
1 
 

In 2011 a medical receptionist named Donna called into her local radio 

station... Y94 of Fargo North Dakota... to try to raise awareness for a 

concern she had.  ... The response that it brought to her issue has had 

millions of people all over the world – laughing in hysterics.  Maybe you 

have heard this recording of Donna on Facebook or YouTube (where I first 

heard it... this week.)  

- PLAY VIDEO “Remove the Deer Crossing Signs”  - 

I must admit that I am amazed by the lack of understanding of Donna... and 

how tenacious she was for her cause.  ... Ironically she thought that those 

who placed the signs where they did – were deficient in their thinking... and 

perception.   

Donna is a very gracious person.  I had an opportunity to listen to a follow-

up interview with her by the same radio personalities – one year later.  She 

laughed at herself and spoke of all the pranks her neighbors and coworkers 

play on her with plastic deer and yellow crossing signs.  However, she 

sounded as though she was starting to become tired of her sudden fame. 

But there is a reason I played that clip for you... beyond sharing a laugh.  ... 

As funny as it is... in our amusement... we must not start to think that we 

are above such flawed and defective thinking... and could ever have such a 

misplaced zeal...  So... let me caution you with a word of warning. ... ... It 

can... and does happen to us - often!  ... You might think... “Well... yes... I 

have been mistaken... and probably will be many more times in the future... 

but surely I am not as clueless as what we just heard...!”  ...We would all 

like to think that we aren’t as naïve. ... But we may very well be! 
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You see... we are all prone to a pride that blinds us... We sometimes think 

that we understand enough about the Lord and His ways... that we make 

assumptions... that our priorities are His priorities... that our ways are His 

ways... that our timing should be His timing... and... probably more often 

than we care to admit...  we are just as mistaken about certain issues in our 

life... as Donna the Deer Lady was about the misplaced crossing signs.  

Other assumptions we might make... that lead to our own “deer crossing 

concerns” ... might be along the lines of... “If I do this for God ... (if I honor 

Him by making this sacrifice...)  then He will see to it that I will enjoy a life 

without any unwanted twists and turns...”  ... “If I place myself into a certain 

role in the church... then I will have nothing but kind attention and respect 

from others...”  ... “If I apply enough faith to my prayers... then... my 

financial burden will be lifted... my child’s cancer will be healed... those who 

treat me badly will back off...”    

So... the truth is... that we might be a lot more like Donna the Deer Lady... 

than we thought.  We have some faulty thinking about God... that God 

agrees with us about the way things are to be... and how they should go.   

But let me just tell you what the theme of our passage this morning in the 

Book of Acts is...  Do you want to be in agreement with God in your life? ... 

Then you must always be poised for surprise before the mysterious ways of 

God. ... We must constantly remain humble before Him... knowing that His 

ways are always right... and that His ways are much higher than our ways. 

We are studying through the Book of Acts... the history of how God started 

the Church here on earth... and it is full of surprises.  Kent Hughes has 

commented...  “Following the church through Acts is like following a 
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wounded deer through a forest. ... Drops of blood mark the trail...”  We 

wouldn’t expect God to start His church this way... if He wants it to prosper.  

It is surprising to see so much persecution... and this is how chapter 8 (our 

passage today) -  opens.  

 

God’s use of persecution is the first surprise we see in our passage.  But 

then we will encounter other surprises in verses 1-25 of Acts chapter 8.  

We will look at these astonishments and then conclude with some remarks 

about our need to always be poised for surprise before the mysterious 

ways of God. 

 

So... let’s begin with... Surprised by persecution... 

 

Acts 8:1-3 

 

Persecution pushed the Christians beyond Jerusalem and into Judea and 

Samaria, thus fulfilling the second part of Jesus' command in Acts 1:8. The 

persecution helped spread the Good News...  God would bring great results 

from the believers' suffering. 

It took persecution — mainly the scattering of these believers in Christ — to 

get the church to begin to do what Jesus had commanded them. 

Acts 1:8 (ESV)  
But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, 
and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and 
Samaria, and to the end of the earth.” 

 

Saul becomes the chief persecutor of the church. This causes the church to 

scatter. Actually...  he does the church a favor.  ... They were all settled 
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down in Jerusalem... and I don't think they would have moved out... had it 

not been for the persecution which Saul of Tarsus instigated.  But verse 1 

states that this inflamed man was approving of Stephen’s death.   

