
Evangelism 101: Lessons in Acts #13

“Breaking Down the Barriers”

Acts 8:5-8

The United States of America has long prided itself as a bastion of liberty, equality, and justice for all. Yet our history is littered with actions and attitudes of racism, prejudice, and bigotry.

And it isn’t all history.

Yes, there have been steps taken, particularly in legislation to provide equal rights in a wide variety of areas. No, we do not see the blatant segregation that was not only tolerated but legally protected seventy-five years ago. But the ugly reality of hatred and discrimination cannot be denied in our country today. Perhaps that just goes to prove that morality cannot be legislated, for the passing of laws does not change the heart of the individual.

Worst of all, these sins of pride and prejudice—or, should I say, the pride of prejudice—is all too often found in our Christian churches. Fifty years ago Martin Luther King, Jr., wrote, “Sunday morning at eleven o’clock is the most segregated hour of our nation’s life.”
 I’d like to think that much has changed over the past half-century, but the truth is as many as 87% of Christian churches in the United States are either completely made up of only White or African-American parishioners.

We are still divided, even in the Church.

And that has gone back all the way to the very beginning of the Church.

Our text this morning is Acts 8:5-8, documenting the spread of the Gospel to the land of Samaria. Of course, we are immediately reminded of Jesus’ words to the disciples in Acts 1:8, “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” I remember being taught that Jerusalem was like your home town, Judea was like your home county or state, and Samaria was like the county or state next to you. So it would seem that the spread of the Gospel from Jerusalem to Judea (the surrounding area) to Samaria (the next area over) was purely logical in the progression of how the church grew.
 But there was much more than that.

John Stott writes, “It is hard for us to conceive the boldness of the step Philip took in preaching the gospel to Samaritans.” He goes on to explain, 

For the hostility between Jews and Samaritans had lasted a thousand years. It began with the break-up of the monarchy in the tenth century bc when ten tribes defected, making Samaria their capital, and only two tribes remained loyal to Jerusalem. It became steadily worse when Samaria was captured by Assyria in 722 bc, thousands of its inhabitants were deported, and the country was re-populated by foreigners. In the sixth century bc, when the Jews returned to their land, they refused the help of the Samaritans in the rebuilding of the temple. 

Not till the fourth century bc, however, did the Samaritan schism harden, with the building of their rival temple on Mount Gerizim and their repudiation of all Old Testament Scripture except the Pentateuch. The Samaritans were despised by the Jews as hybrids in both race and religion, as both heretics and schismatics.

Racial prejudice and hostility toward the “unwashed” outsiders was common in Israel in Jesus’ day. This was apparently built upon an extreme and misguided notion of separation from the unclean world. But Jesus often made the unlikely outsiders the heroes of his stories. For example, in the account of the ten lepers in Luke 17:18: “Were there not any found who returned to give glory to God except this foreigner?” Some speculate that this was a reference to the hated Samaritans.

Jesus made these objects of extreme prejudice the good guy and portrayed the “righteous” Jews (that is, a certain priest and a certain Levite) as the bad guys in the parable of the Good Samaritan. It was to a Samaritan woman at the well that Jesus made one of the clearest and earliest revelations of Himself as the Messiah (John 4:26). This affirmation of this most despised people is carried on into the apostolic age when Jesus sends out the disciples in Acts 1:8 even to Samaria.

Back in the first century, a Pharisee would pray each morning, “I thank you, God, that I am a Jew, not a Gentile; a man, not a woman; and a freeman, and not a slave.”
 If you were to ask Jews who have been the most victimized targets of racism and prejudice throughout history, they would probably claim their own people for that distinction. Yet they themselves have shown as much racial and ethnic bigotry and intolerance as has been shown against them. That is how prejudice works.

Acts 8 documents how racial and ethnic prejudice can be overcome in the Church breaking down the barriers that divide us all too often.

Crossing the Obstacle

Acts 8:5 records the first step, crossing the obstacle: “Philip went down to a city in Samaria and proclaimed the Christ there.” This is within the context of the persecution of Christians in the city of Jerusalem. As we saw in our last study, Greek-cultured Jews seemed to be the targets of this harassment, and Philip was in that group.

