, we must be tolerant. We must be tolerant of persons. We must even acknowledge the permission that God has given everybody to go on and live in sin and to commit the sin of believing in whatever they like and so reject God. But we must also uphold the absolute uniqueness of the God of the Bible. He is the only God there is. And his Son Jesus Christ is the only Saviour there is. And the Holy Spirit is the only divine and Holy Spirit there is. 
And because God is the only God and Jesus Christ is the only Saviour, we must give him our sole and total allegiance. We must love and worship and trust in and serve him and him alone. And let us ask ourselves the question: can that possibly be hard? What a God he is who so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son to deliver us from bondage to iniquity, from thraldom to satan! How can loving that God be anything other than high privilege, joy, the greatest honour that could ever be given to any human being? Love him people; him and him alone, with all your heart, soul, mind and strength.

 Amen.

John Rogers, preached in the Reformed Church of the North Shore, 23rd July, 2006
�    Romans 10:2.


�    Mark 9:40.


�    The phrase comes from 2 Corinthians 12:12; cf. also Acts 2:22, Hebrews 2:4. This apostolic nature of Philip’s ministry is also hinted at in the fact that when the people who were scattered, they ‘good-newsed’ the word; or, we might say, they evangelized with the word; the verb is ; to good-news; however, when Philip “proclaimed Christ” in v.5, the verb is ; it means to proclaim and has the idea of the official herald of the king announcing the good news of a victory. It is the word used for the official proclamation of the gospel.


�    When Jesus cast out Legion from the Gadarene demoniac; Luke 8:32.


�    Or perhaps, better, “Pray the Lord whether your sin may be forgiven you.”


�    Actually, a third, if we include sanctification. But these are the two that are important for the point in hand.


�   John 4:9.


�    Mark 9:40.
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