The word for “approving” does not mean that he “voted” on it.  Rather, it 

means, “he took pleasure in it.” ... The emphasis is on the pleasure Paul 

felt in his role... Now Luke is the author here... This is Luke’s description. 

But later in Acts... Paul himself confesses the same thing in Acts 22:20. 

Acts 22:20 (ESV)  
And when the blood of Stephen your witness was being shed, I 
myself was standing by and approving and watching over the 
garments of those who killed him.’  

 

 

Paul approved of what was taking place... and then on that same day... the 

very day of Stephen’s death... Saul launched a widespread persecution on 

the entire church.  ... He wanted to act and to act quickly in wiping out the 

church. The believers were frightened and on the run. He had to strike 

immediately to catch them before they could escape. ... The persecution 

was launched in fury and in violence. ... Notice the phrase "a great 

persecution" - diōgmos megas.  

Saul's violent rage against the believers knew no limits. Going from house 

to house... he dragged them off... and put them in prison.  This hateful 

opposition was brutal. The word behind Paul's "ravaging"  in verse 3... 

suggests sadistic cruelty... This Greek word is found in ancient literature 

and was used to describe a wild boar tearing a victim's body apart. 

But apparently... Saul did not go to any of the Apostle’s houses.  Verse one 

says that they were all scattered – except the Apostles. ... That might 
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sound like a surprise.  But remember... the apostles were doing all sorts of 

miracles... people were being healed... demons were being cast out... and I 

believe that the religious authorities were afraid of them.  ... They’ve 

already tried to persecute Peter and John... they imprisoned them... but an 

Angel released them.  ... It would take a while for the religious authorities to 

work up enough courage to persecute an Apostle who demonstrated the 

power of God!  Eventually they did – but for now... God had them stay 

behind in Jerusalem. 

If the apostles had fled Jerusalem... there would have been no stabilizing 

person at the church... no leader holding the church together. ... The only 

organized church in existence... was the church in Jerusalem. ...The 

believers... although imprisoned and scattered... still needed a church to 

look toward.  ...There was great need for a church to picture... a place from 

which to look for help and direction. ... The apostles were the hub... the 

focus... the leaders to which the earliest believers looked for guidance. ... It 

was important for the apostles to remain there, important for their loyalty 

and availability to the church to be known. ... By staying in Jerusalem... 

they held the church together. ... The believers... no matter where they had 

scattered... knew that the church was still existing through its courageous 

leaders. 

But the rest of the church was scattered like grain.  In fact the very word 

that is used in verse 1... is a Greek word that was used for scattering seed 

– “diaspora.”   One of the early church Fathers, Tertullian... has often been 

quoted as saying “the blood of Christians is the seed of the church’s 

growth.”   
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The evil of men only resulted in the spreading of the Gospel to other lands 

and peoples.  No persecution will overcome God. He is still on the throne. 

The point to note is this: Stephen (his message and martyrdom) is the 

flame that God used to launch the great evangelistic thrust of the gospel 

around the world. The believers were scattered all over the world by great 

persecution. 

Persecution forced the believers out of their homes in Jerusalem, and 

along with them went the Good News. Sometimes we have to become 

uncomfortable before we'll move. We may not want to experience it, but 

discomfort may be best for us because God may be working through our 

hurts. When you are tempted to complain about uncomfortable or painful 

circumstances, stop and ask if God might be preparing you for a special 

task. 

Paul... the relentless hunter... brought death and misery to the church! ... 

But amidst the horrors of the waves of persecution against Christ's 

followers... another surprise took place - the gospel invaded Samaria... of 

all places for the church to expand beyond Jerusalem... it was to the hated 

Samaritans!   

If you and I were in charge of launching a world-wide campaign of any 

sort... would we use persecution as a viable strategy... and would we make 

our initial focus a despised people group...?  If you get the wrong people... 

no one will want to join us.  ... What are You doing – God?  No... No... 

No...!  Here is our way... We should emphasize benefits and blessing – not 
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persecution... and let’s reach out initially to attractive people as our 

converts.    

