Study 7 The book of Acts Ch 8: verse 2 to 40.

The Gospel to Samaria and beyond.

The death of Stephen brought a wave of persecution to the church in Jerusalem never seen before. Persecution, isolated previously to Peter and John and then Phillip, now the whole church comes under fire and as a result, many fled from Jerusalem. The apostles stayed in Jerusalem and mention is made of Saul as a ring leader seeking out Christians and putting them in jail.

Those who left Jerusalem though, continued to preach about Jesus wherever they went.  We do not know a lot about what many did, but we do hear about Philip, who goes to Samaria preaching about Jesus and along with signs and miracles brought joy to the town. Philip was previously mentioned as one of the helpers to oversee the provisions of food for the Hellenist speaking Jews in Jerusalem.
Samaria is significant in the bible as an area and people who were considered ½ brothers of the Jews. They made up a large portion of Israel before the dividing of the nation into 2 separate kingdoms in the Old Testament.  Jews and Samaritans were considered enemies of each other during the time of the New Testament (See John Ch 4 and the Samaritan woman) and usually did not associate with each other. 

Simon is mentioned as a magician who lived in Samaria and exercised great influence over the people. However when the Samaritans hear the good news of Jesus from Philip they turn to Jesus and begin to follow Philip. Even Simon who is impressed by the signs and miracles of Philip believes and is baptised along with the others who believed.

What happens next is very unusual. When the apostles in Jerusalem hear about the Samaritans coming to faith and joining the church, they come from Jerusalem to pray for them lay hands on them and for them to receive the Holy Spirit.

Why had they not received the Holy Spirit like others who believed? Why does it seem necessary foe the Apostles to come and lay hands on them? The best explanation lies in affirming the unity of the church with Jerusalem and the uniting of 2 separate groups under the apostles through the gift of the Spirit.

When Simon sees that the Holy Spirit is given through the laying on of hands, he offers money to the apostles for this power. Peter of course is not happy with such an offer and calls Simon to repent. He seems to accept his error and asks for prayer. Peter and John then return to Jerusalem preaching to other Samaritans along the way. This laying on of hands for the Holy Spirit seems to be a one off occurrence with the Samaritans. 

The next episode involves Philip on the advice of an angel going to a road between Jerusalem and Gaza where an Ethiopian eunuch and official is travelling home from worship at Jerusalem. He is reading the scriptures along the way and Philip comes along to help him understand how the scriptures are fulfilled in Jesus. Upon the first site of water he is baptised by Philip who then is taken away by the Lord to Azotus on the way to Caesarea.
Questions for reflection.   
1. What do you think it was that made Saul such a zealous persecutor of the church?

2. Why do you think the apostles brought the Holy Spirit to the new believers in Samaria and not Philip?

3. Share any ideas you have that you think can help the church share the gospel in new areas?