Certainly a number of Christians left Jerusalem for other places, taking the Gospel with them. Why single out Philip? Luke was a very careful historian. He did not recount incidents chosen at random, but inspired by the Holy Spirit, he selected each one carefully to illustrate how the same Spirit led the church into successive circles of mission. Each time a significant new barrier was crossed it was the Spirit who clearly took the initiative.

Samaria was much more than the next-door territory, though. The Jews viewed the Samaritans as “half-breeds.” Being neither Jew (although they claimed to be the “real” Jews) nor Gentile, the Samaritans were ethnically and religiously mixed.
 None of this deterred Philip, though. God has a missionary heart that beats for the whole world. He doesn’t see half-breeds. He doesn’t see Gentiles. He sees lost people in need of rescue. Philip decided to proclaim Christ to the people most despised in Jerusalem.

Luke mentions “a city in Samaria.” It is uncertain which city of Samaria was evangelized by Philip. The ancient city called Samaria had been reestablished by Herod the Great and renamed Sebaste, in honor of the Roman emperor Augustus, but it was a Hellenistic city, and the impression given by our narrative is that the people to whom Philip preached were genuine Samaritans. Another suggestion is that it was Gitta, which (according to Justin Martyr) was the hometown of Simon Magus (who appears later in the chapter).
 Most probably we are intended to think of a place in the neighborhood of Shechem. According to the Fourth Gospel, both John the Baptist and Jesus had been active for a period in this area; their activity could have provided a foundation on which Philip built.

The word for preaching in Acts 8:5 means “to announce as a herald.” Philip was God’s commissioned herald to deliver His message to the people of Samaria.
 The central theme of true evangelism is the message of Jesus Christ. An authentically Christian ministry must have Christ as the sole object of worship and devotion. Philip didn’t talk about the past, he didn’t argue about the location of the temple, and he didn’t defend the superiority of Jewish theology. He preached Christ and ministered to the people.
 He was crossing the obstacle between them.

Certifying the Outreach

Philip did not simply preach, however. Verses 6-7 depict Philip certifying the outreach. 

When the crowds heard Philip and saw the miraculous signs he did, they all paid close attention to what he said. With shrieks, evil spirits came out of many, and many paralytics and cripples were healed. 
Philip not only declared God’s Word, but he also demonstrated God’s power by performing miracles.
 These attesting miracles had a great effect upon the community of unconverted people.
 Good things were happening as a result of Philip’s ministry.

Here was powerful evangelism, not only because of the faithful announcement of the good news of God’s Kingdom, but also because of the good deeds that accompanied the good words.
 As in the ministry of Jesus himself and of his apostles, so in the ministry of Philip these works of mercy and power were visible “signs” confirming the message that he proclaimed.

Celebrating the Outcome

Finally, verse 8 records celebrating the outcome: “So there was great joy in that city.” Hearing Philip’s message and seeing his signs, the crowds “all paid close attention to what he said,” and the combination of salvation and healing brought “great joy” to the city.

The manifestation of the Spirit confirmed to the Samaritans the marvelous Good News of Philip’s message. They were completely accepted into the family of God. They were no longer second-class citizens in God’s people; indeed there were no second-class citizens in the Kingdom of God! The reception of the Samaritan believers into the church was a powerful statement of the gospel itself and was the crucial step in expanding the horizon of the Christian community.

The Gospel had now moved from “Jewish territory” into Samaria where the people were part Jew and part Gentile. God in His grace had built a bridge between two alienated peoples and made the believers one in Christ, and soon He would extend that bridge to the Gentiles and include them as well. Even today, we need “bridge builders” like Philip, men and women who will carry the Gospel into pioneer territory and dare to challenge ancient prejudices. “Into all the world…the Gospel to every creature” is still God’s commission to us.
 It was a bold movement on Philip’s part to preach the gospel to the Samaritans.
 He overcame ancient barriers of hostility in both sides.

What lessons in evangelism can we learn from this passage?