Do you want to be in agreement with God in your life? ... Then you must 

always be poised for surprise before the mysterious ways of God. 

Acts 8:4-8 

In the Gospel’s we read of another Phillip – Phillip... one of the 12 Disciples 

of Christ.   This is not THAT Phillip.  This is the Phillip we were introduced 

to in Acts chapter 6... one of the seven Greek speaking men who was 

selected for the feeding of widows.  As a Hellenistic Jew... he was not 

particularly welcome in Jerusalem... and as a Christian he was doubly 

unwelcome. So when the persecution began... he fled to Samaria.  

The city of Samaria (in the region of Samaria) had been the capital of the 

northern kingdom of Israel in the days of the divided kingdom before it was 

conquered by Assyria in 722 B.C. During that war, the Assyrian king had 

taken many captives, leaving only the poorest people in the land and 

resettling it with foreigners. These foreigners had intermarried with the 

Jews who were left, and the mixed race became known as Samaritans. 

The Samaritans were considered half-breeds by the "pure" Jews in the 

southern kingdom of Judah, and the two groups hated each other intensely.   

The Jewish rabbis said, "Let no man eat the bread of the Samaritans for he 

who eats their bread is as he who eats swine's flesh." A popular prayer in 

those days said, "...and, Lord, do not remember the Samaritans in the 

resurrection." You can be sure the Samaritans felt the same way about the 

Jews. 
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This is quite a surprise... that the church’s initial expansion... was to the 

Samaritans. ... Jews and Samaritans were bitter enemies. 

Acts 8:9-13 

Now this part does seem to agree with the way I would launch a 

movement.  ... Convert that society’s most influential citizen.  In this case it 

happens to be a magician who obtained his influence by astounding and 

confounding the public.  ... Simon was a man of immense power... but 

Philip's power was greater. ... As a result... Simon lost his followers. 

Simon was eclipsed by the Jewish refugee. His star was fading fast. What 

could he do? Simon got a brilliant idea! "If you can't beat 'em, join 'em." 

Simon believes... he is even baptized... and he becomes a friend of Philip. 

You would certainly think he was a real child of God. ... However... we are 

about to get another surprise that demonstrates and makes very clear that 

he is not!   He believed and was baptized... but he is not converted.  

We often see in the church... that there are others who profess a belief... 

but they are not born again.  ...They have the head knowledge... they go 

along with the crowd... they might be close friends with the pastor... but 

they are not saved. ... Although they have been baptized with water, they 

have not been baptized into the church of Jesus Christ by the Holy Spirit. 

It all boils down to this – “What did Simon believe?” ... From what we are 

given... it seems that he believed Jesus was “that great power of God,” and 

not he, himself.  ... But this is not a saving faith.  ... There must be faith in 

the substitutionary death and resurrection of Jesus the Messiah.  We must 
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believe that we deserved the death that Jesus died - as our substitute... 

and we must trust what Jesus did on the cross for our salvation – and 

nothing else.  ... Verses 20-22 will clearly show that Simon’s heart was not 

right.  He lacked in his heart.  He had faith in miracles – not in a Person. 

The result was amazement – not holiness!   (Has the Gospel only produced 

amazement in you... or is there holiness...?  Without evidence of holiness... 

you should be concerned about your salvation.)  

 

Just as I was beginning to think that God and I are in agreement about how 

to reach a society... it turns out... what I thought He was doing – wasn’t the 

case.  Simon was one of Satan’s surprises – an implant in the church. 

Acts 8:14-25 

Unfortunately... Simon may have never repented. His reply was insipidly 

lame: "Pray to the Lord for me so that nothing you have said may happen 

to me" (Acts 8:24). Only slightly moved by Peter's stern rebuke... he did not 

pray for forgiveness but rather asked Peter to do it for him. ... He did not 

repent as he was exhorted by Peter to do.  

The wickedness of Simon's heart was fully revealed by the ministry of the 

two apostles. Simon not only wanted to perform miracles... but he also 

wanted the power to convey the gift of the Holy Spirit to others—and he 

was quite willing to pay for this power! ... It is this passage that gives us the 

word simony... which means "the buying and selling of church offices or 

privileges." 