Like Philip, we must be willing to cross the obstacle of racial prejudice. But before we can cross that obstacle, we must acknowledge its existence. And we need to acknowledge that racism is an ugly, awful reality in our country. And our churches.

What do I mean by racism or racial prejudice? Racism embraces the ideas that hereditary biology determines the differences between racial or ethnic groups, that cultural differences are predetermined and unchangeable, and that the distinguishing social and cultural features of a different group make them inferior. These false beliefs foster prejudice and discrimination. Prejudice and discrimination are learned attitudes.

Simply put, if you see a person and, based on the color of their skin or their ethnic background, you assume anything about them…that is racism. If you are fearful or suspicious of someone simply because of his or her race or ethnicity…that is prejudice. And it is sin.

We read in Acts 10:34, “Then Peter began to speak: ‘I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism.’” The Bible sees all men as creatures of God. The Jews were God’s chosen people but they were forbidden to oppress non-Jews. They had been subjected to oppression themselves and understood that it was not appropriate treatment for any person. Jesus expanded this principle to one of loving people different from oneself. The Gospels make it clear that redemption is not for a single race but is offered to all people and that all peoples should endeavor to live in harmony with one another.

Yet, as Bill McCartney, former football coach at the University of Colorado and founder of the Christian ministry Promise Keepers, states,

I believe racism and denominational divisions have done more than just about anything to hamper the church’s witness to the world. So many people of color, like the friend I mentioned earlier, have been totally turned off to the God we proclaim by our obvious lack of love. Even nonbelieving white people know that Christians are supposed to love and that far too often we fail to do so. This is why I’m certain that revival can’t take place until the church grows far more united in obedience to God’s command.

There is to be no racism in the kingdom of God. The Bible declares in Acts 17:26,

“From one man he made every nation of men…” 
 As I have said before, there is only one race of people: the human race. This does not mean that our being members of Christ and His church obliterates our nationality, any more than it does our masculinity or femininity. It means rather that, while our racial, national, social, and sexual distinctions remain, they no longer divide us.

If the people of God are to attack the problem of racism successfully, the problem must be seen from God’s perspective. To help bring about racial healing believers should undertake the following: (a) Admit the existence and ugliness of racism in contemporary society. (b) Acknowledge any personal culpability for perpetuating conflicts with other races. (c) Assume personal responsibility to correct the problems within one’s area of control. (d) Accept the fact that hostility and animosity will exist between ethnic groups until barriers of inequality are removed. (e) Attempt to build relationships with people of other races. (f) Aggressively pursue opportunities to build bridges with people of other races. (g) Affirm the equality of races and the worth of every individual before God.

The problem, however, is not basically a race problem or a class problem; it is fundamentally a sin problem. It is a commentary on the human heart. Seeing truth from God’s perspective should free individuals from personal, petty prejudices and allow them to see others in a different light.

God’s people must start living in light of eternity. In heaven there will be no distinctions based on race, class, caste, or skin color. Redeemed individuals from all national and ethnic groups will stand before God. They will fellowship with each other and together will worship and serve the Lord. Therefore Christians should begin practicing now what they will do for eternity.
 We should seek at least a reflection to it on earth, namely a society characterized by racial justice (no discrimination) and racial harmony (no conflict).

History records how one man did this, and how it affected those around him:

Shortly after the close of the Civil War, a Negro entered a fashionable church in Richmond, Va., one Sunday morning at the beginning of a communion service. When the time came, he walked down the aisle and knelt at the altar. A rustle of shock and anger swept through the congregation. A distinguished layman immediately stood up, stepped forward to the altar and knelt beside his colored brother. Captured by his spirit, the congregation followed. The layman who set the example: Robert E. Lee.

Do you think it was easy for General Lee to do that, given the time and place he lived?  Even though the war had ended, the deeply rooted sentiments of hatred and intolerance still existed.  Yet he rose above the politics, prejudice, and pride of those around him and took his place beside a brother who looked different than he.  His example was followed by his fellow church members. Perhaps that is what it will take today to heal the divisions within our country and even our church.
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