We would be wrong to suppose simony is something we would never do... 

simply because we have not offered money for spiritual power. ... Simon 

http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ac+8%3A24
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tried to obtain spiritual power in order to promote himself... and anytime we 

seek spiritual power or abilities to put ourselves forward... we make the 

same error. ... Preaching to gain recognition or status is simony. ... Serving 

with an eye to advancement in the church's power structure is simony. 

Seeking spiritual gifts for the promotion of oneself is simony. ... Even 

seeking to be godly so others will think we are godly is a type of simony. 

The only way to receive God's power is to do what Peter told Simon to 

do—repent, ask God for forgiveness, and be filled with his Spirit. No 

amount of money can buy salvation, forgiveness of sin, or God's power. 

These are only gained by repentance and belief in Christ as Savior. In 

addition, Simon apparently wanted that ability for selfish reasons: to have 

power, to make money, or to gain prestige. God doesn't give us abilities to 

enhance our own lives. He grants us gifts so that we may bring him glory 

by building up others. When you find yourself wishing for an ability that 

would put you into the limelight or somehow enrich you personally, check 

your motives. Instead of sitting around wishing for talents you don't have, 

spend your time serving God and others with the gifts you do possess. 

There is one other matter that I need to address... before making closing 

comments from our passage.  It is what might look like a surprise... to a 

Baptist.  It is this matter by which the Samaritans received the Holy Spirit.  

We don’t believe in a second blessing after you place your faith in Christ 

and are saved.  Baptists do not lay hands on a believer after they have had 

water baptism and pray for them to receive the Holy Spirit.  We believe that 

it comes at the very moment a person places their faith in Christ. 

Titus 3:5-7 (ESV)  
he saved us, not because of works done by us in righteousness, but 
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according to his own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and 
renewal of the Holy Spirit,  whom he poured out on us richly through 
Jesus Christ our Savior,  so that being justified by his grace we might 
become heirs according to the hope of eternal life. 

What Paul wrote in his letter to Titus is not the way we see it done here in 

the Book of Acts.  ... Our charismatic brothers and sisters in Christ turn to 

the Book of Acts and say that you need to receive the Holy Spirit AFTER 

you become a Christian... through the laying on of hands... just as we see 

Peter and John demonstrate. ...  

Baptists on the other hand... point to verses like Titus and say... that it is 

normative that our salvation is accomplished just as Paul wrote... it is by 

the pouring out of the Holy Spirit and the washing, regeneration, and 

renewal... all of which is done by the Holy Spirit... In other words it is 

impossible to be saved – without having the Holy Spirit poured out on the 

individual.   

So who is right...? 

Here is the reason why I am reluctant to rely on a passage in Acts to 

prescribe what is normal for the Christian today.  Luke wrote Acts to 

describe how God started the church.  It is meant to DEscribe – not to 

PREscribe!   I would no more use this passage to presecribe how a person 

receives the Holy Spirit today... than I would Acts chapter 2... (just six 

chapters earlier...) where it is DEscribed how the believers waited in an 

upper room in Jerusalem for the coming of the Holy Spirit.  ... Acts is the 

historical record of one time events that show us how God started His 

church.   
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Why would God need to bring His Holy Spirit to the Samaritans in such a 

unique way...?  Because if God did not bestow the Holy Spirit through the 

Apostles who were sent from Jerusalem... there would have been no link 

between them... they would have remained hated enemies... and two 

separate churches.  The Samaritans would continue to be despised by the 

Jews in Jerusalem... and visa versa.  But now... the authority of the 

Apostles has been established among the believers of Samaria.  God was 

establishing His ONE church... the church universal on earth... and this is 

how He did it.      

This morning we have been looking at a passage of Scripture that 

impresses us with the truth that (as followers of Christ) we must always be 

poised for surprise before the mysterious ways of God. ... We must 

constantly remain humble before Him... knowing that His ways are always 

right... and that His ways are much higher than our ways. 

You might be facing some difficult circumstances in your life right now... 

maybe a legal challenge... or a financial challenge... something in your 

future (or your recent past) is a cause for stress.  My encouragement for 

you this morning... is to stop and ask Him to make you willing for Him to 

use those circumstances to accomplish whatever His design for them is.  

Ask Him to make you poised for surprise before His mysterious ways and 

achievements.  


